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      On the Night of the Silver Moon


      “Beware: Fairies. Be careful not to step into any fairy rings.”


      Lydia gazed at the paper notice and its large letters. She had just posted it on the fence following a path on the outskirts of the town. “I think that ought to be enough.”


      The people snickered and giggled as they passed by. She could hear them whispering that Professor Carlton’s eccentric daughter had “finally lost her mind completely,” but she ignored them as she examined her poster.


      “For any fairy-related enquiries, please call at 5, Fir Tree Lane, and ask for Lydia Carlton.”


      “I need to work as hard as I possibly can. No one else in this town is capable of solving any problems the fairies might cause!” Lydia murmured to rouse herself.


      Having said that, it had only been a month since she had thought to start this work in earnest. Until now, the majority of the townspeople had been unaware that the minor troubles springing up around them were the work of fairies. Whenever Lydia had tried to enlighten them, they had simply snorted at her.


      “And when you do solve their troubles, they’re all the quicker to brand you a lunatic!” came a voice from up a tree. A fuzzy gray cat was sitting, prim and proper, on a branch. It leaped down to the ground, landing on its hind legs. There was a stylish tie around its neck. “I know that your mother did this kind of work, but that was a long time ago and in a place far more accepting. It was rural there, and the people had been living with fairies since time immemorial. It was nothing like this developing town.”


      The cat could talk and make himself vanish at will. Of course, he was no cat, but a fairy. He had lived for far longer than Lydia, and had been her friend since she was very young. And he was right: it was halfway through the nineteenth century, and railways and factories were springing up all over Britain, changing the people’s lives considerably. Meanwhile, fewer and fewer people believed in fairies, dismissing them as characters from children’s stories.


      “Perhaps you’re right, but even then, this town is home to countless fairies. And so, Nico, I would ask that you refrain from commenting.” Lydia wanted to finish putting up her posters all over town by the end of the day. The summer solstice was approaching, so the fairies were liable to become more mischievous than ever. If she had any hope of being accepted as a fairy doctor, like her mother had been during her lifetime, then she had to spread word of her services now.


      Though Lydia was just sixteen years old, she was confident that she had a wider knowledge of fairies than anyone else. She had been able to see them since she was an infant, which allowed her to gain firsthand experience with them. In fact, she had more fae acquaintances than human ones. Fairy doctor was the only profession through which she would be able to make full use of her abilities.


      Just then, she heard the sound of paper tearing behind her. She spun around to see some children ripping her poster.


      “What on earth are you doing? Stop that at once!”


      “Oh dear! Miss Carlton has lost her temper! Now she’s going to pay us back by making hair grow from our navels!” The children continued to chant their taunts as they raced away.


      “Keep misbehaving and I shall have the fairies come and pinch you!” It was remarks such as these that made the children’s parents frown disapprovingly at her.


      “Do you really have the ability to make hair grow?”


      “I do, and not just from the navel. I can show you, if you’d like.” She turned around angrily, sure that it was another mischievous child who had spoken. Instead, she found herself face-to-face with a bewildered young man.


      Lydia didn’t recognize him. He didn’t seem to be from the town at all. He wore a dark frock coat, and carried a leather bag in one hand and an instrument case in the other. From his worn hat and the way he spoke, he seemed to be a typical gentleman of the middle class. Stooping down, he gathered up the discarded pieces of the poster.


      “Might you be Miss Lydia Carlton?”


      “I am, yes. May I ask that you move out of the way? I would like to mend my poster.” She couldn’t allow herself to grow discouraged by the destruction of one of her flyers. After all, she had come prepared with several extra posters for this very eventuality.


      “‘Beware: fairies,’” the man read. “What does it mean?”


      “Precisely what it says. If you hear a fairy speak to you, you must pretend that you cannot hear it. You do not want to know what might happen if you fail to do so.”


      “Am I to take it that fairies exist?”


      “Before I answer your question, would you be so kind as to answer mine? Are you asking me these things because you wish to make me out to be a fool?”


      “Oh, perish the thought. It is a curious poster. That’s all.” He seemed sincere.


      “Very well.” With her composure back in hand, Lydia spread the poster pieces out on the ground and began to brush glue on them. “Unless I am mistaken, you have come from England. Here in Scotland, there are fairies everywhere one looks. They are as common as rats are in London. However, most people cannot see fairies, which is why they will struggle to comprehend my posters.”


      “Is that right?”


      “It is quite all right if you don’t believe me.”


      He had been listening attentively, and yet she still snapped at him. It seemed she still had a lot of training to do before she could develop the same open mind as her mother when helping people.


      Lydia was struggling to repair her poster so that it was straight, and she assumed that the young man had left her to it. However, once she had managed it and caught her breath, she heard his voice again.


      “Have you finished?”


      “What are you doing?!” she stammered.


      “I beg your pardon? I was waiting for you.” He spoke as though it ought to be quite obvious.


      “Is there something else I can help you with?”


      “I was wondering whether you know where I might find Mr. Barrett’s estate.”


      “Why, that’s common knowledge. I suggest you ask along the high street.” Lydia made to leave, at which the man followed her.


      “You wouldn’t do me the honor of showing me the way?”


      “I would advise that you find somebody else, sir. You will be branded an eccentric if you are seen walking the high street with me.”


      “So be it. I shan’t be in this town longer than three days in any case.”


      He didn’t quite seem to be like the hypocrites that Lydia was used to dealing with. The ones who showed her kindness out of pity and reassured her that she was doing no harm and that she wasn’t an eccentric. Rather, it was as though her oddness didn’t bother him. He was a rare sort.


      “Very well. I was going that way myself anyway.”


      “Thank you.” He shot her a lighthearted smile.




      The man introduced himself as Ian Reynolds. He was a violinist who had stopped by on his way to Edinburgh. His carriage had gone into a ditch on the town’s outskirts, and he had walked the rest of the way because he had been so close. Mr. Barrett, who was of the gentry, had invited him to perform tomorrow evening.


      “Are you well-known as a musician, then?”


      Ian laughed at Lydia’s impudence. “My career has only just begun. You are welcome to attend with your suitor.”


      “Excuse me?” Her response was automatically defensive, even though she knew he did not mean to offend. She shook her head. “Please forgive me. I suddenly felt the need to defend myself. But you ought to understand that no one would ever wish to court me.” She was grumbling before she knew it, probably because Ian had such a sincere air about him.


      “Surely if that is the case, it is purely because you can see fairies?”


      “I speak to them. Isn’t that rather unsettling? Besides, people say I am a changeling.”


      “A changeling? On what basis do they make these claims?”


      “Although she has passed on, my mother was known for her beauty. Her hair was the perfect shade of blonde, and her skin was as unblemished as snow. However, I do not resemble her in the slightest. My hair is this russet shade, and I am not particularly charming either.”


      “Do you think so? But your eyes are incredibly striking. Green with flecks of gold.” Ian was suddenly peering at her eyes, catching her off guard.


      “It’s all right. You don’t have to humor me,” she said, again without considering her words.


      “That wasn’t my intention.”


      Lydia wasn’t sure how to disperse the guilt inside her and only ended up more confused. “Oh, I see. Well, you needn’t pay me any compliments. That’s all I meant.” She stopped then. She didn’t want to cause him any further trouble. “The building over there with the red roof is Mr. Barrett’s estate.”


      Ian nodded, then pulled a piece of paper from his breast pocket. “A ticket for the concert. I do hope you will attend.”


      Lydia was utterly bewildered. He should have realized by now that she was abnormal, so why was he extending her this invitation? “Are you really expecting to have so many empty seats?”


      Ian burst out laughing. “I wonder. I only need one audience member in order to call it a concert, after all, and I really would like you to come. I shall endeavor not to pay you any compliments either.”


      He left her with a wave, and she found herself muttering under her breath about how strange he was.




      “He is well-known,” Lydia murmured. After returning home, she had spread the newspaper out on the table and found Ian’s name. He was all the rage in London with his concert Night of the Silver Moon. “He will certainly be seeing more than one audience member!”


      There is no need for me to attend at all. And yet, Lydia had emptied out the entire contents of her wardrobe, spread the garments out over her bed, and was holding them up to the mirror.


      “Let’s go and have fun elsewhere, Lydia. The fairies of the wild roses are having a ball.”


      “Oh, not them. They are far too fastidious. Now, Nico, blue or pink, which do you prefer?”


      “Have you taken a liking to that English fellow?”


      “Come, don’t be silly.”


      “Well, why are you in such high spirits?”


      “I’m not...”


      Now that she thought about it, Ian had probably just had a spare ticket and wanted to thank her for showing him to Mr. Barrett’s estate. Yet here she was, as restless as if he had invited her to lunch. All of a sudden, she felt quite ridiculous. She threw the dress in her grasp down.


      Her reflection in the mirror gave her the same sour look as usual, its golden-green eyes staring at her. They were another way in which her appearance differed from her parents’. They were also partly why people whispered about her having fairy blood or compared her to a witch, but her mother and father had always said they were beautiful.


      Lydia’s father was her only family. After taking a job in London, he rarely came home. Although he couldn’t see fairies, he had always understood and supported Lydia’s mother. Together, they had been branded a pair of eccentrics, but Lydia had always considered them the ideal couple. She hoped that one day, she would find a man like her father. But in all her sixteen years of life, she had never met anyone close. The boys her age rarely even spoke to her. It made it difficult for her to take a liking to anyone.


      Her mother must have been lucky. Recently, Lydia had started to think that such luck was destined to elude her. Ian had been the first person aside from her parents to pay her a compliment. That must have been why her senses had been thrown into mild disarray.




      As the sun set, the silver moon climbed into the sky. Lydia sat by her window, listening to the fairies as they started to chatter. The tiny creatures were spilling from the elderberry bush and crossing the garden in a line. They must have been on their way to the wild-rose fairies’ ball. Elder trees had a powerful, musky scent, and were traditionally viewed as sinister, said to be related to witches. Fairies were fond of them, perhaps because they were imbued with mysterious power. Maybe that was why Lydia’s father had planted so many of them. As a result, the fae loved to gather in the Carltons’ garden.


      “Have you heard? The Queen of the Wild Roses has come upon something wonderful!”


      “Yes, a violinist! I’ve heard his young soul shines like the finest gemstone!”


      As soon as she heard that, Lydia opened the window and leaned out of it. “Forgive me, but is that true?”


      “Ah! It’s mean old Lydia!” The brown fairies scattered and fled.


      I am not mean, she thought, irritation prickling at her. Brownies loved playing practical jokes, like hiding human children or souring liquors, and she often reprimanded them for such behavior. Fairies would struggle to coexist with humans if their pranks crossed too many lines.


      There was more to a fairy doctor’s work than assisting people for whom the fairies had caused trouble. As Lydia’s mother had told her, it was also about deepening people’s knowledge of the creatures and making sure both sides could live in harmony. It might have seemed old-fashioned in an age when locomotives had become commonplace, but even though people couldn’t see fairies and were starting to forget their existence, it didn’t mean that they were gone. Lydia was confident that her skills would remain in demand, at least to some degree. Although people were more likely to regard her with suspicion compared to in previous generations, she remained proud of the abilities she had inherited from her mother. It was why she wanted to put them to good use rather than hiding them out of shame.


      “Did you hear that, Nico?”


      The talking cat was sprawled out on the mantelpiece. He propped his chin up with a paw and crossed his hind legs before letting out a heavy yawn. It was a pose that made Lydia certain Nico carried the heart of a weary, middle-aged man.


      He exhaled. “They love all things beautiful. Including the human souls that give birth to such beauty.”


      “I am going to the ball.”


      “Come, now. You can’t even be sure that they were referring to the Englishman.”


      “Is there any other violinist in this town who would appeal to the queen? The ‘music’ performed by those at the pub is more akin to hysterical screeching!”


      “All right. But you know the queen is loath to part with her treasures.”


      “Nico, I want you to take me to the fairies of the wild roses.”


      The cat got up begrudgingly. “It’s the rath on the windy hill.” He jerked his chin, indicating that she should follow him.




      The moonlight dyed the hill a pale blue. Lydia followed the fairy cat, who plodded along on two legs, away from the town and through stretches of grassland. Eventually, they came into view of a pale, squirming mass of light in the distance. The fairies were swarming together. At their center was a humanlike figure.


      Lydia rushed ahead of Nico and dived into the illuminated swarm armed with an ash branch. When she waved it around, the panicked fairies scattered like insects. Only Ian, sleeping with his violin in his arms, remained on the moonlit grasses.


      “Wake up!” Lydia cried, and he slowly opened his eyes.


      He pushed himself up, his smile showing he was unaware of any danger. “Oh, it’s you. I was having such a curious dream. I think I was surrounded by fairies...”


      “You weren’t dreaming.”


      “No? Where am I, anyway? The moon looked so lovely tonight that I thought I would take a walk on the outskirts of the town.”


      “You walked into a fairy ring, didn’t you?”


      “Ah, I suppose I did see a glowing circle on the ground. I wondered what it was. It must have been a fairy ring. I’ve never seen one before.”


      It seemed that Lydia’s posters hadn’t made the slightest difference to him either.


      “Do you mean to say that I was about to be taken by the fairies?”


      “Yes, I do.”


      “And you rescued me?”


      “It is very fortunate that I found you before you were taken to Fairyland.” A thought struck her. “Say, are you missing any of your possessions?”


      “No, I have my violin here, and both hands. Anything else they may have taken they are welcome to. Oh, I know! May I play you a piece to show my gratitude?” Ian seemed awfully unconcerned for a man who had just been in such danger. Having said that, he probably wouldn’t have minded being taken to Fairyland as long as he was still able to play his violin.


      The image of him smiling, standing, and readying his instrument was nothing short of beautiful. As he stood up straight in the field, the moonlight seemed to focus on him. It pushed everything but his perfect form into darkness, illuminating him as he gracefully lowered his bow. His violin spun a dreamlike timbre.


      Night of the Silver Moon, Lydia thought. Though she had never heard the piece before, the melody fit so seamlessly with the moonlit night around them that she was sure it was his concert’s defining composition. Sitting on the grass and listening with her eyes closed, she could picture the notes glowing with a silver light.


      But then, the melody came to an abrupt end. Ian was frowning in confusion.


      “Is something the matter?”


      “Something...doesn’t sound right.”


      “Doesn’t it? It sounded wonderful to me.”


      “Something is lacking. I’m just not sure what.”


      “Oh, I know!” Lydia leaped to her feet.


      “You do?”


      “Something was taken from you.”


      Ian’s shoulders slumped. “Does this mean I won’t be able to play anymore?”


      Lydia could not bear to see him so dispirited. She had come here to save him, but his inability to play rendered her efforts all but useless. The townspeople were looking forward to his concert. Not only that, but there would be many people in Edinburgh and London alike who would be heartbroken to learn that Ian wasn’t going to perform anymore.


      “You have nothing to worry about, Mr. Reynolds. I shall retrieve what you have lost from the fairies.”


      “Is that even possible?”


      It was, but Lydia would have to bargain with the Queen of the Wild Roses. It would be a heavy burden for her to bear. While she knew the general theory of how to bargain with fairies, she was far from being a real fairy doctor. In the past, it had been a profession respected by the fae themselves, which had facilitated such negotiations.


      Despite her misgivings, Lydia did not hesitate for long. If she wasn’t able to help someone in need, it would leave her as a mere eccentric who just happened to be able to see fairies. She wouldn’t be able to carry on her mother’s work.


      “I would like to try.”


      “Miss Carlton, I must ask to what I owe such kindness. I am but a passing traveler.” Ian fixed his gaze on her, and her heart started to pound.


      I wonder...


      Was it because he had complimented her eyes? Or was it because he didn’t treat her as someone to be avoided?


      “I wish to undertake the same career as my mother. You will be my first client.” With that, she rushed away. She feared that if he questioned her further, she might say something frightfully shameful to him, a man she had only just met.


      She hurried in the same direction the fairies had been heading. It wasn’t hard to imagine that the fairies of the wild roses would still be enjoying their ball at the rath beyond.




      The rath sat under the night sky in total stillness without even a breeze to break the silence. However, the moment Lydia stepped into it, she was surrounded by several fluttering lights. It was the fairies’ ball. Flowers were in bloom as far as the eye could see. The entire hill was covered with them, many that shouldn’t have been able to blossom in the same seasons.


      The fairies wore petals and carried tiny elderberries in their hands as they sang and danced. Lydia suddenly realized that she was the same size as the fairies and had been swept up among them. They were clamoring for her to dance with them. The lights and smells were so intoxicating as to make her forget why she had come here. All she wanted to do now was dance.


      “Don’t do this, Lydia!”


      Her fickle feline companion had vanished after they had found Ian, but now he stood before her once more. Not only that, but he had transformed into a giant. Or rather, his size hadn’t changed when hers had. He looked more like a monster than a cat to her now.


      “You’ve never bargained with a fairy before, have you? You may know the words that will prevent them from playing pranks, but bargaining with a fairy queen is a whole other kettle of fish!” Nico’s voice drew Lydia away from the temptation to dance and rejuvenated her determination.


      “I must take a chance and try, else I shall never become a fairy doctor.”


      Pushing past the twirling and leaping fairies, Lydia began her search for the queen’s throne. She found the stone seat covered in moss that shone like velvet, and the queen upon it clad in crimson petals. Her skin and hair were so white as to be almost translucent, and she had a pair of wings that looked like they were made from delicate glass.


      “Your Majesty, I come bearing a request.” Lydia knelt before the queen.


      “Daughter of the earth, may I presume that this request concerns the violinist? His soul is one capable of producing the finest music, and I have no intention of parting with it.”


      “I am not asking you to give it to me for nothing, ma’am.”


      Lydia was confident that no fairy could resist the offer of an exchange. They constantly sought new and interesting things over the objects they already had in their possession. It was less of a habit and more of an instinct. Naturally, the new object still needed to be more tempting than the old. Lydia put her brain to work, trying to think of something she could trade. Her mother would have been able to convince the fairy to accept something relatively useless by making it sound as appealing as possible, but Lydia’s skills were not that sophisticated.


      As she continued to angst over the matter, the queen spoke again. “Leave this place, Lydia. It is better that I do not return it to you, for your own sake as well.”


      “Why is that?”


      The queen lifted her hand, at which one of her attendants swooped down with something in its arms. It was an envelope so large that the fairy was struggling to hold it. In all likelihood, it would have seemed a normal size if Lydia hadn’t been shrunk.


      “The violinist dropped this,” the queen said.


      “Is that the soul that produces such wonderful music?” Lydia asked.


      “Yes. A heart which longs for its lover. A well of deep emotions, capable of illuminating the soul and producing the finest works of its craft. This letter was written by the violinist’s lover. He keeps it with him wherever he goes, so that she may remain in his heart no matter how great the distance between them. Truly, these things which lie within human beings possess a mysterious beauty. We fairies do not have such things, and so we find them most fascinating.”


      A letter from his lover?


      Lydia’s heart stirred. Ian had lost something so precious to him, and yet he had forgotten all about it. He had forgotten too about his lover and his feelings for her, leaving him unable to identify why his music had been lacking.


      “If you are fond of the violinist, Lydia, why not keep him in this town? Where else can he go? He has lost his music.”


      If Ian stayed, Lydia’s daily life would undergo a monumental change. She wanted to learn as much about him as she could, and she even felt as though she might fall in love with him. But it would also mean that he would never be able to play his wonderful music ever again. If she kept him here but he remained without his soul, she would never have the chance to know the real him. Would it not invalidate her love for him if she never heard the true music of the man whose playing drew in the moonlight itself?


      Lydia faced the Fairy Queen and shook her head. “I wish to hear his music. If it is love that intrigues you, Your Majesty, then I shall offer you the loving heart possessed by my soul. I only ask that you give his soul back in return.”


      As soon as the words were out of her mouth, a stormy wind whipped up around them. The trees howled as grass and flowers were flung up into the air. The fairies cried out in fear as their ball was cut short, and the bright moon was hidden behind clouds. The queen stood up from her throne and set her eyes on Lydia, her hair thrashing in the wind.


      “Foolish child. You have offered me an exchange. I have no choice but to answer it. But know this: with the completion of this exchange, you will never be able to fall in love.”


      Ian’s letter was thrown up by the wind and carried far away. Lydia chased after it desperately, but when the fairies’ light vanished, everything around her was suddenly plunged into darkness.


      “Lydia, you nincompoop! Why go this far for someone you have only just met?” Nico’s voice was the only sound she could hear anymore, and she couldn’t tell where it was coming from.


      “It’s all right, Nico. What kind of man would ever fall in love with a changeling anyway? Besides, I feel as though this experience has already taught me what joy love can bring, even if I shall never again be able to grasp that joy for myself.”


      ***


      Ian Reynolds gave his concert in the outdoor theater as the moon was climbing into the sky. The town was small, as was the venue, but every seat was occupied. Lydia listened from her seat in the far corner. She felt she might as well attend since she had found the ticket in her room. Mysteriously, she could not remember how the ticket had come into her possession.


      Last night, she had woken up in her bed. She could remember leaving for the fairies’ ball, but she lacked any memories of what had come after that. She must have had so much fun that she had returned home exhausted.


      As she lent her ear to the melodies spun by the violinist’s delicate fingers, for some reason she felt very unsettled indeed. The music was unbearably gentle, and it seemed to caress her very heart. She wondered why she wanted to compare the sensation of the soft melody to love, when she had never fallen in love in her entire life.


      However, there was an underlying current of frustration with all of this. It ought to have been a truly moving concert, but Lydia felt like she wasn’t able to engage with it to the extent it deserved. It was like a part of her heart had frozen over, and no matter how she longed to feel the music on a deeper level, that ice would not stir an inch.


      Before she knew it, the piece was over, and the audience had erupted into applause. Young girls rushed to the stage with bouquets in their arms. Lydia remembered that she was holding a rose with a ribbon tied around it. Nico had forced it on her, telling her she must bring it to the concert if she was going to go.


      “You must give it to the violinist as a message that his music left a deep impression on you.”


      “And if it didn’t?”


      “You can toss it on the ground and stamp on it!”


      Lydia had to wonder whether that was very good manners. Nico may have had more extensive knowledge, but because he was a fairy, his common sense could be dubious at times. That said, passing the musician a flower to indicate that he had moved her seemed to make sense.


      Presently she found herself faced with a problem. She wasn’t sure if she had been moved or not. A deep sense of loss came over her. Her inability to truly appreciate this man’s music had left her unbearably upset. She wasn’t sure why she felt this way, but she suspected her heart had failed to respond because she was a contrarian changeling.


      I should not have come here. This concert isn’t meant for me.


      The applause was dying down in preparation for the next piece. Lydia was staring at the ground, so she didn’t notice that the violinist on stage was looking intently in her direction.


      “I would like to offer the following piece to the Fairy Queen of the Wild Roses,” he said. “I hope that you will accept it, Your Majesty, and see fit to return Miss Carlton’s soul in return.”


      Lydia’s head snapped up. Miss Carlton? Does he mean me?
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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.

A girl who can see and
talk to fairies. She works
as Edgar’s fairy doctor.
While his constant flirting
bewilders her, perhaps her
heart is beginning to stir...

RAVEN

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

A water-horse fairy from
Lydia’s hometown in
Scotland. Although his
appearance is that of a
beautiful young man, his
nature is innately savage.

The Blue Knight Earl, Lydia’s
employer, and Lydia’s fiancé.
Though their engagement is
a front, this does not deter
him from teasing and
flirting with her.
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