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      The Unease of Separation


      To my dearest Lydia,


      We had much snow in London yesterday. It caused a number of carriage accidents throughout the day. Scores of unfortunate men and women were sent sprawling on the ground in front of their estates. It was truly a sight to behold. The Thames has frozen over completely and was alive with skaters. Seeing some of them hand in hand as they enjoyed themselves made me wish you were here.


      The Christmas season is one to be spent with family, and so I daresay you and your father are having a peaceful time together. When I imagine how you might be spending your time, I am overcome by the fervent desire to make it so that you will one day spend your Christmases and your New Year’s Days with me. The Twelfth Night is nearly upon us, ending the season. However, I shall refrain from doing the boorish thing of asking you when you plan to return. As was written into your contract from the very beginning, you are free to take leaves of absence as you see fit, and I would hate for you to regard me as a slave driver rather than a fair employer. I am therefore writing to you to take my mind off how urgently I wish to see you, a desire I am endeavoring to suppress. The truth is I find myself rather anxious. I am sure you took with you to Scotland a number of misapprehensions regarding me, and I have been beginning to question whether it is your intention to return to London at all.


      I suppose it is cold in Scotland too. I worry whether you are staying healthy in light of the weather. You have told me many times that you struggle to believe what I say to you, but if I may ask you to believe one claim of mine, let it be this: though we may be apart, my thoughts remain with you.


      Edgar Ashenbert


      Lydia folded up the letter and placed it in her small chestnut box with a quiet sigh. It was the first time the fairy doctor was spending such a long time away from her employer, the Earl of Ibrazel. Having wrangled a generous leave of absence for herself, she had spent it far from London, at her home on the outskirts of Edinburgh.


      So far, however, she had found her time away anything but restful, and she blamed it on the letters Edgar had been sending her on a near-daily basis. In his eyes, they were engaged to be wed, but she struggled to fully believe the saccharine words he showered her with. The thought of falling in love with him frightened her, and so, not knowing what else to do, she had fled to Scotland. Edgar was highly experienced in the dark art of seduction, so much so that she wasn’t even sure how much of his letters to take seriously. Regardless, when she read his correspondence, she found herself smiling at his trivial descriptions of London, and her heart ached when she thought of how lonely he must have been there without a family to love him.


      His words, too, seemed more sincere than usual, enough to move her. The man who had written these letters came across as honest and uncomplicated. He was far removed from the beautiful demon Lydia was familiar with: the bold, arrogant earl who could be desperately cruel depending on whom he was dealing with. However, he also had a sensitive, lonely side, and it was this that had kept her both working at his estate in London and unwittingly betrothed to him.


      On her left hand, she wore a moonstone engagement ring. Only Edgar had the ability to remove it, and she had forgotten to ask him to do so before coming back to Scotland. The stone was imbued with fairy magic and had a steward in the form of a coblynau, a mining fairy, who had thankfully made it so that the ring was invisible to the human eye. Neither her father nor any of her town’s inhabitants had noticed it.


      Lydia’s father was her only remaining family. After a party spanning the New Year, he had traveled to northern Europe to undertake a geological survey before he was required back at the university. Alone as she was, she was aware that she could return to London at any time. It was her lack of resolve that left her lingering in Scotland.


      Leaving her writing desk, she moved to the window and ran her finger over the foggy glass. The gray clouds outside were hanging low, and the sun was already showing signs of setting, even this early in the afternoon. The window was cold as ice from the air outside, and the moment the warmth of the hearth hit it, it fogged up before her eyes. When she wiped it clear again, she caught sight of her translucent reflection in the glass, her russet hair falling below her shoulders. There, too, were her golden-green eyes, capable of seeing the fairies ordinary people couldn’t. Others loathed them, denouncing them as witchlike. In that moment, they had a competitive light as they stared back at her. Edgar wrote that his thoughts remained with this girl, the one in the reflection. She still struggled to believe it, which was why she didn’t have the strength to face him.


      “What are you doin’, Lydia? Waitin’ for a letter from him?” Another girl had appeared in the doorway. Her coffee-colored hair seemed to have been tied up in a rush.


      “What? Of course not, Miss Lotta. Whyever would you think that?”


      Lotta looked entirely unconvinced by her flustered denial. The former pirate had decided to stay in London for a while after reuniting with her grandfather and had come to visit Lydia a few days ago. “But you stand by the window at this time every day. Y’know, the time when the mailman shows up.”


      “Do I?”


      “Look, there he is!”


      Lydia brought her face closer to the glass reflexively, only for Lotta to say, “Kidding,” and bring her back to her senses.


      Embarrassed, she pouted. “That was rather unkind.”


      “Sorry. But it’s nothing to be ashamed of, is it?” Lotta gave her a pat on the shoulder, and she sighed anew.


      “I just cannot help but wonder why the letters have stopped. I was receiving one every day. Suppose he has fallen ill or injured himself in some way?” The letter Lydia had been rereading earlier had been delivered some time ago.


      “Nah, Edgar’s not that frail. This has gotta be one of his schemes.” Lotta sat down in a chair, crossing one leg over the other. Although she had started living with her grandfather, it seemed the more masculine mannerisms she had picked up as a pirate chief were yet to leave her.


      “A scheme?”


      “He knows you’ll start worrying if he suddenly stops sending letters. He thinks it’ll make you cut your holiday short and draw you back to London.”


      Oh, I see!


      Lotta had known Edgar for a long time, so she knew how he operated in terms of both scheming and seducing women. Lydia lamented how close she had been to falling for the earl’s trick. She stepped away from the window, resolving not to obsess over the letters anymore. However, the moment she heard the mailman ring the bell, she dashed from the room. Once in the garden, she pushed open the wicker gate and rushed over to the mailbox. There was a white envelope sticking out of it but, when she reached for it, a gray, bushy-furred cat pinched it before she could.


      “At last! I’ve been waiting for this.”


      “Nico? You write letters?” Lydia stared at the fairy cat, who was standing atop the mailbox on his hind legs and looking back at her.


      He puffed out his chest. “Letter writing is a gentlemanly pastime.”


      Nico wore a perfectly straight necktie and was constantly watchful of the state of his fur and his manners, considering himself more gentleman than fairy. He had been her companion for as long as she could remember and—perhaps due to his prolonged proximity to people—was capable of reading and writing. He was the most human of any fairy Lydia knew. However, for whatever reason, he maintained the form of a longhaired cat, so the more human he acted, the stranger he seemed.


      “My lady! Mr. Nico!” the coblynau cried from within a nearby bush. The bearded, pug-nosed fairy started to claw its way up the fence several times its size. “You must listen!”


      Fairies had a tendency to exaggerate, which was why Lydia was more concerned with searching the rest of the mailbox. But as it turned out, Nico’s letter had been the only one to arrive.


      “My lady, I have news concerning your fiancé, the Blue Knight Earl.”


      At last, she turned to the coblynau. “Edgar is not my fiancé.”


      The Blue Knight Earl was another way to refer to the Earl of Ibrazel. Lydia’s engagement to Edgar was far from official. There had been an incident a while back, after which the fairy had considered them betrothed. She had corrected the coblynau on this matter several times, but as far as it was concerned, her possession of the moonstone ring made her the Blue Knight Earl’s fiancée.


      “It has come to light that one of the earl’s ancestors may have appeared in Britain as recently as a hundred years ago.”


      A hundred years ago? According to official records, the last known holder of the title had been around closer to three hundred years ago.


      “Where did you hear that?”


      “The swans at the riverbank heard it from their colleagues. As you know, there are traveling fairies who live amongst them.”


      Indeed, there were fairies who traveled with migratory birds. Since they chose wild birds as their companions, they tended not to get too close to humans.


      “Apparently, the flock in question was rescued by that Blue Knight Earl.”


      “The real Blue Knight Earl? It might have been an impostor from an illegitimate descendant,” Nico pointed out.


      The legitimate Ashenbert line was supposed to have ended, although the Blue Knight Earl of several generations prior had produced an illegitimate child whose bloodline lived on in one man. He had no right to the title, but he was currently antagonizing Edgar, who had taken the earldom for himself.


      “I am sure it was the real earl, for the flock also saw soldiers from Ibrazel and a banshee. Only a legitimate descendant would be accompanied thus.”


      The Blue Knight, who was, as legend would have it, the human ruler of Ibrazel, was loyal to the king of England, from whom he had received his earldom. His descendants had taken the title of Blue Knight Earl, but although they held territory in Great Britain, they worked mainly from Ibrazel, an island considered fictional by the general population. It would therefore be logical for him to command a private army there, and it followed that the fairies among the migratory birds had indeed met the real earl.


      That being the case, what if a legitimate descendant of the Blue Knight Earl still existed somewhere? If not, then perhaps the one seen a hundred years ago was the final heir. What, then, was the reason he had made no attempt to retrieve the sword that his forefather had left with the merrows?


      Lydia turned to the coblynau. “Might I meet with the fairies who traveled with the birds?”


      “Oh, the riverside flock has long since moved on. They would have liked to have met with the earl and his bride too, but unfortunately, they could not dawdle.”


      I am not his bride. She quickly grew sullen.


      “Why were they in such a hurry?” Nico asked in her stead.


      “Well...” The coblynau faltered.


      “Lydia! I got somethin’ for ye!” They were interrupted by a young man with rugged features. It took him a single stride to clear the shrubbery before he stopped in front of her.


      “What, Kelpie?”


      With a boyish grin, he ran a hand through his dark, unkempt curls before scattering a collection of white feathers over Lydia’s head. If only there had not been a barbaric water horse before her, perhaps she would have found the sight of those angelic feathers floating down around her romantic.


      “You ate a swan?!”


      “I saved its feathers for ye. Remember how ye picked up that feather on our walk the other day? Ye looked so happy.”


      It had been a gorgeous, snow-white feather. Of course it had pleased her. These feathers, however, had likely been torn from the bird as Kelpie sank his teeth into it, and that made them feel slightly different. These were the Lowlands near Edinburgh. No doubt the swans had not expected to come across a kelpie, creatures that inhabited the Highlands.


      Lydia brushed the feathers from her clothes. The birds and the fairies with them had likely moved on due to the loss of their companion, and she lamented her missed opportunity to meet with them. His eyes alight with glee, Kelpie peered at Lydia. There was still a feather in his mouth.


      “Isn’t Scotland a bonnie place to be? Fresh food wherever ye look, and the waters are nice and clean. Ye’re wantin’ to live here for much longer now, aren’t ye?”


      “Please, my lady, this fairy is of the Unseelie Court! You mustn’t listen to him!” The coblynau tugged at Kelpie’s hair as the water horse leaned forward.


      “The earl cannae make ye happy. Ye’re weren’t happy when ye came back, I can tell ye that much. It’s ’cause of him, right? ’Cause he goes after all these lassies, and it hurts ye.”


      “Who told you that?” Lydia glanced at Nico, who averted his gaze.


      Stupid, gossipy cat! Despite her frustration, she couldn’t deny that Kelpie was likely right. Her lukewarm relationship with Edgar had been showing signs of change. Not knowing if that was what she wanted, she had fled to Scotland. Having stayed here for a while now, it was slowly starting to feel like she had never left. The townsfolk still didn’t believe in fairies and kept their distance from her, but even when they spoke about her behind her back and failed to understand her, she found that she was no longer affected by it. After all, she had the fairies for company.


      When she had run out on Edgar, her heart had felt uneasy and suffered from pangs of loneliness, even though she knew the fairies would still be there for her. Perhaps being with him had kept her under the misconception that she was an average girl, or even desirable. Edgar was a nobleman, handsome, and sought after by countless women. When she realized that she had, for a split second, dreamed of him choosing her over all of them, she could come to no other conclusion than that she had grown conceited. It was important for one to live within one’s means. For Lydia, perhaps that meant an inconspicuous life among the fairies.
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      “You must understand, my lady, a gentleman’s infidelity is much like an illness. Open your heart and show him the extent of your love! The illness will be cured, and the earl’s love will stay with you alone!” the coblynau went on, not pausing its attack on Kelpie’s hair.


      Lydia couldn’t see how that made any sense, and she was indignant about the apparent need to open her heart.


      “If infidelity is a concern, your ladyship ought to return to the earl as soon as possible. You yourself must resist temptation, particularly with this kelpie around.”


      “Och, now there’s a fine idea! If ye’re wantin’ to teach that earl a lesson, Lydia, ah’m more than happy to help!”


      “I’m not out to teach him anything!”


      “Then, to London!” cried the coblynau.


      “Would ye be quiet, ye wee goblin? Lydia doesnae wanna go to London no more!” Kelpie pinched the mining fairy and held it up between two fingers. The color drained from its face, and it promptly fell unconscious. It must have feared being eaten.


      “Honestly, Kelpie, you mustn’t be so unkind to him.”


      “Tea’s ready!” Lotta called.


      Nico was the first to move, leaping down from the mailbox and hurrying indoors. At the same time, a flock of brownies emerged from a nearby bush. The coblynau slowly roused itself, then dashed as far from Kelpie’s grip as possible.


      “Human food is no satisfyin’ in the least,” the water horse grumbled, nevertheless following everyone else into the house.


      Lydia sighed. Fairies were all but strangers to keeping their thoughts to themselves and acting out of consideration for others. Having said that, she was rather fond of their shallow whims and selfish tendencies. They could be kind, if one knew how to draw that kindness from them. For example, the Carlton house—one that humans avoided and which was full of fairies—found assistant housekeepers in the form of hobgoblins. Everyone in town knew the Carltons, and Professor Carlton was well respected by them. As long as he was at home, the house was tended to by human housekeepers. However, given Lydia’s reputation, he refrained from hiring any help during the times she was living there alone. Now, though, there was a fellow human in her house, waving at her and calling her for tea.


      The hobgoblins had prepared the tea, and as far as Lotta was concerned, it was appearing on the table by itself. This did not seem to concern her. Lydia was surrounded by her beloved fairies and, for once, a human friend. She couldn’t think of anything that would make her happier. Maybe staying here would be for the best. Here, her heart wasn’t at risk of being led astray by Edgar. She hoped not, at least.


      What would he think if I were never to return to London at all?




      “What’re you up to, Lydia?”


      Though it was late at night, the library’s light was on, and the fairy doctor was searching through the books. Her activities must have caught Lotta’s attention.


      “You not going to bed yet?”


      “No. I wanted to look into something,” Lydia replied. She was searching for her mother’s diaries. Her mother had also been a fairy doctor, and her diaries were full of useful information about the creatures. Lydia had flipped through several of them, hoping to find something related to the Blue Knight Earl, but she’d had no luck so far. The earl was English, so perhaps it was unsurprising that her Scottish mother had known nothing about him, or maybe she’d only known him as a fictional character.


      Lotta placed her candlestick on the table and read over the hastily written notes that Lydia had left there. “Something about the Blue Knight Earl?”


      “Well, yes...I am employed by the earl himself. Edgar doesn’t know the first thing about fairies, but he needs to learn how to deal with them lest he set himself up for trouble in the future.”


      Edgar had shown an interest in living up to his title. It was something he needed to do in order to face his adversary, who had inherited the mysterious powers of the true Blue Knight Earl. The coblynau’s story had also been weighing on Lydia’s mind, and she thought she would take this opportunity to look more closely into Edgar’s adopted lineage, not out of concern for him, but for the sake of her profession. Though she knew it must have sounded like an excuse, she explained as much to Lotta.


      The former pirate cocked her head. “Tell me straight, Lydia. Are you in love with Edgar?”


      “I beg your pardon?” Lydia would have liked to have laughed off the insinuation, but Lotta’s gaze was so serious that she was rendered speechless instead.


      “If being apart from him has made you realize you love him, I’d be happy to go knock some sense into him for ya. Straighten him up so he won’t ever be unfaithful.”


      Lydia wasn’t sure that Edgar’s habits could be rectified. Mind whirring, she closed the diary in front of her. “I cannot say whether I love him or not. No one has ever flirted with me like he has, and now and then, I find myself seriously considering a relationship with him. Sometimes, I feel as though I want to have faith in him. However, I also feel perfectly content here without him.”


      “But you’re still doing research late into the night for him.”


      “I am doing this more for my own sake. I value being a fairy doctor. Without fairies, I am sure I would be terribly unhappy.”


      “Right. I get a strong feeling that the fairies here love you too.” Lotta smiled.


      As Lydia smiled back, a thought occurred to her. Her fairy doctor mother had left her hometown to elope with Lydia’s father. She had chosen to leave behind her fae friends—with the exception of Nico—and settle in a place where the only person she could rely on was her husband.


      However did she come to that decision? Lydia’s father was a serious man, and perhaps that made him trustworthy, but she had the sense that there had been factors at play beyond his personality. Surely, this question was another reason she had unbound her mother’s diaries that night. However, the contents were strictly limited to fairies. Given how close her mother had been to the fae, it was quite probable that she had known when death would come for her and so had worked to fill her diaries with as much useful information as possible for the sake of the daughter who had inherited her abilities.


      “I think I might visit the Isle of Mannan,” Lydia said.


      “Where’s that?”


      “It’s one of Edgar’s islands, home to a group of merrows who hold a deep and ancient connection to the earldom. Edgar and I know little about the earldom itself, and I believe the time has come to learn more.”


      It was partly due to Lydia’s assistance that Edgar could become the Blue Knight Earl in the first place. Were he the true heir, his abilities would have been enough to rule over an entire land of fairies, but neither he nor his fairy doctor possessed such capabilities. The best Lydia could do was gain as much knowledge as possible, slowly but surely, in order to fulfill her duties.


      “That’s why you wanna go to this island? But this whole thing with Edgar... Y’know it’s your feelings that are important and not your abilities, right?”


      She knew. But she was too scared to give a definite answer as to what her feelings were. That was why she was trying to shift her focus elsewhere. Perhaps her main motivation in going to Mannan was so she could put off returning to London for a little while longer.


      ***


      When Paul Firman woke up that morning, he saw before him a young man with dazzling golden hair.


      “Good morning, Firman.”


      Had he not spoken, Paul might have assumed he was staring at a portrait in his half-awake state. The man wore a top hat and held a cane, and stood with perfect posture. Between the gentle smile on his handsome face and his elegant attire, he was a work of art, even down to the slightest of shadows in his clothing.


      The background, however, was most unsuitable. It was a room so cluttered and filthy that the mind boggled. It offended the artist’s sense of aesthetic and made his blood boil. What was he, a nobleman, doing in such an awful place? Realizing he might still be half asleep, Paul made to close his eyes, only to fully pick up on the captivating ash-mauve eyes staring his way. His mind found clarity at last as he realized this man could be no other than the real Lord Ashenbert.


      “My lord... What are you... Sorry, I mean, please forgive the state of my dress.” Flustered, Paul sat up. It made little difference. His longish hair was unruly at the best of times, let alone after a night of drinking with his artist acquaintances. Not to mention he had fallen asleep in his clothes, which were now covered in creases.


      “I did knock, but let myself in when I received no response. I thought you might be dead, as the door wasn’t locked either.” The earl spoke of death and danger like it was nothing, as he often did.


      Paul sighed. “I apologize for causing you concern, my lord. I was out till dawn, having drunk perhaps a little too much, and fell asleep immediately upon my return.”


      “I see. You ought to count yourself very lucky indeed. I have heard about an uptick in robberies lately, particularly those where the perpetrator turns violent upon being discovered. I thought you might have been targeted in particular. That perhaps the robber or robbers in question were no ordinary criminals.”


      Paul buttoned up his mess of a shirt. The gravity of the earl’s tone made him frown. Only then did he really open his eyes to take in the horrendous mess of his room and his workspace beyond the open doorway. He wasn’t one for tidying up, but never had he seen it in such a bad way.


      “What?! What the— What on earth happened here?!” He had come home drunk and collapsed into bed. He could remember nothing else. Apparently, he hadn’t even noticed the state of his room. Rolling off his bed and somehow managing to get to his feet, he rushed to his workspace.


      “You ought to check whether anything was stolen.”


      “I doubt it,” Paul stammered. “I don’t have anything worth stealing.”


      He was an amateur painter of fairies. The majority of his work was produced for Lord Ashenbert, his sole repeat patron. Even if any of his paintings were stolen, they wouldn’t fetch much of a price. Indeed, they were all still there, scattered across the floor. Despite how the intruder had treated them, Paul treasured them. He quickly gathered them up, checking to make sure they were still clean and that none of the paint had peeled off.


      “Mr. Slade’s club was ransacked too, just recently. He tells me the servants were restrained and trapped in the cellar,” the earl continued.


      Slade was Paul’s art dealer and the proprietor of a high-class gentlemen’s club. More importantly, he was among the upper echelons of a secret organization called Scarlet Moon. As Paul was also a member, it seemed likely that the society was the reason they were being targeted. Originally a guild of craftsmen, the artists at its head had been assassinated by a man known as the Prince. That very same man had murdered Lord Ashenbert’s family when he was just a child, taken him to America, and enslaved him. After escaping, the earl had become Scarlet Moon’s leader and had sworn to work with them to exact revenge against their common enemy. Now it seemed that the Prince’s underling, who had been in Britain for some time, was instigating a scheme once more.


      “Does your lordship suspect Ulysses?” Paul asked. He had briefly encountered the Prince’s aide, who looked to be about fifteen or sixteen years old, before.


      “Yes. I believe he might be searching for something. For instance, your father was killed on the Prince’s orders, and you mentioned that you weren’t sure why he was targeted. Suppose he had in his possession something that would be inconvenient to the Prince? Or even something that the Prince needs?”


      “Something that I might have inherited, you mean?”


      “Does anything spring to mind?”


      “Nothing.”


      “Mr. Slade said much the same. The other question is how Ulysses discovered that you are O’Neill’s son, and indeed his connection to Scarlet Moon, a secret your father kept close to his chest.”


      Paul had only narrowly escaped death when his father was murdered, and it was by pure luck that he had survived. After that, he had been taken in by a man named Firman, who had been both a painter and a member of Scarlet Moon, just like Paul’s birth father. The two men had been friends, but O’Neill had never spoken of his membership to any of his other friends or family. Moreover, there was only a small handful of people who knew that Paul was not Firman’s real son. Lord Ashenbert was one of them, leading to his curiosity about how the information had leaked.


      “But, my lord, nothing was stolen. Ulysses must have been satisfied that I do not possess what he seeks.”


      “I wonder about that. The fact that O’Neill’s son still lives is something he may not permit. For example, if your father was in possession of a grave secret.” Again, the earl’s tone was as if he had said nothing disturbing.


      “What do you suppose I should do?” Paul shuddered. He wanted to avoid being murdered, if at all possible.


      “I shall shelter you at my estate for the time being.”


      Paul gave a grateful nod. The young earl was a dependable man indeed. Not only did he possess elegance and an aristocratic beauty but he also wielded a powerful charisma that had become exceedingly rare among modern nobles. He was composed, generous, courageous, and capable of flexible thought. All this while remaining amiable, which was precisely why the younger members of Scarlet Moon, Paul included, were so taken with him. If he had one fault, it was his brazen womanizing, but he seemed to be refraining from that at present for the sake of one girl in particular. All in all, Paul admired him greatly.


      “Hopefully we can beat them to the punch and find whatever it is they’re searching for first,” Lord Ashenbert said.


      “My father left behind nothing but sketches and practice pieces. I could show you, if you’d like.” The pieces in question were scattered across the floor.


      “It doesn’t seem as though art is what they are after.”


      Paul had to agree. If what they wanted had been drawn or written in a document, they would have taken every last scrap of paper from his room.


      “I must say, I’m impressed, Firman. I do apologize for intruding at this hour.”
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