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This story is set in a fictional location in 19th century England. For humorous effect, anachronistic language is used. As this is a historical fantasy inspired largely by folklore, great liberties were taken in creating a world in which same-sex relationships are not only commonplace, but celebrated. 
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Chapter 1
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Mama paused, her grip on Rowan’s hand tightening. 

“Oh, bugger me up, down, and sideways,” she retorted. “Why the devil this stupid graveyard has to be in our way, I’ll never know!” She paused. “No, I do know, but I’ll never get used to this place. And—and that tree!”

“Why’s it here, Mama?”

“You’re too young for dark talk. Come back to me in eighteen years’ time.”

“Oh. You’ll tell me then?” 

“Eighteen years would be plenty of time for me to get my thoughts together, my sweet.” Mama huffed, still irritated, as she looked around them. “Given my luck, though, you’ll likely learn everything by dinner tonight.”

Rowan, one hand in Mama’s and the other gripping his favorite stuffed toy (a plague doctor the size of Rowan), looked around them. The path they were taking back home led them straight past a low stone wall and gate. Inside sprawled an old, old graveyard complete with ground mist, thirteen crumbling gravestones (according to the bad-tempered witch-looking woman next door), and a single twisted old tree. 

They’d taken this path so many times before, which usually upset Mama, but Rowan understood there was simply no way around it. It was the shortest and most convenient way of reaching the main town. They didn’t own a horse or a cart or a horse and cart that would have allowed them to take the main road located still at a bit of a distance from their end of town. Even Papa was forced to take the same path to and from the bookbinders’ where he worked, but he never once complained save for the “dreary aesthetics” of his daily work-walk. Mama, on the other hand, seemed to take this far more seriously when she walked to and from Mrs. Grover’s shop with her finished lace pieces to sell. 

Today was a good day, too, according to Mama. She’d sold all of her lace to a gushing Mrs. Grover, who also gave Rowan a small custard tart and a painful pinch on his cheek. 

“We can race!” Rowan cried.

“No, we can’t. And we won’t. That idiotic mist won’t let us.”

Mama sighed, muttered a funny word, and shifted her large bag which she used to carry her lace-work to the shop so she could properly carry Rowan against her front. Rowan, though, didn’t appreciate the indignity of being carried as though he were a small baby when he was already five years old. He whined and kicked and protested by shoving his doll in Mama’s face.

“Satan’s balls, Rowan! All right, fine! Don’t blame me if some undead thing reaches out from under a gravestone and tries to drag you down with it!” 

Mama’s annoyance didn’t seem to have much heat, Rowan thought, as he easily slid down and took her hand again. When he looked up to smile at her, her scowl melted away.

“Child of the devil, you are. You’re going to be trouble when you grow up. Mark my words, Rowan. That face of yours will bring the world to its knees.”

“That’s what Mrs. Grover said, too,” Rowan piped up. He tugged her hand again. “She also said I’ll grow up to be the kind of man Zeus would want to fuck. Can we go now? I ate a tart and need to go bad.”

Mama spluttered as they moved again, her attention now fully fixed on him. “What the damnable hell—she said that? When?”

“I don’t remember. Monday? I don’t know what all that means, anyway. Come, Mama!” 

The graveyard was a surprisingly spacious one which was said to be long abandoned. Low gravestones were getting overrun by wild plants with long thorns, and even the twisted and bent tree had vines creeping up its trunk. The path, likely because other people still used it, remained clear of thorny things, but sometimes the place was covered in ground mist that made it difficult to see it. Rowan learned quickly that the more Mama said funny words, the harder she found the trek. For this walk home, every step taken seemed to tear a funny word out of her, and by the halfway point, Rowan had expanded his brain with three new expressions: horseshit, jackarse, and twat.

The sun shone above, but the graveyard was always cold, no matter the weather. The mist sometimes didn’t appear, but it didn’t matter all the same. Rowan tested the air by breathing hard out of his mouth to see if a little cloud would form, but nothing did that morning. Around them the graveyard was quiet—it was always quiet, too, save for their footsteps and their soft talk. 

Now and then Rowan would gaze around, eyes wide and eagerly scanning the graveyard. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he caught movement out of the corner of his eye, but when he looked, there was no one there. The sun shone so brightly, so there was no real place for anyone to hide. Well, save for the twisted old tree, maybe, but those thorny plants wouldn’t help. Rowan wrinkled his nose and then gasped when he thought he heard a soft chuckle following their hurried footsteps.

He looked up at Mama but found her staring straight ahead, her pretty face set and determined and grim. She didn’t at all look like she was in the mood to laugh. Rowan looked around again while keeping pace, and he held his plague doctor close. Surely none of the dead would dare to reach out and take his doll from him!

“You don’t take my doll,” he breathed, glaring at the crumbling gravestones. 

Take my doll...

“I said no!” he bit back, his surprise turning to outrage. “It’s mine! You get your own!”

It’s mine...

“No, mine! Mine, mine, mine!”

“Who’re you talking to, Rowan? Stop playing! See, we’re almost there!” Mama said, her voice breathless. “God, I hate walking through this place! It’s so abnormal!”

Mine, mine, mine...

“It’s mine!”

You’re mine...

Rowan pinched his mouth and turned his attention back to the graveyard’s exit, and before long he and Mama were back in a normal world filled with sound and birdsong. Their pace slackened, and Mama paused several yards away from the graveyard to check on Rowan and fuss over him. Cooing and calling him all sorts of adoring names, she tidied his clothes and smoothed his hair, lamenting his lack of a cap for protection. He had one once, but it fell off somehow in the graveyard, and Mama couldn’t find it again. He’d also lost a little handkerchief she’d specifically made and embroidered with his name for his birthday, and again, it was never found. 

“Either someone else took those things after you’d left, or the dead decided to start a collection,” Papa had said with fond laughter and a kiss for Mama. She didn’t find it funny though she always loved to kiss Papa back, and then they’d make a lot of strange sounds later with their bedroom door locked. 

This time around, Mama celebrated the fact that Rowan’s doll didn’t vanish. 

“I suppose I should make you big things, so you can hold on to them more tightly,” she said with a crooked little smile after kissing his forehead. “Let’s go home, so you can take a shit.”

The path away from that abandoned graveyard took them to a larger and busier dirt road lined with small cottages. Now and then, a horse and cart would pass by, the driver calling out to them while touching his hat. His hand still gripped in Mama’s, Rowan tried to glance back at the old graveyard and only managed glimpses of the crumbling stone wall and yawning entrance. The mist seemed to have eased a little so that the ground was more visible. He tried to hold up his doll in a farewell, but it was hard to do so when Mama refused to slow even more though they were now walking at a more relaxed pace. 

“Rowan, you need to stop dawdling. I thought you needed to—”

“I was trying to say goodbye to that man,” Rowan protested, and he sulked when they made the final turn toward their home.

“What man?”

“That man watching us from the graveyard. He was looking out from the wall, Mama, and I didn’t want to be rude.”

Mama snorted. “Oh, you and your invisible friends, Rowan. Ah, here we are, at last! Let’s go do our thing, my love, and wash up thoroughly, so we don’t smell like a bubbling cesspit when Papa comes home.”

“He was there, Mama, and he said my doll’s his.”

“What cheek!”

Rowan screwed his face. “He kept saying ‘mine, mine, mine’, and I didn’t like it.”

“Did he try to take it from you?”

“No. I said it’s mine, but he didn’t listen. He was rude!”

“Good thing that vulgar prick was invisible, or I’d have crushed his balls for harassing a little boy.”

Home was a small but clean cottage Papa and one of his friends painted a cheerful pale yellow. Mama took care of the windows, it was said, making lace curtains for every one of them while washing the glass almost obsessively without a word of complaint. Rowan’s plentiful aunts and uncles from both sides of the family all helped with the cottage’s other enhancements, and many loud and happy stories were shared around the dinner table about those days. Mama had been pregnant with him when the run-down cottage was purchased cheaply and fixed up, and even then, she’d never let up on her lace-making work, which included her hobbling and puffing her way through the graveyard in order to get to those shops with their orders.

Mama only half-minded then since earning money from doing something she loved and enjoyed beat any worries from lurking ghosts and ghouls. For a time as well, she had her older sister come by to escort her, and Aunt Luella carried an “honest-to-God bludgeon topped with iron spikes” because she’d fancied herself to be a right pagan warrior-queen. She continued her chaperoning duties even well after Rowan was born and withdrew when she’d satisfied herself with her little sister’s comfort and security.

“Your Aunt Luella loves you very much, my pretty pet, because she just threatened your father with castration-by-shears if he were to let anything happen to you,” Mama had said to calm him down from his fit of hysterical crying after his aunt bade them goodbye. “And, you know, you can always write her and ask her to visit.”

“I don’t know how to write,” Rowan had wailed, so Mama showed him how. 

He wrote what he thought to be a proper letter of invitation to his aunt for her to stay forever, but apparently, he’d worded it wrongly. Instead of a tall and broad aunt filling the front door of their cottage a fortnight after, a box appeared instead, which contained the marvelously sized and stuffed plague doctor. Rowan decided to make it not only his best friend, but his aunt in doll form and named it Dr. Aunt Luella.

“It’s your Aunt Luella by proxy,” Papa observed with a wry smile.

“I love it already, and no one can have it!”

Crossing the threshold of their little cottage sometimes brought these memories out, and Rowan would look down at the doorstep with a delighted smile. The outside world would be forgotten, and wonderful hours now awaited him and Mama as they prepared the cottage for Papa’s return from work.
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Tennyson couldn’t stop himself from sneezing this time around, and a particularly loud, lung-shredding one burst out of him. For a horrified second or two after, he wondered if his chest still existed, and he frantically groped his front. He was still in one piece, thank God, and he sighed while fishing out his handkerchief.

“Good lord, that sounded like Satan’s fart,” Dorothea muttered beside him. 

“It felt like he just passed a couple of enormous logs out of my nostrils.”

“Ah. I never considered sneezes to feel like shitting through one’s nose, but one learns something new every day.”

“I think my lungs have collapsed.” Tennyson grimaced as he gingerly rubbed his chest, which felt a bit sore now. “Miss Cotterell,” he called out, “I think I’m coming down with something. May we go home now?”

Their governess—a tall, stern, and rather sour woman—continued her brisk pace at the front of the group. Not once did she glance back, either, to ensure her charges were still there and not scattered to the four winds or, more excitingly, carried off by filthy and smelly brigands. Her manner of walking also seemed to follow a very particular cadence, one that all five of her charges struggled to keep up with. They always ended their daily walk winded and even delirious, but Mother and Father always sided with Miss Cotterell, saying such an exercise was good for them. Tennyson and Dorothea, at least, felt they were full of it.

“Nonsense, Master Tennyson,” the governess called back. Even her delivery was just as brisk and efficient and soulless as their walk. “We’re nearly there. Perhaps you should have bundled up some more against the weather like I advised.”

“I didn’t expect us to stay out this long!” Tennyson protested.

“Daily walks are always thirty minutes long, young man. They’ve never changed and won’t ever change. Now stay sharp! See, we’ve the last turn left.”

Tennyson was about to say something because he wasn’t anywhere close to being done protesting, but another sneeze put a stop to it. Whipping out his sodden handkerchief again, he let out another horrific trumpet blast into the luckless piece of embroidered linen. His vision swam as his eyes watered, and he was now very, very sure he was going to be ill with something like the Black Plague by the time they got home.

“Another pair of logs, I think,” Dorothea observed. “Is your nose still attached to your face?”

“I can’t feel anything anymore,” Tennyson bleated pitifully. “My nose is still on me, but my eyeballs popped out in that last round. My sockets actually hurt.”

“Oh—I see them. Some rodent’s gnawing away at one of them, Tennyson. Should I try to get it back? Would it be salvageable, you think? If not, I can preserve it in a jar of pickling fluid as a birthday gift to you.”

“For God’s sake, you two. Tenny, here. Take mine.”

A fresh and still dry handkerchief appeared, and Tennyson blearily realized his older brother was offering his. He took it and proceeded to decimate the pristine piece of cloth with his respiratory misery. 

“Dak yew,” he said, looking at his brother, who merely shook his head with a wry little smile before turning around and looking forward again. 

The little group looked like a miniature army in fashionable clothes, the children trailing their governess by age—save for Tennyson and Dorothea, who always walked side-by-side seeing as how they were fraternal twins. And so directly behind Miss Cotterell strode Aveline at thirteen years of age, then Leighton at twelve, then Dorothea and Tennyson at ten (Dorothea being older by around twenty-nine minutes and sixteen seconds), and Jacqueline at eight. 

Tennyson always thought this to be a backward way of going about things since little Jacqueline, being the baby of the family, ought to be up ahead where everyone could keep an eye on her. Indeed, every walk posed new dangers of the girl getting distracted by something novel, but by the end of each exercise, Tennyson’s fears proved to be unfounded. The youngest child of the Akker family was surely on the path to being some convent’s monstrous abbess if not the headmistress of a school for errant girls in desperate need of fixing (preferably flaying). Every time he looked back to check on his sister, he’d find her grimly marching along—little face set and determined, mouth a flat and unyielding pink slash on smooth skin, a bundle of dead roses in her hand (whose significance eluded all). 

The group made the final turn down the rain-drenched street, and Tennyson’s heart leaped at the sight of their house, which loomed behind the wall and the near-leafless trees standing like balding sentinels between the great house and the stone barrier. It had been a dreary, rainy week, and even such a weather didn’t fail to dissuade Miss Cotterell from her required walks unless the downpour was simply impossible to march in. 

Oh, and snow, of course. They didn’t exercise in snow, which meant adults actually cared in their radical way.

To her (questionable) credit, though, there must be something to this regimented mania of hers because the worst that had ever happened to anyone in her care was a cold. Until that day, anyway. Perhaps the Gods of Disease had had enough of her nonsense and decided to make an example out of Tennyson. Then again, considering whom they were up against? Good luck with that.

Tennyson crossed the welcoming warmth of their home convinced his airways had just been turned into the devil’s bowels. 

“There,” Miss Cotterell said upon re-entering the great library, where daily lessons were held. “That wasn’t so bad now, was it? Rain always means fresher air and healthier lungs.”

“I beg to differ,” Tennyson said behind Leighton’s now-ruined handkerchief. 

“Now you’ve done it,” Dorothea hissed as their governess walked toward Tennyson with great strides, her face a Gorgon mask. 

Miss Cotterell promptly felt Tennyson’s forehead, which was more like a slap against his skull that left him nearly losing his balance. She stared, unblinking, at him as she examined him for a fever. It took Tennyson everything he had not to recoil from her touch and run off, wailing for his mother. 

“Slightly hot to the touch,” she said at length, withdrawing her hand. “Perhaps rest will do you some good, Master Tennyson. I’ll have someone bring up a tray of tea. Now go. Hurry along, young man.”

“You bastard,” Dorothea whispered, appalled.

“I’m not pretending this time, Dottie. If I stick around any longer, I swear I’ll sneeze in your face, and you’ll be walking around soaked in Satan’s logs and looking like an utter arse.”

“Come, come! No dawdling!” Miss Cotterell bellowed from the other side of the library (really, how the devil did she manage to change places so quickly?), clapping her hands to disrupt their hushed conversation. “Master Tennyson! To the bedroom with you! Miss Dorothea! To me, young lady! To me!”

Tennyson didn’t bother to see what little rude gesture his twin just made by way of goodbye. He half-stumbled his way upstairs, past a startled maid and nearly collapsing face-first onto his newly made bed. And just like that, the skies outside let loose another torrent, and he was forced to undress, wash his face (while cursing under his breath at the sting of cold water), and slip on a clean nightshirt. The gloom justified his feeling quite sorry for himself, but once he settled in under the covers and faced his windows to watch the rain outside, he immediately relaxed and found he actually liked the sound of rain.

His tea tray appeared almost immediately, and in another moment, his mother did. After checking him over, she kissed his hair and sat on the bed with an apologetic air about her. 

“My little troublemaker,” she said, sighing. “I’m sorry you’re ill, Tenny. At least you’ve the rest of the day to entertain yourself with those wild, questionable books of yours.”

“I quite like gothic stuff, Mother. They’re chilling and rude in equal measures.”

“I’m all too well aware of that, darling.”

Tennyson pursed his lips in thought. “What does ‘riding St. George’ mean?”

“It’s a phrase in books you won’t be reading from now on. Which ones used it? Which?”

Tennyson caught the danger quickly despite his dreadful state, and any threat leveled against his beloved tomes required fast action. “Miss Cotterell said it!”

“I’m sure she did. I swear, those books you devour like a ravenous little maniac—as long as you’re reading and exercising that brilliant mind of yours, though...” Mother sighed again and glanced around. There was something morbidly fascinating about a gentlewoman struggling with the urge to pamper and disembowel her spawn in equal measure, Tennyson thought. “Well, I suppose now’s as good a time as any to tell you this since you won’t be joining us for dinner.”

Tennyson took a careful sip of his steaming tea and waited. Mother did enjoy a touch of theater whenever she made an announcement, which included a long pause.

“We’re to move to the country,” she said at last. “This house will still be ours, of course, and your Uncle Warwick and your cousins will take up residence here. Your poor uncle’s quite burdened with a bad case of gout, you know.”

“I do know. It’s an incurable case of cousins.”

“Tennyson, do be nice.”

“Mother, Uncle Warwick’s a good man, but he spawned a pair of half-formed beasts. None of us like them, and I’m sure they’ll set fire to this place if uncle lets them, and he will—you know he will—because he spoils them too much.” Tennyson paused. “And they look like a couple of gangrenous ball sacks.”

Mother sighed for the third time—a much, much heavier one, at that. “We’re to move to the country for your father’s health, Tennyson Akker, and my peace of mind as well. Considering the unexpected direction this conversation had taken, I think we’ll need to leave those books of yours behind. Fresh, clean air and peace will do your surly nature some good, I expect.”

“You know they’ll only tear my books apart—including everything else in the library. Oh. Do my cousins know how to read? Or do they simply communicate in feral grunts and smeared poo?”

Mother eyed him dully, her mouth pinched. “I take it all back. I do believe we’ll need to sort through your books tonight, my love, and set fire to every one if this is what you’re getting out of them. Really, Tennyson, I’d have thought that Miss Cotterell’s methods would have shaped your tastes and behavior along more respectable lines. I suppose your father and I have indulged you too much in your choice of books.”

“Actually, I do have something to say about Miss Cotterell’s methods...”

“No.” Mother raised a finger and stood up. “No. Finish your tea and then rest, you absurd little fiend. I’ll be back to check on you later.” 
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Mama did lace-work and almost all of the work around the cottage. She was very active and talkative and had been known to throw a punch when someone got on her last nerve. Papa was the quieter book-type who loved to read and tell stories. He threw water on Mama’s fiery temper, and she kept him on his toes, and Rowan loved seeing them together. Papa was also the one who sat down and officially taught Rowan how to read and do math because he had more patience while time with Mama at times meant a quarrel or frustrated tears in a matter of moments.

“Here,” Rowan said. He pushed his note-book across the table. “I finished my exercises.”

Papa carefully went over the sentences, taking his time and making Rowan squirm. He also let out small, thoughtful sounds that may or may not be approval, which made Rowan squirm and sweat. After what felt like forever, Papa set his own pen to paper and marked Rowan’s work.

“This is excellent, Rowan,” he said at length. He pushed the note-book back with a pleased grin. He also looked rather shocked. “You’re advancing at such a rapid rate.”

“Am I?” 

Papa nodded, his smile widening, but the look of shock stayed. “You are. Much faster than I’d expected. I think I’ll need to find more advanced books for you to use since what we now have is nothing but child’s play for you.”

“Is that why I’m bored a lot when I read and do my exercises?” Rowan paused and considered. “Except math. I don’t like math. Does that mean I’m too good with math, too, Papa?”

“No, your math exercises are—to put it bluntly, son—awful, and you need to redouble your efforts there. But with reading, comprehension, language, and all that, you’re showing surprising ease.”

Mama called out from her small workroom, where her lace-making tools and thread all resided. “I’m not surprised our son is a bloody prodigy, Darden,” she bellowed. “I’ve always said the first sign of an unequalled intellectual is a belief in invisible friends.”
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