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​​​​Chapter One
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Lady Eugenia Gastrell, by all rights, should be one of the happiest women in London. She had material belongings worthy of Midas, a pedigree shared by Kings and Queens, and a feigned yet affable, giving nature designed to drive a nun green with envy. She hosted infamous parties, organised the city’s most famous charitable organisations, and was considered quite beautiful to boot. She was even said to have magic in her blood (though exactly what that means no one can really say). Her only public misfortune asides from ageing was that she had a curmudgeon for a firstborn son. Her private misfortunes were many, but of primary concern to this tale is that she sold her youngest son to a faerie king.

Eugenia had spent much of her idyllic childhood in the countryside, trouncing through fields and the wood to her heart’s content. It was there she first learned to dance in a mushroom circle, guided by pixies and gnomes that saw her beauty as indication of good moral standing. She would meet with them whenever her nanny was lax in her watching, which was frequent and probably contributed to her growing hobbies of cutting up earthworms and plucking butterfly wings. Only a fox at the wood’s edge seemed concerned by her sweeping obsession, and weekly it warned her to beware of the faeries: ‘They will offer riches that turn to leaves, lies framed as truths, and snatch a part of you away to the Otherworld if you remain open to their influence.’ She naturally did not trust a fox, and continued to seek out elves for stories or dryads to braid her hair. ‘They will entrance you with tales and foods from beyond, until you wish to see nothing but their realm,’ The fox had entreated a deer to speak sense. She knew the deer was a coward, however, and resolved to be unafraid, even asking the faun for the opportunity to visit their world that day. It was politely declined of course. ‘They will promise you love, beauty, and wisdom in exchange for your freedom and happiness’ pleaded the rabbit, who had been recruited by the deer and the fox to persuade her. The Lady thought the rabbit particularly absurd - how else does one procure freedom and happiness without love, beauty, and wisdom? She continued her games, but the faeries found her more demanding as she aged, and incessantly questioned more about their world. Soon they began moving their circles to avoid her, and soon she was flitted away to primary school, which her parents hoped would temper her overly active imagination.

School did refine her manners, patience, and masking of her secret desires. Her return to the countryside as a woman full grown was heralded in polite society, for never was there a more desirable belle. For her part, she was ecstatic to revisit her childhood haunt, the road no longer guarded by talking foxes that knew nothing useful. She was pleasantly surprised by a midnight circle in the wood where faeries beckoned her to join their dances and revelry. 

A perfect lady will catch the fancy of both mortal and immortal men, and Eugenia was no exception to that rule. She captivated an exceptional being, and he would seek her from the road, from her balcony, and from her dreams to join him thrice fold in their waltz. She went when he called, and in exchange for her fresh naivety, she was left with a child out of wedlock. She waited nightly on her balcony for her lover to return, but his absence lengthened and the rumours regarding her grew ostentatiously. She covered this scandal as many sensible women did by securing a quick elopement with the stable, noble, and boring Lord James Gastrell. He was a good man, albeit inattentive, and did not even question the oddity which was her firstborn child, cheerfully naming the lad Simon.

Simon was a happy child and held for his mother a wholehearted, unrequited love. She saw him as a blight on her perfect world view. She could not go to the Otherworld and could rarely find the Fair Folk anymore, yet was forced to bear one and express to it all the motherly attachments required for a woman of her time. In exchange for her efforts, he ruined her figure, reminded her daily of his father, and worse yet, was unacceptable to be shown off in public on account of some inhuman features. The gall of the child! She even spent hours perfecting her seamstress skills in order to fashion clothes that hid his wings or accommodated his antennae.

“Not everyone is lucky enough to have a mother whom makes their clothes, Simon.” She reminded him often. A good mother ensures their child learns gratitude through constant reminders. 

“They keep my wings from moving!”

“Exactly the point. You would frighten other children if they showed. You must grow your hair longer as well. It will make you appear more handsome versus hideous.” She was sweet in the delivery, but hiding his features was not a medicine he wished to swallow. “Do not pout, dear. I did not raise you to sulk. A good son is expected to look presentable and to listen to his mother.”

Simon listened and obeyed for many years. He wore long coats that constrained his wings and habitually squinted his large eyes, as though he had just burnt his retinas on the sun, to make them appear less intimidating. He never used magic, and he did his best to avoid speaking to creatures from the Otherworld whilst she was around (even though they were naturally drawn to those of the Gastrell line). He noted that she never acknowledged that side of his bloodline except when he had been particularly wicked. Then, like most well-adjusted mothers, she would extract Promises from him as evidence that he was truly sorry for any misgivings. A faerie Promise is far more potent than a human promise, and must be obeyed to the letter if not to the spirit of its utterance. The Lady knew this quite well, and Simon was constantly getting entangled in the semantics of whatever apology she wished to procure from him. 

Despite Simon’s best efforts, the Lady always saw faults and thought him too inhuman for polite society. Of course it would be rude to acknowledge this to the boy directly, so she instead waited nightly on her balcony, praying that its father would come and take it back to the Otherworld to spare her further embarrassment. The prayer went unanswered. He remained a glaring reminder of her past transgressions, and she decided his corrupted nature needed to be nipped in the bud before the apple decided to become its father’s tree. Not long after his ninth birthday, and before he could really learn to fly, the Lady took her perfect pair of secateurs - the ones usually reserved for her rose bushes - and snipped his wings right off! 

Simon was never the same.

A faerie’s heart is tied to their wings. The lady never realised that in making her son appear human, she would strip permanently all happy feelings from his soul. His excitement, joy, relief, wonder - all of it - was muted to grey the moment she yanked them free. The Lady reassured him it was necessary since he was doomed to live a normal human life. She repeated this mantra privately to calm her own nerves, even as she was compelled to hang his beautiful moth wings - so much like his father’s! - over the mantle in her private chambers. They were too beautiful not to be displayed, and she was too obsessed with the Otherworld to dispose of them. Daily, she admired them over a nice cup of tea. 

Simon continued to be a well-behaved child, but the Lady soon found it too taxing to be around so negative a boy. 

“Happiness is a choice, Simon. You must choose to be happy.”

“I will try.”

He did not try hard enough, in her opinion, so she was ecstatic to learn she was expecting another child. This one, destined to be wholly human, would be capable of the rowdy sentiments children are supposed to muster. It was the first time she felt a strong maternal instinct. She was already planning birthday parties and balls and weddings. Simon resolved to be a good older brother despite the biting jealousy that filled him. He hoped being a good example would curry his mother’s goodwill and compliments. Unfortunately, she practically forgot Simon existed the moment Daniel first cried.

Daniel was immediately prince and the Lady fondly cooed over his nonexistent accomplishments. He would be charming, witty, and all the qualities she deemed necessary and lacking in Simon.  She was eager to display him to everyone at any time, and no expense was spared in providing for him the finest things in all of England. For him, she lived and was, for a brief period, the happiest woman in all of London. It all changed when he was stolen.
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The loss of a favourite child is indescribable, especially when it is self-inflicted. She remembered every moment exactly as she wished to. The sky was dark. The moon reverberated off her pale skin, barely trickling through her silk, ethereal nightgown. She felt the magic stirring in the air, through the stars, and through her veins. She was summoned to open the door of her balcony. He was there waiting.
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