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Startled faces peered out of windows to gawk at him, and Errol returned the favor by waving and grinning. Once or twice, he paused to face scowling features and bow like the proper gentleman he was—even pulling his hat off and doing strange waving flourishes with it while bowing. He thought he heard a few concerned exchanges between onlookers: “Whatever he had for lunch, I want some. I still have laundry to do.”

“I had mushroom and lentil pot pie for lunch, ma’am,” he declared with a broad grin. “And it was lovely! This day’s lovely! It’s genius! Sublime!”

The woman and her companion blinked, visibly recoiling from the open window. Clearly neither expected Errol to hear them, let alone respond. 

“Yer bones need more meat on ‘em!” the older-looking one hollered from the safety offered by the shadows of their home. “Quit yer poxy vegetable pies and have a piece of dead animal!”

“And butter! Lots of it! My brother would back me up if he hadn’t upped and died from petrified veins like his doctor said!” her companion called out half a second after. She sounded like a cat in heat, and Errol would have told her so had he not been too wrapped up in his own triumph.

“I’ll keep that under consideration, thank you! Have a wonderful day, ma’am and ma’am!”

The two women shrank back further until nothing but their noses and chins could be spotted from the cobbled street. Errol didn’t mind and simply waved again, and off he went like before—half-walking, half-skipping, letting the soaring joy he felt propel him forward. He even hummed a nursery song in a perpetual loop and mentally projected impossibly colored birds onto the gray and drab walls and lanes of the town. 

Oh, and mythical creatures as well, all coming to imaginative life courtesy of his beloved childhood tales. The world certainly would benefit from an actual rainbow-colored dragon or two. 

Cragspire desperately needed some color, and residents’ earnest efforts at alleviating the centuries’ old dreariness of stone and wood with window gardens or virgin-white curtains barely made a dent. Of course, some opted for a bolder move of keeping potted plants bursting with colorful dwarf shrubs or delightful flowers outside, each pot flanking the front door. For those with money, a strategically planted tree or a nicely maintained half-barrel packed with a wild mix of flowers did the trick. Errol thought the effort quite sweet albeit doomed against the Medieval heaviness of a rheumatic town. 

“Don’t you agree, my good man, that this town ought to have been designed to look more like a proper town?” he asked during another pause. 

This time he stood with his hands on his hips and looked around him with the air of a disappointed tutor. He knew the expression too well, having been on the receiving end of such throughout his childhood. 

“For instance, all we have are narrow streets not fit for anything larger than two horses and small carts moving in opposite directions at once. No room for grander carriages or larger wagons. All the houses are attached to each other in a never-ending chain. No one can have proper gardens save for a spot of land the size of an elephant’s scrotum behind each house. Or there’s not enough space between themselves and their neighbor and are forced to put up with incoherent conversations or wild fucking next door. It’s a travesty, don’t you agree?”

No response came, and Errol was obliged to glance down to the toddler sitting on the doorstep of yet another row house. The damnable town was nothing but row houses and row shops—if he could call them that—and it was a visual tragedy. A couple of toys sat on the child’s lap, and he stared up at Errol in saucer-eyed confusion, a thumb in his mouth. 

“I hope you didn’t touch anything other than your breakfast before stuffing chubby appendages into your gob,” Errol said. “Has anyone sat you down, sir, and laid out the dangers of doing such a thing? It’s dreadful for your health. Trust me, I know. Just ask my old nurse, God rest her soul, though Papa will still argue the paint I enjoyed licking off my fingers was quite safe for children’s digestive systems. He should know, he said—he’s a hobbyist alchemist.”

The toddler only sucked his thumb harder and with greater urgency, a hint of a distressed whimper somehow managing to find its way out. Errol sighed, touched his hat, and carried on as before. He hummed, sometimes skipped, sometimes tipped his head back to take in the glorious, glorious sun and cloudless sky, though as he made the final turn and skip-walked down the final stretch of row houses, he gave up on greeting residents with heartfelt cheer. This part of Cragspire, after all, was the affluent side, and the row houses were considerably grander and boasted more quaint half-barrels of colorful annuals and dwarf trees.

And that meant less people leaning out of open windows to watch the world outside. Not that the opposite would have mattered, anyway, since the wealthy would have their servants do all that good stuff as they went about their daily cleaning duties while families cowered deeper within where shadows were thickest—like vampires with good taste in fashion. Indeed, Errol had always strongly argued that the widow who lived next door to his family was one since no one ever saw her moving about at any time before dusk. Her servants also rarely appeared for errands, and when they did, they looked more like resurrected corpses than warm-blooded living things. The widow also looked centuries old whenever she rose from her crypt, and Errol had raised the alarm about possible missing children or virgin girls in Cragspire. He even went through a prepubescent phase carrying a small rosary in his pocket just in case (he was neither Catholic nor Catholic-adjacent). 

Sure enough, he spared the mysterious Mrs. Zora Wimple’s house a glance and saw the curtains still filling windows up and down the structure. Even the explosions of gorgeous—and suspiciously lush and vibrantly red—roses in the window gardens had about them an air of embarrassment for looking disproportionately beautiful against the town sepulchre. 

“I’m home!” Errol bellowed upon entering his home. “Mamma! Papa! Come—I need to speak with you two in the drawing-room, please! You as well, Tetty, Sander! Come along!”

A moment’s startled silence fell on him from all over as though the very house itself had just been roughly startled out of a brief nap—very grandfather-like, Errol thought with a misty-eyed smile. 

“The devil?” a man’s voice bellowed back from somewhere upstairs. It was Sander, of course. “What the hell are you doing, shouting the bloody house down, Errol?”

“I’m not about to go room to room, looking for my family, just to summon them to the drawing-room!”

“You could’ve had a servant do it for you! Christ’s arse!”

Errol stood before his grandfather’s large portrait—one of several portraits of the family’s ancestral line decorating the walls all over the great house in dark, elegant frames. How he wished the old fellow were still around to hear the good news. Even as members of the family now shattered the still air of the house with answering shouts of consternation and annoyance, Errol smiled up at the painted cheerful visage, kissed two of his fingers, and pressed them against his grandfather’s cheek. 

“I miss you, Grandpapa,” he murmured. “I wish you were here to see me be so happy.”

Movement in the shadows of the hallway drew his attention, and he turned to find a couple of maids standing in baffled silence there, their arms laden with neatly folded clean linens. 

“I just saved you the trouble of rounding up my family,” he said, grinning. “Carry on.”

The girls blinked, curtsied, and scampered off with their burdens. Errol hastened to the kitchen to find the cook and ordered a tray of tea and whatever bakes were left over from last night’s dinner to be brought to the drawing-room. Surely his family wouldn’t mind being treated to half-a-day-old cake before lunch. All the same, he ought to be prepared to argue that the last time they were treated to some was also for a very good reason, and being leveled with food poisoning as a result had nothing to do with how and where the tart was stored and had been nothing more than a simple fluke. 

He couldn’t even remember why he’d insisted upon serving it to them, but it was some monumentally good news—of that he was certain. Oh, yes—he was thirteen, and he’d just discovered what castration meant and even used the word properly in a sentence. 

Errol was in the drawing-room in another moment, feeling satisfaction at the sight of the tray of food and drink while the family took to their favorite chairs (a récamier for Tetty because she couldn’t help herself—besides, Errol had once made the mistake of tossing himself onto her beloved chair after a grueling math lesson, and she’d chased him off with an impossibly large hat pin aimed at his eyeballs) from where they all glared at him. 

“All right, we’re here,” Sander said. “What now?”

“He said yes.”

Four pairs of eyes blinked at the same time, and it was an unnerving sight to behold.

“Who said yes? And what was the yes for?” Sander pressed.

“Edvin—and we’re to be married. And we’d love you all to be there and dressed in purple and black. Purple’s his favorite color, you see, and I want to surprise him by having you lot show up looking very supportive.”

Another moment of silence punctuated with perfectly synchronized eye blinks. For a ghastly second or two, Errol wondered if Mrs. Wimple had gotten to his family while he was off proposing to the sweet and lovely Edvin Loyola-Norikova. 

“Mamma, could you blink a little faster, please? You as well, Tetty. There should be more disorganization in this house because all of this sameness is terrifying,” Errol demanded. 

“How old is Edvin again, dear?” Mamma asked, sounding ominously calm.

“Um—nineteen. Like me.”

The blinking had more life this time as parents and siblings appeared to be emerging from this unusual trance they’d been in. Did they have bad milk in their breakfast beverages? Perhaps Errol could pull Mamma aside and remind her to ensure the servants were following proper food storage procedures if she wished to see her progeny live long enough and thrive. Maybe even bless her and Papa with an army of squalling brats down the line though Errol couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of anyone agreeing to breed with either Sander or Tetty. 

Papa broke the silence as he cheerfully slapped the armrests of his chair.

“Oh—well, then. Good luck with that, Errol, my boy.” 

He grunted as he stood up with some effort before taking Errol by his shoulders and kissing both cheeks and then ruffling his hair before marching out of the room (and vanishing in his attic laboratory again). Mamma and his brother and sister stayed behind, however, question marks now replacing their eyes with Mamma’s ocular punctuation also looking a little stormier than his siblings’. 

“And how long have you two been courting?” she asked in the same quiet and modulated voice. 

“Seven months,” Errol replied, pleased his mother was actually interested in knowing more about his love life. Other youths weren’t so lucky, so Errol had been worried over nothing. “Actually, seven months and two and a half days. Oh, wait. We had a nearly catastrophic eclipse that one day—remember? Do I still count that as a day?”
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Edvin paused and counted twice. It wouldn’t do giving his family a wrong number, after all, and his mothers had always been sticklers for precision—not to mention behavior, carriage, and hairstyles. 

“Seven months and two days,” he said at length as warmth spread through him at the very real nature of his and Errol’s courtship. “I counted that one day when we had that catastrophic eclipse, and everyone thought the world was going to end, and the dead would rise to knock our skulls together and suck out our brains.”

His family—Mamma, Mum, Richmond, Yardley, and Vittoria—all gathered in the parlor where he and Errol had enjoyed the most earth-shaking moment of their lives to date. It hadn’t been an hour since Errol’s departure, but at least Edvin had stopped weeping from joy. It had taken him two or three icy cold washes in his bedroom to calm himself down and settle his swollen eyes and nose. Unfortunately, based on his family’s startled reactions upon gathering, those punishing splashes of freezing cold water were of little help.

At least he didn’t break down sobbing before everyone when he announced his engagement to Errol Bricksworth. 

“I see,” Mamma replied. She and mum didn’t even exchange glances this time and communicate by eye contact alone, which meant they’d be welcoming the good news individually and not as one terrifying unit. “Frankly, I thought the eclipse gave us a very humorous glimpse into the intellectual weakness of too many around us, and I hope that day convinced all of you to stick to your studies and excel in everything you put your minds to.”

A weak chorus of “yes, Mamma” and “of course, Mamma” and “for heaven’s sake, Mamma” followed—the last item coming from Yardley, of course, because a young man already making his name in the music world as a prodigy couldn’t help but be contrarian. Errol did say that all artists—visual, musical, and literary—were born to push their luck with their parents (the first sign of a fledgling genius among the ranks), and Edvin had borne witness to this over the years. In fact, Yardley still held the family record of the most number of times he’d been sent to bed without dinner. 

“And why weren’t we first consulted or told by your fiancé about this marriage proposal? Why hear it from you after the fact?” Mum asked this time, her accent thickening as she leveled Edvin with a stony, hazel gaze. 

Both her and Mamma’s accents always did this whenever their moods soured, and it was the only warning Edvin and his siblings had of pending danger since both mothers were masters of the art of physical stoniness. Women of a scholarly bent were born with this unnerving talent, narrow-eyed stares and pinched mouths at birth surely a thing and a dire warning of things to come. 

“Well, to be fair, Mum, we were both so ecstatic and beside ourselves with joy that we weren’t thinking, and he danced his way out of our house and back home.”

“He left you to face the lionesses alone, then,” Richmond piped up from the sofa, peering above his spectacles at Edvin. “He’s a good catch, that one.”

“Oh, come now—they’re madly in love and can’t help themselves. You can’t blame either of them for poking the sleeping bear, can you?” Vittoria said. Like her two mothers, she sat straight and stiff with no strand of hair out of place—not even a pleat in her gown revolted against physics. “But how are you two going to survive, Edvin? You’re only nineteen, and neither of you has a job. He didn’t even give you a ring.”

“Well, that’s the point, isn’t it? We’re young enough to find something to see us through seventy years of marriage. And he didn’t bring a ring because he hasn’t bought one yet, but what does an engagement ring matter when two people are madly in love? We know we’re engaged and we’re set to live out the most perfect life together.”

“I love your optimism.”

“Well,” Richmond said as he looked at their mothers, “now that your youngest is engaged, perhaps the pressure on me to find someone to marry and spawn will be lifted.”

Mamma and Mum’s heads swiveled in Richmond’s direction in frightening synchronicity. It also appeared as though Edvin’s unexpected engagement had shaken the Loyola-Norikova family’s foundation enough for the older children to test the waters and get dangerously cheeky. 

“We’ll deal with you later,” Mum said, and that was that. Her accent was extremely thick now, and it was only a matter of time before she and Mamma would be crushing their children with an avalanche of Russian and Spanish rapidly spoken—an apocalyptic event that had also been rather common over the years (mostly concentrated on Yardley, of course, with Richmond coming a distant second) and that had never failed to leave them reeling afterwards. 

“I’m a very successful banker, which is unheard of among people of my age—”

“You’re twenty-six,” Mamma said.

“Which makes my accomplishments all the more impressive, don’t you think? I’m not interested in courtship and marriage and children, thank you, Mamma, as I’m more keen on taking over the bank someday and be its first black president. I suppose now’s a good time as any to remind everyone I’m only two positions away from my goal.”

Yardley sighed heavily from his corner and glanced at Vittoria, who narrowed her eyes at him. 

“I’m going to be the greatest abbess in the history of the church,” she said coolly. “I’ll have no time for any of this marriage foolishness. I don’t see you giving us all a good reason not to spawn.”

“I’m already married,” Yardley declared. 

Mamma and Mum’s hands flew out and reached for each other in the space between their chairs, their gazes hardening, and Edvin was left wondering where the conversation had taken a wild turn and ended up in the marsh. He stood before everyone, blinking and not daring to move his hands from his back. His fingers had all but fused themselves into each other as they stayed tangled behind him, his brain unable to come up with something to herd the family back to the point of this gathering. 

“I beg your pardon? You’re already married?” Mamma said—but she said so in Spanish. 

“To my music, of course. What, did everyone here think I was going to think of anything else but music? A wife and children simply don’t work with my ambitions, thank you for asking.”

“They’re dreadfully inconvenient, if you ask me,” Richmond said, nodding in his younger brother’s direction. Then he turned to their mothers and raised his head proudly. “So—it’ll be to your benefit to put all your support behind Edvin’s engagement since none of us are interested in all this spawning nonsense. I’m twenty-six. Yardley’s twenty-four. Vittoria’s twenty. We’ve all crossed that point in our maturation that inoculates us against Medieval expectations and—”

“When did you decide to join the convent?” Edvin asked Vittoria, genuinely puzzled, as reason regained a foothold in his brain. “I don’t remember you saying anything about it, and isn’t twenty too old to be a novice or whatever it is they call baby nuns?”

Vittoria didn’t even flinch. “When you announced your engagement.”

“That’s awfully inconvenient because now you’ll be forced to scramble for information on which convent’s best suited for you though I’m not sure if any of them offer courses in botany, and now I’m worried your talent in cross-breeding plants will wither away and die in the cloisters.”

“Nuns are more than capable of cross-breeding plants and teaching the world a thing or two.”

“So—you’re joining their ranks?” Edvin was now so utterly befuddled. “You don’t even like religion.”

“I loathe the very idea.”

Relief flooded him. “Oh, excellent. The world won’t be denied your intelligence even if it’s an absolute arse when it comes to women like you and your fellow angry lady botanists.”

His sister sniffed. Even her small expressions of displeasure were as precise and perfect as her everyday appearance, and Edvin had to admit she’d make a very good abbess—perhaps not the greatest, but close.

“I live in a man’s world, alas,” she bit out. “Women are forced to yield to men’s ambitions and desires, and had we not suffered this insult to our collective intelligence through the centuries, humanity would have made even more considerable advances in medicine, science, mathematics, and the arts.”

“And politics,” Mum cut in, earning herself a nod of grim approval from Mamma. “Men don’t know how to govern. It’s like handing a country’s fate over to a group of toddlers without their trousers on and who’re discovering what their penises are all about while playing with scissors.”

That wasn’t spoken in Russian, which meant her mood had lifted a tad though it was still quite likely teetering on the edge of catastrophic rage. She kept her hold on Mamma’s hand, and Edvin thought he could hear bones crunching though he didn’t know whose hand was being pulverized. Probably both of theirs, judging from the slight winces on both their faces. 

Both Richmond and Yardley looked rather ill, their dark complexions turning green. Even their extra precise, closely cut hair seemed to shrink against their skulls in horror. 

“Mum,” Richmond wheezed, “if you could un-say that, please do. Think of your youngest child.”

“I’m nineteen!” Edvin protested. “And we’re supposed to be talking about my engagement and how happy I am and how wildly in love Errol and I are and how happy you all are for us and how you’ll all be dressed in blue and gray at our wedding because those are Errol’s favorite colors, and I want to surprise him like that, and can we have the wedding in that lovely abbey ruins with all the sheep wandering through the stones? On a bright sunny day, the ruins can be so romantic, and you can easily lose your head and end up on your back with the love of your life between your legs, and his magnificent—”

Nobody could truly recall with any degree of accuracy what followed next other than that a dark cloud of Spanish and Russian expletives hung in space over the Loyola-Norikova house for days after. All four children—three adults and one older adolescent on the verge of crossing that fateful year marking limitless possibilities—also spent the rest of that fateful day in their rooms without food. Edvin was forced to retire with his family’s acceptance of Errol still an enormous question mark hanging between them, and he had to take to his journal for page after page of dark poetry till his muscles knotted, and his writing arm nearly dropped off.

Legend had it that the walls of the houses flanking the family’s shook for hours afterwards from so much bellowing and outraged protests that one neighbor actually summoned a priest for an exorcism—even offered to pay for his services for the family’s benefit.

“I’ve always believed at least one of these row houses is haunted,” the middle-aged gentleman who lived in the row house to the left of the family’s had been heard to say. Edvin had always been in awe of the man’s magnificent Hulihee beard and suspected trips to the barber must cost him a mint. “It was just a matter of which one, though I’m sure row houses are susceptible to supernatural infections, and I refuse to see my house become a part of this epidemic. Best to crush the threat now, I say.”
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