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      That Which Slinks in the City of Darkness


      Lately, London had been host to a spate of horrific murders. The scene of these killings had been London Bridge, one of the city’s most famous sights. It stretched over the winding River Thames that snaked through Greater London and had once been a stronghold that protected the city. Not only did it prevent enemy ships from sailing up the river, it acted as a platform that allowed for the loosing of stones and arrows. It was said that the bridge had been spectacularly pulled down by an ancient king seeking to win the city back from the clutches of Danish Vikings, and that the felling of the bridge had cinched his victory. Though almost a thousand years had passed, those events were etched into the citizenry’s memories through a well-known nursery rhyme.


      That morning marked the sixth victim to be found hanging from London Bridge. Presently, Edgar Ashenbert, the Earl of Ibrazel, was reading about it in The Times with a grim expression on his face. These murders were shaking London to its core, and while the victims varied in their ages and backgrounds, there was one commonality between the killings: they had all been found hanging from a rope tied to the bridge’s balustrade.


      At first, these cases had been reported as suicides. There had been witnesses to the victims tying the ropes around their necks and jumping from the bridge. However, some testimonies said differently, saying they saw a figure beside the victim, with some even going so far as to say it looked more like a terrifying demon than a human being.


      “My lord, it would seem that this latest victim was not British, though he took the very British-sounding name of Mr. Michael Caan and was married to the lady mentioned here. It also seemed he came from a tribe of Ceylon,” Paul explained under his breath.


      Paul Firman was a novice painter and he was currently with Edgar in the earl’s gentlemen’s room. He was Edgar’s friend and a member of Scarlet Moon, a secret society that shared a common enemy with the aristocrat. Paul had come to report on the society’s investigation.


      “It appears he belonged to the family of the tribe’s chief, and that the tribe in question created a small nation known as Hadiya before Britain colonized Ceylon.”


      “Hadiya?”


      “That’s right. However, this information comes from what the deceased disclosed to a close friend of his. Such a place doesn’t exist in any British records.”


      “Naturally. Colonizers have a tendency to redivide and rename lands, as well as drive out the native people. Having said that, Firman, the name ‘Hadiya’ is not unfamiliar to me.”


      Paul’s eyes widened in surprise. Edgar placed the folded newspaper on the desk and gazed at the cup of tea brought to him by his young servant earlier.


      “I know of a brother and sister who were taken from their birthplace and sold into slavery when they were very young. They never knew where on this Earth their native land was located, only that they spent a long time crossing oceans, passed from ship to ship. However, they did know the name of their homeland in their native tongue: Hadiya.”


      Edgar had tried before to look into Hadiya’s location based on the siblings’ memories. All he had come away with was that it was a British colony, which barely narrowed it down. His investigation had reached a dead end there, and he had never imagined that he would be hearing of the land again in connection with such a grim series of incidents.


      “Ceylon... God.” Could this be a fleeting glimpse of his looming enemy’s tail? Even if it was, he didn’t have enough information to reach out and grab it. “I should like to know more about the killings, Firman.”


      “My lord, the police are keeping information on this case very close to their chest. Neither the newspaper companies nor the information brokers say they have anything to sell.”


      Finding a nearby piece of paper, Edgar ran his pen over it. “Try this gentleman. You may tell him I sent you.”


      Paul took it from him, the frown yet to leave his face. “My lord, do you truly believe these incidents might have connections to the Prince?”


      “More than ever. The brother and sister I just told you about were slaves of his.”


      “Oh... Do you mean—”


      “Hadiya is Raven and Ermine’s birthplace.”


      Raven was Edgar’s most loyal servant. His sister, Ermine, also served the earl, but there remained the possibility that she was spying for the enemy. Hadiya’s people had been displaced, and yet someone related to their chief had just died in London under mysterious circumstances. Edgar could not believe that it was mere coincidence.


      ***


      The sun was peeking out between the clouds at last, and the fields were enveloped in a pale green, as though the vegetation were hurrying to bring forth new growth. A church sat upon the gentle hill on the outskirts of London, its bells pealing jubilantly. The couple who had just been wed and the guests surrounding them were overflowing with smiles and laughter.


      Lydia stood at the edge of the group, unaware of the quiet frown on her own face. Perhaps not long ago, she would have regarded the majestic ceremony and the bride’s snow-white dress with an awe-filled longing. Now, however, she couldn’t discern how she felt about any of it. She was coming up with superfluous questions, such as why the couple had decided to marry in the first place, or whether either of them had harbored any doubts in the lead-up. It didn’t help that the bridegroom was only her father’s pupil, so she didn’t know the couple very well. The long and short of it was that she still wasn’t sure what she wanted to do about her own engagement, so even at the wedding of a relative stranger, she couldn’t help but compare her situation to the bride and groom’s.


      Lydia tried to imagine herself in place of the bride, who was standing in front of the church and gazing at the flower petals dancing joyfully around her and her new husband. Would she be just as happy standing beside him? The white petals fluttered around the man in her imagination, but he was staring off into the distance. He wasn’t looking at Lydia by his side, nor the attending noblewomen with whom he was well acquainted. Instead, he was looking at his servants, who were quietly watching the proceedings from afar, and searching for one particular face.


      While she accepted that she was just imagining things, she had to wonder whether he would truly be happy married to her.


      “Say, father, how did you propose to mother?” Lydia asked her father, who was next to her. “Did mother accept immediately?”


      Her father scratched crudely at his head, apparently unsure how to respond. His hair had been uncharacteristically neat up until that point, when he pushed it out of shape without even noticing. “Oh, well...it was all so long ago that I’m not sure I recall exactly.”


      He had never put much effort into his appearance and barely knew how to deal with women, to whom he was inattentive to start with. All he was interested in was his research into natural history. Lydia had always wondered how a man like him had succeeded in winning over her mother, but she had failed to extract the answer from him no matter how many times she asked. Her mother could no longer provide the answer either, as she had passed away when Lydia was very young.


      “Look, Lydia!” her father said abruptly, “they are taking a photo.”


      “I don’t want to be in it. I shall go and wait on the bench underneath that tree.”


      Though her father was never good at the standing still that was required when being photographed, he nodded and set off in a hurry.


      “Father, your hair...” Lydia trailed off, deciding it wasn’t worth the effort to warn him. He was bound to move by mistake anyway, and his portion of the photograph would end up blurry.


      Turning away from the cobblestone path in front of the church, Lydia made for the bench beneath the tree and sat down. She could see sheep in a far-off field, little more than white specks from this distance. Now that she was somewhere quieter, she could hear the chattering of the fairies that were observing her from the stems and roots of the grass and trees. The view before her was endlessly tranquil, and she gave a sigh of relief.


      In her lap, Lydia held on to some sweets wrapped in a lace paper doily. They had been handed out to the guests a short while ago. Taking one of the sweets, she placed it gently by her feet. Though she watched it for a moment, none of the fairies came for it, so she closed her eyes. When she opened them a short time later, the sweet seemed to have vanished into thin air. She couldn’t help but break into a smile when she heard the fairies’ chatter transform into joyous cheers. Connecting with fairies never failed to offer her a small slice of happiness.


      “Enjoying ourselves, are we?”


      Lydia’s head shot up, though she recognized the newcomer from his voice alone. It was a young, blond man she knew very well. His slender frame was wrapped in the finest clothing, and his cane was hooked casually on his arm. He smiled at Lydia as he approached.


      “I have come to fetch you, my fairy.” He stopped in front of her and took his top hat off in one smooth motion. His hair, the same color as the springtime sunlight, fluttered softly. He knew very well that his looks had the power to charm anyone in an instant. Along with his exceptional smile, the burning passion in his eyes seemed to signal to Lydia that said smile belonged to her alone. He was Edgar Ashenbert: her employer and the man who—for reasons best known to himself—was constantly hounding her to marry him.


      “Edgar? What are you doing here?”


      “I came thinking the ceremony would be close to finishing by now.”


      “I mean, how did you know to come here?”


      “I know everything when it comes to you.” If only Edgar’s behavior were as impeccable as his wit. “I came to fetch you because I heard you would otherwise be leaving alone.”


      Lydia sighed. Nico must have told him everything again. The fairy cat was a selfish sort who was more than happy to trade information for food, something that Edgar had been taking advantage of more and more recently.


      “Are there fairies about?” Ignoring her sigh, Edgar dropped his gaze to the patch of grass that she had just been gazing at.


      “Mm? Oh. Yes, there are.”


      “May I have a sweet?” Edgar sat down next to her and picked up one of the rose-shaped sweets. He then placed it on top of a small stone. “Will they come and take it?”


      “They are staring at us. But these fairies are incredibly shy, so we will need to close our eyes. Are you ready? You can open them again after counting to three.” Lydia closed her eyes with him. Just as she had finished silently counting to three, she felt the press of lips against her forehead, and her eyes flew open. “What was that for?!”


      “I didn’t want to waste the opportunity when you closed your eyes so willingly.”


      “Why... Why you!”


      “Look, the sweet has gone. I wonder if the fairies liked it.” Edgar’s boyish smile put a damper on her indignation.
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      “Yes, they seem happy.” Lydia wasn’t sure whether she should overlook the kiss or not, given that they weren’t lovers. She was inclined to do so, but then she wondered what that might mean about her morality.


      There was one thing that struck her as odd, however. She had always wanted to meet someone who took the way she connected with the fairies completely in stride. Edgar claimed that he knew everything about her, but did he recognize that earnest wish within her? She had never shared it with anybody, after all. He had a history of bringing to fruition promises he had made on the spur of the moment, so while she didn’t believe his words in the slightest, she often found herself wanting to believe them. For example, his claims that she was the only one occupying his heart.


      “Say, Lydia, I spotted a gentleman with long black hair. Who is he?” Edgar’s tone had suddenly hardened. The most probable reason a philanderer like him would be asking about a man and not a woman was if he felt animosity toward the subject.


      As unnerved as Lydia was, she didn’t want him to read into any attempt to dodge his question, so she answered honestly. “I suppose you mean Mr. Ulya? He is one of father’s students. He entered the University of London around a month ago after coming from abroad.”


      Ulya had a slender frame and an androgynous face, as well as dark skin and waist-long black hair that he kept tied. These features naturally drew the eye toward him, and Lydia had heard that he came from India. He had lost his parents and been taken in by an Englishman living in India, which was why he now spoke fluent English. When his adoptive father returned to Britain, Ulya had come with him. That was about everything that Lydia was able to share with Edgar.


      “What is his full name?” Edgar asked.


      “I was told at one point, but it was a little difficult for me to remember. It seems that everyone just refers to him as Mr. Ulya. Why the interest in him?”


      “He hasn’t stopped staring at you.”


      Lydia blinked. “When did you arrive and how long have you been watching? That’s frightfully uncouth.”


      “Come, now. I arrived earlier than intended and had little to do but gaze out of my carriage window while I waited. His eyes have been fixed on you from the moment everyone came out of the church.”


      “Perhaps I ought to have done something else with my hair,” she stammered, suddenly feeling self-conscious.


      “Lydia, you are utterly charming. It is only natural that gentlemen should take an interest in you.”


      His words were all the more embarrassing when he looked at her with such an earnest expression. Besides, Lydia reminded herself, Edgar was the only man to have told her she was charming.


      “I am sure he continues to watch you at this very moment, wherever he might be.”


      “Fiddlesticks.”


      “Perhaps we should find out for certain.” Without warning, Edgar put his arms around Lydia’s shoulders and pulled her into an embrace.


      “Stop it!” Though she squirmed, he wouldn’t let go. “I said, stop it!”


      She wasn’t just panicked, but frightened. It felt like she couldn’t gather any strength in her arms, even as she tried to push him away. She always insisted that she wouldn’t marry him, but lately, she had stopped being able to determine whether she disliked his touch. The thought that she might be losing her mind was enough to drive her to the brink of tears.


      “Let go of her.” It was at that moment that Lydia spotted Ulya over Edgar’s shoulder. “Can’t you see that she’s uncomfortable?”


      “And what gives you the right to interfere?” Though Edgar let go of her then, he kept a firm grip on her hand as he shot Ulya a combative glare.


      “The right, you say?”


      “Lydia is my lover.”


      Ulya looked at her, suspicion lingering in his expression. Not wanting him to see the tears in her eyes, Lydia redirected her gaze to the ground. “Is that so, Miss Carlton?”


      “Um, well...”


      “It seems you have been keeping a very close eye on her. Indeed, you were watching us just now from the other side of those shrubs. I do believe it is I who ought to be asking you about your intentions.”


      “I wasn’t... I was just having a quick smoke over there.”


      Edgar would not have missed the way Ulya’s eyes flicked to the side for a fraction of a second. He was on his feet in a flash, grabbing the other man’s collar and pulling him forward.


      “You do not smell of tobacco. You are a poor liar.” When he started to tighten his grip on the man’s collar, Lydia panicked.


      “Edgar, stop it!”


      The earl shoved Ulya back, making him stumble and fall onto his rear. However, the man still seemed to find the resolve to look up and glare at Edgar.


      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Ulya! Are you hurt?” Lydia tried to run up to him, but Edgar pulled her back by the arm.


      “Leave him be, Lydia.”


      “Don’t you dare boss me around!”


      Ulya chuckled as he got to his feet. “You certainly do not behave like lovers. In fact, it all seems rather one-sided to me.”


      Now he’s done it, thought Lydia. She could feel Edgar’s murderous aura washing over her skin.


      “Oh, father! Over here!” she cried as she spotted him. The photography must have finished, and with perfect timing.


      It seemed that not even Edgar was willing to commit violence in front of her father. Lydia was relieved to see his fists unclench. Ulya also wound down his temper, greeting his professor with a nod and then leaving them to it.


      “Why, Lord Ashenbert! I didn’t expect to see you here.”


      “Hello, Professor. You are off to Cambridge after this, yes? The Royal Society is hosting a research conference, as I understand it.” Edgar was smiling cordially as though he hadn’t been rife with violent urges not two moments ago.


      The professor was suspicious of Edgar, and Lydia knew that the earl grasped every opportunity he could to improve her father’s opinion of him. Her father must have realized by now that Edgar held a particular fondness for his daughter but was instead choosing to trust Lydia when she insisted that they were nothing more than a fairy doctor and her employer. Quite apart from anything else, he must have been dubious that a nobleman would hold a genuine interest in a girl from the upper-middle class.


      Lydia could only imagine the state her father would get himself into should he learn that Edgar had proposed to her. Worried that the earl might start dropping deliberate hints, she focused her attention on their conversation.


      Her father frowned. “You seem to be well-informed.”


      “I have heard that it is set to be a very high-level conference indeed, a cumulation of years of Britain’s study into natural history. Professor Carlton, one would be hard-pressed to find a scholar as learned in mineralogy as you. I thought it only natural that you would have been chosen to attend.”


      “You flatter me, my lord.” Baffled, Lydia’s father scratched his head. Lydia knew, however, that everything Edgar had said was true. Mr. Langley, her father’s assistant, had told her all about it.


      “You will be required to sojourn in Cambridge for the next month, won’t you? I daresay you must be anxious about leaving Miss Carlton behind in London by herself.”


      “Slightly, although she is used to living apart from me.”


      Despite his words, Lydia’s father had suggested she stay with him in Cambridge. He must have been concerned about London’s recent spate of mysterious killings. However, Lydia still had her responsibilities as the earl’s fairy doctor to see to. There was a high chance that Edgar’s long-standing enemy, against whom he had sworn revenge, had recently arrived in Britain, and at the moment, there was no telling what might happen or when. Lydia didn’t think she could leave his side under such circumstances, not least because his adversary was well-versed in fairy magic, and she was the only person on Edgar’s side who had knowledge of fairies herself.


      “To be perfectly honest with you, Professor, I came to speak with you on the matter. Would you mind terribly were Miss Carlton to stay at my estate during your absence?”


      Lydia’s brow immediately jolted into a frown. Her father’s mouth hung open, and he had to push his spectacles up his nose being they slipped off completely.


      “London has been hit by a plague of indiscriminate murders. I am concerned for Miss Carlton’s welfare, and she has already agreed to the suggestion, contingent upon your permission.”


      “I said nothing of the sort!” Staying at Edgar’s estate was the last thing she wanted to do.


      “Yes, you did. You said you didn’t want to leave me, but that you would also be frightened to stay at your house without your father, given recent events.”


      “I said I didn’t want to leave London, despite the danger, because I feel a responsibility toward my work.”


      Now that she recalled the conversation in question, she did remember Edgar making a whimsical remark about her staying at the estate. She had outright spurned the idea, saying that she would never dream of bringing such a suggestion to her father.


      “You are unmarried and, as such, you were right to be hesitant in asking your father for permission to spend a month away from home. That is why I have made the decision to ask Professor Carlton formally, and to make it known that my request is borne from my station as your concerned employer.” He had deliberately misconstrued her words to make it sound like this was what she wanted. “I am grateful that you declined your father’s invitation to go to Cambridge for my sake, but that also means that it becomes my responsibility to keep you safe in his absence.”


      Somehow, he even knew that her father had asked her to go with him. And now it would sound as though she had told him everything and requested his counsel, even though the true culprit had to be Nico. Lydia was feeling incredibly resentful toward her fairy cat companion right now.


      Edgar continued before she could object. “Unless I am mistaken, Professor, one of the victims didn’t live that far away from your home. A young, upper-middle class woman of Miss Carlton’s age. She had no business being out late at night, and yet she was found hanging from London Bridge in the early hours of the morning in a most frightful state. I would be tremendously worried about leaving Miss Carlton at home alone.”


      His description of the gory details reported in the papers seemed to succeed in making her father second-guess himself anxiously.


      “My lord, just so that we are clear: you are making this proposal as Lydia’s employer, aren’t you?”


      “Of course. Miss Carlton wishes to remain in London because of the responsibility she feels toward her job. Therefore, as her employer, it is my responsibility to ensure that she can carry out that work without fear.”


      “She is unmarried. If anything were to...happen...”


      “There is nothing to worry about. I shall be with her.”


      That is precisely why we should all be worried!


      Edgar had tried to lay his hands on her once before. Just because he had been intoxicated at the time didn’t mean that Lydia would feel safe living under his roof.


      “I shall be perfectly all right by myself!” she insisted.


      “I know you like to put on a bold front, Miss Carlton, but that will no longer be necessary. You are not alone anymore,” Edgar pressed, his gaze tender. “Didn’t I say that I wished for you to rely on me, even for the smallest of matters? Perhaps the time has come to tell your father the truth.”


      “The truth?” her father queried.


      “Pay his words no mind, father! Lord Ashenbert simply means that...that I really would be anxious by myself.”


      If Edgar said anything about their engagement to her father now, it was liable to have a negative effect on his performance at the conference. Though she was inwardly cursing him for his deviousness, she couldn’t think of any other way to redirect the conversation.


      “You’d like to stay at his lordship’s estate?” her father asked.


      “Um,” she began, “yes.”


      “If you would feel safer there, I do not think I ought to stop you.” Her father put a hand on her shoulder before turning to Edgar. “Do take care of her, my lord.”


      “I certainly shall.” The earl smiled, unabashedly pleased that things had gone his way.


      Lydia’s father had been invited to the wedding reception and would be leaving for Cambridge immediately afterward. She therefore had no choice but to return to London with Edgar. After telling her father to fix his hair and exchanging a hug with him, she followed the earl to the carriage as something akin to resignation weighed on her chest.




      “What in heaven’s name were you thinking?” Lydia snapped. She had stopped trying to conceal her foul mood the moment they were alone in the carriage together.


      “I would have discussed it with you beforehand if I’d had the time.”


      “I should like to make it clear that I shall not be going to your estate.”


      “I’m afraid I must insist. Your father has given his permission, and I shall take you there by force if I have to.”


      Though Lydia glared at him, there wasn’t a hint of amusement in his countenance. He was being entirely serious.


      “There is a real possibility that the Prince had a hand in these murders.”


      Edgar had been born to a prestigious duke and duchess, and the Prince was the man who had taken his family, his home, and everything else away from him. Apparently, he carried the blood of the British monarchy and had links to occult fairy magic, with designs to use that power to spark rebellion in Britain. It was to that end that he wished for Edgar, who also had royal lineage, to join his cause.


      However, Edgar had escaped his clutches and gained the title of the Earl of Ibrazel. As a result, the Prince’s side now wanted him dead. For his part, Edgar was aware that taking on his mysterious title—through which he had inherited another name: the Blue Knight Earl—came with the responsibility of burying the Prince once and for all.


      “The Prince is murdering people at random?” Lydia asked.


      “The victims may seem unconnected, but it is too early to say for certain. The killings might be linked to some variety of occult ritual, for example. Furthermore, one of the victims came from the same country as Raven.”
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EDGAR

Originally born to a noble family, he was
kidnapped by a shady organization led by
the Prince. After years of suffering, he
obtained the title of Blue Knight Earl with
Lydia’s assistance. While half his time is
spent plotting a ruthless revenge against
his former captor, he spends the other half
whispering sweet nothings into Lydia’s ear.

A girl who can see and talk to fairies.
She works as Edgar’s fairy doctor. After
helping Edgar to secure his earldom, she

ended up in an engagement of convenience
with him. Unsure what he truly wants, her
feelings continue to waver. But as his
confrontation with the Prince draws ever
closer, her desire to help him only grows.

NICO

A fairy that takes on the
form of a cat. He has been
Lydia’s friend and partner

since her childhood. In
spite of his coarse nature,
he is fussy about his food
and attire, and very much

acts like a gentleman.
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KELPIE

An old fairy friend of
Lydia’s. He is gentle with
her alone, even though he

is savage by nature.

Edgar’s servant and
Raven’s older sister. After
losing her life, she was
reborn as a selkie.

ULYA

A student of Lydia’s father,
Professor Carlton, who gets
too close to Lydia, leading to

a quarrel with Edgar.

RAVEN

A mysterious boy employed
as Edgar’s servant. He is
skilled with weapons, and
his loyalty to his master is
seemingly flawless...






