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      The Skulking Shadow


      A row of countless masts was lined up along the River Thames like a grove of withered trees. This port of the British Empire, which attracted ships from all over the world, was as crowded as ever. Among the crowd was one vessel traveling slowly upstream. As it moved closer to the Tower of London, it passed the canals that ran into the riverside, the Docklands and their warehouses, and even the elegant form of a world-renowned clipper. These marvels were soon behind it as it closed in on its destination: the wharf in front of London Bridge.


      “The city looks ancient and miserable. So I guess nothin’s changed,” Lotta murmured as she stood on the deck and gazed upon London. Granddaughter to the defected Grand Duke of Cremona, she owned this ship and had returned to this city for the first time in three months. “The clouds came in the second we entered London. It’s like the sun hates this place.”


      While her dress was befitting of her high-class status, her hair hung down in a loose ponytail, and she was smoking a cigarette. She looked like she belonged in the slums, and understandably so, as she had indeed been raised in such an environment by a pirate captain. Even after reuniting with her grandfather and adopting the title of “princess,” it seemed she had yet to fully adapt to her new role.


      The servant she had appointed lookout returned then. “Ma’am, it appears it will take some time before we are able to disembark. The wharf is rather crowded.”


      At his sharp glare, she stubbed out her cigarette and clicked her tongue. “Well, I haven’t got all day.”


      She peered over the side of the deck. There were a number of small rowboats that were moving freely between the larger vessels, carrying lightermen and shipwrights. They were certainly faster than their bigger counterparts.


      “Hey! Lemme on your boat!” Lotta called down to them.


      “Ma’am!”


      She ignored the servant’s panic and continued to wave. Once she was sure a boat had stopped for her, she picked up the rope ladder piled to one side of the deck and threw it over the rail. Without missing a beat, she jumped after it, practically slid down it, and hopped aboard the smaller boat while its occupants were still recovering from their shock.


      “Sorry to intrude. Think you could get me closer to the bank?”


      Bursting into laughter, the men started a gentle row toward land.


      “That’s a right nice ship you’ve got there. Was it a battleship back in the day?” one of them asked. He was an elderly man who was blind in one eye.


      “Yep. How d’you know?”


      “I know a battleship soon as I see it.”


      “You used to be in the navy or somethin’?”


      “Nah, they’d be the ones after me, they would.”


      The men laughed as one. They only laughed harder when a grinning Lotta asked whether the elderly man used to be a pirate.


      “Interested in pirates, are ya?”


      “Yeah, ’cause I used to be one too.”


      “Ain’t that a larf!”


      “Thanks.” Lotta laughed, feeling relaxed at last. She scanned the river again, which was when she spotted a ship flying a peculiar flag.


      “Oh, I hear it’s called the Ark. I reckon some rich fella built it for fun.” The elderly man must have sensed that he and Lotta shared a similar history, because he seemed quite happy to fill her in on the strange ship.


      The flag suddenly made sense. The image on it was reminiscent of Noah’s Ark from the Old Testament. However, the ship itself was not shaped like an ark. It was an ordinary sailing vessel but for the fact that the windows were boarded up, concealing the inside.


      “Maybe whoever built it is expectin’ another great flood,” Lotta said.


      “Who knows? Ya hear these rumors ’bout the end being near, but...eh, maybe he’s hopin’ it’ll save his life.”


      Lotta turned her attention away from the ship. “What rumors?”


      The men’s tanned faces scrunched up as they guffawed. “There’s nutters wherever ya go, right? They say London’s gone to the dogs and that the Lord’s judgment is comin’ any day now.”


      “And then there’s the nutters who believe ’em!”


      There wasn’t a person to be seen on board the Ark. According to the legend, the devout Noah and his family were the only ones to avoid the flood that God sent in His wrath by building an ark to His exact specifications. Whether this vessel’s name was supposed to allude to the story or not, the very sight of the ship unsettled Lotta.


      Regardless, all thoughts of the peculiar boat vanished the moment she set foot on the riverbank. This city, surrounded by gray buildings sitting under gray skies, was defiled. Nevertheless, it remained the capital of the British Empire, and with its abundance of goods and people, it was livelier than anywhere else on the planet.


      ***


      Around sixty miles north of London and located on the River Cam was the university city of Cambridge. Edgar had come here to meet Professor Carlton, a mineralogist. Home to several colleges, this was where the professor had obtained his degree when he was younger, and he was now teaching at the University of London. His staying here was something of a coincidence, as he was attending a prestigious conference on natural history.


      In truth, Edgar had also come to Cambridge the previous week. However, the professor had fled before he had been able to properly state his business. It seemed that Carlton had perceived the reason for Edgar’s visit: that the earl wished to ask permission to marry his lone daughter, Lydia. Edgar had then been forced to return to London due to various engagements, but now he had come to Cambridge once again. This time, he would not allow the professor an opportunity to escape.


      “What do you suppose it is about me that the professor takes exception to?” Edgar murmured. He was gazing at the serene rural landscape through the carriage window. They had left the train station and were now en route to the college.


      His servant boy was sitting beside him and pondering the question. It seemed he had come upon so many answers that he thought it best to simply hold his tongue.


      “I wonder whether it is because he considers the nobility to be unprincipled.”


      “Why should he hold that opinion?” the usually taciturn servant asked a rare question.


      “There are certain practices among the upper class that can understandably be seen as deviating from the rules set by respectable society. Keeping mistresses or killing for the sake of honor and escaping punishment, for example.”


      Carlton was a distinguished academic, and his dealings with nobility were many. It seemed that he struggled to understand certain facets of upper-class society, although he would never let that prejudice him against any one person. Perhaps he did not wish his precious daughter to marry into such an environment.


      “But I would never partake in such things, would I, Raven?”


      It was well-known among the upper class that Lord Edgar Ashenbert was an outrageous philanderer. His flawless good looks and smooth tongue lent themselves to an art of seduction that had pulled countless women into the center of rumors and gossip. Whether he knew it or not, both his servant and the professor could easily see him taking countless mistresses and even “disposing” of anyone he disliked, and Raven was struggling to form an appropriate response.


      “I shall go through a boundless transformation if it means marrying Lydia.”


      Despite how stubborn she had been, he had finally succeeded in his attempts to seduce her. It would be the epitome of farce should her father prove an even greater obstacle. He was determined to meet with the professor come hell or high water, so he was infiltrating a classroom at Trinity College, where a special lecture was being held in connection with the natural history conference. The large lecture hall was packed with students, and Professor Carlton stood at the podium. He did not notice Edgar until the lecture was drawing to a close.


      “Now, are there any questions?”


      It was the moment the earl had been waiting for. He shot to his feet, leaving the professor open-mouthed and frozen.


      “Professor Carlton, I come bearing a most earnest request.”


      “Ah, um, I am in the middle of teach—”


      “I am here to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage.”


      Carlton let out a cry. “Yes, yes, we can discuss that later! I promise I shall make time for you.”


      “Thank you kindly.” Edgar smiled and sat down.


      The professor wiped the sweat from his brow, pushed his spectacles back up his nose, and slumped his shoulders as though exhausted.




      That evening, Edgar was finally afforded the opportunity to sit down with Professor Carlton and discuss matters at length. The professor greeted the earl at the brickwork building he was staying at, his hair even more of a mess than usual. It was clear that he had spent a great deal of time rumpling it in his distress. Edgar was aware that the man cherished his only daughter like she was a precious treasure, but the earl himself was starting to consider her to be just as precious and irreplaceable.


      Edgar smiled politely, determined to receive approval from Lydia’s father at any cost. “You delivered a wonderful lecture, Professor. In truth, I have several more profound questions that I should like to ask you.”


      “My lord, please do not trouble yourself with making small talk.” It seemed the professor was tired of avoiding Edgar and had decided to get this business over and done with as soon as possible.


      “In that case, I shall save my questions for another opportunity.”


      “Oh, well, if your lordship is really that interested...” Professor Carlton replied, immediately switching to delaying tactics again.


      “I would like to request your permission to have Miss Lydia Carlton’s hand in marriage,” Edgar said plainly.


      His face falling in devastation, the professor slumped against the back of his chair.


      “She has already accepted my proposal. While I believe it would have been courteous to ask for your blessing first, I felt compelled to know her thoughts on the matter beforehand. I sincerely apologize for my failure to follow the proper order of things.”


      The professor gave a semi-affirmative sigh. Edgar determined that it would be to his advantage not to give Lydia’s father too much thinking time, so he pressed on.


      “Miss Carlton is presently at her home in Scotland. Kelpie has taken her there against her will. I shan’t bore you with the meandering details, but it is my intention to go after her and bring her back. You are aware that Kelpie would very much like to take her with him to the fairy world, aren’t you?”


      Seemingly flustered, the professor nodded.


      “I shall not allow her to become his bride. I humbly beg for your permission to bring her back to London as my fiancée. With that, our engagement will be official and become a power that repels fairy magic.”


      Despite the unease in his expression, the professor remained calm as he responded. “I can fret about fairies all I like, but I remain powerless to do anything about them. Lydia, however, will be able to right the situation on her own. Therefore, my lord, I should like to consider your request separately from the current predicament.”


      Edgar hadn’t expected him to acquiesce immediately. As much as he had tried to hurry Lydia’s father along, the professor was predictably resistant when it came to the matter of the engagement itself. The earl fell silent and nodded. Being too forceful at this point was not wise.


      Professor Carlton’s hands fidgeted in his lap for some time. However, when he eventually raised his head, it was with a marked determination. “To be frank, I am of the opinion that Lydia is still too young to marry. However, if she wishes to do so, then I do not see how I can stop her.” He paused. “All that being said, my lord—and I recognize my impudence in confessing as much—I find it difficult not to question your lordship’s intentions.”


      “You mean you cannot believe that she truly wishes to marry me?” Edgar clarified.


      “No, I... Lydia is my daughter. Seeing her as I do on a daily basis, it is quite clear to me that she holds you dear. My doubts concern whether your lordship’s desire to marry her is genuine.”


      Professor Carlton was rather inattentive when it came to subjects outside his area of study. He paid little attention to his appearance, and once he fell into thought, he was liable to miss even the strangest of happenings. It had been Lydia who described him in such terms, but Edgar was starting to think that he was in fact incredibly astute. After all, he had been able to extract what was truly important to the situation at hand. At the same time, he was extremely good-natured. Even when he was able to perceive the negative traits of others, he chose to see them in the best possible light. That was something to be appreciated and something he shared with Lydia. It was for this reason that Edgar had no intention of misrepresenting himself to the professor.


      “Am I to presume that the cause of these doubts is the rumors surrounding my relationships with other women?”


      “Oh, well, I... I suppose it isn’t at all unheard of for bachelors to openly enjoy their freedom. Rather, it is society’s way for a gentleman to wed a woman who is worthy of his station, and I would imagine your lordship also holds such sentiments. While I am grateful for your fondness of Lydia, I wonder whether she is a suitable marriage candidate for an earl. She has a tendency to defy expectations, so if your proposal was, shall we say, a result of persistent persuasion on your part, then I do not expect your marriage to be a happy one.”


      “The nature of my proposal was quite different. Besides, it is no longer so uncommon for one to marry outside one’s station.”


      “Whether by preference or compromise, when a nobleman marries a commoner, the latter tends to be incredibly wealthy. We Carltons may be upper-middle class, but we are not especially rich, nor is there any aristocracy in our lineage. To marry a Carlton would be to lower your lordship’s social position.”


      “The Ashenbert name is a prestigious one. It is incomparable to these noble families that have existed for a mere hundred or two hundred years. People may try to talk, but that will have no effect on my social position. Not that I have any intention of allowing gossip to run rife.”


      Edgar was in no way being dismissive of his social class. He was doing his utmost to behave in a manner that would not cause Lydia trouble further down the line. His declaration was borne of his resolve to build a perfect foundation for this marriage. Unfortunately, Professor Carlton did not appear convinced.


      “I wonder, Professor, whether your true concern lies in the fact that I am an unknown entity who claimed a title that did not rightfully belong to me.”


      The professor knew the particulars of how Edgar had come to be the Earl of Ibrazel, and the younger man had no intention of shying away from such discussion.


      “I have no intention of giving up on Miss Carlton, come what may. I am therefore determined that you will come to terms with any doubts or concerns you may have about me.”


      The professor stirred, his eyes squinting behind his spectacles against the westering sun that streamed through the window. He cast his gaze to the view outside as the conflicted expression on his face softened. When he spoke, his tone was gentle.


      “My lord, would you care to join me for a stroll outside?”




      The River Cam was dyed golden by the setting sun. The dark shadows gliding along its surface were students practicing their boating. Professor Carlton crossed the college gardens, walked around the rear of the building, and went over a small bridge before beginning to follow the river. It was apparent from the way he walked that it was a route he was familiar with.


      “Lydia was born in this city. I was a fellow of Trinity College at the time and lived here with my wife.”


      Edgar had been expecting a barrage of questions rather than a personal account. He studied the professor’s expression from where he walked beside him to see that the older man was wearing a slight smile.


      “I doubt that Lydia remembers her time here. She was still an infant when I was offered a position at the University of Edinburgh and we returned to Scotland, where I grew up.”


      Cambridge must have been a highly nostalgic place for the professor. It was where he had studied and where he had been blessed with a family. Perhaps he had gone for walks with them along this riverside.


      “It is very clear to me just from looking at Miss Carlton that she was raised with much love.” Edgar smiled. The affection that shone from her past inspired both envy and adoration within him.


      “I am sure that you were raised with just as much love, my lord.”


      He had to wonder about that. The majestic country house in which he had been brought up had been surrounded by a forest and lake. The expansive building and grounds had been peaceful but rather boring outside of the party season. Edgar had constantly been accompanied by his governess and wet nurse, and surrounded by a great number of servants. On the occasions his parents had spent time with him, they had shown a dignified sort of affection. At least, that was how he remembered it.


      “My father was strict, particular, and a man of few words. I’m told that I was like my grandfather in my naivety, which my father found somewhat disagreeable. I believe he was therefore often at a loss as to what to do with me.” That said, Edgar had never felt dissatisfied during that period of his life, nor had there been anything for him to fear. “I remember my mother as a very stylish, gentle woman who was never without a smile. But regardless of how my parents treated me, they ensured that I grew up in an ideal environment. I suppose that is what one would call ‘love.’”


      Edgar spoke freely about his childhood—the one that belonged to his true self. As the eldest son of a duke, his every need had been catered to, something that he knew couldn’t be said of most commoner families. It was for this reason that he had never lost his pride as a member of the aristocracy, not even when his life had hit rock bottom. Taking charge of his companions had come naturally to him. As young as he still was, he held a title, and that meant dealing with the most astute of noblemen on equal terms. Never once had he let his guard down, lest he be looked down upon. However, when speaking with the professor, he refrained from hiding behind his title or any pretensions and began to move closer to the man he truly was.


      Professor Carlton was used to working with a great number of students who were close to Edgar in age, so he must have had an understanding of young adults. Somehow, he was gently encouraging the earl to speak as though he were conversing with a troubled student. And, strangely, Edgar did not begrudge him that.


      “Did your parents perhaps pass away when you were very young?”


      “When I was thirteen.”


      “I did think that you must have been born into the aristocracy. Does Lydia know about all of this?”


      Edgar nodded. “My name was Edgar Leland, the Marquess of Maulding. My father was the Duke of Sylvanford.”


      “A duke...” the professor murmured, as though trying to come to terms with what he had just been presented with. “Then is your lordship not presently supposed to be the Duke of Sylvanford?”


      “The estate burned down. Several people lost their lives: my parents, the relatives and visitors who were sojourning with us, the servants... I myself am thought to be dead. The name of Sylvanford exists solely as an entity without an heir.”


      “Forgive me, but your lordship is not dead.”


      “I do not possess the means to prove my identity. The fire was planned in part to strip me of my name. I was taken from the estate. However, I was able to escape my captor and am currently at war with him. Miss Carlton has offered me her support in my plight.”


      The professor gave a heavy sigh. No doubt he was less than pleased to hear that his daughter was assisting in a fight against such a dangerous enemy. “I think I am beginning to understand why you have chosen Lydia. As many female admirers as I daresay you have, asking them to understand you and stand by you is another matter altogether.”


      A passing boat drew white ripples on the river’s surface. Professor Carlton stopped, his eyes softening as he took in the view in its entirety. “Whoever you may be and wherever you may hail from, my lord, there is only one thing I require of Lydia’s groom. Will you take walks with her and gaze upon the sunset together, even years down the line? When you do so, will she be able to smile?”


      The sky, dyed red by the sunset, seemed to tell of Lydia’s smile, of the future in store. The depths of Edgar’s heart began to burn, and he felt that he might burst into tears. It wasn’t so long ago that it had seemed like an impossible dream. He now believed that it was within his grasp. At some point since meeting her, he had started to think that he could hope for the happiness enjoyed by the common man. His hope stemmed from her enduring kindness in the face of adversity, and her love for fairies and nature that allowed her to find joy in life’s most mundane moments. She had been cherished by her parents: the professor with his endlessly gentle eyes and her late fairy-doctor mother. That was why it would be wrong for Edgar to want to be with her if he couldn’t make her happy. He had no right to propose marriage if he could not offer her more than her father had already given her. As much as he acknowledged these things, he could not help but long for her.


      “I am grateful to the workings of fate that led me to meet Lydia. I am grateful, too, to you and her mother. I am aware that it might be imprudent to be considering marriage at a time like this, but I need her. I have realized that I am incapable of fighting alone.”


      Noticing the desperation in Edgar’s tone, the professor turned to face him. “I understand well how your lordship feels. However, I would like to request some more time to consider the matter, if possible.” His tone was as strict as his eyes were gentle.


      “When might I expect an answer?”


      Professor Carlton did not answer. Instead, he offered Edgar a piece of folded paper. “This is something that Lydia asked me to look into. It relates to Freya, a unique variety of fluorite. I am entrusting it to you. I believe you will find it helpful.”


      “Lydia requested this for me?”


      “The stories that surround this mineral are not for the faint of heart, and it concerns me to think that Lydia is being exposed to such things. A fairy doctor is no magician. If the enemy you speak of is involved in these occult practices, I would advise you not to fight. Knowing Lydia, she is determined to help you as best she can, so I hope your lordship understands how anxious I am as her father.”


      Humbled, Edgar accepted the piece of paper.


      ***


      The slum’s gloomy back lane was muddy from the rain that had fallen at dawn, and its stagnant air was pregnant with a foul stench. Footsteps sounded through the deserted dead-end alley, sending rats scurrying away. A dead body lay curled up beneath its rags, only for men in similar attire to grab it and throw it uncaringly into their handcart. Most of the people who inhabited the slum had no family to speak of, let alone a house to live in. No one had a shred of sympathy for those who fell dead in the street. There were already several such bodies piled up in the cart.


      “Seems there’s more dead than ever lately,” one of the men muttered like he was fed up with the whole affair.


      “Might be there’s a plague or somefink. Them government blokes’ve been blamin’ the bad air, but they never come see what it’s like down here. They don’t want nuffink to do with us.”


      “Always givin’ us the dangerous jobs to do just so they can tell everyone how safe things are.”


      They were on their way to the public cemetery, which was when they found themselves at the end of a funeral procession. The deep lines in the people’s faces and their ashen countenances rivaled those of the dead’s, such was their exhaustion.


      “This is the third funeral this week of someone I know.”


      “There’s soil all over the cemetery from where they’ve been diggin’ graves. They’ll be runnin’ outta places to bury people eventually.”


      Such talk was not at all uncommon in the slums lately. Nor was this an extraordinary situation. Disease ran rampant in the East End, where the particularly notorious slums were concentrated. Now and then, these illnesses would seem to take on a mind of their own and terrorize people like monsters. These invisible beasts would crawl through the dank alleyways and feast on their inhabitants. Eventually, they would find their way into the buildings. The poor families who lived five or six to a tiny space—often with children—would become the next victims. The monsters could not be slowed, let alone stopped.


      This time, however, something was different. It was difficult to say what it was, exactly, but the people had the sense that there was something slinking behind the sooty joists and under the mildewed mattresses. Something that hadn’t been there before. The tiny shadows that rose with the Thames’s stinking mist, slithered through the alleyways, and slipped through doors and poorly fitted windows might have been nothing more than an illusion. The possibility did little to calm the people’s fears. There wasn’t a single person who knew precisely what was going on in these slums yet.


      “Our boy’s stuck in bed with a fever. All we can do is pray he don’t get worse.”


      “They say it gives you nightmares and all. You ain’t got no more than three days once you start cryin’ in your sleep.”


      “Everyone cries in their sleep when they’re ill.”


      “Yeah, but this is different. ’Slike there’s demonic influences or somefink.”


      The men had left the cemetery and were continuing their conversation as they dodged other handcarts.


      It caught the attention of a young man they passed. “Excuse me, but is that true?” he asked.


      The men didn’t take the time to answer him properly, since it was obvious from his attire that he wasn’t working class.


      “Sorry, lad, but if you’re scared of catchin’ somefink, I’d get outta here sharpish.”


      “I beg your pardon, but I believe you mentioned demons...”


      “So it’s demons you’re scared of? I’m sure the pastor’ll give you a blessing if you ask nicely.” The men left without entertaining his question further.


      The young man sighed. Just then, he heard a voice that was far too jovial for the surroundings.


      “Paul? Is that you?”


      Paul turned to see a man in a frock coat, a garment that one rarely saw in the slums. That said, he was dressed in one himself. “Greg?” he murmured. He recognized the flippant grin the man wore on even the most inappropriate occasions, though the beard and slight haggardness was new.


      Just like Paul, Greg had been an aspiring artist before he had suddenly vanished from the clubs and galleries that such artists assembled at.


      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Paul? What are you doing in a place like this? I heard you made your debut in the artists’ world and mingle with the upper classes now.”


      “Oh no, it’s... I’m still very much a novice.”


      Lord Ashenbert was the only reason Paul could be considered a painter at all. Not only was the earl an important buyer of the artist’s works, but he considered Paul a friend too. Lord Ashenbert expected great things of him, so Paul was determined to dedicate himself to his craft with the utmost devotion.


      “You dress well for a ‘novice.’”


      Paul’s jacket had been a gift from the earl. He had often been mistaken for a peddler during his frequent visits to Edgar’s pristine-white mansion on account of his old, worn jacket.


      “A gentleman dressing like that in the East End is unlikely to be well received.”


      “You are dressed rather well yourself, Greg. What business do you have here?”


      “Just having a look.” Though his grin gave the impression that there was something to read into in his words, that often wasn’t the case. “There’s illness spreading through the East End. I was curious and came to see for myself, and it seems it’s getting worse. I suppose he was right...”


      Paul was surprised to find that there did seem to be a deeper level to what Greg was saying on this occasion. “Who is ‘he’?”


      “Monsieur Alba, the French prophet. This illness is more than a nasty cold. Monsieur Alba has been warning the people that it will eventually spread through the whole of London. You haven’t heard?”


      Paul nodded noncommittally. This city was full of dubious characters, whether they claimed to be prophets or magicians.


      “He says that London is soon to be destroyed by a great calamity and that salvation can only be found in him. Well, Paul, will you believe him?”


      “Do you?”


      “Me? I am simply lending him a hand for the generous compensation. That, and if his claims are true, then working with him should protect me from it all. I can’t see the harm in it.”


      It sounded like Greg was involved with quite the shady group. Perhaps Paul was in no position to criticize, seeing as he was a member of a “shady group” himself: a secret organization known as Scarlet Moon. However, Scarlet Moon had originally been an artisans’ guild and was incomparable to a religious group that warned of the world’s end.


      Nevertheless, Paul was curious about this Monsieur Alba character. A long-standing enemy of Lord Ashenbert was currently lurking in this city, and it wasn’t yet clear what he and his associates were plotting. They seemed, however, to have a wish to destroy London, which lined up with Alba’s prediction.


      “Seeing as you’re an old friend of mine, Paul, I’d be happy to introduce you to Monsieur Alba. We’re short a few hands to help with the party on his ship, and you could make a fair sum. Should help clear your anxieties about becoming unwell too. Tickets to the Ark aren’t available to the masses, but getting on board is apparently the only way to escape the disaster,” Greg explained with a grin.


      ***


      Although railways were being laid all over Scotland, one tranquil town on the outskirts of Edinburgh remained without a station to this day. The reasons given were that it produced no specialty goods to rush over to the city, nor was it close enough to any urban areas to justify a factory. Nevertheless, its land produced plenty of crops and plump goats and sheep, and it was currently bustling with fairies. They lived in the ancient raths and large dolmens. This was Lydia’s hometown, and she would not exchange it for the world.


      Just like her fairy-doctor mother, she was able to see and speak to fairies. Though the unbelieving townspeople considered her to be an eccentric, her communications with the energetic fae meant she was far from lonely. Their presence allowed her to enjoy life, even though she had no human friends and her father rarely came home from his post in London.


      The hobgoblins, who loved nothing more than cleanliness, had spread a cloth over the table and decorated it with flowers. Presently, Lydia was lining up some herbal cookies on it. With the pouring of the hot, milky tea into the cups, the preparations for teatime were complete. The fairies gathered with the cookies in their sights, something that she was very used to seeing.


      But then a doubt struck her that something wasn’t right. Lydia frowned. Why did it feel as though she was forgetting something important?


      “That’s right! Where’s Nico?”


      The fairy cat had been with Lydia since her birth, and he adored tea. It wasn’t like him to miss out.
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