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  Chapter One

  
  




London, England, 1863




Tonight was the night Cecil Morris was going to change the world. Well, perhaps he would not change the entire world all at once. He would change London at the very least.

The London Society of Spiritualists was holding a gala in the home of the Society’s biggest supporter, Baron Henry Denton. Many exhibitions from medium’s séances to mesmerist’s demonstrations were to be featured that night. Cecil’s exhibition was to take place in the parlor room.

It was an expansive, well-lit square room with green damask wallpaper and matching green velvet sofas, plush armchairs, and billowing curtains. When Cecil entered, it was bustling with gentlemen in black suits and ladies in wide taffeta hoop skirts. They were London’s elite, friends and colleagues of the beloved philanthropist.

The sight of so many people made his stomach flutter as if he’d swallowed pixies. It was the same bright, jittery feeling that he felt when he encountered a particularly extraordinary or dangerous specimen during field research: the thrill of the unknown.

Cecil took a deep breath and squeezed through the crowd to the center of the room as the butler lowered the lamps to accommodate the projector, which was wheeled in on a silver serving cart like a dish at a banquet.

The room fell silent and the crowd parted as Baron Henry Denton stepped forward. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the twice-annual gala of the Royal London Society of Spiritualists. Tonight, you have no doubt already seen wondrous curiosities and attended Madam Minerva’s séance. I would now like to present to you one of our society’s newest members, Mr. Cecil Morris. He may be unknown to all of you, but I ask you to hear him out as he explains his spectacular pursuit of an unseen world: the whimsical wonders of faeries!”

With his heart in his throat, Cecil opened his briefcase and produced a stack of sepia-toned daguerreotypes; he fumbled for a loose piece of parchment that flew out. The butler stepped up with a match to light the kerosene lamp that ran the magic lantern projector. After trying a few times to light it, the butler looked at Cecil with an apologetic raise of his eyebrows.

“The projector seems to be malfunctioning, sir,” he whispered.

The murmuring of the crowd seemed to grow louder around Cecil like the room was closing in and the people were shuffling closer. He moistened his dry lips. “What do you mean? It was working perfectly during the last presentation.”

“I shall keep trying, sir.”

As the butler turned back to the projector and attempted to light it again, Cecil wrung his hands. Blast it all! This presentation cannot fail. He stared at the unlit wicks until they blurred. It would be so easy to light it with a Fire magic spell. It would be as simple as snapping my fingers.

“A touch of magic is fine,” he whispered to himself. “You’re not breaking your promise with a little light.”

A touch of magic was safer too. People were willing to excuse a certain amount of it as a fun trick or a clever illusion. More than a touch, people became uncomfortable and started crying witchcraft; a desire for comfort was the driving motivation for the English.

All he had to do was focus on the wick for one moment, think of fire, and—

A flame sparked inside the device, and the lamp shone yellow light on the blank wall across from the doorway. The butler leaped back in alarm. For one moment, he looked wide-eyed between the unlit match in his gloved fingers and Cecil. Then as most men did, the butler shook his head as if to brush off what he saw.

I suppose it really is a ‘magic lantern’ now.

“Now that we are in business, I thank you for the fine introduction, Baron Denton.” Cecil turned to address the audience behind him. “Over the past four years, thanks to the generous support of Sir Felix Todd, whom you all know already, I have traveled the country to document Fae kind. Since I was a boy, I’ve known faeries exist and even considered some of them my childhood playmates. I thought I had learned everything there was to know about them. However, what I discovered in my travels is far beyond what I ever imagined.”

The first slide glided into the wooden box with a click, and a grainy image appeared on the wall that sent a ripple of confused murmurings through the crowd. It was a photograph of a bubbling stream beside moss-covered boulders. In the center of the frame, submerged slightly in the water, was a bright blurry figure smudged across the image like a smear of paint.

“The problem with documenting faeries is that they seldom stay still,” Cecil said, sliding another photograph into place. It was of a crumbling stone farmhouse that looked empty but for the shadow darting up the wall in one corner.

A few people in the crowd chuckled.

Cecil changed the slides at a quicker pace, and scenery from all over Great Britain flashed across the wall. Each photograph was blurred or distorted, revealing only glimpses of strange, ghostly animal-like faces or the imprint of dragonfly wings, feathers, or claws appearing in the image like fog staining glass.

There was restless shifting in the crowd. The chuckles turned to scoffs or even a few cries of dissent.

“What is this nonsense, Mr. Morris?” A stocky gentleman with a neatly trimmed brown mustache and a shiny bald head stepped out. He was holding a pad of paper and an ink pen. “Is this your funny way of admitting you failed to document anything useful?”

“What is your name, sir?” Cecil asked.

“You don’t know it?” He puffed out his chest. “I am Elias Bradshaw of the London Chronicle”

Cecil’s face grew unbearably warm. He recalled Felix mentioning the name before; he was apparently a reporter of some renown. “Well, Mr. Bradshaw, your question leads perfectly into my grand reveal, so I thank you.”

Turning back to the lantern, Cecil lowered the next slide with an unsteady hand. “I realized during my travels that no device on earth could capture the beauty of these creatures.”

The slide was a pen and ink sketch of a pointed-eared woman with wavy, wispy hair that reached her bare feet, dressed in flowing Greek-style peplos. She had long, narrow alien features speckled with deer-like markings. Her eyes, completely darkened with ink, seemed to hold endless depths.

“Not even my sketches could depict them perfectly. As Mr. Bradshaw so astutely pointed out, I had initially failed to achieve what I set out to do.” He looked over the people and could not hold back a grin. “That is why I decided to bring these creatures to you instead.”

The final slide was of the entryway of a large, grand home with high ceilings like a chapel. It looked like a library with rows and rows of shelves, but instead of books, there were framed sketches; pinned faerie specimens; skeletons of large, strange reptilian creatures; and the tell-tale blurs and shadows of live faeries around every corner.

“This building in Southwark, which will open to the public in three short days, is the Morris Museum of Supernatural Curiosities. Inside, you will find my spectacular collection of live specimens, fossilized remains, and magical flora and fauna unlike anything London has seen before.”

The stunned exclamations and eager murmurings made his heart leap. Cecil held up his hand to silence them again and began to pace. “Ladies and gentlemen, my aim was always to introduce London, and indeed the rest of the world, to the beauty of these creatures. Beauty is what makes life worth living. Beyond that, my dream is that you discover how faeries can teach us about ourselves.”

He stared into the face of the sketched faery, his eyes heavy-lidded as he became lost in that black, dark gaze and the memory of what it had felt like to stand in the presence of something so powerful, dangerous, and beautiful.

Cecil halted in front of the projector, letting the dark lines of the sketch and the blinding light drown him. “Faeries, now classified as Seelie, Unseelie, or Neutral, as you will learn at my museum, represent the varied natures in all of us. We can learn about ourselves through them.”

He snuffed out the lantern and bowed slightly at the waist to the sound of applause.

“Thank you, Mr. Morris,” Lord Denton said, clapping along with the crowd with his cane held under his arm. “Well, what an exciting announcement that was!”

As the people streamed out of the room to attend other exhibitions, Cecil gathered his slides with a giddy chuckle. It had gone even better than he’d hoped. His awkwardness with the reporter was a misstep, but it could be easily remedied.

“Mr. Bradshaw, could I have a moment?” Cecil called, noticing the reporter ducking out.

The reporter slowly turned around. He tucked his notebook into his jacket; it was completely blank. Cecil’s mouth twitched. Had he found nothing interesting enough to write about?

“Yes, Mr. Morris? I have a mesmerist to interview.”

“I won’t take more than a moment of your precious time. I simply wanted to personally invite you to the grand opening of my museum in three days.” Cecil produced a business card from his briefcase before snapping it shut. “Here is the address.”

The man looked him over. “Will it be more than blurry photographs?”

“Mr. Bradshaw, it will be more than you ever dreamed.”

After a moment of hesitation, he took the card.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




When the presentations were over, most of the guests trickled into the circular entryway-turned-ballroom to dance and socialize. Watching everyone from the shadow between two sconces, Cecil leaned against the red velvet damask wall by the door to the dining room and spooned orange sherbet into his mouth. Nearly everyone he saw was a complete stranger to him.

He was currently avoiding the only people who knew him personally.

The three-tiered crystal chandelier reflected off the freshly waxed wood floors and created a dazzling glow. Amid the merry couples waltzing in a blur of dress coats and vibrant satin ball-gowns, he caught a glimpse across the room of his friend Sir Felix with his youngest daughter Agnes. They were both wearing full mourning black, standing out like an ink spill in the colored chaos. The sight made him start.

Of course they’re in mourning—it’s only been half a year since Nora died. It has only come as a shock because you haven’t seen them since she passed.

Their inky grief was like a stain on his vision, blotting out the lights. Cecil glanced away before he could see his friend’s face clearly, expecting to see a haggard old man worn down by grief instead of the lively person he knew. He shuddered at the thought.

I don’t think I can stand to see him look depressed. I’m going to have to offer my condolences and navigate all those formalities.

Agnes pointed in his direction and tugged on her father’s arm. Felix’s eldest daughter, Lucy, had returned from traveling abroad earlier that morning. For a moment, he thought he caught sight of her in the crowd, and he stiffened. He could easily hide his discomfort from Felix and Agnes, but Lucy always seemed to see right through him with her keen artist’s eyes.

When Cecil darted toward the door to avoid being seen, he collided with a young woman. She had a bright smile and a soft, youthful face, which was flushed from dancing and as red as her satin ballgown. They both jolted, and he apologized and excused himself quickly.

“Do you not enjoy dancing, Mr. Morris?” She followed him into the dining room, which was currently deserted. There was a long table set for dinner later with an ice sculpture of a swan at the center. “You have not danced all evening.”

He recognized the young woman as Jane Springham, the only child of Dowager Viscountess Springham. The poor girl’s mother was notorious in social circles for trying to match her to any eligible bachelors. The viscountess had introduced her daughter to Cecil at a gathering at Sir Felix’s home last year, and Cecil had actively avoided her since.

When he turned to make an excuse to depart from her company, the red of her dress soothed the ink-black garments from his mind like wine. Her sweet eager facial expression was just as pleasant. What could be the harm in a little light conversation? I’ll make it clear I have no intention to court anyone.

“Oh, I’m quite fond of dancing, actually,” he answered briskly, smiling.

“Then why do you deny yourself what you enjoy?” She touched his arm. “Mother and I were watching you and decided you looked terribly lonely.”

“Lonely? No, I am perfectly content on my own. Besides, entanglements are like dancing—they lead to complications.”

Her smile faltered. “I am not sure I know what you mean, sir.”

“Would you like to discuss it somewhere more comfortable?” He walked over to an alcove surrounded by thick green curtains in the dining room and flung himself on the cushioned seat. It was below a large bay window overlooking the rain-slick streets of London’s West End that shone in the lantern light.

Jane followed hesitantly. “I am not certain it would be appropriate, sir. The seating is so… intimate.” Sitting down as far from him as possible, she folded her hands tightly on her lap, glancing between him and her crumpled gloves.

Without warning, he grabbed the curtain and jerked it closed around the alcove in a flash, leaving them in green-tinted darkness with only the silvery moon outside for light. He laughed. “What’s so intimate about this?”

“Mr. Morris, what if someone discovers us?” Jane shrieked, giggling. “Just think what they shall say!”

“That is exactly what I mean about complications. If you dance with a woman or converse with her in private, people develop expectations. They start inquiring about one’s wealth, his land, his intentions. It is all very intrusive.”

“I assure you I have no expectations, sir.”

“When your mother sent you to console me, she undoubtedly had expectations of what she hoped would follow.” He sucked on the sherbet spoon. “Speaking hypothetically, I would recognize your subtle suggestion that we might dance, and being a gentleman, I would delicately ask you as if it were my idea. As we danced, I would become hopelessly enamored with you—”

Even in the dim light, her blush was visible. “Mr. Morris, what do you mean by this?”

“Keep in mind this is a hypothetical scenario.”

“Y-yes, of course.”

“The dance would lead to courtship, and courtship would inevitably lead to marriage if your mother had her way.” He squinted at her. “Jane, what do people tell you about my background?”

“Well, there are rumors. Many say that you are a country gentleman of some renown, sir. You inherited a small fortune and an estate in York.”

“A country gentleman?” He sputtered a laugh. “Can you imagine me hunting and riding on some grand estate? If your mother believes that, I see why she sent you over.”

She giggled. “Then the rumors are not true?”

“Certainly not. Do you mind if I tell you the truth, Jane? My family is entirely unknown, my father squandered his fortune in his lifetime, and our old abandoned estate is crumbling to ruins as we speak. Ah, I think I heard another stone fall just now.”

“How… how dreadful.” Her amusement faded.

“Yes, it is rather dreadful, isn’t it? The worst of it is that no one can ever know who I truly am, not even my closest acquaintances here tonight.”

“You poor creature.” She scooted closer until their knees touched. “Why ever not?”

“That is simply the way it must be. Everyone who has seen my darkness has run away.”

“Your darkness, sir?”

“I have a great many dark secrets, Jane.” He held out his left hand, revealing the chunky gold ring on his index finger. It had a rough-cut green gem at its center. “Take this ring, for example. It is a family heirloom, given to me when I was born.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“It is, yes. It’s also a symbol of the ancient legacy I was meant to inherit.”

“What legacy?”

“Jane, you mustn’t tell anyone what I am about to divulge,” he said in a hushed tone. “I come from a long line of witches. It was my destiny before I was born to become a witch and join my mother’s coven. I have an incredible skill for magic, as did my sister. This part of our discussion is not hypothetical. Do you understand?” He folded his arms. “Now, do you think your mother will still find me a suitable match, or will she finally leave me alone?”

Jane’s features darkened. “You are mocking me, sir!”

“I wouldn’t dare. Besides, you’re at a gala for Spiritualists. Surely you participated in the silly séance earlier in the evening, where a fraud tipped the table and convinced you it was a spirit?”

“This is all a mean-spirited joke. Or else you’re mad!”

“Nothing I’ve said is untrue. I simply like to be honest for a change. But by all means, call me mad. I suppose life is simpler that way.”

Bolting upright and snatching up her gloves, she cried, “My mother will hear about this, Mr. Morris. You are a scoundrel for dragging me in here—no doubt intending to ruin me.”

“Ruin you?” He guffawed. “Jane, as I said, that dancing talk was purely hypo—”

She shoved his chest. He glanced down at his red silk waistcoat and gasped in dismay. It was spattered with orange flecks. “You made me spill my sherbet.”

With a humph, she tore the curtain aside.

“Jane, wait.” Cecil stood and gently took her wrist. She spun around, glaring. “You were right, of course. I am a scoundrel, it’s true. I was merely teasing you to get a reaction. Quite simply, your face looks so becoming when flushed. I am ashamed of myself for taking such pleasure in it.”

She was frozen by his gaze, which flashed for a moment like twin gold coins instead of the grey-blue they had been moments before. She shook her head. It was likely she would brush it off as a trick of the light. “O-oh. I see.”

He lowered his head, contrite. “I would appreciate it if you kept my shameful behavior between us.”

“Of course, Mr. Morris. If you’re truly repentant…”

“I am.” He turned his head with feigned anguish, hiding an amused smile. “Go, Jane. Think no more of Cecil Morris the fool, lest he ruin your sparkling reputation.”

He dropped her hand and opened the curtain for her. She scurried out into the room and back into the lively ballroom. No doubt she would eagerly accept his excuse to avoid the harrowing truth. Much simpler that way.

After she left, he fiddled with his ring; the gem flashed in the moonlight but did not glow. It would only glow in the presence of another witch from his mother’s coven, and he doubted it would ever do so again. For six years he had avoided their detection.

“Stiff upper lip, Cecil,” he muttered. “You must socialize like a gentleman now. It’s time to offer condolences and meet Felix’s new wife.”








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




After scrubbing sherbet from his waistcoat, Cecil headed straight toward where he’d seen Sir Felix and his daughter last. Eighteen-year-old Agnes was sipping punch when he approached. Upon seeing him, she beamed and tugged on her father’s arm. “Here comes Mr. Morris, Father. I told you I saw him before.”

Sir Felix was a tall, leanly muscled man with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. When he turned to look, Felix’s hard face, which was framed by greying brown muttonchop sideburns and a bushy mustache, brightened as he grinned.

He doesn’t look like a ghost at all. In fact, he looks nearly the same as when I last saw him before Nora died. There’s just a little more grey in his hair, a few more lines on his face, and darker circles under his eyes. But he’s not completely heartbroken.

“Cecil.” Felix clasped his shoulder. His hand was warm and heavy. “It’s so good to see you again. I only wish it had not been so long. However, things being as they were…”

“All that matters is that we’re together tonight.”

“Yes, of course.” Felix cleared his throat, sounding like a rumbling walrus. “I would not have missed your debut after all the work we put into the museum. I only regret I did not think to introduce you to Mr. Bradshaw beforehand. His review could make or break your business.”

Cecil gulped. “Well, I think it turned out all right, regardless.”

“Your presentation was certainly refreshing after seeing shallow demonstrations from all these eccentrics and radicals.”

“You don’t count me among such people?”

“You would have to actually believe in something to be a radical.”

“Oh, Felix.” He clutched his chest, feigning hurt. “I believe in my work. If you’re a religious radical, you have to make your religion your whole world. I’ve made my work the same.”

“What you have is an obsession.”

“Felix, do I overhear you speaking about obsessions?” A woman carrying a glass of red punch sidled up to Felix. She threaded her arm through his. “I hope you were talking about me.”

Cecil’s mouth fell open. This young woman could not be Felix’s wife. Nora had been a plain and simple but sweet woman. When he’d heard the news that his friend had remarried after only mourning a few months, this was not the woman he imagined had stolen his heart.

She was in her late twenties at most. Her milky complexion and chestnut hair contrasted with her dark, deep purple evening gown the same iridescent shade and velvety texture as a rare black orchid. She wore a jet brooch around her neck bearing the same flower, which she fingered absently with one black-gloved hand.

“We were talking about our work, darling,” Felix grumbled, his ears reddening.

“Oh, men and their obsessions.” She tutted. “No doubt you were talking this poor gentleman’s ear off about your hunting trophies from your glory days in Africa. You must forgive my husband. He never knows when to drop a subject.”

“Hazel, this is my dear friend Cecil Morris from the presentation. Cecil, meet my wife, Mrs. Hazel Todd.”

When Hazel extended her hand, he gave it a quick kiss. “How did you meet my husband, if I might ask?”

“Oh, what an unpleasant story that is.” Felix shuddered. “I consider myself a brave fellow. I’ve stared down the barrels of rifles and faced charging rhinos. But I had never encountered anything like that demon in my house.”

“It was a boggart, actually,” Cecil corrected.

“A boggart invaded my home.” He swatted his hand through the air. “The vile creature amused itself by sending a soot explosion through the house, moving chairs out from under us, ripping our sheets off as we slept, and even knotting Agnes’s hair.”

“The boggart mostly left Lucy alone, if I recall.” Cecil mused. “He was probably more afraid of your eldest daughter than he was of you, Felix.”

Agnes stifled a giggle. “I don’t blame him. Lucy can be a beast.”

With a dismissive grunt, Felix then explained how their maid had gone to Mr. Morris’s business as a last resort after their parson fled in terror. “Imagine my shock when this delicate-looking young man showed up.” He shook Cecil’s shoulder to demonstrate, making him buckle. “But he strode into the house with the confidence and posture of an experienced bullfighter.”

Hazel leaned toward him with interest. “And was he successful?”

“Oh, after giving chase after the demon—”

“Boggart.”

“What? Yes, yes, a boggart. After Cecil cornered the thing in Lucy’s room, he tricked it by throwing a handful of flax seeds on the floor; the creature was compelled to count them. While it did so, he threw it in a sack!”

“Afterward, dear Nora invited me to stay for dinner,” Cecil said. “I spent the evening talking with Felix about hunting and his archeology exploits.”

“My husband did not tell me you were a hunter as well,” Hazel said. “But how else would you find creatures for your museum?”

“I’m more of an artist than a hunter. What drew me to the subject was not the hunting itself but how Felix described it. The man seemed as gruff and rough as a bear on the outside, but he speaks with the soul of a poet.”

Hazel raised her eyebrows. “A poet, you say? Felix, you’ve been keeping secrets.”

“After that night, Cecil and I have scarcely parted since.” Felix’s mouth twitched into a somber smile. “Until Nora’s illness worsened, I had been helping the young man start his business. I brought him up from complete obscurity, you know, and I have invested a great deal of money in his museum.”

Cecil’s pulse quickened at the reminder. “Oh, well, we hope your generous investment will pay off.”

“I have no doubt of that.”

Agnes piped up shyly. “Mr. Morris, when may we come for a tour? I am practically dying to see your museum.”

“The grand opening is in three short days. I would be honored for you to be there.”

“Oh, how wonderful! Perhaps Lucy can be persuaded to join us.” She jumped up and down and clapped, looking like the little girl he remembered instead of the young lady she had suddenly grown into. “It is so good to see her again after a whole year. I imagine Italy was just the most romantic place to study art and learn to be a lady.”

“Lucy has returned?” Cecil feigned surprise, quickly glancing about. “Is she, ah, here with you?”

Felix cleared his throat. “Lucy chose to stay at home. She detests these gatherings. She’s quite shy, you know.”

“Lucy isn’t shy, Father,” Agnes protested. “She just doesn’t like people to stare at her—”

“Did Lucy complete her study?” Cecil interrupted.

Agnes shook her head. “We told her she could stay longer, but she insisted on coming home early to meet Madam Hazel.”

The girl stiffened as the woman placed her hand on her bare shoulder. “I told you to call me ‘Mother’, Agnes. You shall get used to it, as will Lucy.” Hazel flicked her gaze to Cecil. “What do you think of the elusive Lucy?”

“Well…” He paused.

Lucy was a stubborn knot he had yet to untangle—and like a knot, she had somehow wrapped herself around his mind. She was a perplexing creature who never laughed at his jokes or praised him as Agnes did. She always had graphite smudges on her hands and her pencil gripped like a knife. Since their harrowing encounter with the boggart, the only time she communicated with him was to deliver scathing remarks.

“Lucy is just as charming as her father,” Cecil finally said. “Of course, she cannot compare to her glowing angel of a sister.”

Agnes blushed and tucked her hair behind her ear.

“Now that Felix has told how we met, Mrs. Todd,” he said, gesturing to Hazel, “I want the full story of how you and Felix got to know each other.”

“It’s not as grand a story as your boggart.” Hazel chuckled. “We met through the Society of Spiritualists. I dabble in Egyptology and Spiritualism, and I had a question about an artifact Felix helped uncover.”

“Really?” Cecil tilted his head. “Things certainly progressed quickly after that, it seems.”

Hazel squeezed her husband’s arm. “Mr. Morris is politely suggesting that we rushed into things. Well, I suppose a generous and successful man like my Felix must have had many women wanting to be his wife.”

Felix covered her hand with his own. “I forget how cynical you are, Cecil.”

“I am not cynical. I am a Romantic with a healthy amount of skepticism.”

“Yes, well, it’s simple. I was lonely and grieving, and Hazel came into my life when I needed her.”

After a pause, Cecil said in a low voice, his mouth dry, “I, ah, never got the chance to offer my condolences, Felix. Nora was a lovely woman. You must miss her terribly.”

“She is in heaven now, and so I must rejoice even in my grief.” When Cecil balked, Felix said, “If you were religious, perhaps you would understand. I rest in the certainty that I shall see her again.”

“If anyone on this earth deserves for that to be true, it is you.” When he realized he sounded disparaging, Cecil groaned and raked his hand through his hair. “Forgive me. I’ve been alone too long with only specimens for conversation partners.”

“A young eligible man like you won’t be alone for long, surely. If only you would let me introduce you to any proper ladies.”

“Let you?” He snorted. “You have done plenty without my permission. Regardless, I haven’t the time for anymore introductions. I have research to conduct and a museum to run. Now, don’t scoff. My work is about to change the world. What could be more fulfilling than that?”

“I suppose I do not expect you to agree with me on everything. What would we discuss if we did agree, I wonder?” He chuckled. “We would have no reason to visit each other if not for our arguments.”

“I prefer to call them passionate disagreements.”

As they settled into easy conversation, a gentleman weaved through the crowd toward them with a glass of punch. He was a tall, spindly, ruddy-cheeked man with round spectacles on the end of his pointed nose and sprouting tufts of unkempt grey hair on his head. “Felix,” he called as he approached. “It is you!”

At the sight of him, Felix’s face drained of color. His mouth formed a hard, stern line. “Good evening, Lord Danvers.” Turning to Cecil, he said gruffly, “This is Lord Walter Danvers, a colleague from my archeology days.”

“A colleague, Felix?” Danvers’ smile was sly. “Come now, we were more than mere colleagues. We were rivals, both at the top of our field. We had a grand competition, didn’t we, old chap? I won that little competition over twenty years ago, Mr. Morris, in case Felix claims otherwise.”

Felix straightened his waistcoat. “I wouldn’t consider what happened a victory.”

“Now, Felix, don’t be cross.” Danvers clucked his tongue. “I found the last ruins of the temple of the Dionysian Mysteries fairly if you recall. Or do you need a reminder of how that happened and why?”

A vein throbbed in Felix’s forehead, and he clenched his fists until his knuckles whitened. He opened his mouth a few times to respond but eventually slackened his tense posture. “No. You won it fairly.”

“Now you remember.” The man turned and eyed Cecil almost hungrily. “You must be Felix’s newest little stray he’s taken under his wing. I must say that I find your research compelling, even for an unknown like yourself. If you ever wish to make a name for yourself—”

Glancing between them, Cecil began pointedly, “Mr. Danvers—”

“Lord Danvers.”

“Oh, pardon me, Lord Danvers, it’s just that I’ve never heard of you or your accomplishments, and I don’t work with unknowns.”

While Lord Danvers sputtered, Felix shot Cecil a warning look before taking the older man’s shoulder. “Let’s have a brief discussion, Danvers, and leave Mr. Morris to the festivities, shall we?”

The men retreated to the shadows to talk. Cecil watched their jerky, tense movements as they evidently argued in hushed tones. He frowned, wondering if what they were arguing about was more than an old rivalry. Felix can handle himself well enough without me there to defend him, he thought and returned to the others.

The musicians struck up a waltz, and Agnes sighed wistfully. “Oh, I would love to dance. Madam Hazel, you must introduce me to a gentleman to dance with, or perhaps…” She trailed off, biting her lip and glancing at Cecil.

Cecil pretended not to notice. “If you’ll excuse me, I must get a glass of that delicious-looking punch.”








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




“Well, it’s certainly not the Crystal Palace, but I think it will do nicely.” Cecil took one last stroll through the rooms and down every aisle of the museum, which took up two full floors of the three-story building, to make sure everything was in its place before the grand opening.

Felix had found the building for him and was able to convince the owner to rent it out for a decent fare. It had once been a grand house, but it had fallen into ruin in recent years as the street turned into a slum. Cecil had been living in an apartment in that same slum when Felix had discovered him and plucked him from obscurity.

Now, the house was grand again. Though electric light was slowly replacing flame, the building was old and still used gas lamps. While lamps created a warm, inviting environment, they did not display his creatures perfectly. There were some things only magic could achieve.

Cecil hid crystals filled with pure Light Magic in each lantern, over every display case, and even in the ceilings of some rooms to resemble blinking stars. The magic brilliantly illuminated every detail in a way a normal flame could not.

After meticulously positioning crystals to light up his framed collection of delicate pixie wings, he ran a finger across the top of one of the ornate gold frames. It came away lightly dusted, and he frowned. “Witherbones, did you dust this morning?”

“Aye, master,” replied a reedy voice.

The house Brownie appeared in the periphery of his vision in the shadow under a table. Witherbones was squat and had a bulbous belly like a spider abdomen. Reaching only to his master’s knee in height, the faery had ruddy skin, knobby limbs, long fingers, and a drooping green cap.

Cecil rubbed his fingers together. “That’s a shame.”

“By my cap, did Witherbones miss a spot?”

“Well, yes, but that is not the problem. It could use less cleaning next time, in fact. A fine layer of dust creates the illusion that I inherited the building from a wealthy, influential relative.”

Striding to the nearest window, which had a view of the busy London street, Cecil pulled back the damask curtain and peered outside. He gasped. “Are all those people here to see us?”

The rain-slick cobblestone street outside was lined with people of all types, classes, and colors. Most of them were women. Some were dressed in fine, brightly dyed silk frocks with parasols and hats, while others were in uniform and had clearly come on their way to work at the factories or as housemaids. Accompanying many were gaggles of restless, bright-eyed children. They hopped in place or pressed their faces to the windows to peer inside. There were also a few older gentlemen checking their pocket watches.

“Look!” He leaned closer, his shallow breaths fogging up the glass. “He came after all. It’s Mr. Bradshaw, that critic from the London Chronicle.”

“The what?”

“It’s a newspaper. Everyone who is anyone in London reads it. It’s how the wealthy and elite of society decide how to spend their abundant time and money. They cannot think for themselves, you see.”

The Brownie grunted. “Newspapers are all rubbish. Only good for lining my nest.”

“If the papers decide the museum is worth visiting, then my debts shall be paid off in no time. No more avoiding the rent collector. No more wearing last year’s fashions. No more living off meager meals.”

The Brownie licked his lips. “I’ll have jam in my porridge?

“A huge dollop of jam. Any kind you like.”

“Then we’ll go back to Heatherfield, master?”

Cecil’s smile faded. He gripped the pane of the window, knuckles whitening. “We are never going back to that house,” he said through clenched teeth. “As far as everyone else knows, Heatherfield is in ruins, anyway. In my mind, it’s the same.”

He sniffed, taking a last look at the crowd before closing the curtain. “My home, as well as my legacy, is here. Now, let’s change the world one guest at a time. It’s time to open our doors.”




Cecil donned his new royal purple morning coat in front of his mirror. It hid his moth-eaten blue waistcoat and a fraying shirt, reaching to his knees. When he’d commissioned it with credit, Felix had politely warned him against outlandish colors. The length and cut were not in style. Gentlemen, he’d warned, did not try to set trends; they merely followed them.

“Well, now that I’m looking at it, the color does draw attention,” he murmured, twisting around to see the back. “But I don’t mind a little attention.”

After shaking out his tingling hands in the hallway, Cecil pulled his shoulders back, took a deep breath, and opened the double doors to the museum to let the people inside.

The crowd outside had grown to at least sixty, as far as he could see. The line wrapped out of sight around the side of the building. The chattering ceased when he stepped out. Gripping the wrought iron stair railing, he addressed the crowd with a slight bow.

“Welcome, good patrons, to the Morris Museum of Supernatural Curiosities,” he said in a loud, clear voice. “This building is the first of its kind revolving around the hidden world of the Fae. Inside you will find an extensive collection of specimens most humans have never laid eyes on before, some preserved and some living.”

At the last part, some gasps and cries erupted, and two young women clamored to get to the front of the line. Chuckling, Cecil held up an index finger. “Patience, ladies. In just a moment, you will be welcomed inside. I ask that you treat everything with respect.”

Cecil removed his top hat and let it go, where it seemed to float midair. This was met with awed gasps, shrieks, and merry shouts from pink-cheeked children. The pointing, murmuring crowd could not see the creature holding it.

“Oh, do not mind my house Brownie,” Cecil said, hiding a grin. “He is quite shy and likes to remain unseen. You may deposit two pence into my hat if you feel so inclined, though as all knowledge should be, the museum is free to the public.”

Through the double doors was a short hallway that led to a grand entryway spanning the entire first floor of the house. In the center was a wide red-carpeted staircase leading to the second floor, flanked by two huge columns that reached the high ceiling.

Immediately ahead were rows and rows of dark oak shelves all down the main room like a library. Instead of books, however, the shelves contained fossils, artifacts, and occult oddities of all kinds. The focal point, and what most guests immediately gravitated toward, was a giant horned dragon’s skull twice the size of a horse’s head perched atop one shelf beside a fully articulated skeleton of a wyvern.

While some strode to the collection, others halted in front of the stairs. Children were always the first to notice the overlooked. A little boy grabbed his mother’s arm and pointed up. With eyes bright, mouth agape, he watched as dainty creatures floated and flitted through the air. They looked like pink and white flower petals in the wind, but they took the shape of little humanoid figures. They were Water Garden faeries from the Lake District near the Summer Court.

The creatures had wanted little to do with Cecil, though they had been interested to see his sketches of them during his field research. But they adored children. Spotting the little boy, the creatures now floated down and circled him, swirling as if dancing in a sudden gust of wind. One alighted on his finger. Remembering that feeling of innocent wonder as he’d discovered the world of faeries for the first time as a child, Cecil’s chest swelled with pride.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he called as more people streamed inside, “on the main floor, you will find two wings to the right and to the left of the museum split into four rooms. They are separated by Fae of the air and of the earth, and by Seelie Fae and Unseelie. The collection continues on the second floor, where—”

“Ouch!” The little boy jerked back and held his finger. “Mama, it bit me!”

When she bent down and took his hand, her face whitened.

Rushing over with a forced smile, Cecil decided to mitigate the damage before they drew the attention of the crowd. “May I see? It might have been a prick from a thorn. Sometimes, like all lovely flowers, these Seelie faeries can have sharp edges. But they absolutely mean you no harm.”

The little boy held out his hand. Cecil crouched to examine the wound, and his smile faltered. There were two perfect punctures from fangs.

That isn’t possible. Seelie Fae never consume blood. Regardless, the evidence is right in front of me. Fascinating! When he looked up, the mother was glaring at him expectantly. You can ponder it later, Cecil.

“It’s just a little scratch,” Cecil said, rising. He produced his pocket square and pressed it lightly to the wound. The boy winced but did not cry. “What a brave young man you are.”

While the boy raised his head proudly, the mother was not so easily soothed. She clutched her child to her, glancing up at the pixies with narrowed eyes. “Where… where do these creatures live, Mr. Morris?”

“Well, they’re all around us, madam. They can look like us. They’re more like you and me than we realize. They could be in your life already.”

“All around us?” Her voice quavered. “Not in London, surely. Not until you brought them here.”

“You must have encountered a faery at some point in your life, ma’am. Most of us have. Yet, you only fear them because you do not understand them. As you will see, my research has demystified these creatures by uncovering their Court systems and alignments. But Fae have always been here, just like man, despite what Mr. Darwin’s research might have told you recently.” He gestured to the shelves ahead of them. “You can find evidence of our shared history here. Man and Fae have always existed together, and Madam, they can show you so much about mankind if you’ll let them.”

“But are they dangerous?”

“Of course they are, just as some animals and men can be dangerous. That is no reason not to appreciate their beauty.”

Cecil followed the offending pixie with his eyes as it darted across the room. His heart jolted. Its pattern was unusually chaotic. Its pink petals were turning crimson.




A few minutes passed. Patrons continued to pour inside. Cecil hovered around the guests, ready to answer any questions, until he spotted the journalist from the London Chronicle leaving. The man had only glanced at the main displays for a second. Perhaps it was the bushy mustache and low eyebrows that made his expression look severe.

Cecil caught up to him. “Mr. Bradshaw, may I offer you a private tour?”

The man turned, his brows rising as he appraised him. “That depends. Are there more than floating flowers and sketches elsewhere?”

“Oh, certainly, sir.” Cecil gestured to the far end of the room. “The room on the right houses my collection of Unseelies, or as you would know them, dark faeries. Unlike Seelies, or light faeries, they serve the Winter King, and they must consume human blood to surive.You may find them more to your taste.”

Mr. Bradshaw reached into his coat pocket for his pipe. Beside it was a pad of parchment for note-taking that was, again, completely untouched. “Mr. Morris, was it?”

“Indeed, sir.”

“Would I know any of your family in London?” He lit the pipe and took a puff. “I know everyone who’s anyone, and no one seems to know a thing about you, Mr. Morris. You’re quite the mysterious figure. Some might even call you unknown.”

He flushed. “Well, my family lives further north.”

“That explains the accent. It comes through, though you’ve tried to mask it.”

“Mr. Bradshaw, did you come here to write about me, or are you here, as we discussed the other night, to review my museum?” Cecil asked sharply.

Mr. Bradshaw waved his pipe carelessly, scattering ash. “You’re part of the review, Mr. Morris. I must say, your persona lacks imagination and is paper-thin.”

“My persona? I’m not an actor.”

“Actor or not, it’s obvious you’re pretending to be someone you’re not.” The reporter exhaled smoke like a fuming dragon. “Regardless, even if I were to focus on your museum, there is nothing here worth mentioning. Your specimens are entertaining only to women and children.”

“Mr. Bradshaw, y-you cannot be serious,” Cecil sputtered. “This is important, revolutionary research unlike anything presented before. This is a museum, not a theater. This is a place of science and knowledge, not spectacle.”

“Spectacle is what my readers want.” He threw up his hands. “Psychic mediums contacting spirits through seances, magicians defying death, circuses featuring dancing bears and oddities, and penny dreadfuls shocking the nation. Faeries were interesting a decade ago, perhaps. You’re behind on the times.”

When the gentleman turned and started toward the door, Cecil scrambled after him. “Mr. Bradshaw, you have not even seen everything. Surely you cannot write your review without seeing all of it?”

“I do not need to see any more from you, Mr. Morris, thank you.”

Cecil stepped between him and the door. “You haven’t seen the Unseelie or the Seelie Noble exhibits. They’re brilliant, beautiful, powerful faeries with complex Court systems—”

“Are any of them here to see?”

“Well, n-no. Of course not,” he stammered. “There are only sketches of them, perhaps, but there are also weapons from their battles, poems from their libraries, fabrics sewn with their magic, and documentation of their ancient histories.”

“Poems and documents are not what draw my readers, Mr. Morris.”

“Please, sir,” Cecil said in a low, tight voice, grabbing his arm. “If you were to write a positive review, it could change everything for me. This is my life’s work.”

“Your life’s work is meaningless to me.” Mr. Bradshaw jerked his arm away. “Unless you present something worth writing about, I will not be recommending your little museum to anyone.”
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The house was quiet as evening arrived and the last guests left. Lamps lit the darkening halls, casting faintly shivering shadows on the skeletons and taxidermied specimens that made them almost look alive. The sudden absence of chattering people and clattering footsteps made it evident there were few living creatures left besides Cecil and Witherbones.

Even the live specimens were subdued after all of the ruckus. The Water Garden faeries had dispersed from the entryway, settling into nooks and crannies in the shelves and ceiling to sleep. A phouka, a Neutral animal spirit, took the shape of a golden mouse and burrowed in the sawdust of his cage. The Water Nymph spawn in their terrariums hid themselves with magical camouflage to escape from prying eyes, and the insect-like sprites and pixies ceased their droning, humming, buzzing cries.

While the house Brownie groused as he cleaned up after the guests, Cecil isolated the faery responsible for biting the child. He caught the creature in a specimen jar and headed upstairs to his office to study it. The faery kept throwing itself against the glass.

“What are you preparing for supper, Witherbones?” Cecil called on his way up. His voice was hoarse from answering questions all day. “I’m famished.”

The Brownie growled. “What’s for supper? As if we have anything in the larder besides wine and stale bread.”

Cecil retreated to the third floor of the house, which contained the private rooms and his office. By the time he got to his office, he was dragging his feet. After setting the faery jar down on his desk, he flung himself in his leather chair with a sigh.

He sat there, waiting to feel anything other than bone-tired.

“It’s simply been a long day.” He threw his head back and stared at the ceiling. “The opening was a success, and I’ve achieved what I’ve been working toward most of my life. I should be—” He broke off.

I have no reason not to be completely happy.

There was a hollow emptiness in his chest and an aching longing for something to fill it. He dug his fingers into the armrests of his chair, making the leather groan. “If only that blasted reporter had agreed to write a fair review, I would be celebrating right now.”

The faery had stopped trying to escape—instead, it stared at him with an unblinking black gaze. Cecil snatched the jar from the desk and stared into it miserably. “What are you looking at?” he asked. “It’s not my fault you’re trapped and alone in a jar. You caused your own misfortune.”

When he heard a knock at the front door and Felix’s booming voice, Cecil leaped up and stumbled over his own feet to greet him. He rushed down the first flight of stairs but slowed at the last second and straightened his clothes in an attempt to look poised. He scanned the room for Lucy, but only Felix’s wife and youngest daughter were present.

“Felix, I am so pleased you’ve stopped by,” Cecil said, striding over with the jar tucked under his arm to shake his hand. “Let me know if you would like a tour. I can try to take time out of my busy schedule, but I was just in the middle of very important research.”

“What’s that in your jar, Mr. Morris?” Agnes asked, pointing.

“It’s called a Water Garden Faery.”

“It’s beautiful!” She clasped her hands together with a wistful sigh as he held it out for her to examine. “It looks just like an orchid with that luscious red and white coloring.”

The faery began to throw its tiny body against the glass with faint, dull thumps.

“Oh, dear! Why do you have it trapped in there?” She frowned.

“I’ve isolated it from the others to study it. It’s been acting strangely, and I must determine if it’s ill or injured.”

Felix scoffed. “How does a faery act strangely? They’re all strange.”

“Well, it bit someone. It drew blood, even. There were little punctures where the fangs…”

He trailed off as Agnes’s face drained of color. She took a wobbly step back from him as if expecting the faery to fly out and bite her. He’d forgotten how easily some women swooned at the mention of blood. That had never been an issue for his sister, who had nearly mastered blood magic in her lifetime.

“Forgive me, ladies,” Cecil said, his voice pitching higher. “I need to be more delicate.”

“Oh, no, Mr. Morris,” Agnes said meekly. “I actually find it quite exhilarating to be frightened.”

Felix groaned. “Yes, my sweet daughter is enthralled by those dreadful penny—well, dreadfuls.”

“I suppose they are aptly named.” Cecil chuckled. “What about you, Madam Hazel? Are you sensitive?”

“If I seem so, then I have sorely misrepresented myself.” Hazel tilted her head, examining the faery, and tapped the glass. “I grew up running about the countryside, scraping my knees and dirtying my clothes until my mother could scream. I can assure you I am used to a little blood, Mr. Morris.”

Felix cleared his throat. “Anyway, that boggart of yours had no qualms about biting anyone, Cecil.”

“Yes, but this is a Seelie faery. They generally don’t draw blood unless threatened, which is why I let them roam free. Think about a wounded or ill animal, Felix. You know they can be unpredictable. The last thing I need is for more incidents like this to occur. That is why I must discover the issue at once.”

Instead of replying, Felix turned to his wife. “Hazel, my dear, will you walk with Agnes? She wanted to see more of the museum, and she ought to be home soon for bed.”

Nodding, Hazel took the girl’s shoulders and led her toward the row of shelves at a leisurely pace, leaving the gentlemen alone.

“Must you work on this tonight?” Felix asked. “I was going to ask you to come out to one of my clubs this evening. Consider it a celebration. We could talk about hunting.” With a darting look toward his wife and daughter, he added quieter, “I’ve been outnumbered by them for too long.”

Cecil barely restrained his eagerness to accept, saying in a high voice, “Well, I’ll have to check and see if I can possibly postpone my work for a few hours.”

“Very good. I would like to talk to you about taking on a new client. The establishment may be in more dire straits than we were with that boggart.” Felix looked him over and frowned upon noticing the purple coat. “I thought I asked you not to wear such outlandish clothes.”

“You did, but I wanted to wear something memorable.”

“Being ‘memorable’ is not always preferable.” Felix huffed a sigh. “Well, how successful was the opening? I wanted to be there, but I had other engagements, you know.”

“It would have been a wild success if that blasted—sorry—that reporter from the London Chronicle had agreed to write a favorable review. However, I think his first impression left something to be desired.”

“Did he have any suggestions?”

“Some kind of spectacle or beast to shock and horrify his readers.”

There was a faint spark of excitement in Felix’s eyes. “A beast, you say?”

“Do you care to help me hunt for one?” His smirk stretched wider when the man harrumphed like a disgruntled walrus. “You do miss your glory days. I thought as much, after your argument with Lord Danvers the other night.”

“What argument?” Suddenly Felix’s face was hard. “Did he speak with you?”

“No more than what I heard with you—about your discoveries.”

Felix shook his head like he was shaking off an unwanted memory. “My glory days must remain in the past, especially with Lucy at home. I have two daughters to look after again.”

“Speaking of Lucy,” Cecil said airly, glancing about, “I suppose she decided not to come with you.”

“No, she—” The faery in the jar under Cecil’s arm struck the glass with renewed strength. “Do you need to take care of that?” Felix asked, pointing. “If you truly need to postpone our celebratory supper—”

“No. Absolutely not!” Cecil blushed at his own enthusiasm. “What I mean is that I can always make time for you, Felix. I think the faery can wait while we have a drink or two.”

“I thought you might say that.”




After a few drinks, Cecil was still not feeling celebratory. He sat in a leather chair in the low-lit club, watching as Felix played billiards and listening to his ramblings. Cecil only occasionally had to grunt in agreement for Felix to continue droning on obliviously.

They were surrounded by other gentlemen, some smoking pipes or loudly debating politics with each other. The building’s dark wood paneling and ancient Roman-style columns were inviting and warm, encouraging togetherness and thoughtful conversation. But it didn’t seem to matter that there were people around—Cecil still felt strangely alone.

It didn’t matter how much he drank, either. He still felt that hollow longing in his chest. But soon his face was warm, his vision was hazy, and his tongue was loose. That was at least a change in physical sensation.

With a satisfyingly loud clack, Felix struck the last two billiard balls into the pocket. “That is how it’s done. Did you take note of my form, Cecil?” He spun around and frowned. “Why are you slouching like that? You look like a drugged ape.”

Cecil sat up, realizing he had been sliding farther down the chair at every moment, gripping his billiards stick. “Thank you for that flattering comparison, Felix.”

“Were you paying attention?” Felix strode over and snatched the stick from his hands. “If you’re serious about billiards—”

“Oh, please, Felix.” He waved his hand through the air. “I don’t really care about billiards. I’m here to celebrate.”

Felix sat down opposite him and grabbed his untouched glass of gin from the small end table between them. “Then let’s cheer the success of your museum, my dear fellow!”

“No, no.” Cecil shook his head fiercely, and the gas lamps swayed in his vision like comet tails. “Felix, no. What we really should be celebrating is you. Rather, your marriage.”

“Ah, indeed.”

“Never mind marriage. Let’s talk about love. I have a theory about love, Felix. Do you want to hear it?” Cecil leaned clumsily over the armrest until their faces were inches away.

Felix gingerly pushed him back into his seat before taking a sip of his drink. “You’ll tell me regardless, I imagine.”

“My theory is that if someone can see all of you, every secret and ugly side of your nature, and still love you, that is true love—be it platonic or romantic. That is my hypothesis, anyway.” He raised his glass and drained it in a few gulps. “I’ve yet to meet anyone who can prove it. But you and Hazel must know all of each other’s secrets.”

Felix set his glass down. “What secrets?”

“I was only giving an example, old chap. But you must have some secrets. Some wartime stories or tales or indiscretions from your academy days you don’t care to mention.”

“Nonsense. Neither of us has secrets, or perhaps we would share. That is only natural between a married couple.”

“Then you two really are…” Cecil trailed off, smiling faintly. “That’s wonderful for you, Felix. She’s so different from Nora. Nora was so quiet and sweet, like a lamb. What made you decide to pursue a woman like Hazel?”

Felix stroked his chin. “Something about her drew me in. I cannot describe it. Well, now you’ve got me talking like a poet.”

“Actually, a poet would describe it. Lord Byron would have.”

“You and your Romantic poets.” Felix groaned. “I suppose there was something wild and intoxicating about her.” He quickly took another drink of gin. “But that is enough of that nonsense.”

“It’s not nonsense. You must have been just as lonely as I am. But tonight when you come home, she’ll be waiting for you. That’s something to celebrate.” He sank lower into his seat. “I, however, will be coming home to an empty house. An empty bed. It’s a large bed, and I get it all to myself. How fortunate for me.”

Felix eyed him pityingly. “If you really are that lonely, then perhaps you could be introduced to a suitable, eligible lady to marry.”

“I am not lonely.”

“You just said that you were, you fool.”

“Did I?”

Felix squinted at him. “Cecil, are you inebriated?”

He snorted. “No.”

“Perhaps we should order some food?” Felix suggested gently. “Do you have something in your stomach? When was the last time you ate?”

“Yesterday, I think. I don’t remember.”

“You don’t remember?”

“I had more important things to spend money on, like my business.” He ran his hand over his new purple morning coat and said in a secretive whisper, “For the rest, that’s what credit is for.”

“It is unwise to fall into debt.” Felix scowled and straightened his waistcoat. “You’re acting foolish, Cecil. Very foolish, indeed.”

Heat flushed through him. “Felix, please don’t think that I spent your donations foolishly. The museum will bring in enough to pay off my debt to you eventually. Your generous contributions will be paid back in full. If you’re worried that they won’t—”

“Nonsense.” Felix pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m not some hard-fisted collector, and I’m not about to throw you in a debtor’s prison. Consider it forgiven.”

Cecil marveled at him. “You’re a good man, Felix. Most men would—” He inhaled shakily. “Well, never mind that. You have established again and again to me that you are far better than most men.”

“Don’t flatter me, Cecil.”

“I meant every word of it. You’re the reason I—well, you’ve given me a reason to believe in Man’s goodness again.” His words seemed to come out and slow and warm as honey. “When my work does pay off, it will be because of you, with no thanks to that… that fraud of a reporter from the London Chronicle.”

“Whatever you say, Cecil.” Felix stood and ordered a meal from one of the attendants. “You’re going to eat now. The next time you need another loan, tell me.”

Cecil did not answer but instead ordered another drink from the attendant as he walked by. He obliged Felix and ate some of the lamb cutlet brought to him, though he had no appetite.

“Is it shame that kept you from telling me, or fear?” Felix pressed after taking a sip of gin. “I am your friend, not your creditor. You ought to tell me things like this.”

“Not shame. It was pride, I suppose.”

“Pride, I understand. There is nothing wrong with seeking help from a friend. However, I suggest you don’t make debt a habit.”

Leaning forward eagerly in his seat to meet his gaze, Cecil let his utensils clatter to the table. “I truly believed—I do believe in my museum. I believe in my research and its importance. The money does not matter—only that the beauty touches people.”

“Beauty doesn’t put food on your table.”

“Oh, but it feeds me as nothing else can.”

Felix rolled his eyes. “Then I suppose you’ll be happy to take on that new client I was telling you about free of charge if beauty can sustain you.”

“Client? Oh, right. Tell me about the client then.”

“He owns an orphanage in Southwark, quite near to your building. The matron there is having trouble with a creature with otherworldly abilities who the ministers are calling a ‘little demon.’ It sounded in your wheelhouse. Whatever the creature is, it might make a thrilling feature of your museum.”

“A ‘little demon,’ you say?” Cecil perked up. “Tell your client I will take him up on his offer and investigate first thing tomorrow.”

“My colleague told me her voice and her fiddle enchant men into near madness.”

“Her?”

“Ah, yes. I forgot to mention: she looks like a little girl.”

“A girl?” Cecil scratched his head. “Well, a little girl isn’t anything spectacular.”

“The matron said she only looks like one. Who knows? She could be monstrous underneath and hiding under a guise of innocence.”

Rising with a groan and stretching out his back, Felix then turned to his friend. “Now, let’s get you back home before you start preaching your ideas about Fae to the poor gentlemen of this club.”

“That was one time,” Cecil retorted meekly. “I did that once, and you have not let me forget it since.”




“Can we take a carriage, Felix?” Cecil whined.

The two gentlemen were walking along the pavement under the blazing street lamps. Well, Felix was walking. Cecil was merely trying to focus on placing one foot in front of the other without stumbling and revealing how inebriated he was.

“The cold night will sober you up. Besides, you need more fresh air. You spend far too much time holed away in your office with the windows shut. The doctors say it’s not good for air circulation.”

“Yes, well, opening the windows would not be good for my business. The little pixies would escape.”

As they passed by a gloomy, damp alleyway, a man lumbered out of the shadows in front of them, swaying drunkenly. Upon seeing them, the man did a double-take. He came so near that they could smell his stale, alcohol-drenched breath.

“I know you.” The man pointed a gnarled finger at Cecil. “It’s—whatis name? Harold Blake. That’s it. You’re Harold Blake.”

Cecil’s blood froze. The streets blurred in his vision. He felt himself buckle, and Felix was the only thing keeping him upright as he tried to remember how to stand.

“You have the wrong man,” Felix said firmly to the stranger. “We don’t have any money. Good evening.”

“Where’s that sister of yours? The little dark-haired thing. Emily!” The man shouted, making Cecil jump out of his skin. “That was her name. Your sister. Emily. Been missing her company. It’s been years, but you’ve barely aged a day.”

Cecil’s tongue untied, and he managed to say haltingly, “You’re mistaken. I’ve never seen you before in my life. You’re thinking of someone else.”

“That was very odd,” Felix muttered as they walked away, shooting a final glance over his shoulder. The man had braced himself against the brick wall and was watching them leave.

Despite the blood pumping hot and fast in his veins from his racing heart, Cecil began to shiver. He was soon shaking so hard that he could barely move his legs. He felt like he was going to be sick.

“Good heavens, Cecil. You’re trembling like a leaf. Are you all right?’

“N-no. I think I am quite intoxicated. Might we hail a carriage? This part of town is unsavory.”

“I’ll hail a cab. Besides, what if my colleagues saw me carrying a drunk man home?”

“They would call you a saint for taking care of the vulnerable, I imagine.”

“You think that?” He chuckled wryly. “A gentleman’s reputation is everything to him, Cecil. You must remember that.”




Once they reached the house, Felix led Cecil inside and helped him up the stairs and to his room. Cecil flopped onto his back on the bed and covered his face with his arm. “You can leave me now, Felix.”

“Not without making sure you’re warm.” The older gentleman covered him with a blanket.

Cecil lowered his arm to study his friend. “Do you know you’re going grey?” He reached up to brush Felix’s sideburn but pulled his hand back. “Do you feel it? Getting older, I mean. I wonder what it’s like.”

“You’ll know what it’s like in a few years, you fool.”

“I don’t think I will.” He covered his face again and rolled over on his side away from Felix, the thought of anyone seeing his face suddenly unbearable.

“What’s brought this melancholy on? It’s the drink, isn’t it? That’s all.”

“It’s not melancholy. I’m just talking nonsense.” Cecil shivered and gripped his pillow.

“I suppose all men your age feel they’re invincible. But one day you’ll realize that even young men grow old and weak. Your priorities will change.”

“Did yours change?”

“Yes, when I found a wife and had two beautiful daughters.” When there was no response Felix asked, “You’re not ill, are you? I’ve never seen you have such a fit like you did when that man—”

“He startled me,” Cecil snapped. “Don’t think any more of it.”

“If you insist.” Felix’s footfalls retreated to the door. “But you will come to supper tomorrow evening, won’t you? Agnes and Lucy will be thrilled.”

Cecil did not answer as Felix left, afraid of what he might say. Hunkering under the covers, he screwed his eyes shut and tried to forget the face of that man in the alley and the words he’d spoken. Most of all, he tried to forget about Harold Blake.
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