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      For those seeking magic, may this story serve as a gentle reminder to look within yourself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Fire Spells Between Friends is a cozy historical fantasy set in a queernormative 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, as well as one Main Character experiencing some bigotry first-hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            EMRYS
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      Under normal circumstances, Emrys Wrenwhistle would not have been so heedless in his jaunt across town in the middle of a heavy, late-night storm. Rain was rarely enough to scare London’s society back inside. Keen eyes were always watching a man of his status, even on an evening as dark and dreary as this. His younger brother Wyndham’s wedding a few weeks prior would do him no favors on that front either, to be certain.

      How will it look, his mother had tutted, with both your brothers married and settled into their new lives before you’ve even given a hint of carrying on the family name? 

      The eldest of the four Wrenwhistle siblings, Auberon, had been recently married as well, sparking what had quickly become their mother’s singular focus: seeing all of her children thrust into matrimonial bliss. 

      It was society’s expectation, of course, but Emrys’ duty went beyond simply carrying on the family name. He was heir to all that the Wrenwhistle family worked for generations to build, entwining with human society and making a place for themselves in one of the largest cities in the world. The results of his Scurius Exam had proven him to be the most magically powerful, thus the one set to inherit, while his siblings were free to do as they wished.

      After a quiet courtship, Auberon had narrowly finished reciting his vows before he’d swept his bride away to their new home in the countryside and the simple life awaiting them there. 

      Wyndham, on the contrary, had made a spectacle of himself. Not only had he used the project he’d been assigned by the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations to flaunt his magic in a way Emrys rarely had the opportunity for, he’d gone and captivated the entire city by very publicly falling in love with his partner in the matter. For months, the only Wrenwhistle anyone cared to talk about was him, and there was seemingly no end in sight.

      How was Emrys to maintain his position in the family when Wyndham had all but dedicated his life to outshining him? It was a rivalry born the day Emrys was named as heir, and he would sooner consume an entire bouquet of foxglove than see his youngest sibling win. 

      The sting of resentment burned its way up his throat as he turned onto a familiar street. Fortunately, the shops and businesses that lined both sides of the narrow alley sat dark and quiet, empty until morning. The same could not be said for the rooms above; several of the windows were dimly lit, though all of them had the curtains drawn, much to his relief.

      With his focus aimed skyward, Emrys failed to notice himself walking dangerously close to the center of the street, which had become overrun with the sludge of horse waste and mud thanks to the frightful weather. He charged directly into the standing water, splashing it up both legs of his trousers and soaking his stockings through.

      He cursed under his breath, sidestepping away from the large puddle. There was no time for him to pause and inspect the damage to his clothes, even if he could’ve seen it in the low light. Emrys broke into a bounding stride with nothing left to lose in the situation.

      When he reached the weathered door that he’d searched for countless times in the dark, he braced one hand against the frame and dug into the pocket of his greatcoat with the other. When he found it empty, he tried the other side. His brows furrowed as he tried the pockets of his trousers, his coat, and finally his breast pocket, all equally unfruitful.

      “Damn it all,” he hissed, reaching for the handle to test it. 

      Locked, of course.

      Emrys cupped his hands around his face against the storefront window to his left. The glass was so clouded that it was impossible to see anything inside. Emrys stepped close to the door again, taking a quick glance over one shoulder, then the other. He gripped the doorknob and sighed heavily, closing his eyes. Why did it have to be iron?

      After waiting for a flash of lightning to flicker across the sky, Emrys timed his next move with the rumble of thunder that masked the heel of his shoe crashing against the lock. Emrys stepped out of the rain into the musty room that always smelled of paper dust and ink. He took the time to hang up his hat and greatcoat before he shut the door as well as he could. He grimaced at the way the latch barely caught. He’d have to remedy that in the morning.

      As he made his way to the set of rickety steps in the far corner, Emrys felt himself drawn back to the very first time he’d walked through the room nearly five years earlier. He’d been decidedly more intoxicated at the time. The memory lit up in his mind as he reached the staircase.

      

      “You wouldn’t really,” Keelan Cricket said, scandalized. Emrys gave his best friend one of his mischievous smirks and turned to look at the person leaning so far over the edge of a ladder that they were a gust of wind away from toppling over. At least, that was Emrys’ estimation. He had bet his friends on being correct. A simple breeze spell ought to do the trick.

      “Watch me,” Emrys challenged with a flourish, striding boldly away from the group. They’d been stumbling from one public house to the next on a streak of revelry that would’ve sent his mother into an absolute fit if she’d known.

      Emrys crossed his arms over his chest and sidled up next to the ladder.

      “Whatever are you doing there, friend?” he asked, even though it was quite obvious what they were trying to accomplish.

      “I’m trying to hang my sign.”

      Emrys tilted his head a bit and squinted at the handmade banner, not quite sure if it was the lettering or his vision that was blurry.

      “Pimpernel-Smith Press,” Emrys read slowly, before turning his attention back to the newcomer so he could inspect them more closely. They were slender, even a bit gangly, with a head full of wild, dark curls. “Are you the apprentice?”

      “Owner,” they responded plainly. This took Emrys by surprise.

      “Aren’t you a bit young to be the owner of…anything?” he asked.

      “Aren’t you a bit old to be making a loud, drunken fool of yourself in public?”

      Emrys scoffed and prepared to offer a hateful reply, but his retort died on his tongue as the stranger turned on the ladder to give him the most dashing smile he’d ever seen.

      They stared at each other for a moment, and then Pimpernel-Smith chuckled in a way that made Emrys shiver wantonly. 

      “If you’re just going to stand there, the least you can do is help me.”

      Emrys felt compelled to oblige and held the sign up for Pimpernel-Smith to take after they had moved the ladder over. Emrys caught a glimpse of his friends who were still standing at the end of the alley, indicating that they’d appreciate him hurrying up with the original plan so they could get back to drinking. He offered them a rude gesture and turned his focus back to the stranger. 

      Pimpernel-Smith. Why did that sound so familiar?

      After the sign was secure, it seemed Emrys had run out of good reasons to be there. He’d missed his opportunity to play his prank. He’d also somehow been charmed into offering his assistance on a task he would have never agreed to under normal circumstances. Who did they think they were, asking him to labor like a commoner?

      But then, who was he to agree to it so easily? Just because they’d been bold and were markedly attractive, he was ready to help them without hesitation?

      Maybe he’d had more to drink than he realized.

      Pimpernel-Smith collected the ladder and gave Emrys a once-over, eyes lingering in all the right places as they trailed slowly back up from his boots. The coquettish grin on their mouth grew and Emrys felt himself lose all interest in rejoining his companions. 

      Desire must’ve been painted all over his face, because Pimpernel-Smith quirked an eyebrow, turned to the entryway of the new press shop, and maneuvered themself and the ladder inside, leaving the door wide open. Emrys had always been the type to ask forgiveness rather than permission, so he’d followed them inside and up to the room on the second floor.

      

      Emrys kept his hand away from the handrail to save himself from getting a splinter in his palm. He hopped up the steps two at a time, expertly avoiding the one near the middle that groaned like an old mule when stepped upon. At the top, he used his arm to brush aside the ragged curtain, a wash of candlelight spilling out to greet him. His focus landed on the figure hunched over in the chair near the small writing desk, one leg flung haphazardly over the armrest as they pressed quill pen to paper against their thigh. They didn’t look up before they spoke.

      “You broke the lock,” Torquil said mildly. 

      “I’ve misplaced my key,” Emrys explained as he stepped into the cramped space. Torquil finally lifted their head, offering a small, crooked grin.

      “Again?” they asked as their attention fell back to the paper. Emrys noted that they looked as tired as he felt.

      “Why are you still awake?” Emrys asked, changing the subject as he crossed his arms and propped his shoulder against the thick, knotted post that stood in the middle of the room. Without question, it was the sturdiest of all his surroundings. The desk, the half-empty wardrobe on the far wall, and the sorry excuse for a bed had all seen better days. Even the diminutive stove hardly served its purpose on cold nights.

      Torquil sat up more fully then, setting their things on the desk before they stretched their arms high over their head until a soft groan escaped them. With a sigh, they let their arms fall to their lap. “Work.”

      “Ugh,” Emrys sneered. “Such a waste of your time.”

      Torquil laughed quietly at that. They pulled their leg from over the armrest and slowly got to their feet. Emrys couldn’t help but notice the way their shirt was untucked from their trousers and already unbuttoned halfway down their chest. “What do you suggest I do with my time instead?”

      “Oh, I could name a great number of things,” Emrys assured them, watching as they stepped closer with bare feet.

      “Tell me one,” Torquil teased, closing the distance between them. They reached up to slide their ink-stained fingertips along the stubble on Emrys’ jaw. “Perhaps I’ll give you a shave? I daresay you need it.” 

      He’d only arrived home from his family’s extended post-wedding stay at the country estate a few hours earlier. There had been no time to take care of such things.

      Emrys gave Torquil a critical look. “You think I would trust you with a razor at the moment? You can scarcely keep your eyes open.”

      Torquil hummed softly. “You’d like for me to do something that requires less focus, then?” Their gaze fell to Emrys’ lips. “Something a bit more relaxing?”

      Emrys caught Torquil’s wrist and nuzzled his rough cheek against their open palm before placing a gentle kiss there, then another. 

      “How I missed you, my precocious wordsmith,” he murmured before pulling Torquil close for a proper kiss. 
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        * * *

      

      Emrys traced a delicate fingertip along the faint point of Torquil’s ear, savoring the way their body draped over his own. He was certain that they were matched not only in the rate of their breathing, but in the beating of their hearts. His magic swirled languidly in his chest, satisfied after brushing against the whisper of Torquil’s own magic. He could only feel it in the moments when they were distracted enough to let it free.

      It was like nothing he had ever experienced before. There were times that he was sure he could almost feel the sensation of their magics touching on his skin. It was not entirely unlike the warm sweep of summer sunshine on his face or the tickle of a down feather against his arm.

      Emrys thought of the grand display of combined magic he had witnessed at the wedding ceremony. Wyndham and his new husband Roger had performed what was quite possibly the most impressive wedding spell anyone had ever seen. The mix of fae and human magic had been downright mesmerizing.

      Had the two of them felt something similar to what Emrys felt?

      Could Torquil feel it, too?

      Emrys’ expression soured as he thought of something his brother had mentioned on their ride out to the estate before the ceremony.

      At least I had someone to sneak out for, Wyndham had said with the most self-assured smile on his face. Isn’t it odd that, even as the Wrenwhistle heir, nobody can seem to stand you? Come to think of it, your name hardly even comes up in the Tribune. I daresay that’s quite an accomplishment, all things considered. 

      Emrys moved his fingers from Torquil’s ear to trace lazily up and down the curve of their spine. He pressed his lips to their temple. Torquil drew in a slow breath, stirring from a light sleep. 

      “What is it?” they asked, tucking in closer. “Must you leave already?”

      “We’ve a bit of a problem,” Emrys said quietly.

      Torquil let out a small moan. “I suppose I can go one more round, but you’ll have to be more gentle this time.” They started to sit up, but Emrys pulled them back against his chest.

      “No, not that. It’s something Wyndham said.”

      “Oh. Go on, then.”

      “He’s always been too clever for his own good. It seems that he’s noticed something amiss with your papers.”

      Torquil forced their way out of Emrys’ grip with a huff, blanket pooling as they sat back, straddling Emrys’ hips. “Impossible.”

      “My name,” Emrys clarified. “You never mention me anymore.”

      Torquil’s eyebrows went up, before their lips curled into a lopsided smirk.

      “And to think of all the things I could write if I really wanted to,” they purred, sliding their hands from Emrys’ shoulders down to his navel and back again. “Greetings fortunate folk and hopeful humans,” they began playfully. “This writer is pleased to bring forth some delightfully interesting information about the elusive Mr. Emrys Wrenwhistle, heir to the family name and last remaining bachelor of the Wrenwhistle brothers.”

      Emrys rolled his eyes, but grinned despite himself. 

      “Let it be known that Mr. Wrenwhistle is absolutely fantastic in bed. While his conversational skills can sometimes leave much to be desired⁠—”

      “I beg pardon!” Emrys laughed.

      “—he makes up for it entirely by being the most attentive and thorough of lovers. One could not ask for a better experience in the bedroom. Though it should be noted that his performance can be heavily impacted by an overindulgence of drink, so keep this in mind when offering him refreshments if you intend to seduce him at any point in the evening.”

      “That was one time,” Emrys complained.

      Torquil gave him a knowing look. 

      “Oh, all right,” Emrys relented. He reached up and took Torquil by the back of the neck, pulling them down for a slow kiss. “But I always make up for it, do I not?”

      Torquil chuckled. “Always.”

      “In all seriousness,” Emrys said, holding Torquil’s gaze in the candlelight. “I know I’ve said a million times that we must be careful, but Wyndham will never let this go now that he’s picked up on it. He and Roger will return from their honeymoon any day now, and when they do I’d like to have one less reason for his smug arse to tout his success over mine.”

      “What success is that?”

      “Being married before me.” Emrys looked away. “Making history with said marriage.” The union of two prominent families—one fae and one human—had been a major step in the efforts to join both sides of society in a way that had rarely been done before. Torquil knew better than anyone, of course. Their parents had been at the forefront of this particular crusade, before they’d escaped the prejudice of London twenty-five years earlier to welcome a baby with softly-pointed ears, dark curls, and a true gift with words, though Emrys supposed that last detail wasn’t properly discovered until later.

      Torquil brought their hand to Emrys’ cheek so that their eyes met again.

      “History is made every day,” they said gently. “Just because someone else has done something remarkable does not mean you’ve lost your chance to do the same.” Torquil grinned and pressed their lips to Emrys’ forehead. “Go home. Get some rest.”

      “I’ll send the locksmith to fix your door first thing,” Emrys promised.

      Torquil snorted out a laugh. “You’d better. I’ve half a mind to report seeing a man of your build sneaking about in the dark. I would hate to have your first reappearance in the Tribune be a piece on your arrest.”
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      Torquil sat on the edge of the bed, listening to the sound of Emrys making his way back downstairs and out the door. Once they heard the door shut, they slid back into the chair in front of the writing desk. Nearly a month after the wedding in the country, there still wasn’t much to report yet. London society was still chattering about the event, the spell, and the couple. Torquil had enjoyed their own participation in that arena, but they were ready to turn their attention to different matters, mend different problems. 

      They picked up their quill and twirled it between their fingers. Emrys had asked to be mentioned. The truth was, Torquil had avoided doing so, not only because Emrys had begged for caution, but because writing was too honest. They prided themself on being somewhat mysterious. It was a well-honed art to smile enigmatically and make people guess. But when it came to writing, Torquil could not help the truth from spilling onto the page. Sarcasm came through in speckles of the ink, irritation shone around the curves of the letters, and admiration wove its way into the punctuation. 

      Torquil was quite certain any mention of Emrys would be too telling. The man was objectively attractive, with his golden brown hair always styled in the most fashionable way, his fae-green eyes, and his average yet still notable figure that indicated he was always up for sport the way wealthy gentlemen like himself often were. Though Torquil had never shied away from admiring people of any gender in their column—not only for the sake of a neutral level of admiration, but also because they were attracted to people of multiple genders—they had long worried that any attention of Emrys would be too pointed. However, if Wyndham Wrenwhistle was noticing the omission, it may not take long for others to notice too. 

      They curled one leg under their body, hitched their other heel on the rung of the chair, and bent over the desk. Dipping the quill in the inkwell, Torquil took a breath, and began to write. 

      Critics had accused them of writing without thought. But the truth was, Torquil poured thought into every line. Every rumor was written with a mind to the impact. Every coupling reported was done so with consideration of the longevity of the relationship. Torquil had single-handedly brought dozens of couples together over the years, forged alliances between families, and built up businesses. They had also destroyed double that number of couples and ruined reputations. There was balance to these things. Some relationships weren’t meant to last. Some people deserved to be taken down a notch. 

      Although Torquil had followed in their father’s professional footsteps as a printer, they had started their path out of a sense of justice. They had an isolated sort of upbringing in the country because the Pimpernels had expelled their only daughter. Torquil’s childhood had been a rather lonely one, with parents who had cheerfully shut out the rest of the world and taken a lackadaisical approach to parenting. While Torquil’s parents had been content to let the world pass them by, Torquil was not. They wanted to challenge the harm their grandparents had caused, to fight back, to prove that they were worthy. They had been determined to create change. They wanted to fix things. With that intention, they had moved to London and started the Tribune. Their dreams had been the driving force behind every installment of the gossip column. 

      Torquil’s recent project had been something of a personal triumph. They had joined together two confirmed bachelors, Roger Barnes and Wyndham Wrenwhistle, a human and a fae, and brought about a significant change in society. It was a single ripple, but Torquil intended to make it a wave. They had already noticed some added changes: they had been offered a seat on the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations, they’d received letters from readers admitting their own love affairs between humans and fae, letters filled with relief that those affairs could now turn into properly recognized marriages. Things were finally changing.

      Torquil wrote in silence. The only sound in the room was the scratching of pen against paper. Their drafts were always messy, with crossed out words and scribbled-in notes. They dated it when they were done and got up slowly. They were overdue for a refill of the water in the basin by their bed, but they scrubbed themself down, shivering from the cold water, and began to dress. Unlike their aristocratic friend, they did not have the luxury of sleeping late into the morning. The mornings were when Torquil did the bulk of their work. Sleep would have to wait.

      They took their paper downstairs and laid it on the press, giving the ruined lock a weary look. They knew Emrys would keep his word and send a locksmith as soon as he awoke. “First thing” really meant sometime around noon, if Torquil had a guess. They also knew Emrys would probably take the opportunity to replace the whole damn door. If it weren’t for the man’s frequent absentmindedness, Torquil might have suspected the broken lock had been intentional, solely to give Emrys an opportunity to fix something. Emrys was forever trying to offer them assistance. You should have a nicer bed. This curtain is a rag; let me buy you a new one. Are you sure you don’t want a new coat? And, worst of all, why do you insist on living in this dreadful little building? I could buy you your own flat. Torquil always turned down each offer, big and small.

      They gave the lock another long look and then went to a tiny cupboard in the corner of the room. The broken lock meant that much less safety. While Torquil did their best not to be too damaging in their reporting of gossip, they were no stranger to harassment. The protection spell was probably overdue for a refresh anyway. Torquil gathered the necessary supplies and trudged outside, shivering in the early morning chill.

      Torquil’s parents had attempted to teach them magic. But try as they might, Torquil could never master their mother’s exquisite manipulation of nature, or even their father’s sturdy spellcasting. Instead, their magic came out like a sauce with too much spice: overwhelming and never quite what anyone wanted. Performing it felt like an itch under their skin. Their parents insisted that its uniqueness was a good thing. But after being rejected from both fae and human institutions, Torquil had learned early on that their magic was just too strange for others. Before long, its strangeness was too unpalatable even for Torquil.

      So they had stopped performing magic unless absolutely necessary. They repressed the urge to feel magic as their mother had taught them, they intentionally reduced their ingredients to what would fit in a tiny cabinet, and they lived their life as magic-free as possible. 

      However, in the matter of safety, they had accepted that magic was just a bit necessary. So they had accepted their parents’ offer to set up a protection spell around the press building, and Torquil would refresh the spell every few months. After years of neglect, trying to sense the magic was a strain, so they didn’t bother. They simply refreshed the spell in patches and hoped for the best. They went through the routine quickly, too tired to do more than the bare minimum.

      Then they went inside and the real work began. They typeset for their next edition, using their messy copy as a guide. They printed the usual amount of Tribune copies, enough for the faithful subscribers, the rare out-of-town requests, and the day-of rush.

      Just as the ink began to dry, a knock came at the door. Three loud knocks followed by two softer ones. Torquil smiled and opened the door.

      A short and pudgy adolescent with dark blond hair and bright blue eyes stepped inside. “You know your lock’s ruined.”

      “I know,” Torquil said.

      Sal shrugged, unbothered. “Morning distribution today or afternoon?”

      “Morning,” Torquil said. “I just finished.”

      Sal nodded. “I’ll spread the word.”

      She left and Torquil closed the door behind her. They began sorting the papers into piles. Almost an hour later, Sal returned. Torquil handed her a small stack. “You can charge the usual price.”

      “You really should raise it.”

      “I know.”

      Sal snorted and turned back to the door, nearly colliding with a scullery maid who scooted into the building. Her cheeks were rosy from exertion. She held her hands out. “I’m here for the Berkeley Square lot.”

      Torquil handed over a stack.

      After the maid came a stablehand. The upper class runners always arrived earliest, eager to give their employers the news first. The boot boy who arrived next handed Torquil a slip of paper, which they pocketed before passing over a coin and another stack of columns. The stream of people continued, from domestic staff to urchins looking for a little extra pay. They came to Torquil because they always gave the delivery people a decent cut. The cut was even bigger if the delivery was picked up or came back with a bit of gossip.

      By the time the papers had run out, Torquil was exhausted. They went to their bedroom, pulled out an iron lockbox, and carried it downstairs. Then they collapsed onto a rickety chair beside the press, setting the heavy box on their lap. Leaning back, they hitched their foot onto the edge of the press and pulled out the small collection in their pocket. They grinned. Servants always had the best gossip. Sometimes Torquil’s sources were from the upper crust, letters sent to sully names or announce celebrations. But most of the time, their sources were the domestic staff.

      The rosy-cheeked maid returned first, handing back two slightly crumpled copies and a small purse of collected coins. “They were out of town,” she said apologetically.

      Torquil nodded and unlocked the box. They dumped the contents of the purse into the box and then counted out a few coins to give her. The morning continued to drag on as people trickled back in to hand over payment for the copies. Just when Torquil thought they might be done, the locksmith arrived. 

      “Here for a door,” the locksmith said, giving the door in question a critical look. Then he handed over a small bag. “Was also paid to bring the resident a hot cross bun.”

      Torquil snorted and took the bag. “Thank you.” They resumed their seat and watched the locksmith work. The bread inside smelled too good to resist, so Torquil ate as they watched, contemplating how strange it was to be finishing their day’s work just as Emrys was waking up. Torquil sighed as they finished their meal and then crumpled the bag. They missed Emrys and rather wished the gentleman had brought the food himself. They could’ve eaten it together, with Torquil in Emrys' lap or with their legs stretched over Emrys’. They sucked crumbs off their fingertips. Such a silly fantasy. 

      The locksmith finished up his work and, as Torquil had predicted, refused payment, saying he’d been promised a good tip if he didn’t accept money from the resident. He handed over a pair of keys and left.

      Torquil palmed the keys, feeling the weight of them. Emrys had ordered a lock with a different metal. He always seemed to find ways to slip into Torquil’s space. Torquil didn’t mind, exactly. They just wished Emrys could slip in their space in a different way, like going to bed with them—and staying the night. With that thought, Torquil cleaned up the press, locked the door, and went back to bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TORQUIL’S TRIBUNE
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      Greetings fortunate folk and hopeful humans,

      
        
        After such a thrilling beginning to the Season, it is understandable that things have been slow as of late. This writer does not have a great deal of news as of yet, but we hope readers will be forgiving of that. As an offering, here is a small list of unmarried hopefuls that we hope will find love soon.

        Mr. Benedict Brooks has been seen on the arm of several gentlemen but is as yet unattached. Who will he end up with? We are eager to find out.

        Mr. Keelan Cricket is good-humored and companionable and has no shortage of friends, but is love around the corner?

        Mx. Fern Hillcrest has dazzled sitting rooms and ballrooms alike with their effervescent wit and ready smile. Will love dazzle them this Season?

        Mr. Gerald Irving is sophisticated and droll. Perhaps this Season he will find a match for his intellect and his heart?

        Lady Cynthia Proust is accomplished on the pianoforte and sings divinely. Will her sirensong win over anyone in London?

        Mr. Sage Ravenwing graced these pages frequently last month. Will he continue to break hearts or will he finally give away his own?

        Miss Lydia Stanton makes her debut this Season and is sure to be a social triumph as she comes into her own.

        Miss Harriet Thackeray has a jolly disposition and always brightens up a party. Anyone who marries her is sure to never be bored.

        Mr. Cyril Thompson has excellent taste in fashion and has been known to be an enjoyable conversation partner. Though many have thought his heart was elsewhere, the gentleman remains unmarried and could possibly be open to romance.

        Miss Aveline Wrenwhistle is lovely and charming and will surely catch someone’s eye soon.

        And last, but certainly not least, Mr. Emrys Wrenwhistle. As heir to the Wrenwhistle fortune and heir to the same beauty of his siblings, Mr. Wrenwhistle might well be the most eligible bachelor in London. Who shall win his heart?

        We omitted a few unattached gentlefolk as their names have been linked with others. As ever, this writer is eager to hear any news, admiration, or observations.

      

      

      

      Your esteemed editor,

      Torquil Pimpernel-Smith
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            EMRYS

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Emrys grinned behind his cup of tea as he read the words of that morning’s Tribune for the third time, allowing them to seep in and settle with no sense of urgency. The birds outside the open window to his right chirped and chattered brightly after the previous night’s storm, likely celebrating their success at not being drowned in their nests or blown away in the wind altogether.

      He’d known that he could trust Torquil to play the situation just right. The flattery was enough to get society talking without raising any suspicions that Emrys had been the one to request his own name being put in the paper. The only thing that could have made it better would’ve been seeing Wyndham’s reaction as he read the words, but alas, he was left to imagine the moment instead.

      Aveline sighed wistfully from her chair nearby, drawing Emrys’ attention.

      “Torquil always has such kind words to say about me, but they seem to be the only person in all of London to believe them,” she said with a pout.

      Her fingertips brushed gently over the cluster of bright red berries she’d just added to the spray of holly and pine leaves neatly embroidered on one corner of a crisp linen handkerchief. The large workbag open across her lap revealed two others that were identical to the one she was holding. Emrys felt certain he would be in possession of one of them within a fortnight.

      As the third Wrenwhistle sibling and a hopeless romantic, Aveline was taken with a bout of melancholy after Wyndham’s wedding. Emrys understood her frustration after watching their youngest brother get married before either of them, and in such a consequential way. With the help of the Tribune, both sides of society had become enraptured with Wyndham and Roger’s whirlwind affair of the heart. Gossip abound, there were even some who placed bets on just how long it would take before the two seemingly oblivious parties would succumb to their emotions. Emrys would never admit how much money he’d lost in the endeavor.

      “You try too hard, sister.” He drained his cup of tea and set it down with the saucer on the side table. “The thing you search for endlessly will surely remain elusive. If it’s meant to be, it will find you when you least expect it.”

      “Nonsense,” Aveline protested airily as she resumed her needlepoint. “All I ever do is wait around for my beloved to come and find me. You see I am still sitting here, alone.”

      Emrys chuckled. “Perhaps you should work on improving your many talents while you wait.” He lifted his copy of the Tribune and waved it in her direction. “Lady Proust is ready to sing and play her way into an engagement this Season, it seems, and even that wild Harriet Thackeray has a sense of humor on her side.”

      “And what, exactly, do you have to offer your future spouse?” Aveline asked. “Snide commentary and endless arrogance?”

      Emrys grinned and gestured casually to the room at large.

      Aveline sneered at him and collected her work into her bag rather hastily. As she excused herself from the room, their mother bustled in with a wide smile.

      “What a mention you’ve had in the Tribune this morning!” Mrs. Wrenwhistle smoothed her skirts after sitting next to Emrys on the sofa, impressively energetic after traveling the previous day. The way she practically lunged for the cup the servant handed to her suggested it was a result of copious amounts of strong tea.

      Emrys offered her a charming look. “Yes, now that Wyndham has successfully bedded his bespectacled beau, I suppose there’s no choice but for everyone to return their focus to the most important Wrenwhistle sibling.”

      Mrs. Wrenwhistle pressed her lips together in a disapproving way, but the expression quickly faded. There was little room for her to deny it.

      “I believe such a proclamation is one we should not let go to waste,” she said after taking a swallow of her tea.

      “There’s no need to worry ourselves with convincing everyone I am beautiful, Mother. They already know.”

      “Emrys,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle chided on a sigh. “I am referring to you being the most eligible bachelor in London, of course. Everyone who’s anyone has read the words this morning. I predict that we will have a tray overflowing with calling cards by the end of the week, if not sooner.”

      Emrys felt the weight of the rest of her words before she said them.

      He had known this was coming since Wyndham’s magical testing had been completed all those years ago, the results naming seventeen-year-old Emrys as the most powerful sibling and, as such, the Wrenwhistle heir.

      His mother’s hand came to rest on his forearm, and he met her gaze.

      “It’s time to stop playing your childish games,” she said sternly. “I will be taking control of your social engagements for the rest of the Season. I’ll sort out your callers, we can make visits for tea, I can arrange for ideal partners at all of the dinner parties. Just leave everything to me. We will have you matched with your someone special in no time at all.” Mrs. Wrenwhistle’s smile returned as she patted his sleeve affectionately. “Doesn’t that sound lovely?”

      For a long time, Emrys’ response would’ve been a resounding yes.

      It had been nothing short of intoxicating, knowing his future was set with any comforts he might ever wish for. He never had to wonder what career he would pursue if he did not choose to have one. He never had to lift more than a finger to get what he wanted. Emrys was one charismatic smile away from anything and everything his heart desired.

      Well, almost everything.

      Emrys had long since accepted that matters of his heart would never truly be his own to manage. His mother had said it plainly enough: he was to be matched.

      His future spouse would need to be someone of a respectable background, likely with a name as important as his own. They would need to be cultured and well-versed in the ways of society, ready to handle the execution of social events as well as his mother did.

      Of course, there was also the expectation of carrying on the Wrenwhistle name. Emrys had given little thought to being a father. His own father was rarely present thanks to his work overseeing the various businesses he’d invested in. While Emrys had never felt particularly upset about it, he could admit that he hadn’t the first idea about how to set a good example for his own future children.

      “Emrys?” his mother said, pulling him back to their conversation.

      “Yes, Mother,” Emrys agreed finally. “Lovely.” He offered her a mild grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes, but Mrs. Wrenwhistle didn’t seem to notice.

      “Do remember that we have a party to attend this evening,” his mother said as she got to her feet. Emrys watched her leave and then settled his focus on the copy of the Tribune he was still holding.

      “Who shall win his heart, indeed,” he murmured.
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       Torquil awoke with a dreadful start at the sound of banging on their door. Grumbling, they kicked off their blanket and hurried downstairs. They unlocked the door and opened it to reveal a harried person in an old-fashioned livery-esque uniform. Torquil didn’t recognize the uniform and their curiosity was instantly piqued.

      “Are you Pimpernel-Smith?” 

      “Yes?”

      “I’m Lex. I’m an aide for the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations and I’ve been assigned to you. You’re late for the Council meeting. I was sent to fetch you.”

      Torquil felt as if they’d been plunged in icy water. “I’m sorry,” they stammered. “I didn’t realize I was expected today. I’ll get dressed. Will you wait here for a moment?”

      Lex nodded. 

      Torquil closed the door and ran back upstairs. They sorted through their clothes with shaking hands. There wasn’t time to debate on the best outfit. They had hoped to make a good impression on their first day on the Council, but that opportunity was well and truly gone. They picked out the least wrinkled suit they owned and scrambled into it, combed fingers through their curly hair, put on their shoes, grabbed the new key, and went back down to meet Lex. They locked the door, irritated with how strange that now felt with the new lock.

      Lex wasted no time in leading them down the street.

      Torquil had never had a reason to go to the Council chambers in person. Quite honestly, they avoided high society at large, preferring to write observations of it rather than engage with it directly. It always seemed so much safer that way. But when they’d been approached at the wedding and offered a position on the Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations, they knew better than to refuse. Torquil was filled with ideas for how things should be and what needed to be changed, fixed, and updated, so it made sense to accept the opportunity. But it also meant they had to leave the safety of their building and interact with the very people who had looked down on them their whole life. Torquil had spent the past month trying not to dwell on that aspect. And now they were late on their first day.

      The crisp morning air didn’t seem to make it inside the building, which was stuffy and warm. Poor Lex was sweating noticeably by the time she opened a tall door and whispered, “In here!”

      Torquil walked into a large room with a long table. The councilmembers sat on one side, as if they were posing for a painting of The Last Supper. Torquil thought it was a thoroughly impractical arrangement, but now was certainly not the time to say so. They felt everyone’s eyes on them as they made their way through the room.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” they said as they approached the table. “I didn’t realize I was to start today.”

      “An oversight on our part, I’m sure,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said warmly. She was fae, tall and thin, with pale skin. Her white hair was pinned up fashionably. She managed to exude elegance without having to lift a finger. Torquil could see that Emrys had inherited some of his grandmother’s looks. “Your aide will provide you with a schedule before you leave.”

      Torquil nodded and took the empty seat at the end of the table. “It was a Tribune day,” they explained, before realizing they didn’t know why they were saying it.

      “Shall we continue with business?” one of the human members said irritably.

      “Perhaps,” Councilmember Barnes said, “we ought to do a round of introductions. Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith has never met any of us officially. It would probably be wise to ensure they know who we all are.” He gave Torquil a friendly smile. Torquil could see decided similarities between the gentleman and his son, Roger Barnes. They were both attractive people with light brown skin, dark eyes, dark curly hair, round faces, and fat figures. Like his son, Councilmember Barnes seemed to convey a gentleness of spirit that helped to put Torquil at ease.

      “Thank you,” Torquil said. “I would appreciate that.”

      “Excellent suggestion, Norman,” Wrenwhistle said. “I am Iris Wrenwhistle. I’m the head of the fae half of the Council. Which means I am responsible for appointing fae members and I handle any issues with our side of things. If there is a debate, the heads of Council normally make the final decision.” She paused. “However, your addition to our number may reduce the need for that last duty. It was young Roger’s suggestion that we have an odd number so as to make split votes less of an issue. I think eventually we would like to add even more fae-human members. In the meantime, you can report to me with any questions or issues.”

      Torquil nodded their understanding, relieved. Wrenwhistle was an intimidating woman, but Torquil knew enough about her to know she was very intelligent and kind underneath her regal bearing.

      “Cricket,” said a short lady, next in line. She had brown hair and a sour expression on her pale pink face.

      “Applewood,” said the third fae councilmember, a woman seated next to Torquil. Applewood was of medium height and build, with dark brown skin, black hair, and a warm voice.

      “I am Councilmember Williams.” Torquil turned back to the center of the table at the older gentleman with a ruddy face and beady eyes. “I am the head of the human side of the Council. This is Gibbs and Barnes.” He gestured down the line, each councilmember nodding in response to their introduction. Gibbs was short and pale, with thin blond hair and a fussy expression. “Now,” Williams continued, “can we continue with our order of business?”

      Wrenwhistle raised an eyebrow. “Certainly.” She turned her gaze back to Torquil. “We were discussing the new rubric proposed by my grandson and his husband.”

      “Ah,” Torquil said, attempting to regain footing. “The Barnes-Wrenwhistle Method.”

      Gibbs gave a snort. “Is that what you’re calling it?”

      “I received many letters supporting that name. I quite like it.”

      “Very apt,” Barnes said, looking amused.

      “However,” Williams said loudly. “We still need to determine a number of logistics first. There are certified examiners all over the country. We shall have to see to it that they are all aware of the new rubrics and can test accordingly.”

      Gibbs stood and put a set of papers, a quill, and an inkwell in front of Torquil. “Why don’t you take notes?”

      Torquil blinked at him, nonplussed.

      Wrenwhistle turned to Gibbs as he sat back down. “Tired of note-taking duties, are you?”

      Gibbs looked affronted. “Well, as the newest member of the Council, it only seems⁠—”

      “Besides,” Cricket piped up, “writing seems like a very appropriate responsibility, considering.”

      “I don’t mind,” Torquil said, dipping the quill into the ink. “But you should know that my handwriting is dreadful.” They attempted a winning smile.

      Barnes chuckled. “So is my Roger’s. If we’re continuing the idea that the newest member of the Council play at secretary, we will not be pleased when the newlyweds join. I’m quite sure the papers Roger gave us last month were written extremely slowly. His handwriting is usually undecipherable.”

      “Perhaps you’ll want my grandson to take over,” Wrenwhistle went on, giving Gibbs an arch look. “His handwriting is quite nice.”

      Gibbs’ face reddened. “I’m not suggesting we pass the responsibility around like some sort of rubber ball,” he sputtered. “I only think⁠—”

      “Yes, it is quite clear what you were thinking,” Wrenwhistle said, her voice colder than before.

      Torquil twirled the quill uneasily between their thumb and forefinger. They weren’t entirely surprised they were being treated like a secretary or another aide. They’d been treated less than by fae and humans alike all of their life. Still, they’d hoped the recent wedding would start changing these sorts of attitudes, especially on the Council. At least Wrenwhistle and Barnes seemed to be championing them. Torquil supposed, dully, that those two had the largest stake in ensuring the offspring of fae-human marriages were treated well. Or perhaps they were simply the kindest councilmembers. It was frightfully hard to tell. Torquil bent over the paper and wrote out the date and scribbled Pimpernel-Smith to take over note duties for the time being, before looking up expectantly.

      Wrenwhistle sighed. “Thank you, Pimpernel-Smith. We will discuss this in my office later.”

      Torquil nodded.

      The conversation turned out to be rather boring, as the councilmembers debated how to get the rubric to the different examiners, whether the examiners would need to be trained, and at what point the new rubric would take effect. Torquil was a little surprised this hadn’t been discussed before the rubric was approved. 

      There was also a strong concern that they dearly wanted to bring up, but they weren’t sure if they ought to. However, when the conversation reached a small lag, they decided their concern was the very reason they were on the Council in the first place, so they took a deep breath and said, “And what about fae-human children? Which rubric will they be expected to use?”

      Everyone’s gaze swiveled to Torquil. They focused on tilting their chin up and poising the quill as if they were waiting for a brilliant response.

      “I beg pardon?” Cricket said.

      “Children like me,” Torquil clarified. “What rubric will they be held to?”

      Silence greeted the question.

      “You see, I was never tested,” they went on. “My parents tried, but it seemed no examiners were willing to test a half-fae-half-human. So I have no magical score. It puts me at a great disadvantage, for no one would hire someone without a score. And marriage prospects are nonexistent. It seems to me this is an excellent opportunity to correct that particular problem.”

      “What?” Williams said. “So you think we should create a third rubric especially for your kind?”

      Torquil took pride in not flinching at the word choice. “Not at all,” they said.

      “If you had a choice,” Barnes said in a gentler tone, “would one rubric suit you and your magic better?”

      Torquil was grateful for the question. They considered their answer carefully. “In my limited experience, when a child has two parents of different magical upbringings, they’re taught both, or a portion of both. I think if I had been given the choice, I would have felt more comfortable with the Hastings Exam when I was that age, since human spells tend to come a little easier for me. But others might choose differently. Would it be possible to provide the option?”

      Again, the Council was silent in response. At least this time it was a thoughtful sort of silence.

      “I think that sounds reasonable,” Applewood said. “We can add a note that children who are familiar with both systems might choose the one they’re most comfortable with.”

      Torquil nodded and wrote that down. Feeling bold, they added, “Of course, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a third rubric. And, from what I understand, the Wrenwhistles discovered a new way of doing magic that combined both systems in a fluid manner. It might be worth bringing that into the equation as well.”

      “An intriguing point,” Barnes said.

      “How would you propose we do that?” Cricket said, her voice a mixture of confusion and curiosity.

      Torquil shrugged and gave a little smile. “I’m afraid I’m not enough of an expert on either rubric, or either magic system, to have that answer readily for you. But I believe Mr. Roger Wrenwhistle first proposed his suggestion for amending the rubric in order to be more comprehensive. Perhaps we ought to explore all of our new learnings before we take action. It will prevent us from having to redo our work later.”

      “It seems to me,” Gibbs said, “that it’s a little early for you to be making such suggestions.”

      “Ah,” Torquil said. They twiddled the quill again. “So you were thinking this position to be more along the lines of secretary than councilmember? My mistake.”

      Gibbs jumped to his feet angrily.

      “Sit down,” Wrenwhistle said. “They are perfectly correct. If you cannot keep a civil tongue then you will be dismissed from the discussion.”

      Torquil turned back to the paper in order to avoid looking too smug. But just as they reached their quill into the inkwell, it tipped over and ink spilled across the table. Torquil jumped up to try and—well they weren’t sure what they’d planned to do. But before they could so much as right the inkwell, the ink began pooling back into the well. Then the well tipped back to its rightful position. Applewood rubbed out the ink stain on the table with her handkerchief.

      “There,” Wrenwhistle said, “no harm done.” 

      She gave them a warm smile again, but Torquil felt as though they had lost all of the meager footing they had managed to gain. What the hell were they doing here? They couldn’t control their own magic half so well. Were they really properly equipped to determine the future of magic for the country? They quietly murmured their thanks and pulled the inkwell closer, annoyed that their hand was shaking.

      “Well,” Barnes said in a bright voice, “I rather think Pimpernel-Smith has brought up a very good point. Perhaps we ought to consider the matter further before making any decisions? Besides, it is altogether possible that the architects of this rubric had some plans for launching it. It doesn’t seem practical to make decisions without them.”

      “But they aren’t even back in London yet,” Cricket said. “Do you really expect us to wait for them?”

      “Young Barnes—well, Wrenwhistle now,” Williams said, “may well have considered the matter. Goodness knows that young man has an endless stream of ideas.”

      Some chuckles met this remark.

      “Indeed,” Wrenwhistle said. “All things considered, perhaps we ought to delay this matter until then. It is not ideal, as I know we are all eager to launch the rubric. But better to be thorough than hasty. Besides, it’s Pimpernel-Smith’s first day and I should like to show them around before the day is over. I propose we return to our offices and adjourn until the entire Council is present.”

      Williams nodded. “Agreed. I should like to talk to my side for a bit before you all go to your offices.”

      The fae councilmembers all stood and began filing out. Torquil hastened to follow. 

      Wrenwhistle waited for them at the door. “Let’s go to my office first.”

      Torquil had never gone to a university, but they felt very much as if they were sitting in a dean’s office as they took their seat across the desk.

      Wrenwhistle sat down, folded her hands on top of her desk, and let out a long breath. “I’m very sorry about all of that.”

      “I’m so sorry I was late,” Torquil blurted.

      She gave a small smile. “It wasn’t your fault. Williams sent your aide to fetch you without telling me. I hadn’t planned for you to come in today at all. I know it’s a Tribune day and I expected you to be busy. I was honestly surprised you made it.”

      “Lex didn’t let up on knocking until I was awake,” Torquil said. “Which is probably a good trait, to be honest.”

      She chuckled. “Yes, I thought Lex would be a good fit for you. She’s very eager to do well.” She reached into her desk and pulled out a piece of paper. “But we’ll be sure it doesn’t happen again. Most days, we don’t even meet together. We’re usually conducting work in our offices, or doing projects together.”

      Torquil was secretly relieved to hear this.

      She took a moment to pencil out a schedule and then handed the paper over. “The schedule changes weekly, depending on what is on our agenda. But here is what this week will look like.”

      Torquil glanced over the schedule and then folded it and put it in their pocket. “Thank you.”

      She folded her hands on the desk again. “Your ideas were sound. You deserve to be here.”

      Torquil clasped their hands in their lap. “Thank you,” they whispered.

      “I’ll speak to Gibbs privately. He shouldn’t have put you in that position.”

      Torquil shrugged. “I am a writer.”

      “Hm. And he made sure you knew it.”

      Torquil met her gaze. “I didn’t expect to be welcomed with open arms. I knew it was unlikely for public opinion to change overnight, from just one wedding.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “That is very gracious of you, but I haven’t quite forgiven my colleagues for treating you poorly when they were so encouraging of the wedding in question.”

      Torquil tilted their head in acknowledgement. “Their opinion of the wedding is a good sign, in any case. It’s exactly what I’d hoped for.”

      Her mouth twitched. “And I imagine you were particularly strategic in picking out the couple to carry that hope through.”

      Torquil didn’t dare react to that statement.

      She laughed. “I’ve always liked you, you know. You’re the kind of person who’s always five steps ahead of everyone else. You weren’t the only one attempting to pair the two up. If I hadn’t liked your strategy, I would have intervened.”

      Torquil grinned. Apparently Iris Wrenwhistle was also the kind of person who was always five steps ahead. “I’m glad you aren’t displeased.”

      She waved a dismissive hand. “Wyndham told me from the beginning that the engagement announcement was a mistake. It didn’t take much to determine what had happened. Your column had been quite focused on the pair of them, even before the announcement. And I haven’t forgotten that you managed to get Lord Ashleigh to marry the son of his political rival two years ago. That little scheme kept Parliament from raising the taxes on eggs.” She picked up a neat pile of papers and straightened them unnecessarily. “You are exactly the sort of person I’d like to have on this Council. It just might take some time to get everyone else to recognize your value.”

      “Barnes doesn’t seem to hate me.”

      She chuckled. “That dear man doesn’t hate anyone. Neither does his son, actually. I think things will go much more smoothly once my grandson and his husband return to London. Applewood is another you can rely on. She’s quiet but she’s a good sort. I’ve seen to it that your office is next to hers.” She paused. “Ordinarily, we like to pair newer councilmembers with more senior ones in a sort of mentorship capacity. However, we’ve decided to put Wyndham and Roger in an office together, considering how well they work as a team.”

      Torquil smirked. “Are you sure work will get done in that office?”

      She returned the smile. “It will, because you’ll be sharing it with them.” Before Torquil could register that information, she said, “You look dead on your feet, poor thing. Why don’t you go home early? You can meet me here in the morning; I’ll go over your duties and show you to your office.”

      Torquil left and trudged back home, feeling weary down to their bones. They placed the schedule on their writing desk and carefully peeled off their clothes, trying to keep them as unwrinkled as possible. Then they crawled into bed. As they drifted off to sleep, they wished Emrys was there. Emrys would let them snuggle into his chest and would make them feel safe and valued. They deeply hoped accepting the Council’s offer hadn’t been the biggest mistake they’d ever made.
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      Mrs. Wrenwhistle wasted absolutely no time making good on her promise. After a long night of indulgence at the dinner party, Emrys woke to a dull headache and a flurry of activity. 

      His mother urged him out of bed, thrust a glass of water into his hand, and went about instructing the servants on how to dress him for the day. He was set to receive a number of calls, the first of which would be arriving any moment. 

      “How can I be expected to make a good impression when I’ve only just woken up?” Emrys ambled to the dressing mirrors and managed a small sip of water before it and his night clothes were whisked away by adept hands.

      “You said it yourself,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle called cheerily from the other side of the screens separating them. “Everyone already knows all about you. This is your chance to learn more about them. To find someone who will suit you and your needs.” 

      Emrys stared blearily at his reflection, allowing himself to be dressed and groomed to his mother’s high expectations. He assessed his appearance as layer after layer of fine clothing was added to his outfit; satin waistcoat the color of his favorite breakfast jam embossed with roses, silk cravat of the palest yellow. He did not particularly care for the coat, but he had been described as handsomely built whilst wearing it on more than one occasion, so he relented.  

      By the time his dark golden hair was appropriately styled and his cravat tied and decorated with a bejeweled pin, he was awake enough to collect his thoughts and mentally ready himself for the task ahead. He’d been preparing for this for nearly twenty years so he knew what was expected. Emrys tugged on the lapels of his light gray coat and gave himself a curt nod in the mirror before he turned and followed his mother downstairs.

      As irony would have it, Lady Cynthia Proust was the first to be announced and welcomed into the sitting room a short time later. Emrys thought back to his conversation with Aveline as he stood and welcomed the lady and her chaperone, bowing his head politely as he offered them both a seat.

      “Lady Proust,” Emrys began with a trained smile. “I was only just speaking with my sister about your mention in the Tribune yesterday, and how eager I am to hear your many musical talents.”

      Lady Proust blushed in an exaggerated way, hiding a delicate laugh behind a gloved hand as her eyelashes fluttered. “Mr. Wrenwhistle, you flatter me.”

      Emrys found himself hoping what Torquil had printed about her aptitudes was not an exaggeration, lest he be forced to overstate his praise when the time came. He decided to remain hopeful. If nothing else, he could return to the city’s esteemed editor and seek consolation for their falsehoods. 

      “My older brother Auberon was captivated by his own wife’s skill on the piano early on in their courtship. Perhaps this trait runs in our family.”

      Under his mother’s watchful presence from her conspicuously-placed chair, the two of them chatted easily about nothing of consequence for a quarter of an hour, almost as if they had each been offered the same list of approved conversation topics to read over just before they had entered the room. Emrys was relieved that Lady Proust was nice enough to speak with, just as she had been during the few occasions their paths had crossed at social events over the years. She was no great beauty, but her large blue eyes and shapely figure were appealing in their own right.

      He learned she was as accomplished as her title would imply. She did not enjoy drawing or fancy needlework, though she held great interest in making simple ruffled collars for her four Pomeranian dogs to wear. “They are all the same soft cream color,” she explained, “so it is otherwise impossible to tell them apart!” Emrys found this highly amusing at first, but then realized it was actually a rather good idea. If he was to meet them in the near future, he would hate to be introduced to them by name and then immediately forget them.

      When she asked about his preferred forms of leisure, he was quick to provide that he was skilled at riding, rowing, and fencing, although he would never turn down an invitation for sport of any kind, especially if it allowed him to be out of doors. He’d always found fresh air enriching regardless of the circumstance, unlike the rest of his siblings who seemed happiest in nature only when they were far from London. 

      Before long, the conversation shifted to less of a back-and-forth and more of an interrogation, thanks to his mother’s heavy questioning from her seat nearby. How did Lady Proust plan to run her household? Was she comfortable giving orders to the servants? What was her experience with planning social events? Managing a budget? How many children did she desire? 

      To her credit, Lady Proust answered each question with finesse. She had clearly been preparing for this as long as Emrys had, probably under even more scrutiny. She was ready with an answer to each inquiry before Mrs. Wrenwhistle could finish asking it. Each response was given with a poised smile. 

      As glad as Emrys was to see that his mother was pleased with how the meeting was going, he couldn’t help but wonder if the answers Lady Proust was giving were anything close to the truth. Did she honestly enjoy the thought of hosting dinner parties every week? Was she truly interested in giving Emrys ‘as many children as he saw fit’ to carry on the family name?

      Something curled uneasily in Emrys’ stomach as he considered it all. 

      “Perhaps we can hear you play now,” Emrys said, cutting his mother off mid-sentence. She directed a harsh look at him, before turning a polite smile at their guests. 

      “Of course! Come and play for us, dear,” Mrs. Wrenwhistle encouraged, herding all of them into the connecting room where the piano sat waiting.

      Lady Proust made a bit of a show out of settling herself onto the bench seat, smiling all the while. She did not ask what any of them wanted to hear. Instead, she readied her fingers and started in on a melody that was familiar, though Emrys couldn’t name it. Her performance was technically quite lovely, but it seemed to lack any sort of emotion behind it. Another practiced answer to a question she knew she would be asked. 

      When Lady Proust and her chaperone eventually departed, Emrys blew out a huff of a sigh, rubbing at his eyes with a finger and thumb. It was decided that he would not be choosing someone based on their musical talents alone. While he was quickly learning which questions he did not particularly care to hear answers to, such as the proper etiquette of sending out invitations, Emrys wondered what he did want to know about his future spouse. Was there truly nothing more to a strong, society-driven marriage than disposition and propriety?

      “Tea,” Emrys barked, which he instantly regretted as one of the servants slipped out of the room. The stress of the morning affected him more than he’d realized. He was not one to treat the staff so poorly.

      There was hardly enough time to sit down before the next caller was announced. Emrys stood and clasped his hands behind his back, a dignified smile returning to his features.
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      On days when the Tribune did not go out, Torquil kept themself busy by obtaining content for the paper. So early the next morning, they emerged from the press building and strode into the city.

      They had developed something of a circuit, although the exact stops on the route changed each day. There was always at least one shop owner to visit. Torquil had a favorite modiste who routinely supplied them with a wealth of information. That morning, her assistant greeted them on the steps of the shop and passed Torquil several sheets of small note paper. Torquil gave them a handful of coins in return before pocketing the notes.

      As they continued toward Mayfair, the owner of a teashop hailed them from the doorway. They greeted him, pleased. They were even more pleased when the shop owner handed over a crumpled paper covered in names of patrons who had entered his shop and, more importantly, what had been overheard. They duly thanked him and gave him some money in return.

      Once in Mayfair, the route got more involved. There were a few domestic servants that regularly provided something of note. They did not disappoint as Torquil rapped gently on the service entrances and sidled down narrow alleyways that led to the side entrances of the elegant townhouses. Sometimes they received notes, sometimes it was simply hushed conversations. Torquil had a small notebook and pencil for the latter. Either way, coins exchanged hands and Torquil’s purse grew lighter while the pocket holding notes grew fuller.

      Occasionally the exchange went in the opposite direction. A footman paused in the act of collecting the morning papers to beckon Torquil over. He reached into his liveried coat to pull out a small bundle of tallow candles. “Her ladyship wished to express her gratitude for your discretion,” he said in a low voice.

      Torquil smiled and took the candles. “Tell her she’s quite welcome and that her token of gratitude is most appreciated.”

      The footman gave them a knowing nod and scuttled back into the townhouse.

      By the time Torquil was through Mayfair, it was late enough in the day that the wealthy and fashionable were beginning to trickle out of their homes to promenade. Torquil made their way to Hyde Park and eased their gait to a slower stroll.

      With the candles and the nearly empty purse in one pocket, and the wad of notes bulging in the other pocket, Torquil felt satisfied with their morning’s work. They clasped their hands behind their back and wandered through the park, keeping an eye out for interesting pairings and suspicious goings on. 

      Sal found them as they were observing a family near the duck pond.

      “You look tired,” she remarked.

      “Thank you.”

      “At least you’re in a good mood.”

      They glanced at her. “Should I not be?”

      She shrugged. “Your new lock is…an interesting choice.”

      They turned from the pond and continued down the path. Sal joined them. “It is. It was not my choice though. It was paid for by a friend.”

      “Hmph. That’s trusting of you.”

      “He’s worthy of my trust.”

      “Is the rest of London?”

      “No.”

      She was silent as they rounded a bend. Torquil watched a couple passing them, noting how one lady blushed at her companion’s comments. The couple ignored Torquil and Sal, but Torquil was quite sure they had not escaped the pair’s attention.

      “Are you being careful?” Sal asked at last.

      “As careful as I can be,” they replied. “I enhanced my protection spell yesterday.”

      “Good.”

      They crooked a smile at her. “Worried?”

      “Should I not be? This new job of yours puts an even bigger target on your back.”

      They shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry too much about that. At least not yet. The Council doesn’t have enough power to be truly effective. All they really do is handle magical testing and occasionally offer funding for magical research.”

      “And provide the facade of improved fae and human relations,” she added.

      “And that,” they agreed.

      “But you wouldn’t have accepted the position if that was all you expected the Council to ever be.”

      They looked at her in some surprise. 

      “So it stands to reason,” she continued, “that you anticipate the Council’s role to expand in some way. People may not like that.”

      “That…is an interesting observation,” they said cautiously.

      She laughed. “You think I stuck with you all these years without picking up some of your tricks?”

      They huffed in amusement. “Fair enough.”

      Sal had been one of the first people they met in London, the first person to express an interest in helping distribute the gossip column, and one of the first people to return to their door after the initial introduction. Emrys had been another noteworthy return visitor, but Torquil quickly pushed the thought of their lover away.

      “I’ll be careful,” they assured her.

      She grunted. “Good. And before I forget…” She reached into her pocket and passed over a handful of notes. “You can add this to your stack.”

    



OEBPS/images/title-pages-17.jpg
Kue Spely
P





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/title-pages-21.jpg
Kue Spely
g

Book Q





OEBPS/images/image-19.jpg
‘MONDAY 22 ‘NOVEMBER, 1813





OEBPS/images/image-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/screenshot-2024-05-03-at-75444-pm.jpg





OEBPS/images/screenshot-2024-05-03-at-75923-pm.jpg





OEBPS/images/fire-spells-cover-1.jpg
Soralt Wallace oS @Bt






