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      For those searching for magic against all odds, we hope you find it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Shade Spells with Strangers 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SILAS

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Silas Rook-Worth stared up at the large country house; it looked majestic in the setting sunlight. He wasn’t surprised by the grandeur. Anyone who commissioned a specialty magically-protected furniture piece to be used for a single event had to be grand. His father seemed impressed by the family name when the commission had arrived. Though Silas had little knowledge of prominent families, he knew enough to recognize the Wrenwhistle name. He had a particular interest in that fae family’s propensity to marry non-fae members of society, so he looked forward to what the project might hold.

      Silas and his family were directed to the servants’ entrance and Silas caught a glimpse of a manicured garden filled with wedding decor. The housekeeper met them as they got out of the cart. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun, revealing pointed fae ears. Silas stepped to the back of the group. It was an unspoken strategy that Silas’ father, Mr. Rook, took charge when talking to fae customers and Silas took charge when talking to human customers. His own ears were pointed only faintly, making him appear human to many. The housekeeper beamed at Mr. Rook, as expected. Fae always seemed to prefer working with other fae, just as humans seemed more inclined to trust other humans.

      Silas’ father introduced each of his children: Briony, Quince, and then Silas. Mr. Rook prided himself on his children’s unique talents and had raised each of them to assist in the family business in their own way.

      Briony and Quince’s mother had died when they were both very young. Mr. Rook later married Ruth, a human woman, and they’d had Silas. The entire family had the same dark brown skin and dark hair. Although Silas’ mother had dark brown eyes and Silas had dark green eyes, compared to his father and siblings’ fae green. Silas had always felt the small differences of his dark green eyes and softly pointed ears keenly, especially when the rest of the world seemed to agree that those differences mattered the most.

      But Mr. Rook was always quick to point out where their similarities lay: powerful magical abilities, a willingness to work, and a strong family bond. He gave no indication that Silas was different from his siblings or that his magic was especially unique. Although, if Silas had to guess, he imagined the housekeeper had some thoughts and assumptions about the topic.

      “Perhaps you’d like to see what you’ll be working with,” she said.

      Mr. Rook indicated for her to lead the way and she walked briskly away from the house and into the garden.

      “The wedding spell will be performed here,” she explained, leading them to the front of the space. “As you can imagine, we are concerned about all of the foliage. Mr. Emrys Wrenwhistle has insisted on a fire spell, and we are doing our best to comply.”

      Mr. Rook smiled at her. “What better time for young people to be insistent than on their wedding days, eh?”

      She seemed to relax at his attitude. “Yes. As you can imagine, this wedding is quite the event. So we have been working tirelessly to make everything perfect.”

      Mr. Rook nodded as he looked around the space. “Shouldn’t be any problem.” He tapped his foot on the walkway experimentally. “We can definitely work with this.”

      Briony stared up into the trees. “I think the foliage will work in our favor,” she stated.

      Silas followed her gaze. “What time will the wedding spell be performed?”

      “Early evening,” the housekeeper responded.

      Mr. Rook gave his children a knowing smile. “A fire spell is sure to be impressive.”

      Quince paced around the little area sectioned off for the spell, no doubt measuring it mentally.

      “Would you like to start working now or first thing in the morning?” the housekeeper asked.

      “The morning will suffice,” Mr. Rook said breezily.

      Satisfied, the housekeeper turned to lead them inside, but stopped at the sight of two gentlemen approaching. “Mr. Wrenwhistle,” she said, pasting on a bright smile. “The craftsmen are here for the new fireplace.”

      “For the wedding spell?” one of the gentlemen said. “How wonderful!” He eagerly stepped forward. “Everyone seems so anxious about us performing a fire spell, but I am completely confident I can keep everything safe.”

      The housekeeper’s facial expression betrayed her doubt, but only briefly. Mr. Rook, however, gave Mr. Wrenwhistle a smile. “Of course, sir. I’m sure you can. However, we would like you to be able to spend all of your focus on your betrothed, yes?” He glanced at the other gentleman.

      Mr. Wrenwhistle laughed. “Oh, this isn’t Torquil. This is Keelan Cricket. We were just taking a walk. Torquil hasn’t arrived yet, although I wish they’d get here soon.”

      Mr. Cricket rolled his eyes good naturedly in a way that suggested Mr. Wrenwhistle had said something similar already. “They’ll be here, don’t worry. It isn’t as if we can start the wedding without them.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past my mother to try,” Mr. Wrenwhistle muttered.

      Mr. Cricket chuckled and strode away, inadvertently retracing Quince’s steps from mere moments ago. Silas found himself unable to look away. The gentleman was remarkably attractive. Hair the color of honey peeked out from beneath the curved brim of his hat, matching his full brows. The lines bracketing his amiable smile and crinkling the corners of his eyes only added to his handsome features. Silas noted that the fashionable clothes he wore did a fine job of showing off the man’s trim figure as he disappeared around a corner of the neat hedgerow.

      “Is there anything you’d like us to keep in mind, Mr. Wrenwhistle?” Mr. Rook asked.

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” he replied breezily.

      “Then I’ll lead the Rooks to their rooms, shall I?” the housekeeper said.

      Mr. Wrenwhistle waved his approval and followed his friend further into the garden. Silas and his family trailed behind the housekeeper back to the house.

      Silas was unsurprised to be led to the servants’ quarters. Nor was he surprised to be sharing a room with his brother.

      Quince peeled his shoes off and sank onto one of the beds, spreading his legs out. “Sorry you have to share,” he said.

      “I don’t mind it,” Silas said, opening his small trunk and pulling out his clothes.

      Quince gave a small snort. “Oh really? I rather thought you had hopes of sharing with someone very different tonight.”

      Silas raised an eyebrow.

      “You weren’t exactly subtle.”

      Silas shrugged. “Does it matter? He isn’t the one getting married.”

      “What would poor Ruth say if she knew how badly we’d influenced her sweet little son?”

      “My mother is well aware of my…activities.” He piled his clothes neatly on top of the trunk to better allow for an efficient morning. “And you can’t tell me you aren’t hoping for something similar.”

      “True,” Quince said, leaning back on the bed with his arms crossed behind his head. “It will be nice to have a wide array of choices.”

      Silas grunted in response and looked around the room. It was small, but not uncomfortably so, and there was a window in the corner. He crossed over to it and looked down. The Wrenwhistle estate stretched out before him, magnificent in the dusky light. He could see the garden from his window and his mind began churning with ideas to incorporate for the task at hand. As he turned to grab his notebook to write some ideas down, his eyes caught on two figures strolling towards the house. He smiled to himself and wondered briefly if Mr. Cricket had been assigned his own room.
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      Keelan Cricket woke before the sun, as he usually did. His mornings in London were often marked with a simple breakfast of coffee and toast before he was dressed and out the door, though his list of responsibilities was remarkably short. Instead, his days were full of leisure activities. Everything from drinks and card games at the club on St. James’s Street, to performances at the theater, to calling on friends—anything to keep him out of his family’s townhouse.

      After spending a couple of days in the country preparing for Emrys’ wedding at his family’s estate, Keelan had run out of things to do. The rest of the house was still sleeping and likely would be for several more hours considering how late the celebrations had gone the night before. He had already spent one morning wandering the gardens. The next, he had explored the house, quietly letting himself into any room that was not locked or otherwise occupied. There had been nothing nefarious about it; he’d simply been searching for anything to hold his attention and make his time alone a bit less…lonely.

      On this third morning, he had decided to borrow some of Emrys’ riding clothes and make for the stables. The Wrenwhistles kept beautiful horses, and if there was one thing that could always bring Keelan joy no matter where he was, it was a nice ride.

      The groom saddled a stunning dark bay mare and instructed him on which trail would provide the best views of the surrounding land. He set out and was pleasantly surprised at just how much of a show the local flora decided to put on.

      It was early spring, the perfect time for a wedding in the countryside. The weather was finally beginning to warm up enough to signal the grasses and plants to wake up and stretch after their long winter nap. The branches of the trees were starting to sprout bright green leaves; the river that cut across the property was flowing fast with runoff. It wasn’t quite time for the little peeps and unsteady first steps of baby animals, but it would come soon enough. And, of course, the touch of fae magic made everything that much more magnificent.

      Keelan had never cared for life in the country. It wasn’t that he did not appreciate the beauty, because he did. He enjoyed the fresh air and abundant greenery that were not available in the city, but he had always found the time spent at his own family’s country house during the summer months so very boring. Ever since he was a child, he’d spent every moment of his mother’s months-long holiday from the Council longing to be back in the bustling city streets of London where he could always find something to divert his attention.

      Keelan directed his borrowed mount along the well-kept path, looking out across the stretch of fields dotted with trees. They paused at the river so the mare could have a taste of the burbling, icy water. Keelan crouched and helped himself to a sip from his cupped hands before splashing a bit onto his face. Perhaps one small cup of coffee had not been enough to make up for the few hours of sleep he’d gotten.

      He smiled to himself at the memory of the previous night’s festivities. His best friend was getting married. Keelan still could not believe that Emrys had been capable of keeping his romance with Torquil a secret for nearly five years. He’d never been known for his discretion. After seeing the two of them together without the guise of society’s expectations, however, it was clear that their connection was genuine, and Keelan could hardly blame him for keeping such a remarkable thing all to himself for a time.

      With the promise of a hot, heavily-scented bath in his future before he was dressed in his official outfit for the day, Keelan decided to have some fun on his ride back to the stables. As he crested a slight hill, he urged the mare from a controlled trot all the way up to a full gallop, one hand with a grasp on the reins as he used the other to keep his hat from flying off. A burst of laughter escaped him. Even the most excellent of riders did not often find themselves in a position to let their horses run freely in the confines of the city.

      “My compliments, indeed,” he panted to the young groom when he dismounted outside the stables, offering the mare a solid couple of pats to her shoulder. “Though I expected nothing less at the Wrenwhistle estate.”

      A small part of him had hoped that the boy would accept the praise in such a way that they might strike up a conversation, but the groom only offered a quick bow of his head before leading the horse away. Keelan let out a soft sigh as he watched them go before he turned toward the house.

      He could already feel the slight burn in his thigh muscles as he trudged across the manicured lawn toward the garden. He flipped the latch of the gate and let himself in between the tall hedges, crushed stone crunching under the riding boots that were just slightly too big for his feet. To his relief, the breeches fit well enough that he hadn’t needed to worry about constantly fiddling with them as he walked, and the fabric had not migrated to any unmentionable places as he’d sat in the saddle.

      As he rounded the corner of the hedgerow, Keelan was met with a flurry of activity that had replaced the silence he’d walked past when he left through the garden that morning. There were people everywhere, hurrying this way and that, most of them carrying something.

      Large bouquets of flowers had been brought in, washing the ceremony space in a rainbow of every type of bloom imaginable. Keelan snorted out a laugh. Naturally, Emrys had insisted on not just one color, but all of the colors, mostly to see the look of distress on his mother’s face. Lanterns were being fixed onto the branches of the surrounding trees, which would be mere accents among the thousands of fairy lights that would be released closer to time. A sea of benches had been arranged to face the spot under the archway made of woven branches and vines where Emrys and Torquil would say their vows, the most important part of the evening, save for the wedding spell.

      A shout pulled Keelan’s attention to where they would perform their fire spell to conclude the ceremony. The craftsmen they’d met the day before appeared to be well on their way to constructing a…something to contain the fire to keep everyone safe while still allowing the spectacle to happen. Keelan watched as one of them unloaded bricks from a cart pulled by two massive workhorses while the others used magic to mix a thick slurry and set the bricks into place.

      “Some introduction that was,” Keelan had teased Emrys after he’d caught up with him the night before. “Not ‘this is my friend Keelan Cricket’ or anything! You made it sound as though I was your keeper or some nonsense.”

      Emrys had given him a sidelong glance. “I daresay you are for the course of the week. Regardless, it was a fine introduction. Or would you rather let them believe you are, in fact, my betrothed?”

      Emrys’ playful wink had been met with a sly grin.

      “Well, you did show me the ring first…” he’d chaffed.

      Keelan wondered vaguely why the mason in the cart was not using magic to move the bricks. They looked rather heavy, if the flexing muscles and grunts of exertion were any indication. Keelan’s quick stride slowed as the man straightened to swipe at the perspiration on his forehead with the rolled fabric of his shirtsleeve. His powerful forearms and broad shoulders indicated that he was clearly used to the strenuous work.

      Keelan swallowed thickly.

      Before he could be caught staring, he hurried toward the house, hopeful that quite literally anyone inside was finally awake for him to talk to.
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        * * *

      

      Much to his relief, Keelan found Emrys not only awake but out of bed and somewhat clothed. He made a plate of food from the array of serving platters that had been brought up to Emrys’ room and sat down to join him.

      “I hope my clothes served you well,” Emrys said tiredly, eyeing the boots and breeches he was still wearing.

      “Very well,” Keelan agreed with a sunny smile. “I must admit I was relieved when I came in to get them and found you alone. The last thing I need is you and Torquil breaking all sorts of traditions, tempting as it may be.”

      He’d been told by multiple people that one of his main responsibilities over the course of the celebrations was to keep the man in line. He wondered if anyone had ever fully succeeded in that task for a wedding in which fae were involved.

      Emrys’ response was a long, silent pause. Keelan looked up from his plate and was met with a rueful grin. He gasped and shook his head in feigned disappointment. “Your poor mother,” he said with a chuckle. “Such disobedient children she has.”

      After breakfast, the rest of the afternoon went by with increasing momentum. Keelan was able to dip himself into a bath just long enough to wash away the stench of horse sweat and leather before he was dressed and assisting Emrys into the intricacies of his wedding outfit. The details were overwhelming. The thread used to stitch each garment together glittered with flashes of gold at the tiniest of movements. Delicate swirls of the same thread were spread across the entirety of Emrys’ soft eggshell waistcoat, which was set beneath a deep green jacket with golden buttons. Keelan placed an emerald pin into Emrys’ cravat and then stepped back so they could both admire the finished look in the full length mirror.

      “Are you nervous?” Keelan asked.

      Their eyes met in the reflection.

      “Not in the slightest,” Emrys told him with ease. “I’ve been waiting for this day for a very long time, and now it’s finally arrived.”

      Keelan smiled and nodded. He gave his friend a once-over and realized they’d forgotten his hat. He stepped to where it was sitting on a chair and glanced out the window next to it. His attention snagged on the scene below. By the look of it, the masons had nearly finished constructing their masterpiece in the garden. Keelan could only see three of them. The man he’d been admiring and the horse cart were gone. His lips bunched into a small pout as he picked up the hat and brought it over for Emrys to take.

      “Does your family know those craftsmen well?” he asked, trying at casual.

      “Craftsmen?” Emrys asked vaguely as he set the hat on his head, still eyeing himself in the mirror.

      “Yes, you know, the ones we encountered last evening,” he explained. “The ones who are constructing the piece for your wedding spell?”

      “Oh,” Emrys said, his brow furrowing slightly. “Not that I’m aware of, no. My mother is the one who organized everything, as you well know, but I cannot recall seeing them before.” He finally tore his attention away from perfecting the tilt of his hat and looked at Keelan. “Why do you ask?”

      “Only curious,” Keelan told him, eyes flicking toward the window again. Thankfully, Emrys did not notice. He shook the thought from his mind and clapped his hands together twice. “Come along then, Mr. Wrenwhistle, there’s a party waiting for you downstairs.” He wrapped an arm around Emrys’ shoulders and began leading him toward the door. “And afterward I get to douse you with oil and sprinkle rosemary in your hair while chanting some ridiculous wedding incantation, isn’t that correct?” he asked mischievously. “I only skimmed over the notes your grandmother gave me, I’m afraid.”

      Emrys laughed. “Something like that.”
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      Silas pulled his pack of supplies from the cart before returning to the garden. They had constructed an elegant fire pit, with his siblings and father using the magic within the brick and the clay to bind it together more securely. Now, it was time for his magic work to start.

      Silas could never determine if this part of the projects were his favorite or least favorite part. On one hand, he appreciated being necessary, employing magic that no one else in his family—other than his mother—could attempt. On the other hand, it always stung that his magic was fairly useless up until that point. He had stood on the sidelines as Briony extended the branches in the tree and used the magic in the ground to pull to the surface for more protection, as Quince spread the magic in the bricks to shield from within the pit, and as his father had connected all the bits of magic together into a cohesive blend. Meanwhile, Silas had hauled materials, taking the bulk of the heavy lifting, and finally moving the cart back to the stables and out of the way.

      He opened his pack and pulled out a sheaf of spellpaper, as well as a pencil and an apothecary belt. The belt had been a gift from his father when he first joined the family business; it was handcrafted leather with small pouches and pockets all around it to hold his most used ingredients. He donned the belt, stuck the pencil behind his ear, and glanced up at the tree. He felt out with his sensing—the only form of fae magic he possessed—and noted the way Briony had instructed the breeze to loop outside of the branches, a precaution to keep the smoke and fire from catching onto the leaves. He spread a sheet of paper on the ground and wrote a few sigils onto it, then reached into his belt to pull out a couple of small jars, sprinkling powders into the written designs. The natural shade of the tree branch deepened and Silas sat back on his heels, pleased.

      “A nice touch of drama,” Quince commented.

      “They seem the type to appreciate it,” Silas said.

      Quince snorted a laugh.

      Next, Silas worked on the fire pit, adding to his brother’s magic by incorporating a human protection spell. Finally, he created a new protection spell that fit into the space like a large bubble, encasing the fire pit. This spell would, hopefully, keep the fire magic within the bubble. If Mr. Wrenwhistle and his betrothed got carried away with their wedding spell, then the damage would stay enclosed.

      Silas glanced up at his father, who nodded his approval. Relieved, Silas gathered up his supplies and followed his family toward the house to clean up. Their presence was required for the ceremony, in case something with the fire pit did not go as expected. Silas paused at the edge of the garden and felt out with his magic one last time, noting the way they had steeped the area with protection. It was practically dripping with magic now.
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        * * *

      

      The ceremony itself was, in Silas’ mind, a little dull. Fae weddings were so involved. He was intrigued by Mr. Wrenwhistle’s betrothed, Torquil Pimpernel-Smith, the first fae-human member of the Council for Fae & Human Relations. Silas did not follow politics very closely, but he had been intrigued by the young writer’s career. The previous year, Pimpernel-Smith had published a request for other fae-humans to submit descriptions of their own magic. Silas had done so, secretly, and had been inordinately pleased when Pimpernel-Smith had written him back. It had been nice to know his magic was not the only one that was strange. It made him feel a little less alone about it all. He wasn’t sure if he’d have a chance to meet the writer, especially on their wedding day, but he quietly hoped he might find the opportunity.

      He amused himself throughout the ceremony by observing the magic Mr. Wrenwhistle emitted, probably without realizing it. His joy was palpable. Silas allowed himself a small smile.

      Aside from observing magic, Silas was properly distracted by Mr. Cricket, who stood at his friend’s side. His suit, far more formal than what he’d been wearing the first time Silas had seen him, fit his figure beautifully. Silas’ gaze roamed leisurely over the gentleman, content with the knowledge that no one was paying attention to his interest at the back of the crowd.

      When it was finally time for the wedding spell, Silas held his breath, spooling his magic out before him, and feeling his family do the same. The wedding guests did the same—mostly the fae, but Silas noted that some humans tentatively felt out as well—although they were clearly doing so out of curiosity rather than professional concern.

      Silas was grateful that so many precautions had been put in place. While Pimpernel-Smith’s magic started out mildly, as soon as it brushed against Mr. Wrenwhistle’s magic, the fire blazed higher. The couple’s combined magic was extraordinary, filling the garden in gusts. Thankfully, the fire stayed within the bubble Silas had constructed. The pit stayed intact, held together by the blend of magic Silas and his family had placed. The shade spell was a particular triumph, however, as it provided a stark contrast to the fire spell, making it stand out even more. The couple standing next to it were shown to advantage, silhouetted against the dark of the shade, with the fire blazing bright in front of them.

      As was typical of wedding spells, the newlyweds seemed too taken with each other to have eyes for their surroundings. Silas let out a long exhale of relief, pleased that he and his family had afforded the couple that blissful moment. The couple kissed, the fire grew, and then dramatically extinguished with a spark and a snap of magic. The audience gasped and applauded. The couple broke apart from their kiss, and the ceremony was complete.

      As soon as the party moved indoors for cake and champagne, Silas and his family began taking down some of the spells they had set up.

      “Enjoy the party,” his father told them. “But stay out of trouble,” he added with a wink. “We’re leaving first thing in the morning.”

      Silas slipped into the crowd, eavesdropping on conversations about how sensational the wedding spell had been, as he sipped on fine wine. This was, arguably, the best part of any job—relaxing afterwards with some well-deserved treats. He cast an eye at the various guests, looking for one in particular. If he was lucky, he’d get several kinds of treats that evening.

      As he wandered through the house, careful to stay out of the way and far from the expensive furnishings, he noted with some surprise how well the human guests were conversing with the fae guests. Despite living out in the country, he had heard about the wedding the previous fall between Mr. Wrenwhistle’s younger brother and a human man. A high profile wedding of that kind had seemed impossible before, considering how Silas’ own parents had had to shield Silas from bigotry for most of his childhood. Now, Mr. Wrenwhistle had married a fae-human, further cementing that idea of respectability.

      Silas sat with the feeling for a long moment. The world was changing—slowly, but gradually. A feeling he couldn’t entirely name filled his chest at the prospect of so much change. The feeling sharpened when it occurred to him that he was acting as witness to it.

      He stepped away from the party and back out to the garden. Lanterns hung in the trees, accompanied by fairy lights that twinkled in the branches. Silas strode around the perimeter of the seating area, feeling the way the magic had mellowed since the wedding spell. He peeked into the fire pit, pleased with how the protection spells had stayed intact, even though the others had been taken down. He wondered if the Wrenwhistle family would use the firepit in the future. He hoped so.

      “You are one of the craftsmen, are you not?” a voice said from behind.

      He turned to see Torquil Pimpernel-Smith approaching. The young councilmember gave him a bright smile. “It was wonderful work.”

      Silas returned the smile and gave a small bow. “Congratulations, Councilmember. I’m Silas Rook-Worth.”

      Pimpernel-Smith paused and their expression turned shrewd. “Rook-Worth? Not the same Rook-Worth who responded to my column last year?”

      Silas’ grin widened. “The very same. I’m surprised you remembered.”

      “I remember all of those responses,” they replied. They glanced back at the house for a moment. “I realize this is not the time or the place for such a discussion, but I’ll be starting a new project when I return to London. The Council has agreed to devote some time and resources to the study of fae-human magic.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Silas said.

      They beamed and bit their lip. “It’s my first major Council project. I confess I’m torn between being relieved to be away from London for an entire month and being anxious about the delay.”

      “I’m sure you deserve a rest after all the work you’ve been doing,” Silas assured them.

      “That’s what everyone keeps telling me,” they chuckled. “At any rate, I plan to use some of my honeymoon writing to everyone who described their fae-human magic to me. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. I’m happy to help with your project in any way I can.”

      They looked delighted. “Oh, wonderful! In that case, perhaps I might⁠—”

      “Torquil?” Mr. Emrys Wrenwhistle said, walking towards them. “What are you doing out here?”

      They cocked an eyebrow at their husband. “I’m discussing my Council project.”

      Mr. Wrenwhistle rolled his eyes. “Again?” He reached for his spouse’s hand and dragged them closer. “Need I remind you that you’re one of the reasons for this party?”

      “But it’s so crowded,” they murmured.

      Mr. Wrenwhistle tucked a finger under their chin and lifted it. “Do you need to leave? You know you’ve only to say the word.”

      They relaxed a little and then leaned up to kiss him. “Perhaps just a little longer.”

      Silas wanted to disappear into the shade of the tree and leave the couple alone, but then the councilmember turned back to him and said, “I’ll be in touch Mr. Rook-Worth. It was a pleasure meeting you.” Then Mr. Wrenwhistle tucked his spouse’s hand around his arm and led them back inside.

      Silas watched them go, feeling a twinge at the tenderness of the moment. Silas felt a little wistful at the sweet intensity of such a small interaction. He sighed and walked slowly back inside. He had learned over the years that the best cure for wistfulness was either drunkenness or intimacy. He couldn’t get drunk at a wedding he was working at, so he would opt for the next choice. He grabbed a glass of wine, took a large sip, and then strode purposefully through the crowd, eyes peeled for a certain gentleman.
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      With his duties for the evening fulfilled, Keelan wasted little time joining in on the party. There was an endless supply of serving trays being carried around with bites of food, dessert, and bubbling refreshments. After two glasses of champagne, the young lady with dark hair and plump lips he’d asked to dance became even more beautiful. After two more glasses, he found it quite amusing to be dancing at all.

      His feet followed the steps he’d learned years before while he chuckled at the pleasing swell of the music from the corner of the room. His partner—another young lady with bright fae-green eyes and freckles hiding under the powder across her nose and cheeks—smiled demurely at him as they turned, close but not close enough to touch, as much as he would’ve liked for them to. He committed her face to memory in hopes that he could find her again later on in the evening.

      Before he could entertain the idea of another dance, Keelan found himself swept up into the crowd. When a silver flask was placed in his hand, he did not question the contents as he brought it up to his lips. He was expecting the usual sort of liquor that was passed around at social events. When he swallowed, however, he discovered that whatever he’d been offered was a shatteringly strong herbaceous sort of spirit that he scarcely managed to keep down. He made a face and handed the flask away, his whole body shuddering violently in protest.

      Keelan was not prone to overindulgence, but sometimes he did enjoy clearing his mind with a swig or two of liquid assistance. As isolated as he’d felt the previous few days, his return to London in the morning would not help very much, and he desperately did not want to think about it. Emrys would stay behind to enjoy his honeymoon, which he had every right to do, but it also meant that Keelan would be without his closest friend in the city. Consequently, he would have to get even more creative with filling his social calendar.

      Unlike Emrys’ mother, his own had little time to bother with such things on his behalf. She was far too busy focusing on her work with the Council or enjoying her own events to worry about what he was doing. His father was no help either, for he hardly ever left the house. He was too consumed by his odd hobbies and eccentric interests to care what was happening beyond the spot of property their townhouse sat upon. Unless Keelan wanted to spend an afternoon listening to the man recite poetry in foreign languages he did not understand, or discover exactly how much fabric it would take to reupholster an entire sitting room worth of furniture, he was better off avoiding him altogether.

      As he lifted another glass of something more tame off a passing tray, Keelan spotted Emrys and Torquil standing together on the far side of the room. He was certain that he had never seen two people more in love.

      Torquil’s outfit was an impossibly perfect balance to the one he’d helped Emrys put on. They wore a dark green waistcoat cut in the most fashionable style. Over it was a cream colored jacket swirled with the same eye-catching gold thread. The fit was close at the top, but the satin fabric flowed all the way to the floor at the back, long enough to glide elegantly near their feet as they walked. Their dark, curly hair was set with an ornate golden comb covered in diamonds and emeralds, which was rivaled in its glistering splendor only by the ruby and fire opal ring on their finger.

      The show of wealth had been expected. The Wrenwhistles were a very prominent fae family, and with Emrys set to inherit, a lavish wedding was all but guaranteed. More recently, Torquil had also come into their own fortune by reuniting with their grandmother, Mrs. Pimpernel, after the death of her husband. The man had kept their family broken for decades due to his antiquated enmity toward Torquil’s mother for falling in love with and marrying a human. With that barrier finally removed, Mrs. Pimpernel promised to make up for lost time in every way that she possibly could, beginning with Torquil’s official debut into society as a fae-human with affluence and status.

      Keelan’s mouth twitched into a small grin.

      He knew none of it mattered to the couple. Emrys would’ve been just as happy to marry Torquil wearing burlap sacks in the middle of a muddy London street if it meant he could spend the rest of his life showering his beloved with affection. Their connection was undeniable. Their smiles were radiant, and they only had eyes for one another.

      Keelan craved what they had with every fiber of his being. He wanted so badly for someone to look at him that way, and to have someone to look at in return. He longed to have a connection that lasted more than a single night. The advice he’d given Emrys about finding someone to share life’s quiet moments with was his own silent wish, a dream he’d had since before he was old enough to begin properly courting. They sang about it at the opera, died for it at the theater, and wrote endlessly about it in his father’s favorite books of poetry: love.

      Keelan tossed his head back and drained the rest of his drink, swallowing it down before he moved a bit ungracefully toward the garden.

      A few lungfuls of the fresh night air helped to clear his mind a bit. He thought briefly about sitting on one of the benches left behind in the ceremony space, but he found that his feet did not stop. Instead, he continued down the path between the hedges until he came to the gate that led to the stables. He let himself through as he recalled how thrilling his morning outing had been, the mare running full tilt until they were both out of breath—her from the exertion and himself from the effort of staying on her back.

      “A little late for a ride, isn’t it?” a voice said from somewhere in the dark. Keelan startled and spun around, blinking toward the figure he could now see a faint outline of thanks to the lantern they had in one hand.

      “I–” Keelan began as he tried to formulate an answer. He found that his thoughts were rather wooly in his head now that he was attempting to do something other than drown them with alcohol. “I already had a ride earlier.”

      His reply was met with a soft hum of a laugh.

      “Plenty of folks to choose from when you look like that, I suppose,” the shadowy figure mused.

      “I cannot see you,” Keelan said, squinting against the lantern light. The stranger had come close enough that when he lifted his arm, his face was washed in a soft glow, and Keelan recognized him as the handsome mason he’d seen earlier moving the bricks from the back of the horse cart.

      His eyes decided to betray him as they wandered over the man’s strong shoulders and down his forearms which were, unfortunately, now covered by his shirtsleeves. Slung around his hips was a leather belt weighed down with what appeared to be tools of human magic.

      It was his mouth’s turn to be disloyal when he said, “You’re significantly less sweaty now than when I saw you last.” Keelan blinked again and met the man’s gaze in the low light. He still looked as stoic as he had during their two previous encounters, but even this well-foxed, Keelan couldn’t misunderstand the look of interest in his dark eyes.

      “I apologize if I offended your proper London sensibility,” the stranger said, playing at Keelan’s accent that immediately gave him away as someone from the city. “Stonework is not exactly a delicate sort of occupation.”

      “Yes, I can see that,” Keelan agreed a bit breathlessly. He found that his heart was beating harder than it should’ve been for someone standing still.

      Even though he knew better, Keelan reached out with his magic and was instantly hit with a burst of everything the craftsman was sending his direction: intrigue, lust, desire. The emotions were inherently fae and entirely overwhelming, enough to force a soft gasp from Keelan. There was no confusion about what the man was after, and he could hardly deny his own feelings now that their magics had brushed there in the dark.

      “I would hate to ruin your fine clothes,” the man said, voice gruff as his eyes went pointedly to the front of Keelan’s trousers.

      “Then I suppose you should remove them,” Keelan told him on an exhale as their reserve broke, both of them taking a step forward to close the distance so their mouths could crash together. Keelan moaned as the stranger used his free hand to grasp his backside, squeezing as he hauled him closer so that their bodies were flush. His body lit up at the show of strength and possession. It was something he was quite unaccustomed to while sharing a bed with those of a more feminine persuasion. Even sober, it would’ve taken more than a moment to recall the last time he’d been intimate with a man.

      As they broke apart long enough to stumble toward a more private place, Keelan heard the whisper of his earlier thoughts. Genuine connection. Courtship and romance. Love. He felt the ache in his chest as he shoved it all away.

      Someday, he thought, but not tonight.

      He was unsurprised as a newly-familiar cart came into view when they made it to the area behind the stables. The stranger hung his lantern on a hook nearby and climbed expertly into the cart with little effort. As Keelan tried to determine how he should even attempt to follow, the man reached a hand down for him. He took it and allowed himself to be pulled up as though he weighed nothing at all. There was no time to offer a compliment on the man’s strength before he was all but thrust down onto the dirty floorboards of the cart. So much for his fine clothes.

      “You needn’t rush,” Keelan said with a lazy chuckle as he turned to look at the man, who was already working to remove his belt. “I will not run away.”

      The stranger only grunted in response and pushed his trousers down, settling onto his knees in one swift motion. Resigned, Keelan let out a sigh and got up onto his knees as well, pulling the man closer for another heated kiss. Keelan felt deft fingers unbuttoning him before his own trousers were shoved down, exposing him to the night air. The slight chill made him shiver.

      “Turn around,” the man said, guiding Keelan in that direction with a hand on his shoulder.

      A wash of uncertainty mixed with the heat that had settled low in his stomach. “Wait,” Keelan told him in a rush. “I haven’t been on this…end of things in some time.” He wasn’t sure why admitting that embarrassed him so.

      The man finally paused.

      “Do you want to be?”

      He asked this so confidently that Keelan felt a weakness in his wrists and elbows where they were holding him up off the floor of the cart. He let out a shaky breath and swallowed. He might not have been able to remember how long ago it was, but he knew he’d only been in this position twice before: once in a similar situation with a man he never saw again after a ball, and once with the man he’d just watched get married.

      “Yes,” Keelan murmured, nodding even though he doubted the man could see it. Callused fingers smoothed over his backside then, before the stranger’s body was bent over his and a kiss was placed against the side of his neck.

      “Then you’ve nothing to worry about,” the man whispered.

      More distracting kisses and a strong hand on his hip were enough to dissolve his reservations. It took hardly any time at all before Keelan wanted to demand that the man trade his slicked fingers for what they were both really after. The thought crossed his mind to make a teasing remark about being ready with the rose oil but lacking, at the very least, a blanket for him to kneel upon—another very fae thing to do—when the stranger finally took him by both hips and pressed in.

      Keelan squeezed his eyes shut tight and grimaced at first with a huff, willing himself not to cry out. The man moved slowly, giving him a moment to breathe and adjust, before he settled on a careful rhythm. Keelan found a clear space to rest his forearm flat on the wooden boards beneath them and set his forehead against it, using his other hand to work himself.

      As much as he wanted this for exactly what it was—a fleeting moment of unattached amusement that neither of them would remember with any great detail before long—Keelan couldn’t escape his usual ponderings.

      Would he ever see this person again? Unlikely.

      Were they someone he could see a future with? Keelan hardly knew the man aside from his occupation and appearance. Not that he knew much about anyone else he’d been with for a single night either—but they’d usually shared a dance or a conversation over tea and biscuits beforehand, at least.

      Was his partner looking for anything more than what they were doing at present? Though he participated dutifully, Keelan deeply disliked the fae habit of keeping casual lovers. It was near impossible to discern who was after a true courtship when the expectation was always…this.

      If nothing else, Keelan wondered, was the man enjoying himself too?

      In answer to his silent question, the stranger grunted and squeezed Keelan’s hips, rocking his own with more enthusiasm.

      “Your magic,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “P-pardon?” Keelan asked, clinging to his etiquette as his voice jounced along with his body.

      “Magic,” the man demanded, thrusting harder than he had before.

      Keelan whimpered at the resulting mix of dull ache and delight and drew in a sharp breath so that he could do as he’d been told. His exhale caught in his throat as he did, for when their magics touched this time, gratification filled him near to the point of bursting.

      “Stars above!” Keelan wailed, back curving as he pressed into the man behind him. All of his wandering thoughts vanished as his entire world narrowed to what was happening there in the cart, each thrust bringing more clarity than the last.

      He almost shouted again in protest when the stranger pulled out, abandoning him so close to the edge. Forceful, stunted breaths ended in a groan and he felt himself marked with the man’s release, which was all he needed to finish by his own hand. Keelan breathed through the diffusion of his pleasure and waited until they had both gone quiet to sit back on his heels.

      Clean up. Get dressed. Offer thanks, if it seems appropriate. Leave.

      Keelan knew the next steps, but he found that he could not bring himself to do them. He blinked several times, staring at the pile of unused bricks in the corner of the cart that his head had almost knocked into just minutes before. It all seemed a touch unceremonious for what he’d just experienced.

      From everything he’d heard, Keelan always imagined finding magical compatibility with someone for the first time would be a trifle more romantic. He assumed that perhaps there would be a certain tenderness to the moment as understanding settled over them like a rich wine sauce being spooned over a hot meal. If not a confession of devotion, then at the very least some impassioned kisses or fond caresses. Something so significant deserved to be savored.

      After finally finding it in himself to tug his shirt and waistcoat back into place so he could pull his trousers up and fasten them, he turned to discover that his rendezvous partner was already dressed and out of the cart, looking a strange mix of impatient and bewildered beneath the seriousness Keelan had seen before.

      “That was…” Keelan finally tried as the man helped him back to the ground. Extraordinary, he wanted to say. Sublime. Unforgettable.

      “Agreeable,” the stranger finished laconically.

      The word landed like a weight on Keelan’s chest.

      Had he not felt the same? Was the intensity entirely one-sided?

      “Most agreeable,” he said bravely with a tight nod, ignoring the surge of self-doubt that soured his stomach as best he could.

      Their eyes met in passing before the mason tipped his chin up at the cart.

      “I’d better clean this up. Last thing I want my family to find come morning.”

      Keelan knew a dismissal when he heard one. He hoped that the dim light from the flickering lantern helped to mask the way he flushed with embarrassment. The stranger was ready to be rid of him and the mess he’d left behind. He gave another short nod and walked away.
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      Silas was not a man prone to regrets, particularly when it came to pleasure. But he was full of regrets as he watched Cricket walk around the stables. When Silas had deemed the encounter “acceptable,” he’d watched the man’s face fall instantly. Even worse was the way Cricket had attempted to look brave despite his obvious disappointment. The slump of his shoulders as he left nearly drove Silas to call for him to come back.

      But he didn’t.

      He reasoned with himself as he put the cart to rights and cleaned up the mess. He hadn’t offered anything more than what he’d given. There had been no false promises, no lies. So why did he feel as though he’d broken a heart?

      He made his way up to his room, unsurprised to find it empty. He was relieved that Quince had not taken his own treat to their shared room. He undressed and climbed into bed, but sleep did not come to him as easily as it should after a day of hard work. He folded his arms behind his head and replayed the evening in his mind. He thought about the way Cricket’s eyes had roamed greedily over his body. The you’re significantly less sweaty now than when I saw you last that seemed to escape from his mouth unbidden. The idea that Cricket had been observing him from afar was a pleasing one and had removed any lingering doubts Silas had about the man’s interest. Then he’d felt the gentle probe of magic and the final snap of Cricket’s resolve.

      Coming together had felt like a magnet slotting into position: natural, unavoidable, and right. Now, with the other man gone, Silas felt a keen lack—almost as if a necessary piece of him was now missing. He quickly brushed the thought away.

      He closed his eyes. Cricket had been unexpectedly perfect. He’d been beautifully responsive, refreshingly honest, and it had felt so natural to hold him, to touch him, to guide him into place. Silas had an uncomfortable feeling that he’d be comparing all future encounters to this one, and an even worse feeling that they would all come up lacking. He wondered, briefly, what it might have been like to indulge in the softer side of such activities: curling around Cricket’s body afterwards, stroking through his damp hair, feeling the man’s breathing even out beside him.

      Then there was their magic—the memory of it made his pulse pick up. The way their magics had blended was unlike anything Silas had experienced. It had felt wild and explosive, filling him up as if he might burst. And just like everything else about Cricket, it had all felt tantalizingly right.

      He shook himself mentally. Cricket was a complete stranger—Silas realized he’d never even given the man his own name—and he was from a different world entirely. As fanciful as it had been to witness a wedding between a fae and a fae-human of lower rank, Silas was too practical to believe such a thing could happen to him. Torquil Pimpernel-Smith was from a wealthy fae family, no matter how common their father was. There was no doubt that their eligibility was markedly different from Silas’ own. After all, Silas’ parents were both of common country stock.

      Fleeting thoughts of a pretty fae gentleman with the posh lilt of London in his voice and a gentle demeanor came unbidden to Silas’ mind. He sighed, fluffed his pillow, and laid on his side. As he gradually drifted off to sleep, he told himself that this was the benefit of doing work that took him all over the English countryside: he got to meet and dally with all sorts of men. Never seeing them again was a decided benefit.

      The thought did not comfort him as much as he thought it should, nor did it ease the feeling that Silas had dismissed what could best be described as a soulmate.
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      The ride home felt longer than the ride to the Wrenwhistle estate had been. The Rooks were tired from a full day of work, followed by an evening of revelry that had gone late into morning. Silas’ father was the only one who looked remotely bright-eyed and he cast an amused glance at his children, who were all slumped with fatigue.

      Silas ought to have been just as alert, considering how early he’d gone to bed and how little he’d drunk by comparison. But he could not rid the images of Cricket from his mind. Everything from the way Cricket had shivered in the chilly air, to the way he’d arched back, to the look of defeat as he’d left, felt imprinted now. Silas was so distracted thinking about it, he didn’t immediately notice that he was a topic of conversation.

      “I take it your night was disappointing,” Quince said.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “You were already asleep by the time I came to bed. And there was nothing to suggest you’d had a guest.”

      Silas raised an eyebrow. “I was not about to take someone into a shared room with you. Hardly considerate.”

      Quince laughed. “Much appreciated.”

      “Who did you take to bed?” Briony asked.

      Silas rolled his eyes.

      “The fellow we met when we arrived,” Quince supplied. “The one who had been with the groom.”

      Briony gave a thoughtful hum. “Say what you want about Si,” she mused, “he does have good taste.”

      “What do you say about me?” Silas said, without heat. The banter was well versed. Predictably, both of his siblings jumped in to supply him with descriptions.

      “You’re mulish.”

      “But hard working!”

      “No-nonsense.”

      “A little too to the point, sometimes.”

      “You lack confidence, though,” his father added.

      “But what you lack in confidence, you make up for in vanity,” Briony commented.

      “Vanity?” Silas echoed. “I’m not vain.”

      “Oh, no?” she said with a grin. “Don’t think we didn’t catch the way you glance around when you’ve rolled up your sleeves during a job. You know the lads go wild for it.”

      Silas hid a smile, remembering the way Cricket’s eyes had caught on his arms during their early perusal. “All right,” he conceded. “A little vain. It’s important to know one’s attributes.”

      She snorted in response.

      Silas pivoted the topic to ask about his siblings’ conquests. Quince’s was described with relish, much to everyone’s annoyance, while Briony was more coy. In the end, it helped to distract Silas a little from his own niggling guilt.

      Silas threw himself into work when he returned home. He helped his father organize the correspondence they’d received from potential clients, helped Quince with the mending and the washing, helped Briony fix and paint the fence around the house, and he repaired the kitchen table so his mother could knead bread without the rhythmic creaking.

      When there was no work to be done, he went on long walks in the countryside. There was a spot on the family property that his father had reserved for him. Silas usually liked to go and sit under the tree overlooking the space and let it clear his thoughts. But now those thoughts were full of a sunshiny man, and Silas couldn’t stop himself from picturing Cricket in the cottage he’d always imagined building, cheerfully chatting with his family, or sitting under that very tree at Silas’ side.

      A week later, he joined his father and siblings on a new job, working up a sweat as he heaved stones and bricks into place for the miniature house they were building for a wealthy family’s children to play in.

      Silas took charge more than usual, telling himself it was necessary since their clients were human. As he felt with his magic, reaching for Briony’s fanciful casting, the bustle of Quince’s, and the steady thrum of his father’s, he pretended this was perfectly normal, that his mind wasn’t working doubly hard to focus, that his magic wasn’t searching for the pull of a particular man.

      He could see the children watching them work from a distance, gasping whenever one of Silas’ family members made the breeze billow, or the mud harden, or the earth settle around the new structure. He tried not to feel the familiar sting that his magic was not as extraordinary and awe-inspiring. Despite his best attempts, his thoughts continued to drift to the wedding. He thought about how both of the Wrenwhistle brothers had married outside of their social circle, heralding a change that Silas never thought possible. He thought about the children watching them and wondered if they would grow up to think his family’s magic wild and dangerous and Silas himself an oddity, or if they would be part of a bright new future. And try as he did to avoid it, he thought of Cricket, wondering if the man was still disappointed and thinking ill of him, or if he had moved on to be as sunny as he’d seemed when Silas had first clapped eyes on him.

      A week later, Silas was still thinking about Cricket, and getting increasingly more irritated about it. What right did the man have to wiggle into his thoughts so securely? Even if he had been the best knock Silas had ever had, he had no right to set up camp in Silas’ mind. Even if everything about him had been perfect, he had no reason to make Silas yearn. Silas’ irritation leaked out in a progressively grumpier attitude and dwindling patience. His family attempted to prod the truth out of him, but he remained tight-lipped on the matter, unwilling to admit that he was thinking about a stranger he’d never see again, and even less willing to admit that he might have been unkind.

      When a letter arrived for him from Torquil Pimpernel-Smith, Silas felt an overwhelming sense of relief at the prospect of a real distraction. His relief faded, however, as he read the letter. It detailed the project that Pimpernel-Smith had mentioned, explaining that they wanted to gather various fae-humans in London to conduct a more thorough study of fae-human magic. They promised compensation, as well as food and lodging if desired. The duration of the project was predicted to be about two months.

      Silas closed himself in his room and sank onto his bed. Two months in London? He’d never been to London. He’d never been that long apart from his family.

      He knew they would be able to get by without his assistance. After all, they’d managed perfectly well without the aid of human spells until Silas was of age. But that was almost more worrying. He’d always felt as though he was barely pulling his own weight in the family business; to leave it altogether, even briefly, would prove that fear right.

      Besides, his magic was hardly extraordinary. He could handle human spells adequately and had a passable ability to feel magic, but he couldn’t manage fae spells at all. There were full-blooded humans who could do that much. His magic had never felt remotely exceptional—except once, and he’d been trying very hard not to think about the way Cricket’s magic had blended so beautifully with his. He read the letter again, attempting to curb that final thought. He couldn’t help but remember that he’d promised the councilmember he’d do anything they needed. He sighed and placed the letter on his bed before venturing back out of the room.

      His mother was in the kitchen, arranging a freshly cut bouquet of flowers from their garden. “Everything all right, love?” she asked as he greeted her with a kiss on the cheek.

      He grunted in response.

      Her eyes narrowed. “I’d hoped that letter would ease this foul mood you’ve been in lately.”

      “What foul mood?”

      She gave him a look.

      “It’s a letter from that writer in London, Torquil Pimpernel-Smith. Or Pimpernel-Smith-Wrenwhistle now, I believe. They…er…want me to come to London to help them with a project.”

      Her surprise was evident. “Really? What sort of project?”

      “They’re doing research on fae-human magic.”

      Her surprise transformed into delight. “That’s wonderful!”

      “You think I should go?”

      “Of course! You’ve always been a bit uncomfortable with your magic.” Silas balked at that. Not because he didn’t agree with it, but because he hadn’t been aware his discomfort had been so noticeable. “This will be a perfect opportunity for you. Besides, it would be good to see London and meet more people.”

      Like you hung in the air, unspoken but nevertheless present.

      Silas tapped the kitchen table pensively.

      Quince strode into the kitchen, a laundry basket propped on his hip. He stopped and gave Silas a once-over. “I guess the letter did the trick?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Quince flapped a hand at him. “This the calmest I’ve seen you since we left the Wrenwhistle place.”

      “Told you,” his mother said, her back to them both. “Tell him what it said.”

      “It’s from that Pimpernel-Smith person. They want me to come to London to help on a project for the Council for Fae and Human Magical Relations.”

      Quince brightened. “Just what you need! A change of scenery will do you good.”

      “Yes, it will,” Briony said as she walked into the kitchen behind Quince, dumping an armful of soil-covered radishes and a head of lettuce onto the counter. “Where are you going?”

      “London,” Quince said before Silas could. Silas glared at his brother, annoyed at the way he was answering for him.

      “Good,” Briony said in a decisive tone, dusting off the front of her vest. “Excellent way to use up all of this frantic energy and general moodiness.”

      “Told you,” Quince and Silas’ mother said at the same time as Briony shuffled past them and out of the kitchen.

      Silas groaned.

      “What’s the matter?” his father asked as he entered the room, ledger tucked under his arm as he poured himself a glass of springwater from the ewer. “Did the letter bring bad news?”

      “No!” Silas all but shouted. “I’m going to London to help Pimpernel-Smith and the Council study fae-human magic and apparently it will cure my temper and everything else that’s wrong with me.”

      Quince chuckled.

      His father cocked his head after taking a sip from his cup, looking thoughtful. “That’s a good idea. Your magic ought to be studied. It’s extraordinary.”

      Before Silas could respond to that, his father walked back out of the kitchen.

      That evening, Silas dragged his mother’s old trunk from the attic and put his finest clothes, his notebook, and pencils inside. After some deliberation, he set his work belt inside too. He was fairly sure the Council was not the right place for such a plebian accessory. But, at the very least, having it handy would be a comfort—he suspected it would be a much needed one.

      Perhaps going to London would provide him the right sort of distraction to get Cricket out of his head once and for all. Whether that distraction came in the form of this Council project or some new bedmates hardly mattered. And if he could discover whether his magic was truly extraordinary and how he’d need to wield it to truly earn his place within the family business, so much the better.
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