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Chapter
One

 



The Court of the Silver Wheel

The Fae
Realms

Autumnal
Equinox

 


The crisp
wind howled across the tourney field, scattering scarlet leaves.
Their hue matched the blood trickling from the wounds of the
fallen, who lay in a haphazard pattern as if the wind had scattered
them as well. Some struggled upright and limped towards the
boundary of the mêlée, where their squires and servants waited amidst the roaring
crowd to staunch their wounds. Some crawled. Some could do little
more than groan as they waited out the battle’s end. A few would
never rise again.

Two combatants remained
on their feet, their sword hilts locked together in a contest of
brute strength, their snarling faces inches apart.

Shrike, who had slain
several of the corpses on the field, stared unblinking into the
mercurial eyes of his opponent. These eyes belonged to a knight
whom the court considered quite beautiful, and it was said those
eyes altered their colour with his moods. To Shrike, they had
appeared gleaming green when the battle commenced. Now they’d faded
to an icy blue and paled with every passing second. The knight’s
lips had taken on a blue tinge as well, twisted in a lupine snarl
to reveal doubled canines as sharp as his longsword. The
blood-slicked blade crossed against Shrike’s own to form a shining
scarlet X between their close-pressed chests. The well-honed
edges—Shrike’s with more nicks and notches—scraped against the
ringed mail beneath the knight’s tabard and scored the leather
armour over Shrike’s tunic.

“Yield!” the
knight hissed between clenched teeth.

Some scant moments
before, an errant shield-bash had split Shrike’s lip open. Shrike
had cut down the shield’s wielder, who now lay groaning into the
dirt a stone’s throw away. Still, Shrike’s lip bled. He licked the
blood from his chin now and darted his head forward between the
crossed blades to crush the knight’s mouth beneath his
kiss.

The knight jerked his
head back—or attempted to, at least, before Shrike bit his
tongue.

And in that instant of
shock and outrage, Shrike sank his dagger into the hollow beneath
the knight’s flailing left arm.

Blood poured forth. Each
successive wave came weaker than the last, the blade having pierced
the knight’s heart. The hot torrent soaked through Shrike’s tunic
sleeve. The copper stench of fresh-spilt blood joined with the
miasma of gore that hung over the tourney field.

Shrike stared into the
knight’s eyes as their ice-blue faded to silver-white. Then they
rolled back, and the knight collapsed in Shrike’s arms. His sword
scraped against Shrike’s cheek as it fell to the ground. Blood for
blood, Shrike supposed, and dropped him.

The victory horn
resounded over the tourney field. The rising cheer of the crowd
swallowed up its echo.

Few of the
fae scattered around him were dead. Fae did not perish so easily.
Even a knife to the heart could heal with time. The mercurial-eyed
knight, like most of his rank lying broken over the tourney field,
had a squire, a page, and very likely a gentle lover to tend his
wounds and mend his armour so he might fight another day. Shrike,
as a mere knave, had none. He would not have been permitted to
stride out on the tourney field at all if the queen had not called
for a general mêlée in which fae of all rank could compete for her
favour.

And as the pages and
squires and gentle friends swarmed the battlefield to rescue the
wounded, Shrike stumbled through alone, a single minnow swimming
against their overwhelming current, towards his queen.

The Queen of the Court of
the Silver Wheel sat at the northernmost end of the tourney field.
Her servants had erected a temporary bower, coaxing a copse of
hemlock trees to grow into a shelter for their queen. Their scaly
trunks twisted together like a nest of snakes for a floor, and
their flat needles of brightest green came together overhead to
filter rays of the setting sun like stained glass. Stout lower
branches forked into stools for handmaidens and courtiers. Thrust
forth from the centre like the bow of a ship, a balcony emerged
with two thrones. On the tallest and centre-most throne sat the
queen herself, perched on the edge of her seat, her delicate white
hands laid on the braid of branches that formed the balcony’s rail.
In the lower throne at her left hand, set back from the balcony’s
edge, sat the Holly King; her champion until Yule. A ring of
knights, those whose service the queen deemed too important to
permit their participation in the tournament, surrounded the base
of the bower. Each wore her livery—a silver wheel on a cobalt blue
field—and stood ready to defend her person and her
honour.

At her nod, her knights
withdrew to let him pass, and he climbed up into her
bower.

The splendour without
proved nothing compared to the splendour within. Paper lanterns
filled with blue fireflies augmented the green sunshine.
Handmaidens and courtiers garbed in feathers and silks twittered
together like so many songbirds, yet all with at least one of their
eyes on their queen, lest she should require their prompt service.
Her servants, human and fae alike, had piled a feast on a raised
dais in the centre of the bower. A whole roast boar formed the
centrepiece, large enough for a half-dozen warriors to ride on. Its
tusks now speared apples instead of flesh. A peacock, skinned for
cooking and then meticulously re-dressed in its own brilliant
plumage, spewed from the boar’s propped-open mouth. Several swans
had received the same treatment, flanking the boar with their
spread wings. The boar’s mortal blow, an enormous gash in its left
side, gaped open to hold a fountain of wine, with bunches of grapes
spilling from the lips of the wound. Amidst these showier pieces
lay scattered piles of strawberries, apples, pears, citruses, bird
tongues, whole roasted mice, and tiny knights and horses made of
pastry and marzipan fighting all over the feast.

Shrike spurned it
all.

The queen and her Holly
King had turned their respective thrones—the living hemlock
branches bending to their whims—to face into the bower where Shrike
now stood.

The Holly King wore a
crown of sharp green leaves that befit his title. The blood-red
berries bejewelling it matched his crimson eyes, which burned into
Shrike. As the Holly King turned this same gaze on everyone,
however—and furthermore he wasn’t by far the first fae to have
turned such a gaze on Shrike in particular—Shrike paid it little
heed. This day, halfway between Midsummer and Midwinter, marked the
point at which the Holly King’s power would begin to wane. As
Shrike glanced over the Holly King now, he saw little proof of
this; the Holly King’s high cheeks had not hollowed, nor had his
well-muscled limbs wasted away. His skin had a blueish tinge, but
then again it always had, and the frost in his silvery hair
glistened bright as ever.

Shrike had only ever
glimpsed the queen from afar. Now, as he drew nearer to her than he
had ever dared before, the radiance of her beauty proved no mere
poetical affectation.

The autumnal winds
blowing across the tourney field lost all their chill as he drew
closer, the cold blood dripping from his wounds warmed, and the
sunlight filtering down from gold to green through the hemlock
needles brightened. Her hair shone the same strawberry gold shade
as the sunset. It spilled forth from beneath her delicate diadem of
heather and starlight and flowed down to pool at the trailing hem
of her emerald-green gown which precisely matched the shade of her
sparkling eyes. The rosebuds of her cheeks and lips provided all
the colour in her otherwise milk-white flesh.

“Kneel,
Butcher of Blackthorn,” said the queen.

Shrike dropped to one
knee and bowed his head. Pointed crimson leaves blew across the
knotted branches beneath his boot-heels.

By this time the wounded
and their attendants had withdrawn from the field. The remaining
spectators, some thousand strong, regathered beneath the queen’s
bower. Shrike glimpsed them through the braided branches of the
balcony rail, all staring upward to see what boon their queen would
grant to the tournament’s victor.

The queen’s sword sang
out as it left its sheath, the sweet ring of metal against metal.
The slender blade, wielded with all the gentle precision of a
moth’s wing, came to its rest first on Shrike’s left shoulder, then
his right.

“And arise,”
the queen continued.

Shrike held his breath in
anticipation of the title she would grant him. With it would come
the loss of many freedoms, yes, but he’d tallied up the exchange
long before he made the first move that brought him to this moment
and considered the ensuing security worth the forfeit. If he
laboured in her service and under her protection, he needn’t suffer
any knight-errant’s raid. Furthermore, with a title from the queen,
he could force all contenders to look him in the eye and
acknowledge his skill and craft were worthy of his ambition. As to
the form the title took, he cared not. More than likely he would be
declared Knight of Blackthorn, as his minor freehold would become
hers once she took him into her service. Or perhaps she would grant
him a more creative sobriquet.

“King,” said
the queen, “of the Oak.”

The taste of victory
turned to ash on his tongue. His head shot up before he could even
think of restraint. Shock parted his lips. Betrayal burned in his
eyes.

The queen gazed down with
an expression no less serene for the death sentence she had handed
down on his head.

Behind her, just over her
left shoulder, the Holly King’s mouth twitched in something almost
like a smile.

Shrike wasted a
half-second staring at his predestined opponent, then snapped his
eyes back to the queen. Still, she appeared unmoved.

“Arise,” she
repeated. “My Oak King.”

Shrike staggered upright.
All grace had flown from his limbs along with the queen’s favour.
His mind reeled. He’d won her tournament. Buckets of blood had
spilled beneath his blade and flowed over his hands to prove his
strength and fealty. He couldn’t think what he’d done to displease
her.

Perhaps, he thought as
she smiled her inscrutable smile and cast a considering look over
him from the crown of his head to the heels of his boots, he’d
pleased her all too well.

The spectators surged
forth with a joyous roar. The true feasting began, with servants
carrying forth a half-dozen more wine-spewing boars from the bower
into the crowd, and the throng tangling all limbs in a frenzied
dance to celebrate the harvest.

Shrike withdrew from the
queen’s presence with a bow and slipped away in the ensuing chaos.
A well-placed knee here and a sharp elbow there carved his path
from the centre of the festival to the encroaching forest at its
edge.

The illumination of the
rising bonfires behind him didn’t reach far into the trees, with
their ancient trunks so broad and the undergrowth so thick between
them. Shrike drew his sword and hacked his way deeper into the
darkness. The dense greenery swallowed the noise of the revels,
with only the rustling of new growth creeping up behind him as he
went. It didn’t grieve him to leave the celebration behind. He had
no time to lick his wounds, much less join the throng.

He had a silver wheel to
splinter.

Some minutes or hours
after he began striking his own path through the woods, he reached
a thicket ringed with pale mushrooms. He wiped his sword clean on
the hem of his tunic, then sheathed it before collapsing at the
base of an immense oak. Its roots grew as thick around as his own
waist and formed a rudimentary throne. Fitting, he thought, as the
queen had titled him after the same.

Yet he couldn’t allow
himself to wallow in bitterness. Nor could he yield to the siren
song of sleep, with the sting of the cut on his cheek and the deep
ache of the bruises beneath his armour. Instead, he plucked a
silver strand from amidst his black locks, some thirteen inches
long, and selected an acorn from the hundreds scattered across the
ground. He tied the hair around the stem of the acorn’s cap.
Holding his left hand out before him, he dangled the acorn over it,
a mere quarter-inch above his palm. He waited until it stopped
swaying, stopped spinning, and then waited another moment for
absolute stillness.

“I seek that
which will allow me to prevail over the Holly King,” Shrike
intoned. “His current incarnation and in all his future forms.
Where shall I find my quarry?”

The makeshift pendulum
shivered on its thread, then began to swing, a hair’s breadth at
first, then further and further, rippling outward until its path
traced a particular line etched in Shrike’s palm.

Shrike frowned down at
it. He clenched his hand into a fist, shook out the pendulum, and
tried again.

It traced the same line
with renewed vigour.

Shrike broke off the
thread and popped the acorn into his mouth. It tasted almost as
bitter as the queen’s favour. Chewing it burst open the half-healed
wounds in his cheek and lip. As the acorn crunched between his
molars, he considered the directions it had given. He would not
find his answer in the Court of the Silver Wheel, nor in any of the
fae courts.

His quest, it seemed,
must take him into the mortal realm.
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Staple
Inn

London,
England

23 September,
1844

 


Fog swirled outside the
thick glass panes latticed with leading. Its hue and viscosity
looked almost identical to the grey sludge of milk and tea sitting
in the chipped cup and mis-matched saucer beside Wren Lofthouse’s
inkwell. Every so often the dark speck of a sparrow would dart
through the fog, coming perilously near to the window before
veering off again. The dark specks of ink-spatter in Wren’s tea
never veered off.

Wren gazed down at these
specks, and, unable to summon any feeling stronger than
resignation, quaffed the whole remained in two gulps, ink and all,
before returning to his ledger. On a day like any other spent
clerking in Staple Inn, Wren might as well drink ink. It would make
no difference. Indeed, it hardly seemed to alter the tea’s flavour
one jot. Which, Wren supposed, he could only blame on himself.
After all, it’d been he who had brewed it in the copper kettle over
the smouldering coals in the hearth.

Another sparrow swooped
past the window. Wren glanced up at it, suppressed a jealous
twinge, then looked across the law office to the desk opposite
where sat the sole other occupant; Mr Ephraim Grigsby, Esquire. Mr
Grigsby, a bachelor of some sixty years, had an unfortunate
resemblance to an egg balanced on stilts. Still, he bore it up
better than Wren bore any of his own burdens. Indeed, he seemed to
thrive on the monotony of receiving rents, drawing up and executing
wills, and rearranging columns of figures from one ledger to
another. His weathered face remained in the same placid attitude as
one might see on a gentleman fishing away the afternoon.

Wren, a bachelor of a
mere thirty years, felt nothing like the same serenity with his
situation and had resolved to take his razor to his throat if he
ever drew near it. For the present moment, however, he dipped his
pen nib into his inkwell with a sigh.

The muffled silence of
the office shattered as the bell rang in the hall.

As if compelled by
clockwork mechanism, Wren set aside his pen and rose from his desk
to weave his way between bookshelves, cabinets, and stacks of
ledgers towards the door at the opposing end of the
chamber.

“Lofthouse,”
Mr Grigsby said without looking up from his desk.

Wren didn’t slow his
stride, much less stop to hear him.

Mr Grigsby continued on
regardless. “I believe the penny post has arrived. If it wouldn’t
trouble you overmuch, would you be so kind as to go down and—oh,
thank you,” he said, glancing up at last to find Wren halfway
through the open door, latch in hand.

A tight smile twitched at
the corners of Wren’s mouth—the old man deserved better, but it was
the best Wren could manage on a Monday—as he slipped out of the
office and pulled the door shut behind him.

Yet even as Wren stepped
into the hall, he heard the thud of boot-heels on floorboards, and
as he peered over the railing down the steep and narrow staircase
into the foyer below, he beheld a curious figure.

The figure stood tall
enough that it had to duck under the doorframe to enter the foyer.
Any other hint as to its shape remained hidden under an immense
black cloak. The hood cast the face into deep shadow—assuming there
existed a face at all beneath it. Wren began to doubt it as he
watched the figure ascend the stair, looking as if it glided up the
steps as smoothly as one might glide down the banister, and yet
accompanied by the sound of heavy foot-falls beneath the cloak’s
sepulchral folds. The cloak’s hem trailed behind the figure,
flowing upwards like a waterfall in reverse, its dusty and tattered
edges resembling black-and-grey feathers.

Wren, whose ceaseless
prayers for escape from the tedium had never been answered before,
stared in frank disbelief and quite forgot he was expected to do
anything else until the figure had reached the upper landing and
loomed over him like a gnarled oak.

Before Wren could address
the astonishing shadow directly, a pair of hands gloved in black
leather emerged from beneath the cloak and threw back its pointed
hood to reveal an equally-pointed black hat with a long
grey-and-black-striped feather adorning its black band.

The face beneath this hat
proved no less bizarre. Wren beheld a black Venetian mask, its
leather tooled in a feathered pattern, with a long, pointed nose
like a beak. A ragged black scarf, so full of holes that it seemed
halfway between fishing net and lace, swathed the stranger from
throat to nose. Beneath the mask, two dark eyes smouldered like
coals. The scent of wood-smoke—not just of a wood stove or a
hearth, but that of a raging bonfire—hung in the hall.

The stranger could not be
the queerest sight in all of London, but by Wren’s estimation he
was the queerest sight in Staple Inn. Certainly the queerest figure
to ever grace the chambers of Mr Ephraim Grigsby, Esq., and
clerk.

Still, on the off chance
that the stranger was not in fact a wormwood-tonic induced
hallucination, Wren felt he probably ought to say
something.

“Your name,
sir?” Wren asked, covering his confusion with his blandest
professional tone.

The smouldering eyes
beneath the mask flew wide.

Impatience drove out the
last of Wren’s wonder. “Your face, at least. You’re quite in out of
the fog, and you needn’t fear its chill any longer.”

The stranger’s hunched
shoulders relaxed, and the gloved hands came up again, this time to
untie the mask, pull down the scarf, and sweep the hat from the
head in a brisk bow.

Wren kept his own hair
unfashionably long, with the tips of the longest strands brushing
his collar, but he felt positively well-trimmed when compared
against the unknown gentleman. Night-black locks shot through with
starlight-silver spilled over the stranger’s shoulders as he bent
forward despite the leather cord tying them at the nape of his
neck, just visible where the hood had fallen back.

As the stranger rose from
his bow, Wren beheld his face at last. The stranger appeared not
many years older than Wren himself. His dark eyes and high
cheekbones would strike even the most discerning taste as handsome.
His nose proved almost as long and pointed as the mask’s beak,
paired with the swarthy complexion and full lips worthy of an
ancient Roman emperor or a modern gondolier. His sweeping black
brows lent a stormy intrigue to his countenance. A raw red line
with white pinched edges carved down his left cheek—a wound which
had just begun to scar—proved his only flaw.

Wren realized not only
was he staring at the stranger, but his own mouth had fallen open
in the meantime. His teeth clicked together as he shut his
jaw.

“Good
morning, sir!”

Wren turned to find Mr
Grigsby had wandered to the door and now looked over the stranger
with an expression equal parts astonished and intrigued.

“Do forgive
Lofthouse,” Mr Grigsby continued. “I’m afraid I work him rather too
hard, and he hasn’t much patience left for conversation. But to the
purpose—what may we do to assist you?”

The stranger looked
almost as astonished to see Mr Grigsby. His black eyes swept from
his bald pate to his knock-knees, then flicked over to Wren once
more. With hesitation, the stranger asked, “Is this your
master?”

“After a
fashion,” Wren admitted. It took him a half-second too long to do
so, for to hear the stranger speak quite unsettled him. The
stranger’s voice rumbled forth from deep within his chest, low and
looming, reverberating in Wren’s ears.

The stranger returned his
attention to Mr Grigsby. “Then forgive me, my lord, for it seems my
purpose lies not with you, but with your squire.”

Mr Grigsby appeared not
in the least perturbed by this, which Wren put down to his being
inured to sour dispositions and rude speech after suffering Wren’s
indifferent service for too many years. On the contrary—he laughed.
“Squire! My, how fanciful! Very well, then, he is at your service.
Only pray don’t keep him over-long. Indispensable, he is, my good
sir—indispensable!”

And, with the
least-subtle wink Wren had ever seen, Mr Grigsby whisked himself
away back into the office and shut the door behind him, leaving
Wren alone in the hall with the stranger once more.

If nothing else, Wren
supposed he could take Mr Grigsby’s direct address of the stranger
as proof that the stranger was not, in fact, a hallucination.
Still, the possibility of a hoax remained. And while Wren might
fail as a clerk in many respects, he’d be damned before he’d allow
Mr Grigsby to become as much a laughing-stock as Mrs
Tottenham.

The stranger furrowed his
formidable brow at the closed office door, then looked down at
Wren. “If you are not your master’s squire, then you must be his
page. Unless—is your master not a Knight Templar?”

“He most
certainly is not,” Wren replied, bristling. “He is a lawyer,
sir.”

“Then what
are you?”

Wren did not often
encounter anyone as blunt as himself. It almost tricked him into
giving a true answer. Instead, he resigned himself to reply, “I am
a clerk. I wish you would state your business at once, sir, as I
have much to do and little time to spend standing about in
corridors consulting with lunatics.”

“If you have
so little time as you say,” the stranger countered, “perhaps we
should meet elsewhere when you are more at liberty, for I’ve too
much to explain at present.”

How convenient, Wren
thought. Aloud, and as much to appease his curiosity as to arrange
a meeting, Wren asked, “When and where would you
suggest?”

“Name your
place and time. I am at your mercy.”

Wren thought he’d
prepared himself to expect anything from the stranger. Yet that
final phrase gave him pause. In life he’d more often found matters
quite the other way around.

The stranger, meanwhile,
appeared unaware he’d said anything strange and awaited his answer
with the patience of an oak.

“The Green
Man,” Wren blurted. “Tonight. Eight o’ clock.”

The stranger conceded
with a nod. “As you wish.”

He turned and descended
the stair in the same queer fashion, reached the lower landing, and
had his hand on the door-latch before Wren recovered his senses
enough to reply.

“And whom
shall I say is waiting for me, sir?” Wren called down, his
frustration lending the question a bitter aftertaste.

The stranger paused at
the bottom of the stair and glanced up to meet Wren’s eyes again
with that burning gaze.

“Butcher,” he
said.

Then he donned his mask,
threw his hood over his hat, and stalked through the
door.

The wind slammed it shut
behind him.
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Chapter Two

 


Mortals might lie, Shrike
considered as he stalked away from the Knights Templar’s crumbling
fortress, but scrying could not. The clerk held the key to his
victory.

Still, Shrike’s return to
the mortal realm after several centuries’ absence had not proved
quite as smooth as he might have hoped. While the acorn guided him
through the forest to the Grove of Gates, stepping into the portal
felt like marching against a howling wind.

Forcing his way through,
Shrike had found himself engulfed in an acrid fog.

He stumbled to his knees
onto close-cropped grass. His flailing hand braced against a
sapling to keep himself upright as he dry-heaved. Iron hung in the
air itself. Its heavy ache seemed to fly at him from all
directions. In past centuries this particular passage between the
realms had led to the lands belonging to Westminster Abbey. What
had happened to the mortal realm since then, he could not begin to
imagine.

But he would find
out.

Shrike hauled himself
upright against the sapling. The rush of falling water mingled with
more distant hoof-beats, voices, and metallic clanging in his ears.
Glancing ‘round, he found he stood in a copse of trees by a
waterfall with a ring of small pale mushrooms surrounding him. Not
a single tree-trunk spanned wider than his hand, and he felt
certain the river had not existed on his last journey to the
site.

Yet the acorn drew him
away from the river, north and to the east.

Shrike staggered through
the fog. His strides came surer with every step as he grew used to
the fatiguing influence of the surrounding iron. Soon he stumbled
on a well-trod foot-path amidst the close-cropped grass.

Glimpses of changing
mortal costume had rippled through the fae realms in the
intervening centuries. Certain courtly fae had habits of stealing
whichever trends struck their fancy—or stealing the mortal tailors
themselves—both of which meant fae attire often became a motley
whirlwind of hundreds of years’ worth of mortal innovation. While
Shrike did not often venture out into fae society, he had caught a
few hints of it amidst the wild hunt and had thought breeches,
stockings, tricorn hats, and flimsy high-waisted gowns were the
latest mortal fashions. Instead, when he encountered the footpath,
he found mortals wearing trousers, shawls, and bell-shaped skirts
with yards and yards of draping. These mortals appeared no less
bemused by his own garb. While some wore capes, none wore cloaks,
and nothing as well-crafted as Shrike’s fur-lined hood or his tall
leather boots.

Their sheer number proved
likewise astonishing. Tens of thousands had walked London’s streets
when last Shrike wandered through the city. The population seemed
to have multiplied a thousandfold since then. Everywhere he turned,
he beheld mortals wandering to and fro. Most on foot. Some mounted
on horseback. And still others rattling along in
chariots.

One particular chariot
almost ran him down as he strode towards his quest’s object. The
gelding pulled up short with a shriek and reared, its hooves
striking the air inches from his face. The mortal at the reins
shook his fist and called Shrike a blackguard. The passengers in
voluminous skirts screamed almost as loud as the horse.

Shrike touched the brim
of his hat and continued on. None of them would bring him his
promised victory. That individual lay somewhere further beyond,
towards the heart of the city.

The acorn guided him
north-eastward. Shrike followed it in a straight line regardless of
paths, plants, or people, which earned him many an odd look, but he
cared not.

Until it brought him to
iron.

Shrike halted some twelve
feet from the fence. A thousand iron spears hung suspended from
iron bars in a line that stretched from south to north and on
through the fog beyond Shrike’s field of vision.

While made of iron and
standing as tall as his own shoulders, Shrike thought he could
climb the fence if he had to—by throwing his cloak over it to
shield him from the corrosive metal and taking a running leap, if
nothing else. Still, it could not run on forever, and so he
continued northward, maintaining a wary distance from the fence as
he stalked its length.

Past an enormous bronze
cast of a nude warrior with unsheathed sword and upraised shield,
in the furthest north-east corner of the fence, he found a
three-fold marble arch—the central passage flanked by smaller
twins—and beyond it London teemed.

The central arch stood
wide enough for two carriages to pass through alongside. Shrike
held his breath and walked beneath it. The marble shielded him from
the iron fence. A shudder ran through him all the same as he
went.

Shrike followed his gut
feeling down a formerly familiar path towards Temple Bar, where the
Knights Templar had once reigned over their own court. The
half-timbered inns appeared much the same, though their occupants
had changed from knights to clerks. And one clerk in particular,
Shrike knew, for when he had locked eyes with Lofthouse at last, he
felt the warm rush of victory radiating from the acorn throughout
his body.

And perhaps the warm rush
of something else besides.

Shrike had no
expectations of what might await him in the mortal realm. To find
at the end of his quest a mortal man with the enormous, soft, dark
eyes of a hunted hart in a shadowed glade—well, that was certainly
a surprise, and not an unwelcome one. The eyes alone would have
fascinated Shrike. In addition to this, a fine-boned face with
nose, chin, and cheekbones honed to a keen edge, and a complexion
as speckled as a sparrow’s egg—even over the rosebud pink of the
lips—all combined to captivate him. The sweep of chestnut hair low
over his brow tempted Shrike to brush it out of his eyes and take
that noble chin in hand. If he had but passed this delicate face in
severe garb on the street, he would have halted his quest to learn
more of the man. Fortunate, then, that the quest itself had forced
their paths to cross.

Then those freckled
rosebud lips had opened, and the question that emerged had set
Shrike back on his heels.

“Your name,
sir?”

The interruption of the
clerk’s master allowed Shrike to recover from the shock and realize
that, like most mortals, the clerk did not actually demand to know
his true name—just to know what he was called. Shrike could offer
him that much on their first meeting. He would like to offer him
much more anon.

At present, however, the
clerk had set him on another quest.

The Green Man. A good
omen, Shrike thought. An aspect of the Oak King and a symbol of
summer’s triumph over winter. He strode away from Staple Inn with
renewed purpose. While the paths running through London had
increased in population, the signs hanging above the doors of the
edifices he passed had retained a great deal of their medieval
origins. A scarlet lion over some thresholds, a white hart over
many others, and, at length, the green-tinged head of a man with
ivy spewing from his eyes, ears, and mouth.

Shrike entered. While the
mortal behind the bar looked askance at his attire, he accepted his
coin regardless. Shrike settled in to wait for the sharp-featured,
sharp-tongued, fierce little bird wrapped in dark garb, and eagerly
looked forward to the opportunity to prove himself worthy of his
favour.

 


~

 



“Bless my soul!” cried Mr Grigsby the instant
Wren returned to the office. “Is that your new muse?”

“What?”
blurted Wren.

“Forgive me,”
Mr Grigsby added in a conspiratorial undertone. It seemed he
supposed Wren objected to the volume of his words rather than their
content. “I mean only to ask—is he to pose for your next piece? An
engraving, perhaps, or dare I hope, a painting? I’m in eagerness to
see it, whatever form it may take.”

“No.” Wren
hadn’t the heart to tell Mr Grigsby that he’d given up on his
artistic aspirations long ago. Still, he could promise something.
“If one of my works is to be exhibited, I shall tell you straight
off.”

Technically that wasn’t a
lie, for, as he had no intention of submitting any of his works to
galleries, he need never tell Mr Grigsby anything.

It seemed to gratify the
old gentleman, who gave him a warm smile and returned to his ledger
humming a few tuneless yet cheerful bars.

Wren returned to his own
work feeling far less sanguine. Butcher—if that was the bizarre
stranger’s real name, which Wren very much doubted—had set his
brain afire. Bad enough if Wren had only glimpsed such a figure in
a crowded street or a shadowed alley. To have spoken to him,
however, and found his speech and manner as medieval as his
garb…

All this aroused Wren’s
suspicions as well as his interest.

Checking to make sure Mr
Grigsby wasn’t watching him—which he never was, but Wren preferred
not to leave matters to chance—he slipped his memorandum-book out
of his desk and jotted down a description of the whole encounter in
shorthand. Certain details, like smouldering black eyes and high
cheekbones, may have taken precedence over others. No matter.
Whether or not anything came of their crossing paths in reality, he
would make something of it in pencil, ink, or paint.

Then, with the riddle of
Butcher set down in black and white, Wren attempted to solve
it.

There were few reasons
Wren could think of why anyone, much less such a Gothic figure as
Butcher, would accost him at his place of work. Money motivated
most things, in Wren’s experience. Yet as a clerk taking in not
more than forty shillings a week, he had none—at least, not enough
to make it worth anyone else’s trouble. Nor did he have any debts
which might provoke a moneylender to send out a large and imposing
figure to intimidate Wren into paying.

Perhaps Mr Grigsby did
have the right notion, in his own way. Perhaps this Butcher was no
hired brute, but a hired model. Or, more likely, a hired
actor.

The more Wren reflected
on this possibility, the more plausible it seemed. While he didn’t
have mortal enemies, there remained a certain coterie in the city
who might consider him a sort of professional nemesis. Though they
didn’t want Wren dead—probably—they would delight to see him
humiliated in his office. Furthermore, this certain coterie was the
precise sort of people who would hire the queerest possible actor
to do the job.

Except Butcher had proved
a touch too queer. A great deal of craftsmanship had gone into his
costume. Expensive craftsmanship at that, full of little
details—all in black and with such fine tooling on the leather
mask—that would not read well from the stage. Nothing in it matched
any role performed in the city at present; medieval pageantry was
not in current dramatic fashion. So it would have to be especially
made, and that would cost a great deal more coin than Wren believed
a certain coterie had at their disposal. Unless they had found
themselves fortunate enough to make the acquaintance of an
eccentric aristocrat who already had such a costume to hand
mouldering away in some ancestral cedar chest.

Wren had one secret, of
course. And while he’d never breathed a word of it to any living
soul, save the other individual involved, one person had discovered
it quite by accident, and there remained a few others out in the
world who might have guessed it. And given this particular secret
and those who knew of it, two of the three possibilities remained
the same; blackmail, for those who suspected the secret had the
habit of spending more money than they earned; or humiliation, as
those who suspected the secret found obscure pranks particularly
amusing, and would think it a grand lark to hire an actor to tease
the secret out of Wren.

Out of the two, Wren
thought the second—a humiliating prank—the most plausible. Because,
if so, the suspected parties couldn’t have chosen a more promising
actor to carry out their plan. Whether they knew it or not, this
Butcher, bizarre as he behaved, had precisely the sort of
countenance, form, and figure that would most tempt Wren to reveal
his secret.

All this meant that,
after ten hours spent puzzling over the mysterious Butcher, Wren
had no more idea of what to expect at the Green Man than when he’d
begun.

When the clock over the
mantle struck half-past seven, Mr Grigsby rose, stretched, and, as
he did every evening, invited Wren to join him at the inn across
the way for dinner. And like every evening before, Wren demurred.
Mr Grigsby never took any offence at this. He had long ago supposed
Wren preferred to dine with his artistic and literary peers, and
for many years his supposition proved correct. Though the
circumstances had changed, Wren saw no need to correct Mr Grigsby’s
assumptions. Regardless of the reason, the outcome remained the
same. Mr Grigsby invited Wren to join him for dinner; Wren
declined; Mr Grigsby bid him goodnight and departed for the
evening; Wren stayed to finish what work he could before going to
bed himself in the garret above the office and Mr Grigsby’s own
chambers.

Tonight, however, at
quarter to eight, Wren donned his coat, locked up the office, and
strode out into the night. A long, cold walk ensued over the
cobblestones until he reached the hanging sign of a man’s face
overgrown with ivy. Wren braced himself before the green-painted
door and, with a sigh, shoved his way into the bright bubbling
chaos of scores of clerks making up for twelve hours of absolute
boredom.

The noise of their
excitement assaulted Wren’s ears like a trumpet blast. A cluster
nearest the fire had broken out in popular comic song which one of
them had heard at a music hall; this young man stood on an ottoman
to direct his fellows in following along his half-remembered
lyrics. A still larger circle of clerks had gathered around this
mess to laugh at the spectacle. The remainder not directly involved
in the musical revue had all their own jests, gossip, and arguments
to distract them, each raising his voice above the general noise to
make himself heard, and thus each voice raising the general noise
by exponential degrees. The resulting cacophony would’ve turned
Wren right around and sent him out into the night again had he not
determined himself to meet the enigmatic Butcher. So he nudged,
pardoned, and surreptitiously elbowed his way through the throng,
his black frock coat a dark speck of ink in the roiling tide of
more fashionable orange, green, crimson, and pink waistcoats,
neckties, and gloves of his fellow clerks.

It occurred to Wren, as
he stepped away from the bar with a cup of coffee in either hand
and searched the crowd in vain for anything like medieval garb,
that convincing him to wait in a coffeehouse all night for a
mysterious stranger who never arrived might, in and of itself, pass
for a prank. A wise man, having recognized this, would no doubt
cease his fruitless hunt and fight his way out of the Green Man the
same way he’d come in.

Yet Wren also recalled
the high cheekbones, hawkish nose, and haunting dark eyes of the
imposing figure who’d appeared in his office as if summoned by
Wren’s wishful imaginings of something—or someone—to carry him away
from the ceaseless drudgery of his own life.

Wren supposed he’d never
been a wise man.

“Lofthouse.”

Wren flinched and whipped
his head ‘round. The voice, its low growl cutting through the noisy
cheer of the crowd, had spoken his surname directly into his hear.
He looked over the heads of the assembled clerks, where he expected
to see a particular long and brooding face rising above the throng
but beheld no sign of the speaker.

“Down here,”
the voice growled again.

Wren glanced down and
discovered a rough-hewn table tucked away in the back corner not
more than two feet from his own left elbow. This position left it
quite out of reach of the candles overhead and the merry flickering
of the hearth-fire surrounded by armchairs full of clerks further
off and cast the whole corner into shadow. Yet the shadow seemed
deeper than it ought, as if it absorbed all light attempting to
breach it. And in this fathomless shadow sat a hooded figure, no
less imposing for his hunched posture.

“Butcher,”
Wren said, setting the coffee-cups on the table and pulling out a
chair to join him.

As soon as
Wren sat down, Butcher threw back his hood. He wore no mask this
time. Wren supposed the proprietor of the Green Man wouldn’t have
allowed it. He appreciated Butcher’s flair for the
dramatique regardless.

Likewise, Wren
appreciated how the clerks nearest to their table cast nervous
looks at Butcher—further confirmation that neither Butcher himself
nor his bizarre attire were figments of Wren’s imagination. And for
once, Wren was not the weirdest figure in the room. Though no doubt
sharing a table with Butcher would mark him out for life. Still,
Wren hadn’t noticed any members of the Restive Quills amidst the
crowd, and the noise of the clerks’ revels would cover up his
conversation with Butcher better than the curious muffled silence
in the fog of Staple Inn.

Wren handed one of the
coffee-cups off to Butcher, who accepted it with a solemn
nod.

“A toast.”
Butcher raised his cup a hair’s-breadth. “To the good health of
your king.”

“Queen,” Wren
corrected him.

Butcher’s brows knit
together. Then his expression cleared. “Of course. Elizabeth.
Forgive me, I had forgotten.”

Wren opened his mouth,
thought better of it, and sipped his bracingly bitter
coffee.

Butcher, meanwhile,
quaffed the whole piping-hot cup as if it were water. “And now to
our purpose.”

Wren, who’d found it
difficult to tear his eyes away from Butcher’s throat as he
swallowed, forced himself to meet that dark gaze once again. “And
what is our purpose, exactly?”

“To defeat
the Holly King, now and forevermore.”

Wren blinked. “I beg your
pardon?”

“The Queen of
the Court of the Silver Wheel has chosen me as her Oak King,” said
Butcher, which did nothing to dispel Wren’s confusion. “I must slay
the Holly King on the Winter Solstice. The queen will appoint
another Holly King in his place, who must slay me on the Summer
Solstice, and so the Silver Wheel continues turning.”

Wren stared at him. If
he’d had any doubts as to who’d hired Butcher before, they vanished
now. The medieval details and chivalrous themes of Butcher’s speech
were obvious allusions to his own interests—interests which only
the Restive Quills knew of, and knew well at that, and had made no
secret of their own impatience with Wren’s treatment of such
themes. He had to admire Butcher’s talent, for he not only had his
lines down by heart but spoke them as if he truly believed every
word. What a wonder he must appear on the stage. Wren wished he
might see him as Hotspur or Tybalt or Hamlet. Perhaps, after the
Restive Quills had finished their laugh at his expense, Wren could
wring his professional name from him and witness his work under the
limelight.

Butcher leaned in, his
dark eyes burning into Wren’s like twin coals. “I do not intend to
die on the Summer Solstice.”

“Nor do I,”
Wren replied.

Butcher smiled as if Wren
had said something both sensible and agreeable, rather than
blurting out the first words which came to mind. Wren found he
rather liked that smile. More the pity, then, that Butcher merely
played a part. “I intend to slay the new-crowned Holly King and
every one of his successors, for all the coming
centuries.”

“That’s all
well and good,” said Wren. “But I don’t see what any of it has to
do with me.”

Butcher furrowed his brow
again. “Don’t you?”

“No, I
don’t,” Wren insisted. “Do explain.”

Butcher looked at him a
moment longer, then stared across the room into the fire and
scratched the scar on his cheek in thought.

Wren watched him with a
mixture of idle aesthetic appreciation and practical impatience—at
least, until he recalled that not twelve hours hence, Butcher’s
scar had been a wound.

Yet even as he stared in
wonder, Wren realized his mistake. The “wound” of that morning had
been mere drippings of wax, which skilful fingers had arranged to
look like broken skin. Actors on the stage often employed such
tricks. Now, so much later in the day, the wax had fallen off—for
the most part—and only the faint red streaks of irritated skin
remained.

Butcher’s rumbling voice
broke through Wren’s thoughts. “I don’t know, either.”

“What?” said
Wren stupidly.

“I don’t know
what purpose you will serve in my quest. But,” Butcher added, with
a wry half-smile that made Wren’s heart perform curious acrobatics,
“I intend to find out.”

“If you don’t
know how I fit into your ‘quest,’” Wren said, forcing himself to
pronounce the word with extreme scepticism, “what makes you believe
I’m part of it at all?”

“Because the
fates have said so,” Butcher replied as though it were the most
natural thing in the world.

“And pray
tell, how do the fates speak to you?”

“Through
ritual.”

“What,
scattering bird entrails across the cobblestones? Or do you inhale
mystical vapours and babble prophecy in a stupor?”

“I made a
pendulum of an acorn,” said Butcher, “and ate it.”

Wren stared at
him.

Butcher did not
elaborate. Nor did he seem in any way discomfited by Wren’s
continued scepticism.

As much as Wren enjoyed
staring into so handsome a face, he didn’t want the evening to come
down to a mere staring contest. He cleared this throat. “Well,
you’ve certainly learnt your book by rote, and your continued
improvisation on it is commendable. But you really can’t expect me
to believe any of this. Not without some proof, at
least.”

Butcher served him a
blank look. Then, catching Wren’s eye to be sure he followed the
motion, he raised both hands to either side of his head and tucked
his hair behind his ears.

Prior to this moment, his
raven locks had flowed down as straight and dark as ink poured from
the bottle, shot through with strands of molten silver. The loose
gather at the nape of his neck allowed for this remarkable hair to
cover his ears. The shape of these Wren had taken for granted
resembled his and those of other men.

Now, Wren’s eyes widened
as he beheld a pair of ears as pointed as arrowheads.

Even as he gawked,
however, he had a rational explanation to hand. Startling and
remarkable craftsmanship, yes—but mere waxwork, just like the
wound-turned-scar, and no doubt if he reached out and touched them
they would crumble beneath his fingertips.

Wren resisted the urge to
do just that and instead replied, “You say your ritual brought you
to me. Magic, I presume?”

“Aye,” said
Butcher.

“Why don’t
you show me some more of your magic, then. Go on.” Wren gestured to
the table between them. “Do a spell.”

For the first time since
they’d met, Butcher appeared almost offended. “I’m a sell-sword,
not a witch.”

“Yet you
performed a spell to find me,” Wren countered. “Do you deny
it?”

“I deny
nothing,” said Butcher. “But the pendulum ritual—it’s the simplest
trick. Every hunter knows it.”

“Thought you
said you were a sell-sword.”

“I am a
knave, and thus of all trades.” The wry half-smile returned to
Butcher’s lips. “Though I excel in the hunt.”

Wren, who’d begun to feel
rather hunted himself, swallowed hard.

“Right.
Well,” he said, rising from his chair, “until you have some magic
to show me, I’m afraid your hunt is at an end.”

Butcher watched him stand
with a touch of alarm and a great deal more interest. “So be it. I
know where to find you.”

His eyes lingered on
Wren’s ink-stained fingertips, his blue-veined wrists protruding
from his shirtsleeves, and the death’s-head pin on the black
neck-cloth tied beneath his throat.

Wren felt the colour rise
in his cheeks. If Butcher had demanded to meet him in another sort
of establishment, who could tell where their encounter might have
led. Alas, in the Green Man, they could have nothing. And so Wren’s
secret remained safe, though it stuck in his craw.

“Give my
regards to the Restive Quills,” Wren said with more confidence than
he felt and threw himself into the crowd without looking
back.
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Chapter
Three

 




For the next fortnight, as September passed into
October, Wren expected Butcher to descend on Mr Grigsby’s office at
any moment.

If he were perfectly
honest, Wren had to admit he felt more than a little bitter
satisfaction in imagining the Restive Quills’ reaction to his
demand for proof. No doubt it would throw them into fits. He felt
still more excitement in imagining what sort of street magic,
mesmerism, or conjuring trick Butcher would use to prove his story.
To say nothing of how, when Butcher returned to show off his
so-called magic, Wren might have the opportunity to glean the man’s
real name at last.

As the days passed,
however, and Butcher did not appear, Wren began to fear he’d set
his challenge too high for the Restive Quills to meet.

Which was a shame,
because no matter what his reasons for coming, Wren found he did
want to see Butcher again. That imposing figure, those high
cheekbones, those dark eyes—even his woodsmoke scent had begun to
enter Wren’s dreams.

Then, on a mid-October
morning, the downstairs bell rang at last.

Wren leapt out of his
chair before it occurred to him to conceal his excitement from his
employer.

Mr Grigsby blinked at
him. “Are we expecting something particular from the penny
post?”

“Yes,” Wren
lied, glad Mr Grigsby had provided him with a convenient excuse for
his behaviour. He went for the door without any further
explanation.

But as he reached for the
latch, the door swung inward of its own accord and brought an
unexpected visitor along with it.

“Ah!” Mr
Grigsby exclaimed in genuine delight, which Wren did not share. “Mr
Knoll! What a marvellous surprise! Lofthouse, you ought to have
told me—but no matter, you are here now, and must sit down and take
tea with us.”

“Thank you,”
said Mr Felix Knoll, a young gentleman of twenty years in a
striking blue suit that matched his sapphire eyes. He swept his
silk top hat from his lamb-like golden curls and handed it off to
Wren without looking at him. “I’m quite famished.”

Wren resisted
the urge to cram the hat into Felix’s mouth. Instead, he shut the
door behind Felix and put the top hat in the coat closet beside his
and Mr Grigsby’s own chapeaux
and umbrellas.

Mr Grigsby, meanwhile,
rose from his own chair to offer it to Felix. “To what occasion do
we owe this honour?”

“Oh, nothing
particular,” Felix answered with the exaggerated casual air that
always bespoke his lies. He draped himself across Mr Grigsby’s
chair like a house cat in a sunbeam. “Found myself in the
neighbourhood. Thought I’d drop in.”

“Then we must
give our thanks to Providence for allowing our paths to cross this
day,” Mr Grigsby concluded with an indulgent chuckle.

As a clerk, Wren feigned
to take as little notice in Felix as Felix took in him. As an
aspiring artist, however, he remained ever observant. And while he
considered himself wise enough not to judge aloud, he knew in his
heart he wasn’t charitable enough to avoid forming judgments
privately. He had formed his judgment of Felix four years ago, when
the boy had first come under Mr Grigsby’s legal guardianship, and
nothing in Felix’s behaviour since then had caused him to
reconsider that judgment. On the contrary, his conviction only
deepened with every minute spent either in Felix’s presence or in
going through the records of Felix’s considerable
inheritance.

Mr Grigsby, meanwhile,
went to put the kettle on.

Mr Grigsby was not a
clumsy man, precisely. He didn’t often knock over ink-bottles or
drop his teacup. Yet he moved as if he expected to become clumsy at
any moment. A total lack of surety infused his limbs. He might
raise his hand towards a ledger twice or thrice without actually
touching it before he summoned the conviction to pull it down from
the shelf. He did this with a grim determination suggesting that he
fully anticipated the whole shelf would collapse at his fingertips,
but have that ledger he must, and so he had resigned himself to his
fate. When the shelf did not, in fact, crumble to splinters in
front of him, he always seemed pleasantly surprised.

At present, Mr Grigsby
employed a similar method when it came to fetching the box of tea
down from the shelf where it sat between the years 1815 and 1816 in
the endless line of annual rent records. He stood on the tips of
his toes to grasp it like a schoolboy flailing at a box of
forbidden treats put out of his reach.

The third time Mr Grigsby
tried and failed to retrieve the tea, a snort of laughter rang out
through the muffled atmosphere of Staple Inn.

Mr Grigsby paused and
looked around in puzzlement. By then Felix had already whipped out
his handkerchief and turned his laughter into a convincing
cough.

“The fog is
dreadfully thick today,” Mr Grigsby observed. “But never fear!
Lofthouse has stopped up all draughts, and a moment by the fire
should put you to rights.”

Felix nodded into his
handkerchief, his eyes still sparkling with mirth.

Of all Felix’s many
faults, this was the one that most provoked Wren’s wrath. Wren did
not—indeed, could not—deny that Mr Grigsby’s awkward habits held
some humour now and again, but still he felt the least Felix might
do would be to wait until he had departed before he indulged in
laughter at the expense of his legal guardian and benefactor, who
had behaved far better by half towards Felix than Wren felt he
deserved.

Rather than give young
Felix a blistering lecture on gratitude, however, Wren took the
empty copper kettle out of the office and down to the water-pump in
the courtyard.

By the time Wren
returned, Mr Grigsby had succeeded in getting the tea-box down from
the shelf and now clasped it before him with perfect contentment as
he regaled Felix with his report on the past week’s weather—fog,
with intermittent rain, followed by more fog.

Felix did a better job at
feigning interest than Wren, though Wren suspected this was only
because Felix wanted to commit as many of Mr Grigsby’s odd
mannerisms to memory as possible, so he might impersonate Mr
Grigsby to amuse his university friends at a later date. Even if
Wren didn’t already know the boy’s character, he would’ve realised
it in a moment from the way Felix kept biting back bursts of
laughter and sniffling away his snickering beneath his
handkerchief.

Wren entered the room
without a word, shut the door behind himself with the softest click
of the latch, and wove his way around the two gentlemen to hang the
full kettle over the fire. Neither acknowledged his presence; Felix
because he did not care and Mr Grigsby because he genuinely did not
notice. At least, not until Wren approached him directly to take
the tea-box.

“Ah, thank
you, Lofthouse!” Mr Grigsby said, handing the tea over with a
smile. “Now, Mr Knoll, we need do nothing more than twiddle our
thumbs, for Lofthouse takes care of everything. I don’t know what
I’d do without him.”

Prosper, most
like, Wren thought but didn’t
say.

Felix cleared his throat.
“Actually, I’ve just thought of something you may help me with in
the meantime.”

“Oh?”
Surprise did not lessen Mr Grigsby’s good humour by one jot. “Name
it, my dear boy.”

“I require an
advance of funds from my father’s trust,” said Felix.

For a moment, the only
sound that permeated the muffling fog of Staple Inn was the
crackling of the fire beneath the copper kettle.

“Dear me,”
said Mr Grigsby. “I’m very sorry to bear bad news, but I’m afraid
my hands are tied on the matter. The terms of your father’s will
are unmistakable. You are to have sufficient funds for your
education, and—” Here Mr Grigsby named a sum that had dizzied Wren
the first time he heard it and infuriated him every instance
afterward. “—per semester to live on in a manner befitting your
station. And, as it comes from the interest of your late father’s
trust, there is no margin left over from which to draw on. Quite
impossible. I hope only the need is not great and the matter not
dire?”

Felix waved off Mr
Grigsby’s genuine concern. “Oh no, nothing pressing. It’s just I
wanted to buy a particular necklace for Flora, as a Christmas
present.”

Wren thought Felix might
at least have the decency to look abashed at his own lie, but
falsehood altered the young man’s fashionable features not a
whit.

Mr Grigsby entertained no
such suspicions. “How charming! I’m sure it would please Miss
Fairfield very much.”

Wren had never laid eyes
on Miss Flora Fairfield in the flesh, but he had seen the miniature
Felix kept of her. Indeed, the boy had shown it off to him like a
prized racehorse when he’d first received it. From this, Wren knew
Miss Flora had pale blue eyes, white-blonde hair, and an expression
that fell somewhere between astonishment and boredom. Though, Wren
supposed, the blame for the latter might fall on the artist rather
than the subject.

In Wren’s opinion, Felix
and Miss Flora, with their matching fair hair and blue eyes, bore
greater resemblance to a pair of twins rather than a pair of
lovers. Indeed, as Mr Grigsby retained legal guardianship over both
of them, one might call them siblings. But since no one asked for
Wren’s opinion on the match, he expressed it only to his
manuscripts.

“Unfortunately,” Mr Grigsby continued, “Miss Fairfield’s
appreciation does not alter the terms of your father’s will.
However, depending on the jeweller from which you acquire the
necklace, it may be possible to pay some small amount at present
and the remainder after the first of the year. Not that I suggest
one ought to make it a habit to live on one’s debts! But for this
singular special instance, it might do.”

Wren had long suspected
Felix was no stranger to living on his debts but kept this to
himself—save for a speaking glance at Felix.

Felix ignored Wren’s
accusatory gaze. “I’m afraid this particular jeweller will not make
such a bargain with me. Is there absolutely nothing to be
done?”

“Nothing
whatsoever,” Mr Grigsby said solemnly. “But fret not! Christmas is
three months out, and I’m sure you can think up another equally
suitable gift for dear Miss Fairfield before then. And the new year
will allow you to withdraw the cost of the necklace from your
father’s trust—no doubt you have already resolved to tighten your
belt to meet the demand—in plenty of time for her birthday, on
which occasion I’m sure the necklace will meet with equal
appreciation.”

Mr Grigsby looked well
pleased with the solution he’d drawn up for Felix’s supposed
predicament. Felix’s own smile proved a pale imitation of such
satisfaction. Wren saw through it as easily as one might see
through a windowpane.

And no sooner had Wren
thought this than something struck the actual windowpane behind
Felix’s head.

All three men whirled
towards the sound, though only Wren dashed to the window
itself.

A bird lay on the sill.
It didn’t move as Wren unlocked the window and threw it open. Wren
supposed it had died in striking the glass.

“A sparrow,
Lofthouse?” Mr Grigsby called to him from across the
room.

“No, sir,”
said Wren. For indeed, it was no sparrow, but something with a
fluffy grey coat and a little mask of black feathers over its eyes.
“Some other sort of bird.”

Just as Wren attempted to
scoop its poor corpse onto a scrap of parchment, the black-masked
eyes blinked open.

“Oh!” cried
Wren as the bird hopped upright.

Despite its passerine
shape, the queer little bird had a fierce gaze beneath its mask. It
blinked at him several more times, shook itself all over, then
hopped onto the parchment and from there onto the cuff of Wren’s
jacket.

Wren willed himself not
to flinch, lest he startle the stunned creature.

Just as the bird seemed
about to hop up his elbow and into the office, it blinked at
something over his shoulder, then whirled away in a storm of
feathers and disappeared into the fog.

“It’s alive
after all?” Mr Grigsby asked as Wren shut and locked the window.
Without waiting for an answer, he continued, “Very good. Far
preferable to the inverse outcome, I think we may all
agree.”

Felix belatedly returned
Mr Grigsby’s beaming smile. “Yes, well—thank you for the tea—I’m
afraid I must be going.”

“So soon?”
asked Mr Grigsby.

Indeed, the kettle had
not yet begun to whistle. Wren indulged in a raised eyebrow at
Felix’s expense.

“Yes,” said
Felix, pointedly avoiding Wren’s gaze. “I’ve just remembered an
appointment with another friend in town. Must dash. But thank you
for your offer of tea and your advice. I shall use it in good
health.”

With this, he made a very
pretty bow, which gave Wren enough time to fetch his hat from the
cupboard. He handed it over to Felix, who did not trouble himself
to thank him.

When the downstairs bell
rang again the next day, Wren’s heart leapt to think Butcher had
come at last. He hastened to temper his enthusiasm; more likely it
was Felix Knoll returned to make another attempt at his trust
fund.

Mr Grigsby, absorbed in
his newspaper, took no notice of Wren rising from his desk and
crossing the office to answer the door.

Yet when Wren ventured
into the foyer, he found not Felix Knoll, nor Butcher, but a
gentleman with sandy hair, snub nose, and a receding chin propped
up by the voluminous folds of his cravat.

Wren hurried to shut the
door behind himself and hissed down the stair. “Humphreys? What are
you doing here?”

Indeed, for a member of
the Restive Quills to confront another in his place of work broke
all the club’s rules of secrecy. Though, since Wren had tendered
his resignation, he supposed the tenets of membership no longer
applied to him.

Humphreys bore a look
that strongly implied he didn’t care what rules he flouted in that
moment. He mounted one foot on the stair and furiously
stage-whispered, “What the Devil do you mean by sending over such a
ridiculous creature to give us your regards?”

“What?” said
Wren.

“When we
asked him how he’d found us, he said the bones had shown him the
path. The bones! Is that what you’re calling yourself
now?”

“What?” Wren
repeated.

“Don’t play
coy. We all know it was you who set him on us and told him where he
might find our gathering place.”

“Humphreys,”
Wren said with complete honesty, “I haven’t the faintest idea what
you’re on about.”

Humphreys scoffed. “You
know perfectly well! That actor you hired to play the part of your
medieval Dick Turpin—Butcher, he said to call him.”

Wren stared at
him.

“Which, while
it certainly cuts to the point of the matter, can hardly be
considered a particularly clever pseudonym,” Humphreys continued.
“I’d thought your pride in your craft would demand something more.
A pun, at the very least.”

“I didn’t
hire him,” Wren said stupidly. “You hired him.”

“Me!?”
Humphreys recoiled from the notion.

“The
collective you,” Wren elaborated, not bothering to disguise his
impatience. The farce had gone on long enough. “The Restive Quills.
You hired him to play a prank on me.”

“We most
certainly did not!” insisted Humphreys, sounding almost as
indignant as Wren felt. “Of all the absurd—”

“It is
exactly the sort of absurdity in which you all delight,” Wren
snapped. “Though I’d considered you better gentlemen than to try
and convince me it was all my own idea.”

“Whether or
not Butcher was your idea remains to be seen,” Humphreys sniffed,
“but he certainly wasn’t ours.”

Wren knew he hadn’t hired
Butcher. However, he also knew that Humphreys couldn’t spin a
convincing falsehood any more than he could spin dross into gold—or
ink into prose, for that matter. The man had no capacity for lying.
Which meant Humphreys, at least, had nothing to do with
Butcher.

This by no means cleared
the remainder of the Restive Quills of such a charge. They all knew
as well as Wren that Humphreys couldn’t lie and might have wisely
chosen to keep Humphreys in the dark as to their actual plans, lest
he give the game away.

But it did give Wren
pause.

“What exactly
happened,” Wren said slowly, “and when, and where?”

“At our last
meeting,” Humphreys answered. “In the coffeehouse at Cockspur
Street. We were all sitting in our corner of the back room reading
the minutes when this Gothic brute stormed in and demanded to know
if he’d found the gathering place of the Restive Quills. Vincent
informed him he had and asked how he knew where to find us, and he
claimed that the bones had told him. Which was of course nonsense,
and he proved it in the next moment by looming over us all and
growling out: ‘Lofthouse sends his regards.’”

Wren felt his dawning
horror at war with a fervent wish to have seen the looks on all the
Restive Quills’ faces as Butcher passed on his message.

“So Vincent
demanded his name,” Humphreys continued, “and you’d have thought
he’d asked for the man’s own firstborn son, for how he smouldered
at the question! But then he rumbled, ‘Butcher,’ and turned on his
heel and stalked out. Well?” Humphreys concluded with evident
irritation. “Does this account of your prank satisfy you? Or did
your Butcher give you a better one?”

“Not my
prank,” said Wren, still digesting the tale. “And not my Butcher,
either.”

Humphreys scoffed. “As
you like it. But know this—the Restive Quills will not forget this
offence. All that follows, sir, you will have brought down on your
own head!”

Wren, who knew full well
that what followed would likely be little more than a satirical
sketch in the margins of whatever literature the Quills produced in
the coming year, resisted the urge to roll his eyes.

Humphreys took a pinch of
snuff without offering any to him—not that Wren wanted it, but he
knew from experience Humphreys delighted in the slight—and bid him
an extraordinarily sarcastic good day as he whirled away from him.
The three consecutive sneezes that resounded through the foyer
after Wren had closed the door on him somewhat marred the
impressive nature of his exit.

Mr Grigsby glanced up
from his newspaper as Wren passed him on his way back to his own
desk. “Glad tidings, I hope?”

The question jerked Wren
out of bizarre musings, and it took him a moment to respond.
“Interesting tidings.”

Mr Grigsby seemed pleased
by this and returned to his newspaper with no further questions,
much to Wren’s
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