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      For those who are bold enough to look for magic in unexpected places, we hope you find it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Breeze Spells and Bridegrooms is a cozy historical fantasy set in a queer normative world. As such, we hope our readers will find it a  soft and light read.

      

      But please note that this book will contain some on-page sex scenes and prejudice between human and fae communities.
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        Greetings fair folk and haphazard humans,

        For those just now returning to London, welcome back.

        Did you miss me?

        The summer months are always horrifically dull for this humble writer. So little gossip to share. So little havoc to wreak. We are excessively relieved to see people return to the city. Whose lives shall be changed this Season? Who will fall in love? Who will flirt with scandal? We are, as ever, eager to find out.

        It would appear that the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations is preparing to convene soon, a whole month before the Season begins. To what do we owe the pleasure of a group of blustery and generally useless politicians to our fair city?

        Well, the trend of human children receiving low scores on their Hastings Exam has started to reach a crisis point. Low scores have always been a potential result of the magical testing process, but high scores are becoming increasingly rare. As more and more humans with low Hastings scores reach adulthood, we are seeing the strain on society.

        This strain is not caused by those with low scores but rather the way the world treats them. We are seeing more humans rejected for employment opportunities, or reaching the age of majority without a single marriage proposal. As human children are increasingly less likely to receive the desired score, this presents a troublesome insight into our future.

        Will the Council find a solution? This writer considers it unlikely. But who knows? Perhaps a hero will emerge from the midst. It hasn’t happened since King Arthur’s reign but, as they say, nothing is impossible where magic is concerned.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            ROGER

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Roger Barnes attempted to surreptitiously dab at the beads of sweat gathering on his forehead. The Council’s chambers were notoriously hot, even in the waiting area. Some blamed it on the heated debates between councilmembers, but Roger privately believed it had more to do with the placement of the wing. It really did get the most atrocious amount of sunlight. Convening in late summer did not help. Roger had a brief wistfulness for his family’s country estate, wind gliding over the pond as he read by a tree. He shook his head and reined in his thoughts. Now was not the time for wistfulness.

      He took his notes out of his pocket, reading them for what felt like the hundredth time. The paper was crumpled from so much handling. He didn’t need to read the notes; they were memorized already. But he tended to get flustered when he was nervous, agitated, or generally upset. Quite frankly, flustered was practically Roger’s natural state. He folded the paper, his hands shaking. He put it back in his pocket, decided he ought to have it handy just in case, and pulled it out again. He tapped the paper against his thigh, decided that wasn’t doing the crumpled state any favors, put it back in his pocket, and clenched his hands together.

      He could hardly believe he was doing this again. Was he really foolish enough to approach the Council for a third time? When an aide appeared at the door and beckoned him in, he concluded that, apparently, he was foolish enough to do just that.

      He felt six pairs of eyes follow his progress into the room. He had always believed that an even number of members was an absurd way to assemble a council responsible for big decisions, but no one cared much about his opinions on the subject. In this case, his reasons for approaching were so important that Roger felt overwhelmed by it all. He walked up to the little stand and placed his wrinkled notes down, smoothing out the edges. He looked up and found his father sitting at the end of the table, the lowest-ranking human councilmember, and the only person in the group that did not thoroughly intimidate Roger.

      “Well, Mr. Barnes,” Councilmember Williams said, his gruff voice making Roger feel even smaller, “to what do we owe the pleasure this time?”

      He tried to hide his wince. He glanced at his father, who gave him an encouraging smile. He cleared his throat, “Thank you, sir. I am grateful for the opportunity to approach this august company again.” He could tell his voice sounded monotone as he read out the words, but monotone was preferable to stuttering, so he kept going. “I understand that the Council is working to find a solution to the…Hastings score…situation and I-I would like to offer a suggestion.”

      Councilmember Cricket glanced at Roger’s father. “Yes,” she mused. “I suppose you would have opinions about that.”

      “I hope it is different from your last suggestion,” Councilmember Gibbs sniffed. “Your last one left much to be desired.”

      His last suggestion—to raise the testing age to eighteen—had been squashed in record time. It was a pity. He’d really believed in that one. However, he had been significantly less prepared when he’d approached the Council before. His reasoning behind changing the testing age had not been well argued. Perhaps now that the situation was more dire, the Council would be more willing to hear his solution—particularly when his notes were better organized.

      “To be fair,” Councilmember Applewood put in, “the previous suggestion was not a bad one. But I’m still concerned about keeping families in suspense about inheritance for so long. It would be very taxing, particularly for the children involved.”

      “Not to mention, valuable time would be wasted that could be spent training heirs in what they need to know,” Councilmember Williams added.

      “There is little need to go over the subject again,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said coolly. “I take it Mr. Barnes has a different solution in mind this time.”

      “Y-yes,” he stammered. “My proposal is to move away from the Hastings Examination rubric altogether.”

      There was, predictably, a small clamor at that, mostly from the human side, although there were a couple of fae members who were chattering too. He thought they seemed approving. Councilmember Applewood was looking at him pensively, a smile playing upon her lips. Roger felt a small bit of hope at that expression.

      Councilmember Wrenwhistle raised her hand to silence the rest. “That is certainly a bold suggestion. I am curious to hear your reasons and what you suggest as an alternative.”

      “Well,” he said. “My reasons are fairly simple, I think. As you know, the success rate for the Hastings Exams are extremely low. Some families see children with no passing rates at all, even from powerful bloodlines. My belief is that the exam is too narrow in its observations to be properly conclusive. My proposal…” he shifted his notes so the second page was on top, “is to have a more nuanced approach to testing. We only test human children on one spell. If we were to broaden the scope of the examination, we could test multiple strengths at once. I do not have a new model fully drafted yet, but I believe testing for…er…spell force, as we currently do, but also control, attention to detail, and…creativity, would be beneficial.”

      Councilmember Williams scoffed. “Creativity? What, are we going to have students offer up poems to their examiners?”

      “N-no, sir. But it would be good to see students apply principles of basic theory to multiple spells. Sort of a theoretical examination on top of a practical one.”

      “Roger,” his father said, his tone mild, “what do you propose for the fae examinations? I agree that the Hastings Exam may be out of date, but it is the most standard form of testing we have and has the benefit of being the most closely aligned to the fae test, the Sciurus Exam. Both rubrics must be comparable.”

      “I admit, sir, that I do not have sufficient expertise on fae magic,” Roger said. “I would cede to the Council on that part, although I do agree that it is an important part of the issue.”

      “It hardly matters what the testing rubrics are,” Councilmember Cricket sneered. “We do not treat our children like outcasts when they don’t do well. I think that is the most critical issue at hand.”

      His father looked like he wanted to agree but Gibbs was quick to say that the fae had issues of their own, thank you very much. Then Cricket argued that whatever issues the fae had, they at least protected their own, which could not be said for humankind.

      Roger felt himself wilt a little. This was more or less what happened the first time. He had made a proposal that started a debate, then he had been unceremoniously sent out. It wasn’t quite as bad as the second time, when he suggested the testing age be altered. That time he had practically been laughed out of the room. He supposed if he had to choose, watching the Council descend into its usual chaos was somewhat preferable.

      Wrenwhistle raised her hand again. The arguing died down, primarily because the fae were pointedly respectful to their Head of Council and the humans couldn’t very well argue against silence. When the bickering stopped, she was silent for a long moment before saying, “Your proposal has merit, Mr. Barnes.” Roger felt hope kindle in his chest. “But,” she went on, quickly extinguishing that brief feeling, “a vague idea is not sufficient. We will give you a fortnight to come up with a detailed proposal, a workable testing rubric. I agree that a comparable model for testing fae magic is necessary, although I appreciate your restraint in overstepping beyond your expertise.” Roger thought this was said with some sarcasm but he tried to pretend it wasn’t. “So for now we will give you an opportunity to present to us a real solution. Something we can act upon. If your rubric is accepted, we will assign a fae to work with you on a comparable rubric for fae magic. Are we in agreement, Councilmember Williams?”

      Williams gave Roger a long look. Finally, he nodded. “I believe that will suffice.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Barnes.”

      Roger knew a dismissal when he heard one and wasted no time in leaving. Once outside the room, he allowed himself to process his warring emotions. On one hand, they actually listened to him and hadn’t laughed at him outright! That was certainly progress. On the other hand…he had not figured on developing the testing rubric himself. He had ideas, but with his Hastings score, he didn’t have much hope that those ideas would be taken seriously. However, his mind was already starting to churn. He strode down the hall, lost in thought.
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      At one point in time, Wyn supposed, the grandeur of the Parliament buildings along the Thames had been quite impressive. Countless spires stretched from the rooftops, tall enough to pierce the dreary, unwelcoming clouds that often collected overhead. Inside, the ogive arches helped to draw attention to the stained-glass windows and intricate stonework on the walls and high ceilings. It was easy to let your jaw go slack at such a spectacle if you were not accustomed to it.

      Wyn had been visiting his grandmother in the Council’s chambers his entire life, effectively numbing him to the beauty of the architecture. Even the meticulously manicured grounds that surrounded him on his brisk walk along the cobbled path had long since faded into familiarity.

      He followed his older brother Emrys up the steps, who touched his fingers to the brim of his hat as he greeted the doorkeepers by name.

      “Ugh,” Emrys moaned as they passed through the vestibule, quick to voice what both men were thinking. “Could it possibly be any hotter?” Even the echoing of their footsteps in the long hallway seemed muffled by the stifling air inside the building.

      Wyn struggled to ignore the way the damp fabric of his cravat was sticking to his neck. His discomfort wasn’t enough to make him regret wearing his thick, wavy hair long enough to reach his shoulders, though. It was a decision he’d made just recently, opting to let it grow out of the more fashionable cut that most men were wearing. His mother could protest many of his decisions, but this would not be one of them.

      He took a deep breath and let it out in an impatient sigh.

      “I just hope Grandmother makes this quick,” he muttered, still trailing behind Emrys toward the chambers. There was an invitation to the first event of the Season with his name on it sitting atop his dressing table. He would wear something far less stuffy than his high boots and heavy coat. With any luck, the evening would dissolve into a more private situation that required no clothing at all.

      “When has she ever been known to do that?” Emrys asked with a faint chuckle. “Although, maybe if I show her the way my new clothes are being ruined with sweat stains, she’ll take pity and grant us leave.”

      As they approached the final corner in the maze of window-lit hallways, someone called Emrys’ name. Both men turned to look over their shoulders and discovered the familiar smile of Keelan Cricket, one of Emrys’ closest friends and the son of another councilmember.

      “Go ahead, I’ll catch up with you in a moment.” Emrys left no room for argument as he pivoted and took off in the direction they’d just come. Wyn rolled his eyes, knowing that was the exact opposite of the truth, and turned the corner—directly into someone else.

      “Watch it,” Wyn hissed, taking a steadying step backward, trying his best to maintain appearances in case his brother or anyone else had seen. Upon realizing who had run into him, his annoyance flared. Of course it would be Barnes getting in his way.

      “Apologies,” the shorter man mumbled, his hands doing a ridiculous little dance, as though he couldn’t decide between reaching for the scraps of paper he’d dropped on the floor or fixing his spectacles that had fallen askew after crashing into Wyn’s chest.

      Wyn crossed his arms and watched as Roger bent to pick up the papers from where they had fluttered to their feet. His mouth curled into a faint smirk.

      “Had to draw yourself a map to find the exit, did you?”

      Roger righted himself with a puff of an exhale and quickly folded his papers away into a pocket, fixing his spectacles with an indignant glare. Wyn’s gaze slid down to the man’s shoes and back up again. Barnes had never known how to dress for his plump figure, nor find a suitable color palette to match the light brown of his skin. Such a pity.

      “I’ve been here just as many times as you, Wyndham,” Roger said. Wyn bristled instantly at the casual use of his name. “I know my way around⁠—”

      “You will call me Mr. Wrenwhistle,” Wyn ground out with a slow emphasis on each word, his jaw tight. The man was a year older than he was, but the fact remained that he wouldn’t tolerate the disrespect of being addressed by his first name in public, especially by the likes of Roger Barnes. They might’ve known each other since they were children, but that did not make them friends.

      He felt it then, the familiar tingling, and Wyn knew his magic was seconds away from begging to be set free. It was an issue he’d dealt with for as long as he could remember. Returning to London was most stressful for a fae who struggled with being surrounded by disorder. For Wyn, his melancholy was exacerbated by the stress, resulting in his magic demanding to be felt as his emotions flared.

      Wyn drew in a deep, silent breath and held it, eyes sliding shut. He focused on what he could feel. The growing ache in his chest from holding the sweltering air in his lungs. The perspiration clinging in some unmentionable places. The cool, smooth metal of the rings on his fingers. He exhaled as these thoughts filtered through his mind, quelling the surge of emotion that had dared to unwind him right there in the hall.

      “Are you…feeling quite the thing?”

      The sound of Roger’s voice, laced with just enough concern to sound sarcastic, washed away every speck of control Wyn had just regained.

      “Do get out of my way,” he said brusquely, stepping around Roger and continuing down the corridor.

      The heels of Wyn’s boots clacked harder than necessary all the way to the final door that separated him from the Council’s chambers. He slammed through it with a flourish, coat whipping about his hips as he went. Without needing to read the nameplates hanging outside the offices, Wyn approached his grandmother’s and let himself in.

      Iris Wrenwhistle lifted her gaze from the papers on her desk, a pleasant look of surprise on her face despite the fact that she’d been the one to request his presence. This was the way she always regarded her grandchildren. She treated every interaction with them like a small gift.

      “There you are, darling,” she said with a warmth that helped wash away the last of Wyn’s twist of frustration. “Where is your brother?”

      “Chatting up a friend,” he replied. The chair by the window had always been his favorite. He plunked into it like a sullen teenager and crossed his arms over his chest, eyes cast to the floor.

      “Ah, yes. It’s good to be back in London with everyone, is it not? A little early, but we’ve got important work to do.”

      I hate it here, he wanted to tell her. I hate it more than anything.

      Wyn wanted to be back in the country where he could enjoy the fresh air and sunshine and nights under the stars without the constant bustling and noise of high society. Somewhere he was not continually reminded that, despite his magical aptitude, he was inferior in the eyes of others thanks to the score he’d been given when he was just a child.

      “It’s good to be back,” he agreed, though the lie burned hot on his tongue.
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      Roger made it back to his rooms in one piece, although it seemed rather a near thing. The collision with Wyndham Wrenwhistle unsettled him, and he had already been unsettled enough as it was. “Mr. Wrenwhistle,” he whispered under his breath. He was almost relieved he could expend his energy on an emotion other than anxiety or the dread of letting people down. Irritation with Wyndham and his particularly aggravating flavor of contempt won out in the forefront of his mind. He slammed his notes down on his desk and tried to ignore the way a pile of papers toppled to the floor. It didn’t matter anyway.

      He collapsed into a chair and let out a long breath. At least he hadn’t made a complete cake of himself that morning. At least the Council had heard him. At least—well, he tried not to think of the last thing on his mind: the prospect that generations of humans were depending on him. He took off his spectacles and rubbed the bridge of his nose. The prejudice against those who had scored low on the Hastings Exam was not a new phenomenon, but it had steadily grown into a normal social attitude. He had been one of the lucky ones.

      Many humans, once they reached the age of thirty and came into their majority, had been kicked out of their homes, deemed burdens by their own families. The poverty rate was steadily increasing as more and more low-scoring humans were left with few choices for their futures.

      Roger’s scores had not been high, but his parents continued to support him, even though he had no career and no marriage prospects. He was grateful for that—of course he was—but he never liked how often people reminded him how grateful he ought to be. As if treating a child like a person rather than a tool was so very laudable. It was good, it was kind, it was decent, he knew this. But it also shouldn’t have been considered rare. And parents like his were becoming more and more rare. As such, he was determined to help others who were less fortunate than he, and hopefully resolve the situation before it became even more of a crisis.

      His manservant Notley—an impressive combination of valet, cook, and butler—knocked on the door and brought in a note as well as the one society paper Roger bothered to subscribe to.

      “A reply is expected, sir,” he said, handing over the note first.

      The note was from his mother. He heaved a sigh and opened it: a reminder that she had accepted an invitation to a dinner party on his behalf for that evening. He would have vastly preferred to stay at home and get started on his project—his new Council-assigned project—but he knew better than to go against his mother’s social plans. His father would likely want to talk to him about the proposal anyway.

      “Be so good as to inform her that I will be there,” he directed.

      Notley nodded and left the room.

      The society paper, Torquil’s Tribune, was mostly a small rant about the ongoing Hastings score issue. It wasn’t terribly surprising; Pimpernel-Smith was well known to be progressively minded. Though they were careful to avoid siding with fae or humans on any topic, it made sense that they would take up the cause of those facing prejudice in this case. Roger imagined briefly that he might be the potential hero in the situation. The thought made him feel warm. He attempted to squash it. He stared at the paper for a long time. Perhaps it would help to have the public on his side? The Council wouldn’t care if he shared the news; after all, if he failed, he was the one who would look like an idiot. That thought gave him pause. He hated looking like an idiot. It seemed to happen all too often.

      He thought of Wyndham Wrenwhistle again. How he’d love to wipe that smug expression off the fae’s insufferable face. All right, he reasoned, it was a beautiful face, what with his aristocratic nose, his flawless fair complexion, those fae green eyes...He’d love to wipe that expression off the fae’s impossibly beautiful, annoyingly smug face. He nodded. There, that was a fair assessment. With that in mind, he went to his desk and wrote out a letter to Torquil Pimpernel-Smith. Before he could talk himself out of it, he rang for Notley, had the note sent out, and requested an outfit be picked out for dinner. Then he sat down at his desk and began writing down ideas.

      The afternoon went by in a blur. Before he knew it, Notley was knocking on his door to tell him it was time to get ready. He was dressed in his best suit—which was, unfortunately, in last Season’s style. He tried his utmost not to need his parents’ money too much. They were generous, but he knew himself to be a burden, and he didn’t like to push that generosity too far.

      When he finally arrived at the St. Clairs' party, he sought out his parents immediately. His mother tutted and gave his cravat a tweak.

      “I do wish you’d let us take you shopping, dear,” she chided.

      “Good evening, Mother.”

      She smiled and kissed his cheek. “Your father says you did very well today at the Council.”

      “I think Iris was impressed,” his father chuckled. “It’s very hard to impress that woman.”

      “She could have fooled me,” Roger muttered.

      His mother fussed at his cravat a bit more and then shooed him off.

      He wandered the room until he found his best friend in the crowd: Anthea St. Clair. She smiled when she saw him approaching and then kissed his cheek.

      “If I’d known you were coming, I’d have worn my green dress.”

      “Don’t be daft,” he said. “You look perfectly fetching and you know it.”

      She laughed.

      “Anyone of note tonight?”

      “The Prince of Petulant Beauty is in attendance.”

      He frowned in confusion. She indicated with her head to the center of the room. He looked at where she had discreetly pointed and groaned. Wyndham was there, because of course he was. And he looked outrageously beautiful in an embroidered satin waistcoat in robin’s egg blue, because of course he did. His light brown hair was combed back to show his pointed ears and the colorful waistcoat brought out the green in his eyes. He always looked infuriatingly perfect. Roger had always found the gentleman attractive, even if that attraction was merely of the aesthetic variety. He tried to look away but couldn’t bring himself to ignore the way Wyndham’s cravat made his jaw look particularly sharp, or the way his smile was half-mocking, half as if he was keeping some sort of secret.

      Then Wyndham turned and met his gaze. He cocked an eyebrow and Roger, blushing, looked away hastily.

      “It would be so convenient,” Anthea sighed, “if these fae looked less hauntingly beautiful. I could hate them all so much more.”

      While he agreed with her, he knew it wasn’t wise to voice such opinions, even to a friend like Anthea. “To be fair,” he said, “they have their virtues, like anybody.”

      “Yes,” she said, “and they’re actually correct about the whole Hastings scores situation. Perish the thought.”

      “You know sometimes you sound like Torquil’s Tribune.”

      “Sometimes Torquil is the smartest person in town.”

      Roger nodded his agreement and then looked around the room. “Quite a crush for this time of year, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Mama was quite pleased with herself for getting so many acceptances to her invitation. I suppose it helps that she invited half the Council. I told her two dozen was a rather obscene amount for a dinner party and that ten is a far more respectable number, but she would have none of it.”

      Two dozen meant he was unlikely to be paired up with Anthea for dinner. He thought longingly of his quiet rooms, his messy desk, and all of the work he had to do.

      He was snapped out of his thoughts when people began trickling into the dining room. Anthea was collected by Lady Fitzhugh. Roger waited impatiently for his own escort. His parents strolled past him and he looked to see who else was left. To his horror, Wyndham strode up to him.

      The fae’s expression was one of absolute disgust as he held out an arm. “I can only assume I have angered our hostess tonight. Be so good as to not make this any more painful than it has to be.”

      Roger took the offered arm. “And how do you propose I do that?”

      “Preferably, keep your mouth shut.”

      Roger braved a glance at his companion. “Are you always such a scintillating dinner partner?”

      Wyndham helped him into his seat and then leaned over to murmur in his ear, “Think I’m scintillating, do you?”

      Roger couldn’t help the blush that crept over his cheeks. He quickly distracted himself by unfolding his serviette. “Decidedly not.”

      Wyndham’s smile was mocking as he sat next to him. “So you always stare at people with your mouth open? You must be invited to all the best parties.”

      Roger glared at him. “My mouth was not open. And besides—” He broke off as he didn’t know what he had planned to say.

      Wyndham’s smile widened. “Besides?”

      “Besides, I was looking at your waistcoat, and not you at all. What sort of person gets their clothing made in that particular shade of blue?”

      “One with taste,” Wyndham replied, taking a sip of his wine. Roger tried not to notice the other man’s lips on the glass. They were so well-shaped. It was a pity they so rarely said anything worth hearing. As if to prove Roger’s thoughts, Wyndham went on, “and I am hardly interested in your opinions on fashion, Barnes.” He looked Roger slowly up and down, and the corner of his lip curled slightly. “Just how old is that suit?”

      “Some of us,” Roger said, trying to calm his temper, “understand the value of frugality.”

      “I suppose you’d have to with prospects like yours. Remind me again of your Hastings score?”

      Roger’s hand shook as he reached for his own glass of wine. Much to his annoyance, he could think of nothing to say in reply.
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      There were not enough fermented grapes in all of London to make for a pleasant evening dealing with Roger Barnes. Wyn knew because he had lost count of how many glasses he’d consumed before they’d even reached the meat and vegetables course. By the time the meal was over, Wyn had accepted his fate of being completely useless come morning. He had a sneaking suspicion that his evening would wrap up quite the same if he continued on the way he had been. He decided to make the most of it while he still could.

      “Dance with me, sister,” he purred, extending a hand to Aveline as the excessively large party made its way into the great hall for the second half of the festivities. This would be more tolerable than sitting around forcing conversation with nowhere to escape.

      “Why, of course,” Aveline smiled, accepting her brother’s invitation as they took the floor. Both of them were eligible, but she was the only one who had ever truly been interested in looking for a partner that lasted for more than one night. The least he could do was show her off and support her romantic endeavors.

      “I couldn’t help but notice your grimace throughout dinner,” she said with a shimmer of delight in her voice. Wyn suppressed a groan as they performed the steps of the dance with ease, as simple as breathing. The music was bright and elegant, filling the room with energy all the way to the ceiling. He pointedly ignored the weight of everyone’s eyes on them.

      “I’ll be sending Mrs. St. Clair a token of my appreciation in the morning for her deliberate assistance in my misery,” he assured her.

      “Some wine, perhaps? It appeared as though there was a leak in your glass. Certainly you’d do well to replace a small portion of the reserves you’ve drained this evening.”

      Wyn laughed dryly. “I was thinking more along the lines of something hot and fresh in a bag from yours truly.” Aveline’s delicate brows pinched, and then an expression of horror crossed her face as Wyn gave her a wink and let her go, strolling toward one of many sets of double doors along the far wall that had mercifully been thrown open to allow for a breeze.

      As much as he enjoyed the banter he and his sister always shared, running into Barnes twice in the span of a few days had well and truly done him in. He needed some air. The man was exhaustingly boring, always falling back to his same old spiel about the welfare of the poor talentless humans that nobody wanted to hire or marry. What did Wyn care about either of those things? His family was one of the wealthiest and most formidable in all of London and had generations of magically powerful children to prove it, himself included.

      He paused with his hands on the railing of the low balcony. Throughout their schooling, Barnes had an answer to every question, eager to share what he’d absorbed from whichever book his nose had been stuck in. When it came to application, however, his magic was average at best. His nervousness in front of the other children left him clumsy and forgetful, making him far too easy to mock and ridicule.

      Much to his chagrin, Wyn realized that he and Roger Barnes had ended up in a very similar place in life. Neither of them had scored well enough to inherit. Both of them remained bachelors, though he did not know if Barnes remained so by choice. The difference was that Barnes had yet to accept his fate.

      Wyn let out a huff and made for the stairs. It took only one lap around the gardens to find what he’d been searching for.

      After a deep breath, the tingling of his magic stretched from his core to the tips of his fingers and the soles of his feet. The curtain of soft lavender wisteria hanging from the pergola overhead swayed and stretched on a gentle breeze, thickening and growing to cover the open sides and enclosing Wyn in his own private sanctuary. It was the first time all evening he was able to relax.

      At the snap of his fingers, a collection of fairy lights burst to life, casting a  soft glow across the space. It was just enough for Wyn to find the garden pillows piled decoratively in one corner. After pulling off his boots and removing his stockings, he ran a hand through his hair and reclined on his makeshift pillow bed with his toes in the lush grass and waited.

      When a hand swiped roughly through the hanging vines, Wyn gazed up at his visitor with a mild grin. Sage Ravenwing was rather pettish, and Wyn was prepared for his whingeing before it began.

      “Show me to the tasteless fool who puts seven pergolas in their back garden,” the man complained as he forced his way through the purple petals. “You might’ve been more clear in your note on which one you meant to use.”

      “You found me regardless,” Wyn mused. “And the paper was very small. How did you expect me to fit directions on a scrap such as that?” He watched as Sage removed his shoes and set them aside before he sank to his knees between Wyn’s and leaned over him to press their mouths together.

      By the time they broke apart, several articles of clothing had been untied, unbuttoned, unwrapped. Wyn let his head fall back against the pillows with a soft moan as a trail of kisses were pressed down his freshly exposed neck and chest.

      He’d missed this. Not necessarily with Sage, although he usually enjoyed the man’s company, and he was a competent enough lover. But he’d missed the spontaneity and excitement of a late night fling. It always brought a delicious, honey-sweet surge to his magic that was difficult to find elsewhere, and was depressingly impossible to recreate solo, though he’d spent years trying valiantly to prove otherwise.

      When Sage’s hands started to wander beneath Wyn’s clothes, the fairy lights dancing lazily above them began to glow brighter, flickering with the steady uptick in Wyn’s pulse.

      “Those damned lights are so distracting,” Sage muttered as he kissed beneath Wyn’s ear, one forearm supporting his weight while the other hand disappeared into the front of Wyn’s trousers.

      “You’re just jealous you can’t call them as I can,” Wyn whispered back. He removed his hands from where they were tangled into Sage’s silky black hair and snapped with both this time. The air around them lit up like a cloudless night, with twinkling stars speckled as if they’d been placed by an artist. And hadn’t they?

      “Showoff.” Sage kissed him deeply then, and just as Wyn was starting to lose himself to the pleasure, there was a rustling from beyond the temporary walls of their sanctuary, and in tumbled Wyn’s hapless dinner partner.

      Roger looked around at the small space in a panic, his eyes wide behind the rims of his spectacles. He panted as though he’d sprinted from wherever he’d come from.

      “Do you mind?” Wyn asked flatly, some of the fairy lights blinking out or drifting away as his magic settled a bit. When Roger finally looked at him, a new wave of emotion crossed his features, and even in the low light Wyn could see the way he flushed. There went his jaw falling slack again, just as it had earlier when Wyn had caught him staring from across the room.

      “I-I…I thought there was a fire of some sort,” Roger managed.

      “You’ve well extinguished that,” Wyn replied, glowering now at the fact that Barnes was still standing there. When Sage finally removed his hand from Wyn’s trousers, there was a squeak from their intruder and he left without another word.

      Wyn sighed heavily and collapsed back against the pillows, a hand coming up to press several fingertips to his forehead. There was the headache he’d been expecting. When Sage went in for another kiss on his neck, Wyn slapped him away halfheartedly with the back of his hand. Sage made a sulky sound and gave one last feeble attempt to rekindle what they’d had going. Wyn scoffed and shoved him aside. Maybe he hadn’t missed this as much as he’d thought.
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        Greetings faint folk and hopeful humans,

        The Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations (which should really consider changing their name, if only for my sake—ink isn’t cheap!) is apparently entertaining a proposed solution for the Hastings score issue. A source close to the Council has reported that the proposal involves a complete change in the examination rubric, which would likely be a welcome solution to many. We cannot pretend high hopes for its success, but we are glad someone is thinking creatively. And we’re not a bit surprised that the someone in question is not on the Council.

        With the Council back in London, events are beginning to trickle in, with the first event last night at the St. Clairs' residence. This is a gossip column after all, and our refined readers come here for all the latest news, so:

        According to sources, the event was a success with over two dozen guests. Personally, we’d attribute that more to Mrs. St. Clair's savvy timing and less about her hostessing skills, but we’ll see if this social success was a flash in the pan or if Mrs. St. Clair is on the verge of a rise in popularity.

        Miss Anthea St. Clair reportedly looked fetching in a rose hued gown. Those of us who have seen Miss St. Clair are not surprised to learn that she was one of the most beautiful people at the event. She was seated next to Lady Fitzhugh and rumors are already circulating about how well the two ladies seemed to get on. Could this be the spark of romance?

        Sparks did not fly, however, on the opposite end of the table. Mr. Wyndham Wrenwhistle, arguably the most attractive and irrefutably the least endearing of the Wrenwhistle siblings, was seated next to Mr. Roger Barnes, a gentleman who can best be described as aggressively average. One might suppose they’d be a match made in heaven, particularly with mutual ties to the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations. However, sources say that the gentlemen spoke briefly before the fish course and then did not exchange words the rest of the meal. We’re sure many would like to lodge a complaint for the insufferable lack of drama.

        Mr. Sage Ravenwing was notably absent for the later half of the evening, although where he disappeared to and, more importantly, who he disappeared with has yet to be discovered.

        This writer wishes there was more exciting information to impart but, alas, the first social event was not particularly thrilling.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      Roger had a headache. At least, that was the best term he could think of for the painful memory of crashing into the glowing flowers to find Wyndham Wrenwhistle half naked and hair mussed. Someone was kneeling between his legs and Roger found it embarrassing that he had paid so little attention as to not even know who the person was. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off Wyndham. And then he couldn’t take his mind off the incident as he attempted to work on his proposal.

      Roger gave up and rang for tea, even though he had barely been working for an hour. Halfway through the teapot, the latest Torquil column was delivered. Roger winced at the description of himself as “aggressively average” although he supposed there were worse descriptions. He didn’t quite know what to make of the comment that he and Wyndham should be “a match made in heaven.” He was mildly amused to have Pimpernel-Smith fill in the blank as to who had been between Wyndham’s legs. Roger half-considered telling the writer just that, but then dismissed the idea. After all, Wyndham would know who had leaked that little detail.

      He reread over the paragraph that mentioned his proposal, pleased that his prediction was correct and that Pimpernel-Smith was more or less on his side in the matter. Although the lack of optimism was hardly encouraging. He sighed, drained his teacup, and got back to work.

      Roger worked all through lunch and was prepared to work until dinner when another note from his mother was delivered, inviting him to come to tea as soon as he received the note. He glanced at the gossip column, the likely culprit behind the summons.

      The Barneses resided in Mayfair, as most respectable people did. Their house was not on one of the most fashionable streets, but it was close enough to evade censure. The butler took his hat and coat and led him into the sitting room, where Roger froze on the threshold.

      His mother had invited the Wrenwhistles to tea as well. Mrs. Wrenwhistle was sitting next to Roger's mother with a carefully polite expression. Aveline was sitting in the second best seat, cheerfully accepting a slice of cake. And there was Wyndham, sitting on a sofa that was conspicuously half-empty. Wyndham’s eyes narrowed. Roger wished he hadn’t left his rooms.

      Roger’s mother sprang forward and ushered him over to the sofa. “We were just talking about your proposal to the Council, dear.”

      “Yes, your mother says that you have a solution to save all those poor humans,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle said in a somewhat affected tone, suggesting she wasn’t all that interested but wanted to sound invested.

      Roger took the offered cup of tea from his mother and glanced at Wyndham, who was pointedly examining his own fingernails. “Well,” he said, returning his attention to Mrs. Wrenwhistle, “I’m afraid it isn’t fully…um, that is...the Council wants a detailed plan, but I only have a vague notion in my head. So I expect to be very busy preparing everything.”

      “It is good to see young people with a passion for such things,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle murmured, her eyes flicking to her son. “I understand this is a topic of particular interest to you.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Seeing that you received a low score, yourself.”

      He felt his face flush but he nodded.

      She smiled at his mother. “It does bring me a sense of peace to know that there are some human parents who take proper care of their children.”

      Her expression suggested she expected him to reply. “Yes,” he agreed hastily. “I was certainly most fortunate.”

      Mrs. Wrenwhistle smiled beneficently at him and then returned to conversation with Aveline and Roger’s mother, leaving Roger alone to entertain Wyndham.

      To his surprise, his companion spoke first, his voice low. “I think ‘aggressively average’ might be my new favorite description of you.”

      “Better that than ‘least endearing.’”

      “Speak for yourself. I have no interest in endearing myself to fae-humans like Pimpernel-Smith.”

      “Oh, you’re a snob. How shocking. I daresay you’d rather endear yourself to people like Mr. Ravenwing.”

      Wyndham’s lip curled. “Funny. I hadn’t thought you’d even noticed him.”

      “I couldn’t help but notice him.”

      He sighed. “My word, you’re even a boring liar. I do not know what I have done to keep being punished by your presence, but I find your silence somewhat more compelling than your chatter. So why don’t we trudge through this social obligation in dignified quiet?”

      Roger did not point out that Wyndham had been the one to start the conversation. He drank his tea and watched the clock drag its way through the visit. Finally, the guests left.

      His mother turned to him and smiled. “I’ve always liked Aveline Wrenwhistle. If you were more attracted to feminine beauty, I’d suggest a match.”

      He gave his mother a weary look. “May I ask what makes you think her brother would be a better match?”

      “Well,” she said, dragging out the word, “you two were the subject of gossip this morning. I was curious to see you together. His mother was inclined to agree.”

      “You spoke to his mother about it?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “You do realize that humans and fae are not encouraged to marry each other? Their children are always outcasts. Think of Pimpernel-Smith. Their mother was disinherited and Pimpernel-Smith was barred from practically every institution. Even the university we went to, which included fae and human students, reportedly rejected them.”

      She tutted. “Don’t be so old-fashioned, darling. The Pimpernel-Smith scandal was simply ages ago. Sometimes society changes for the better over time. Besides, your father works with Iris Wrenwhistle. It isn’t at all objectionable for our families to be better acquainted.”

      “I think Wy—I think Mr. Wrenwhistle would disagree. He detests me, Mother.”

      “Silly boy. Who could possibly detest you?” She stood and kissed the top of his head. “Although I would like to give that young writer a piece of my mind. I didn’t like the way they spoke about you.”

      “I’ve heard worse. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

      She tilted his face up and frowned at him. “I cannot understand why you remain unmarried, Roger. You are intelligent, kind, you have a beautiful face and a beautiful soul.” She ran a hand through his hair affectionately.

      “I…do not think most of society would agree with that assessment,” he said carefully.

      He thought back to the day of his own Hasting’s Exam. He had been twelve, of course, and the school had deemed it more convenient to conduct one Hastings Exam and one Sciurus Exam each year, rather than at every child’s birthday. The fae students in his class had been enjoying what essentially resulted in a free period with most of their human classmates getting tested. Roger had been distracted by Wyndham as he entertained his fae friends at the back of the classroom by making a bundle of torn up paper swirl in a funnel over their heads. Even at eleven, Wyndham had been a distracting creature, all sharp angles, witty remarks, and an easy confidence in his own abilities—so unlike Roger in every possible way. Roger had been staring, as fascinated by the boy as he was by the show of magic, when his name was called. He had jolted in his seat and scurried after the examiner into the testing room. He remembered how much he fiddled with his spectacles. He remembered stuttering over the incantation and the way the pencil slipped in his sweaty palms. But, most of all, he remembered the utter devastation he felt when he received his score. It had been as though the floor had dropped out from beneath him. And it had gotten worse as each of his friends reported their own scores throughout the day.

      As young as he was, Roger had known what lay ahead. He knew he had one of the lowest scores in his age group. He knew that he was essentially cut off from any of his dream jobs—councilmember, professor, examiner, researcher—with a score so low. Unless he grew up to be a great beauty or a great wit, his chances for marriage were similarly hopeless. He remembered how much he had cried in his room afterwards. And he remembered how his parents had comforted him when they learned about it. They had assured him that everything would turn out all right. But then, they had always seen the best in him.

      Even now, his mother was looking at him with a tender expression that suggested she didn’t see his point. He added, “My Hastings score was quite…embarrassing. No one would want their child to marry a⁠—”

      “Your qualities amount to a great deal more than your magical abilities,” she chided. She gave him a long look. “I think I’ve given you more than enough time to find someone on your own. This Season, I will be handling your social calendar.”

      Roger felt dread coat his stomach. “Oh, dear. Must you?”

      “Yes,” she said crisply. “And I intend to see you married before the end of the Season.” Her expression turned sympathetic. “I want to see you safely settled, dear. I won’t deny I’m worried about you.”

      He sighed a little and gave up that particular battle for lost. He had always been susceptible to sympathy and his mother wielded it very well.
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      “I suppose we can all be glad that Pimpernel-Smith's column made no mention of how much—or little—clothing you’d managed to keep on by the end of the evening this time,” Emrys chided, sending a glance in Wyn’s direction from the sofa. He reclined in the large family sitting room, which had been done up in the latest fashion a scant few days before they’d arrived. The stench of wallpaper adhesive had been strong enough to make Wyn’s eyes water. “There’s nothing more disconcerting than learning through a public gossip paper who your youngest sibling has been tumbling with.”

      “You know as well as I do that Torquil’s column is rubbish,” Wyn argued, casually glazing over the fact that his treat of the evening had, in fact, been mentioned by name in the Tribune once again. In his defense, they hadn’t done much of anything.

      “I quite enjoy it,” Aveline said with a grin, her eyes never lifting from the pages of her book. “Torquil has a way of making me laugh, even when something isn’t particularly funny.”

      Wyn snorted and uncrossed his legs to cross them again in the opposite direction, one knee bent neatly over the other. “It’s easy to laugh when you’re not constantly the topic of conversation.”

      “Something else you and Roger Barnes have in common, dear brother,” Aveline cooed. “‘A match made in heaven.’ Now that one had me rolling!”

      Wyn sneered at her even though she wasn’t looking in his direction.

      “Mother would do well to reassess her plans if she thinks I’ll be roped into any more parties or social gatherings where he is in attendance. We’ve been here less than a week and I’ve already had my fill.”

      The footman passing through the doorway drew their attention. It was rather late in the day for visitors. “Mrs. Iris Wrenwhistle,” he announced, stepping aside to allow her into the room.

      “Good evening, my darlings,” she greeted warmly, before wasting no time in sharing her intentions. “If I might have a word with Wyndham alone?”

      Aveline and Emrys kissed her cheek on their way out. Wyn was only slightly curious as to what he’d done as he followed his grandmother to the low sofa by the open windows. She took a breath and fixed him with a look, her lips pressed together in a thin line. Ah, Wyn thought, here it comes.

      They’d had this conversation before. Many times, in fact.

      Wyn felt himself growing defensive. “Grandmother, I cannot believe that you deign to read that ridiculous gossip paper. It’s cheap entertainment for the humans who have little better to do with their time, nothing more.” He read the column as often as anyone else, but it was beyond uncomfortable knowing that his grandmother’s eyes were scanning the same salacious bits of news over her breakfast plum cakes.

      Iris took a moment of pause, carefully collecting her thoughts before she spoke again. “Your mother informed me today that you’re still at odds with young Mr. Barnes.”

      “That’s putting it lightly,” Wyn said under his breath. Iris put her hand on top of his.

      “You realize that Roger’s father is someone I work with very closely. As the Head of the Fae Council, I feel it’s my responsibility to maintain a professional but friendly relationship with all of my colleagues. And I do mean all of them.”

      Wyn’s forehead wrinkled. “What does that have to do with me?”

      “The Council is finally beginning to make real progress in proving that fae and human magic can exist congruously. When the entire city is reading about a tense relationship between the son and grandson of two councilmembers at a time such as this, who do you suppose that reflects poorly on?”

      Wyn shoved himself off the sofa and paced away, arms crossed tightly over his chest. It wasn’t his fault their names were in the paper together. If it had been up to him, Barnes would’ve remained on his side of the room where he belonged.

      “I’d thought perhaps having the two of you partnered at dinner last night would’ve provided the perfect opportunity for some casual chatter. It appears I was wrong.”

      Wyn’s eyes went wide as he spun back around.

      “You were the one who paired us?”

      “Indeed. I asked Mrs. St. Clair to seat you together as a favor.”

      Wyn’s magic flared bright in his chest as his arms flew out wide in mock surrender. It was strong enough to flutter the sheer curtains framing the windows and rustle loose pages of music scattered atop the piano.

      “What am I to do? Befriend him to appease the rest of society?” A strained whimper of a laugh forced itself out of his throat. He’d sooner give up wine, or raffish men, or just about anything else than become friends with Roger Barnes.

      “It’s not the worst idea,” Iris said with a simple, elegant shrug.

      Wyn pushed the fingers of both hands into his hair, fingernails digging painfully into his scalp. This was absurd. The notion⁠—

      “I’m sorry, Grandmother,” he managed, his voice shaking a bit. He swallowed thickly. “I’m suddenly feeling unwell. I bid you good evening.”

      Wyn escaped to his room upstairs as quickly as he could. The air responded to his fit as it was sucked in through the open windows hard enough to rattle the glass; his magic lashed out like a whip to slam the door shut in his wake.

      In his nearly thirty years of life, Wyn had never felt so alone.

      His eldest brother, Auberon, had finally gotten married to a lovely young woman over the summer and started his life away from the family, effectively abandoning Wyn to the rest of the Wrenwhistles without so much as a reassuring letter. Auberon was the one Wyn always turned to when he needed advice, someone to sooth his temper, or to simply sit and listen to him rant until he felt better about whatever had been troubling him.

      Wyn sat heavily onto the edge of his mattress and put his head in his hands. He had no friends in the city. He had no friends at all, really, but especially not in the confines of London. All anyone talked about here was the hows and whys and whens of merging the divided societies. Wyn couldn’t stand to listen to one more “bright idea” or “thought-provoking theory” on what might bring about positive change.

      Wyn closed his eyes and thought of their estate in the country. He imagined he was back there, away from everything that felt heavy enough to crush him flat. Away from the people who never saw things from his perspective. Away from the words of people like Torquil Pimpernel-Smith, who wanted nothing more than to stir drama and make their readers feel better about themselves at the expense of others.

      At the expense of Wyn, more often than not.

      Wyn lifted his head and stared at the latest gossip pamphlet sitting on his writing desk where he’d tossed it earlier that morning. Ink and paper, nothing more, but it held so much power. Even his own grandmother took the words at more than face value, and she was one of the most intelligent people he’d ever known.

      Was that really the only way to be seen in the city? To be heard?

      Wyn stood and walked to his desk, pulling his chair out with one hand as he picked the pamphlet up in the other.

      Just ink and paper.

      Words that made people listen.

      Perhaps it was time for Torquil to write something that Wyn wanted to read for a change.
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        Greetings, frank folk and hesitant humans,

        This writer is delighted to share some gossip with you gentle readers, particularly in regards to the proposal currently being considered by the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations.

        According to one source, the person who has submitted the proposal is not the hero we need right now. We received information that the would-be hero has not fully thought through the details of the proposal and does not seem entirely confident in his own success. While this writer was aware that the person in question received a low Hastings score himself, our source pointed out that this closeness will mar the objectivity of the proposal, and expressed concerns that the Council was considering input from such a person. It would appear that this source is of the opinion that anyone else would be more fit to take on this challenge. Quite frankly, this source’s views smack of the very same prejudice the Council is seeking to correct.

        Our source also congratulated our description of Roger Barnes as aggressively average, adding that the gentleman lacks the imagination necessary to be truly eligible. There was a very long description of Mr. Barnes’ dreadful fashion choices, his dull conversational skills, his inability to even tell interesting falsehoods, and that any person who resorts to squeaking when alarmed would make for a terrible companion.

        The report did go on to clarify that the Barnes family is generally respectable but that Mr. Barnes is arguably the least endearing of the lot. Considering the similarity in that particular description to this writer’s recent description of the youngest Mr. Wrenwhistle, one might wonder who is truly lacking in imagination.

        This writer might also suggest that the sender of the note received this morning might, in fact, be a little too enthusiastic in his dislike for Mr. Barnes, unremarkable though he may be.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      Roger paced the length of his study, shaking with fury. Who did that self-centered, toffee-nosed, spoiled little prat think he was?

      Roger was upset about the attempted character assassination, of course he was. But he was also filled with a righteous anger that Wyndham (because there was no doubt it had been Wyndham who had sent a letter) was attempting to undermine his work. This didn’t just affect him; it affected an untold number of humans who were being discarded like apple cores, learning that they were useless, and then struggling to find any footing in society. It made him want to retch.

      The worst part was that he was so upset he couldn’t think, which meant he couldn’t work. Being unable to work just felt like he was proving Wyndham right, damn him.

      A very silly part of him wanted to go to his parents. He wanted his mother to admit she was wrong about Wyndham and that he wasn’t worth their time. He wanted his father to offer to help fix this problem, volunteer to talk to Wyndham’s grandmother, do something. He sagged into his easy chair. He knew he wouldn’t go to his parents. Baring his soul always made him feel like a burden. Besides, his parents had already done their part by providing for him. That’s what anyone else would tell him. So now it was his turn to do his part.

      He approached his desk, glaring at the gossip column. He picked it up and scanned the list of insults again: his fashion choices? Why the devil did Wyndham care how Roger dressed? What did his clothes have to do with his ability to carry out the task at hand? Why did such a silly thing matter? It was almost laughable that Wyndham criticized his conversational skills, considering the fact that Wyndham kept goading him into conversation in the first place. And his ability to lie—well, he rolled his eyes at that one. It was true that he had been lying about Mr. Ravenwing, but it was just like Wyndham to take his own vices and twist them to be Roger’s fault instead. The squeak bit was particularly infuriating. Roger had practiced restraint, for God’s sake! He could have easily told everyone who had disappeared with Ravenwing. But he was above such antics. It was as if Wyndham was trying to trick Roger into retaliating. He slammed the paper back down.

      Then he considered. Perhaps his parents weren’t the ones who could help him. Perhaps he needed to return to the source. Wasn’t there some saying about an eye for an eye? Perhaps he should take the bait. After all, Wyndham was guilty of far more scandalous misdeeds. At the very least, it would help him get the unspoken rage out of his mind.

      He sat down at his desk and wrote another letter to Torquil Pimpernel-Smith. He read it over three times, had it sent out, and then buried himself in his work.
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      Wyn made a point to stay away from the Park when it was crowded. Unfortunately, that was almost all of the time. Both sides of society enjoyed appearing outdoorsy while strolling and riding their horses along the wide gravel paths, greeting each other demurely and having the same, short conversation over and over again: good morning, good morning, how are you, quite well and yourself, oh just fine thank you, and so on. Wyn found it amusing when he wasn’t directly involved.

      In an effort to avoid the swarm, he would pack up his travel case of colors and brushes, tuck a fresh canvas under his arm, and arrive when the gates opened at six o’clock sharp—a horrific, albeit necessary, solution for someone who valued sleep as much as he did. He’d set up under a stand of trees close enough to the water that he could watch the swans gliding by without disturbing them.

      With a name like Wrenwhistle, he felt an odd sort of obligation toward appreciating all sorts of birds. But something about the swans had always drawn him in. Perhaps it was how they stood out effortlessly among the other waterfowl, their long necks towering over the common ducks and geese. Or maybe it was the quietly romantic way that they mated for life, taking equal responsibility in caring for their gawky cygnets year after year.

      Wyn huffed out a short laugh through his nose as he peered at them over his canvas. No, it was the way they would hiss and peck if you got too close. He could relate to that most of all.

      He returned a critical eye to the morning’s work. He’d stood in that exact spot many times before, but somehow he always ended up painting something entirely different. Everchanging seasons and weather made for wonderful muses when the subject matter was so susceptible to both.

      With a delicate touch, Wyn swirled his brush in the small jar of water, tapped it against the lip twice with a faint tink-tink, and then dabbed the bristles into the pot of cerulean paint before lifting it to add long, purposeful strokes to the horizon of his scene.

      Distractions such as this had been the only way he’d made it through the last several days. Writing to the gossip column had been impetuous on his part, and though he was no stranger to making rash decisions thanks to his admitted volatility, he’d found that he hadn’t felt better in the slightest after his letter had been sent out. If anything, it had added yet another layer to the thick stack of emotions he was already shouldering.

      Reading his own words through Pimpernel-Smith’s heavy-handed editing had been something else altogether. To make matters worse, Torquil still managed to throw a jab at Wyn in the end. A little too enthusiastic? Of course he had been; why else would someone write such a letter to begin with, if not to share something worth whispering about?

      Wyn set his paintbrush into the jar of brownish water and closed his eyes. He shuffled his toes against the grass beneath his bare feet. A lock of hair tickled the pointed tip of his ear as a light breeze picked up around him, nevermind that he’d stirred the air up for his own purposes. The bubbling of magic simmered in his chest and he let out a slow exhale.

      Roger Barnes was not going to ruin this morning for him.

      After another hour or so had passed, Wyn was no longer alone in the Park, which was his cue to leave. He’d put on his boots and collected his things, savored one last glance at the swans, then started for the crushed stone pathway that would take him to the gate nearest to home.

      The tall stretch of decorative iron had just barely come into view when a sharp whistle came from somewhere to his left. Wyn’s brow arched as he turned toward the source. He wasn’t a stranger to catcalls, and while they didn’t usually come so early in the morning, he was not opposed to a quick romp behind the neatly trimmed hedgerow.

      On second thought, he rather liked the fit of the beige trousers he had on. It would be a shame to ruin them with grass stains.

      “Mr. Wrenwhistle,” came a familiar voice.

      “Mr. Ravenwing,” Wyn greeted in return, shifting the folded easel to a more comfortable position in his grip. The fae looked particularly put together, which could only mean one thing. “A fine morning to promenade with a potential suitor. Or so I would imagine.”

      Sage offered a coquettish grin in reply. “Wouldn’t you, though.”

      “I haven’t the time to be bothered with such things,” Wyn said flippantly. “My social calendar is already overflowing with hobbies and engagements that actually interest me.”

      “Is that so?” Sage took a step closer and lowered his voice a bit. “Speaking of engagements, my mother fully expects this to be the Season I find a spouse, so I’d appreciate it if you kept my name out of your business moving forward.”

      It took no time at all for Wyn to follow his implication.

      “What is that supposed to mean? I’ll dare to remind you that it was your name listed in the pamphlet, not mine.”

      Ravenwing’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I take it you haven’t read this morning’s Tribune?” Without waiting for an answer, Sage dug into his breast pocket and pulled out his own copy.

      Wyn set down his art supplies, canvas propped against his shin, and took the paper without hesitation. He scanned the words faster than he could absorb at first, only slowing when he read his own name once, twice, three times in the span of a few sentences. An icy shock of emotion splashed low in Wyn’s gut. He swallowed hard, jaw muscles working.

      Sage’s lips curved into a small, mocking frown. “I expect you’ll be receiving some rescinded invitations after this.”
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        Greetings, foul folk and hackneyed humans,

        It would appear that this modest little gossip column has turned into a small battleground. This writer isn’t complaining as drama is the stuff of life.

        The subject referred to in the most recent column has, understandably, taken offense to some of the things printed about him by yours truly. The surprising part is that he is actually doing something about it. We did not think he was capable of retaliation. Nevertheless, here we are. We almost admire him for it.

        Our new source would like it to be known that Mr. Wyndham Wrenwhistle is a cad. That, in and of itself, is not news. However, a recent report does suggest that Mr. Wrenwhistle was the mysterious companion of Mr. Ravenwing at the St. Clairs' party. Which is news, albeit unsurprising. Furthermore, our source has their own list of grievances against Mr. Wrenwhistle. He is: a vainglorious, feckless, arrogant, shallow fool, who disgraces the respectable family he was born to (Entre nous, the insult faded a bit at the end there. Still, it enjoyed a solid start). The report goes on to state that Mr. Wrenwhistle’s virtues are few and entirely superficial at that. This writer thinks the source in question might consider why he is so interested in Mr. Wrenwhistle’s virtues at all.

        The Council will hear the new proposal soon. We are all eager to hear how it goes and are already preparing ourselves for disappointment.

        Your esteemed editor,

        Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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      It did not take long for Roger to regret his impulsive decision. He liked to consider himself a person of good judgment, sound reason, and compassion. His message to Pimpernel-Smith exhibited none of these; it had been petty and vindictive. He was fairly confident that such news would do little to Wyndham’s social standing, and his reputation as a rake was already pretty well known. All the same, Roger knew he had acted poorly and rashly.

      But he couldn’t quite bring himself to submit a retraction to the paper, or to send an apology to Wyndham himself. After all, no apology had been sent to him. That particular thought was the only thing that kept him from losing himself in his own regrets. It was unlikely that Wyndham had any of the remorse that he was currently experiencing. If anything, the cad had probably been extremely proud of his own letter—Roger could just imagine Wyndham’s smug expression.

      He let that thought buoy him all the way to his next appearance before the Council. He was a bit of a wreck as he sat in the waiting room. He had all of his notes organized and even copied out his plan six times to give a copy to each councilmember. His hand ached by the end of that particular exercise. He had practiced his speech so often, he’d fallen asleep thinking about it and awoke picking up where he had left off. He’d even had dreams about the proposal and what the Council would say.

      When he was finally called in, he clenched the papers and walked to the little stand. He smoothed the papers, took a deep breath, and began: “Thank you again for the opportunity to present this proposal. I have prepared a rubric I think will provide better scope and nuance to the testing process. I have copies for each of you.”

      “Excellent,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said. “Please bring them forward.”

      He didn’t dare look her in the eye as he approached and passed the papers out. Did she know about his foolish act? He glanced at his father, wondering if he knew. His father gave him an encouraging smile, which made him feel a little better.

      “As you can see,” he said, returning to the stand, “I have composed a list of different aspects of magic I think should be tested: power, focus, control, understanding, and intuition. I have also outlined some sample spells for each that I think would exhibit these traits.”

      “What is the difference between focus and control?” Councilmember Gibbs asked.

      “Excellent question,” Roger said in what he’d hoped was a chipper tone, but he was fairly sure it came out like a squeak instead. Damn Wyndham for getting that thought into my head. “Focus will be about the scope of the spell and control will be about the ability for the caster to adjust power.”

      Gibbs nodded, still frowning in concentration. “I see.”

      “And understanding and intuition?” Roger’s father asked. Roger was fairly sure his father was simply asking to give Roger an opportunity to prove his hard work. “Understanding would be about the caster’s knowledge of spells and magical theory. As the exams are done at the age of twelve, a thorough knowledge of magic shouldn’t be expected, but the basics should be covered. Intuition would be the ability to apply known principles to a new spell. I realize that this might sound the same as understanding, but I think it would be important to see that theoretical knowledge and practical application are both examined.”

      Roger’s father gave him a smile. “Thank you, Mr. Barnes. That makes sense.”

      “Five qualities,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said slowly. “I think that is a good amount of skills to be tested. Don’t you agree, Williams?”

      Councilmember Williams nodded. “May I ask, Mr. Barnes, if this new rubric would have any impact on your own Hastings score?”

      Roger swallowed. He had anticipated this question. “It would impact my score, sir, but it would not impact my standing within the family. You will understand, of course, that I have not applied this rubric to anyone in a practical sense. But my brother would still likely inherit, as he has all of these qualities in abundance. My sister would probably score closer to Bernard, as she has excellent control—probably the best control out of anyone in our family—but does not have the same amount of power. At this point, Bernard has spent years studying magic and would likely excel in the last two scores.”
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