
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    [image: Characters1]
  

  
    [image: Characters2]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Cast of Characters


    	The Earl Who Courted Disaster


    	Daydreams and Nightmares


    	The Legend of the Royal Family


    	An Inch between Feelings


    	The Gorgeous Lady of the Harem


    	The Goblin Labyrinth


    	Stronger than Diamond


    	A Quiet Premonition


    	Afterword


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  

  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Color Images
      

      	
        Table of Contents
      

    

  


  
    
      The Earl Who Courted Disaster


      She didn’t have a name, so Edgar chose one for her. She had asked him a little impertinently to call her by the name of a woman he couldn’t forget. When he dubbed her “Jean,” she had seemed over the moon. She had been one of Edgar’s companions, part of a group of innocent boys and girls who had been enslaved. He had led the escape from their captor.


      “Our black diamond,” Edgar murmured, gazing down at the shabby casket.


      They had come to the outskirts of London. A bell resounded through the church cemetery, announcing the arrival of midnight.


      “The fabled black diamond... Are you sure it is in this casket, my lord?”


      With Edgar were his trusted servants, Raven and Ermine, and the members of Scarlet Moon, a secret society. The earl’s former captor, a man known as the Prince, had a firm grip on the underworld in America. Scarlet Moon held their own grudge against him, so Edgar had seen fit to join forces with them.


      The question had come from Slade, one of the society’s senior members. He stood by the casket, looking just as perplexed as the other members. Edgar may have been their leader now, but they still didn’t have a clue as to what he was thinking.


      “The Prince went to great pains to procure it. I understand you purloined it upon your escape, my lord.” This time, it was a painter, Paul, who spoke. A member himself, he and Edgar were close friends.


      He spoke the truth. Edgar’s escape must have enraged the Prince enough, but the loss of the diamond would have only rubbed salt in the wound. Perhaps that was why all of the earl’s companions, bar Raven and Ermine, had been killed. If not anger, then perhaps their deaths could have been attributed to the black diamond’s curse. It was said that the gemstone had been passed from person to person ever since it was parted from its original owner, and that anyone who possessed it was bound to meet with misfortune.


      “Your lordship hid the diamond in a casket?” Slade pressed. “We were in utter disbelief when we heard you had a corpse sent from across the Atlantic.”


      “You need disbelieve it no longer, for I declare it is the truth.”


      “Heavens!”


      Edgar removed his top hat and bowed his head before the coffin. His golden hair, shining with the same illumination as the moon herself, stood out against the dark graveyard. Jean had loved his blond hair. She had watched intently as Ermine cut it when they hid in the back streets, claiming that she could have made a far better job of it.


      “Jean willingly sacrificed her life to ensure the diamond was kept from the Prince. She hid it somewhere only I would ever find it.”


      Raven carefully pulled out the coffin’s nails.


      “The Prince launched a surprise attack on our hideout. Jean was guarding it at the time, which was when she hid the diamond and lost her life. I found her corpse and took it to the church, where I asked simply that she be buried.”


      Edgar had omitted the detail that her death had been a suicide. As a result, the pastor had been highly sympathetic and promised to bury her in a corner of the cemetery. Once Edgar had settled in Britain, he had set about retrieving her body, a process he had started some time ago.


      “My lord,” Raven said, “it would appear we are not the first to open this casket.”


      “Does this mean that the Prince has already taken off with the diamond?” Slade asked.


      More likely than not, Edgar’s adversary had searched every place he could think of to retrieve the treasure. And that would have included the graves of the earl’s lost companions. Nevertheless, Edgar was certain that the black diamond was still with Jean.


      Before long, Raven succeeded in lifting the lid.


      “The most beautiful of jewels has the power to twist one’s fate. Have you heard of the Regent Diamond? It is exceptionally large and, many, many years ago, was originally mined by a slave, who took it for himself and escaped. He sliced open his calf and hid the jewel in the wound. Upon finding Jean’s body, I immediately recalled that I had relayed that tale to her on one occasion.”


      He had worked out the diamond’s hiding place at once. It had struck him then that having her buried would be the most effective way to keep it safe.


      “Here it is,” Raven said simply.


      The corpse was now nothing more than a skeleton and had lost its ability to hide the gem. But the Prince had been too hasty in digging through Jean’s grave.


      Edgar stooped down and gazed tenderly at the girl’s remains. “Thank you, Jean. May you rest in peace. You have my word that I shan’t disturb you further.” He set down the lily in his grasp and got to his feet.


      “Mr. Slade. Would it be possible to use this diamond to recreate the necklace it was once a part of?”


      According to the records, the necklace had been a splendid item encrusted with several diamonds. With it having been passed around so often, this black diamond was all that remained.


      “Our craftsman could make quick work of it,” Slade said hastily, his eyes on the casket. As if he could stand it no longer, he burst out, “My lord, this skeleton belonged to a child, did it not?” Jean had only been ten years old. “You would sacrifice a child in your fight against the Prince?” he went on.


      Raven, Ermine, and Edgar had all been children at the time, but he still recognized that ten was far too young an age to die.


      “I doubt his lordship wished for her death,” Paul answered for his friend.


      “As a figurehead, your lordship leaves almost too striking an impression,” Slade said. “You charm others with your words and appearance. An innocent child would be quick to trust you unconditionally, believing he or she ought to go to any lengths for you. This poor girl may well have been the same, and even within Scarlet Moon, I can think of one young member who idolizes you completely.”


      Indeed, Edgar recalled that there was a boy who had made frequent visits to his estate lately.


      “Our younger members are motivated to follow you, my lord. Our older members, however, upon hearing that most of your former companions have passed on, have been far more cautious about what you might have them do. Of course, we were eagerly awaiting the return of the Blue Knight Earl to these shores in the hopes that he would lead us, but you are he in name alone. I cannot guarantee the depth of our members’ trust.”


      “I can do without trust, but obedience is vital to defeating the Prince.” Edgar put his top hat back on as he watched Raven close the coffin. “It matters not if your men are disinclined to die for my sake. I no longer wish to fight in such an unrefined manner.”


      Slade fell silent, as though sensing the other man’s pain. Earth was poured back over the casket. Jean had been just one of the many companions Edgar had survived. The answer as to why may have been hinted at by Slade: it was as though the earl’s very presence were capable of influencing the fate of those around him. Perhaps it came from his noble birth. Since he was very young, he had been raised to consider his duty to those below him. But that alone wasn’t enough to explain why those who flocked to him seemed to perceive him as an ideal leader. Was it his looks? His personality? Or an unconscious utilization of the manipulative tricks the Prince had instilled in him?


      Since the moment Edgar had decided to escape his captor, he had worked to become a leader his companions could place their confidence in, something he had determined they needed. However, the powerful loyalty he commanded had more often than not led his followers to their deaths rather than freedom.


      Why? I was never worth dying for.


      His past aside, Edgar still persisted in his fight against the Prince. It was his hope to soothe the pain in the hearts of those lost; if the number of lives sacrificed continued to mount because of his actions, then surely he was being contradictory? And yet he seemed to move forward, as though led by fate itself, all while these questions tormented him. It was partly down to this diamond. Jean had given her life to protect it. Now he needed to make use of it.


      ***


      Compared to other social gatherings favored by the upper class, tea parties were rather less formal, and even a young woman like Lydia found she could comfortably partake. Having said that, as a middle-class girl from rural Scotland, joining in with these noble women’s conversation was far from easy. Lydia had always struggled with social situations. She was adept at keeping company with fairies, but fae etiquette was a different beast to that expected by wealthy humans. Fairies didn’t recoil when one spoke their mind; humans tended to couch their opinions in white lies. Quite apart from anything else, a lot of people considered fairies to exist only in tales, so Lydia was often regarded as a pigheaded eccentric. Nevertheless, she was one of several women joining this tea party today.


      “You know, I haven’t seen her at all recently.”


      “I heard she eloped.”


      Lydia had been seated at a table with other girls her own age, but she hadn’t the faintest clue about whom they were gossiping. As such, there was no way for her to join in the conversation.


      “However, on visiting the estate of her suitor, she found that he already had a wife!”


      This tea party had been organized by Duchess Masefield, an older woman. Out of all the nobles Edgar had introduced Lydia to, she was the one who treated the fairy doctor most kindly. She believed in fairies herself and enjoyed discussing them. She admired Lydia’s ability to not only see the elusive creatures but also speak with and form friendships with them. Although Lydia would find it disrespectful to call her a friend, given the duchess was old enough to be her grandmother, it was a relationship she held very dear. That was why she had accepted the invitation, but there were thirty women and girls at this private gathering, so naturally she couldn’t expect to have one-on-one time with the hostess.


      The tables were set out on the Masefields’ terrace, which overlooked the spacious courtyard attached to their townhouse. As the girls around her gossiped, Lydia spread a generous portion of cream onto a scone.


      “After that, the story goes that she escaped and returned home.”


      “I doubt anyone would have any respect for her ever again after she allowed herself to be deceived by a man like that.”


      “I daresay she won’t be able to show her face in polite company again.”


      The brownies among the lavenders had been gazing hungrily in her direction for some time. Lydia placed the scone on the grass by her feet.


      “Have you any thoughts on the matter, Miss Carlton?”


      “Oh! Um, I beg your pardon?” Lydia quickly righted her posture. The brownies had gathered around the scone and were now carrying it away from under her chair. An ordinary person would only see the cream-covered treat floating across the lawn, but even this seemed to escape her tablemates’ notice.


      “We are discussing gentlemen and courtship. Naturally, an expectation of marriage precludes such a relationship, but if all one has is her suitor’s word, surely one is left vulnerable to deceit?”


      Lydia hesitated. “Quite.”


      “I have to wonder whether a potential husband’s suitability is best judged by the opinion of one’s parents.”


      One of the other girls turned to Lydia then. “Miss Carlton, I understand your father is a university lecturer. Does he have especially high standards? I could well picture such a father insisting you keep your wits about you when it comes to noble gentlemen!”


      Her father was a professor, but counter to the impression one might hold of a man in academia, he was far from the meddlesome type. These girls could have no interest in him. Instead, she was likely being asked how she felt about courtship between a nobleman and a commoner such as herself. One often heard tales of noblemen seducing naive young women only to abandon them on a whim. Said women were often commoners. No one would dare treat a lady from a respectable family that way.


      The duchess had introduced Lydia as a “dear friend” and, as such, no one was being openly condescending toward her. It was probably the unusual color of her hair that had elicited the question.


      “Is it true that his lordship is courting you?”


      “I...beg your pardon?”


      “Lord Ashenbert, I mean.”


      Lydia was fairy doctor to one Edgar Ashenbert. He was famous among London’s upper class not only for his youth and good looks but also for his curious title: the Earl of Ibrazel. It was already midway through the nineteenth century, and most people likely considered his realm in Fairyland to be entirely fictional. Britain’s fairies, on the other hand, respected him as the descendant of one who used to rule their far-off home. In truth, Edgar did not carry the blood of the previous earl, nor did he have any knowledge about fairies. That was why he had hired Lydia, and because she was often seen with him, people formed the false impression that they got along. There had even been an article in one of the tabloids claiming that he was courting her in earnest. It was no wonder these girls wanted to know if the rumors were true.


      “Perish the thought!” Lydia stuttered. “He is merely my employer.”


      Her tablemates visibly relaxed, but she also had the sense that her response had been the expected one. That wasn’t to say that they were all interested in Edgar themselves; rather, they simply struggled to comprehend what he saw in a girl like her. Her dull, reddish hair was often unkindly compared to rust, and while she had tied it up, the style wasn’t as intricate as the others on display around her. And there were her golden-green eyes, which made people uncomfortable on account of the fact that they looked like they belonged to a witch. Lydia herself couldn’t fathom Edgar’s interest in her. His proposal couldn’t have been sincere.


      One of the other girls spoke up. “Lord Ashenbert is awfully kind and skilled in the art of conversation. He’s so wonderful, one would be hard-pressed to find any shortcomings. Somehow, it all gives me the slight sense that he is untrustworthy.”


      Precisely, Lydia agreed silently, although it ought to be more than a “slight” sense.


      “Quite. He appears to show that same kindness to everyone. And yet when I speak to him, I begin to wonder whether he is interested in me.”


      “I hear he is quite the philanderer.”


      “Oh, yes! And there is that rumor that he is in possession of a harem.”


      “A harem?!” Outraged, Lydia leaned forward.


      “Apparently, there exists an establishment in London that facilitates such an arrangement. A man may surround himself with several lovers, as though he is a pagan king.”


      Lydia had heard enough scandalous rumors about Edgar to last several lifetimes. Although many were obviously exaggerated, they all involved women to some degree. If he had wanted to build a harem, it certainly wasn’t beyond him.


      “The rumor goes that a high-ranking daughter from a foreign land is so utterly in love with him that she cast aside her family and fiancé to come to London. His lordship cannot marry her, as she isn’t a Christian woman. However, he cannot send her away either, so he is sheltering her within his harem.”


      “And why could he not send her away?” Lydia asked.


      “He had taken things too far with her. You see, in these pagan countries, girls who lose their innocence before marriage are killed by their fathers.”


      Lydia wasn’t sure how much to believe. While the Church wasn’t that strict, the fact remained that purity lost prematurely left a stain on a woman that would last her entire life. Supposing it was true, Edgar was a far crueler man than she had ever imagined. He had thoughtlessly laid hands on a woman for whom such a thing was no mere frivolity.


      Lydia’s first instinct was to remind herself to be wary. Her second was to grow embarrassed that she’d had such a thought, which led to her third instinct: anger.


      “As important as this girl was in her home country, his lordship would never give his heart to a heathen!”


      “She certainly sounds imprudent. One must remember one’s status at all times. Wouldn’t you agree, Miss Carlton?”


      It was a warning. If, as a commoner, Lydia fell under Edgar’s spell, she was destined to be toyed with and nothing more. If she let him spoil her, she would only have her heart broken later. However, she was so shocked by the insinuation of a harem that these cautions fell on deaf ears.


      “Miss Carlton, why don’t you grace these older ladies with your company?” the duchess called to her. She must have sensed that Lydia was struggling to keep up with the conversation at her table.


      Masefield was an elegant woman who spoke in gentle tones, and her amiability made her as endearing as a young child. She was very easy to talk to because Lydia was liable to forget their difference in status.


      Lydia stood up, as requested. The tables on the terrace were alive with conversation, but the duchess led her away from all of it. She was taken to a separate room, where a lone man stood by the window. He turned at her arrival. Atop his head was a shock of golden hair, and he was young and lithe. As his ash-mauve eyes caught hers, his face lit up with a smile. He was the very man the girls had been discussing.


      He wore a dark-green evening coat with a violet necktie. His attire was as elegantly flawless as ever—Lydia was told that noblemen put particular thought into how they dressed for the evenings. His outfit and looks were beyond reproach, and even his smile wasn’t enough to protect her from the shock of seeing him here, where she least expected it. She had to stop herself from turning round and going back the way she had come.


      “How I missed you, my darling Lydia.”


      I am nobody’s darling!


      Due to the rumors surrounding him regarding his heathen mistress, she perceived him as more dangerous and flippant than ever. As much as she knew gossip tended to be grossly exaggerated, it unnerved her. Ignoring her scowl, he gracefully took her hand and made to kiss the tip of her fingers in greeting, as was his manner. She withdrew before he could.


      Her open indisposition did not seem to affect him in the least.


      “Edgar! What on earth are you doing here? This tea party is for ladies only!”


      “I came to escort you home. That, and I made a request of the duchess some time ago. It is my hope that she may provide me with an answer today. She has been most accommodating of us, and I would ask that you express the appropriate gratitude.”


      Lydia did not like the sound of that one bit.


      “My gratitude for what, exactly?”


      “The duchess has very kindly promised to lend her assistance to ensure our engagement is made official.”


      Lydia’s jaw dropped, and she struggled to pick it up again. Edgar had a habit of orchestrating things to prevent her from pushing back. Their engagement had been a ruse in the first place, and he knew she had no intention of following through with it. And yet he was forging ahead regardless.
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      “For goodness’ sake, Edgar, this is no time for your jokes!”


      “Come, Miss Carlton. Please have a seat so we may discuss this at length,” Masefield offered. Her invitation meant that Lydia was forced to rein in her emotions.


      The three of them sat down around a table, where they were served tea by a maid. The duchess smiled at Edgar and Lydia as though this were a private tea party of their own. There was a hint of amusement in her voice as she spoke.


      “I see it is as Lord Ashenbert stated, Miss Carlton. You are not wearing your ring. Have you yet to accept his proposal?”


      “Well, I...” Lydia faltered.


      “His lordship tells me you have not come to a clear decision—that you have accepted the ring but refrain from wearing it.”


      With the way Edgar toyed with women, she refused to believe that this engagement was an expression of genuine love. He needed her skills as a fairy doctor to facilitate his work as the Earl of Ibrazel, and marrying her would force her to stay by his side forever. That was where his motivations began and ended. One woman would never be enough for him anyway, so love should prove far from a strong enough incentive for marriage. For the most part, she had been trying to brush him off whenever he spoke seriously of their union. But, now that he had gotten the duchess involved, she could only express the anxiety and anger within her by glaring at the perfectly composed earl.


      What has he said to her? What if he is planning something to prevent me from turning down his proposal?


      “While I understand this is something you ought to decide for yourself, I hope you will permit me to say a few words on the matter,” Masefield continued. “His lordship cares for you to the extent that he divulged the following to me: the feelings behind his proposal are sincere, and by no means does he wish to damage your reputation. His lordship has asked that I act as a witness.”


      Lydia raised her head. “A witness, madame?”


      “You are under his lordship’s employ. As such, it is not strange to think that you would occasionally find yourselves alone together. There are those who would find his lordship’s fondness for you quite unsavory, but he assures me that his feelings are anything but impure. And, should you choose to turn down the proposal, I can guarantee that it will have no ill effects on your future whatsoever.”


      It was not uncommon for an unmarried girl who spent time alone with a man to be considered just as damaged as one who had lost her virginity before marriage. Moreover, Lydia wasn’t nobility, making her even more vulnerable to being viewed this way. Hence the reason Edgar had sought the duchess’s backing. Masefield had always been fond of the earl, keeping a warm eye out for him. Her husband, the duke, was on good terms with Lydia’s father too, making her an ideal choice as a mediator. In society’s eyes, Edgar had sought the engagement via the duchess, signaling the courtship was very much intended to continue on to marriage. To get too close to Lydia before they were officially engaged now risked damaging Masefield’s reputation. It did sound as though he was doing this for Lydia’s sake.


      “If you do decide to marry his lordship, I shall make all the arrangements necessary. You needn’t worry about a thing,” Masefield continued.


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “Your father is a distinguished academic, and you are his distinguished daughter. I have no qualms at all about endorsing you as his lordship’s bride. I understand that you might be anxious about entering into the peerage, so rest assured that I shall assist you in any way I can. It isn’t all that difficult once one gets used to it.”


      Edgar has even sought Her Grace’s assistance in teaching me to become a lady? It certainly sounded like it was all for her sake, but knowing him, that couldn’t be the case.


      “I appreciate it, madame. But marriage...”


      “It is my hope that this has cleared one of the obstacles that may have left you hesitant to marry me. That was my sole intention in doing this,” Edgar said.


      Despite his claim, Lydia felt he was instead trying to trap her into acceptance. If nothing else, his proposal and her keeping the ring was no longer known to just the two of them.


      “Of course, the proper thing to do would have been to seek your father’s permission before disclosing this to anybody else,” he said.


      “Under no circumstances must you tell my father! Do so and you will face the consequences!” Lydia cried before promptly returning to her senses. She couldn’t allow herself to lose her temper as she might when they were alone.


      “That sounds sensible to me.” The duchess smiled kindly. “It is no use worrying your father when you still have your own feelings to contend with.”


      Lydia couldn’t take her words at face value. No doubt she thinks me uncouth now; unbefitting of a noble husband... Not that it matters when I have no inclination to marry him!


      If only Edgar would stop causing her such mental strain.


      “Therein lies another reason I asked the duchess for her assistance first,” Edgar said. “I wish for you to make this decision based on your feelings alone, lest your father think I employed cowardly methods to manipulate you.”


      Perish the thought. It was all Lydia could do to stop the scathing words from escaping her lips.


      ***


      “With this, I shall be able to seduce you to my heart’s content.” Edgar sidled up to Lydia without hesitation.


      The pair was in his carriage. She sighed, wondering if she ought to have refused his ride home after all. On his face was a triumphant smile as he shamelessly reached for the ribbon in her hair and untied it. He then pulled out the single pin keeping her hair up, making it fall loose around her shoulders.


      “What do you think you are doing?!” she demanded.


      “Your hairstyle lacked any semblance of charm. I rather prefer it loose.”


      “And why should your opinion matter to me?” Lydia snatched the ribbon back from him and looked away pointedly as she combed her fingers through her disheveled hair.


      “I am your fiancé. Lending an ear to my thoughts is the least you could do.”


      She didn’t bother to point out they weren’t really engaged; it wouldn’t make a difference.


      “Might I suggest a slight detour?” Edgar asked.


      “I wish to go home.”


      “I have heard there is an air balloon show in Hyde Park this evening.” The carriage just so happened to be running along the park now. “Besides, there is nothing quite like a walk at sunset. It ought to improve your disposition somewhat.” Edgar slid closer to Lydia, who had moved as far from him as she could in the narrow vehicle.


      “Did you not promise Her Grace that you would keep me at arm’s length for the time being?”


      “Mere lip service.”


      “I beg your pardon?!”


      “Whatever I might do, it will cease to matter once we are married.”


      “Not once have I said I would ma—”


      The carriage suddenly lurched. Lydia was thrown against Edgar, and she clung to him unconsciously. She had braced herself, afraid of biting her tongue, and now the coach stopped, still at its awkward angle.


      “Why are we stopped?” she stuttered.


      The driver flung open the door. “Are you hurt, my lord?”


      “Not in the slightest. Lydia, are you all right?”


      “Yes...” Embarrassed, she quickly shuffled out of his arms, though it had not escaped her notice that he had protected her head from any impact.


      “So sorry, my lord. A black cat jumped out in front of us, and I drove into the ditch.”


      “A black cat? That is bad luck.” Edgar stepped out of the leaning carriage to check the situation. Having done so, he turned to Lydia and shrugged. “The wheel has almost been pulled from its spoke. It may take some time for it to be repaired, so I suggest we walk.”


      Though the coachman offered to call them a replacement cab, Edgar refused and offered Lydia a hand to help her down. After he retrieved his fallen hat and cane, he set off. Left with no other choice, she followed him. It seemed his desired sunset walk was to become reality after all. Still, she had to wonder which was more dangerous: going home unescorted as a young woman or taking a walk with a loose-moraled man such as Edgar.


      He led her deeper into the park.


      “I don’t see all that many people about through here,” she remarked.


      “It’s a shortcut.” He turned to her and smiled in that dubious way of his. “If you are worried I have an unsavory ulterior motive, don’t be.”


      He ought to know that his word alone is not enough.


      It didn’t help that, as they walked farther, she caught glimpses of couples hidden in the undergrowth a short distance from the path.


      Not even Edgar would do something like that, surely?
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