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      27 April 1881

      
      Dear Esther,

      I confess that when I accepted my posting here in Ynis Witrin, I did not anticipate that my duties would include quelling an imminent riot at an interspecies football match, but that is nevertheless how I spent a good part of my day.

      Pryce and I were working quietly in the office’s reception area when the door was suddenly wrenched open, and one of the enlisted men—a Private Thompson, if I am not mistaken—entered, red-faced and panting.

      “Captain, I think you need to come,” he addressed Pryce. “There’s trouble between the men and some of the Folk.” Taking a great lungful of air, he glanced at me and went on. “The doctor should probably come, too. He could be needed.”

      Pryce and I exchanged a look of alarm and got to our feet. We followed the private out of the building and down the lane.

      “What precisely is this about?” Pryce said.

      The private gave as much of a shrug as was possible while walking at top speed. “I’m not truly sure myself. We were just playing football, and suddenly, everyone went mad.”

      I pressed my lips into a line at this. Somehow, I doubted that whatever had transpired would be so simple.

      We followed Thompson past the cluster of buildings making up the British Quarter and into a flat area near the base of the mountain that had come to serve as a sort of park for Quarter dwellers, including some who had taken it upon themselves to construct a football pitch. In the decades following the victory at Waterloo, when humans came to the island of Ynis Witrin, they brought football with them, and to the surprise of all involved parties, the Folk took to it with great enthusiasm. As I understand it, in the early days, matches were rather spontaneous, casual affairs, but over time, formal teams were established and the pitch constructed. Someone had even gone so far as to construct sets of ramshackle stands, though spectators often overflowed their capacity and spread out along the length of the playing field, seated with picnic baskets on blankets or even on the bare ground.

      When we arrived on the scene, the pitch was in a state of upheaval. The teams had lined up at the center mark facing each other, the human team in red jerseys and the Folk in green; the latter group was composed largely of courtly folk and elementals of similar stature to the humans, while a few brownies peered around their teammates’ legs to watch the situation unfold and a swarm of pixies flew giddily around everyone’s heads. The referee stood between the two groups, doing his best to restore order, but the players continued to shout at him, the opposing team, and observers who were throwing in their own opinions regarding whatever had got them all riled up in the first place. I was unsurprised to see Waddington in the human contingent, hair disheveled and face nearly as red as his sweater.

      The story we finally managed to decipher was that a group of pixies had, as they often did at these events, settled into a large bush not far from the Folk stands and proceeded to get exceedingly drunk on thimblefuls of mead. Pixies are nuisances even without a liberal application of alcohol—it really is amazing how so much sound can come out of such tiny creatures once they get going—and by halfway through the match, they had undertaken a campaign of heckling the human players, including using their glamour to create cartoonish doppelgangers of the humans that hovered above the players heads, lurching around clumsily and bashing into one another. I couldn’t help but feel a touch of sympathy and understanding on the team’s behalf for that. What I could not condone was one of our players—a Lt. Harper—picking up the ball and launching it at the bush with his full strength.

      A few of the less inebriated pixies had managed to dodge the collision, but more had absorbed the full brunt of it and still lay scattered at the base of the shrub. Even among the Folk, patience with pixies runs thin, but in the face of such a volatile attack, a kind of familial protectiveness took over, and the elementals and courtly Folk on the pitch had to be bodily restrained from defending the injured pixies’ honor. That was just about the point where we had come in.

      “Doctor,” said Pryce, “perhaps you should attend to the affected pixies?”

      I felt some apprehension upon receiving this order—for order it was, however casually worded—as I have a fairly limited understanding of Folk physiology, but once it had been issued, I could hardly refuse. Accordingly, I did my best and found most of the pixies to be essentially sound, save a few possible concussions and one snapped femur. I had just diagnosed this last when Naegle, the island’s resident Folk healer arrived on the scene, and I was more than happy to hand off my miniscule patients and rejoin Pryce on the pitch, where he and the referee still had not made great progress in soothing the crowd.

      “Eject him from the game and let us finish,” a human voice called.

      “You can’t be serious,” an elemental responded. “Are we supposed to just go on as if nothing has happened?!”

      “Is there any official rule in place for this sort of thing?” Pryce said, and the referee turned up his hands in uncertainty.

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “As far as I know, nothing like this has ever happened before.”

      Pryce opened his mouth to respond, then changed course and groaned, a sound I could make out even over the tumult surrounding us; when I glanced up, I could see why. Lord Evrain was descending the path from the mountain, with two attendants at his back and Robin Goodfellow hot on their heels.

      You may recall that we’ve had dealings with Lord Evrain in the past. He is a treacherous character—charming, calculating, and ruthless—and his driving goal in life is to see the Folk cut all ties with humans and retreat to the Home Lands to live an entirely separate existence. It is the motivation behind all of his actions, including, seemingly, this one, though I wasn’t quite sure how.

      The crowd that had turned out for the game and now avidly followed the chaotic scrum on the pitch was made up of humans and Folk from the working classes right up to the high-born, but even the elite among them were dressed for, well, watching an athletic match outdoors. Lord Evrain had apparently come directly from the castle and was still dressed for court—a sleekly tailored velvet doublet and trousers, knee-high boots polished to a shine, and a cape of the finest, softest wool. In short, he looked wildly out of place. A few of the Folk standing around bowed politely when they caught sight of him, but others merely watched him warily. For all that he claimed to speak for the majority of his kind, he was not an uncontroversial figure.

      “Captain,” he called out as he neared us, latching on to Pryce as the highest-ranking human present. The attendants took up positions nearby, eyeing the situation with suspicion. “What seems to be going on here? I received word that one of your
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