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            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      The year is 1895. Olive and her small tight-knit band of faeries are living on an island in Lake Huron, tucked between the upper and lower peninsulas of the state of Michigan.

      They weren’t supposed to be in this world. But fate had altered their paths, and they managed to carve out new lives as jewelry makers in the human world. It truly wasn’t that difficult, considering they had magic at their disposal.

      All they needed to do was ensure that none of the locals—all human—became aware of their heritage. If the humans knew what Olive and her family really were, they’d be lynched before the next sun rose above the edge of the chilly water.

      Life was lonely at times but, in general, peaceful.

      Until he showed up on the island. Joseph Lancaster. Along with his entourage of thieving humans and…

      A halfling child.

      That wasn’t going to work. That child needed a faery to help guide him, protect him. Olive determined she was that faery.

      What she hadn’t counted on was her attraction to a handsome human like Joseph.

      

      Fae in the Gilded Age, in reading order:

      The Faery & the Jewel Thief

      The Faery & the Runaway Heiress

      The Faery & the Lady’s Maid

      The Faery & the Halfling

      The Faery & the Discovery

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note to readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear reader,

      

      Welcome to the Fae in the Gilded Age series. This series falls under the umbrella of gaslamp fantasy, which, in broad terms, means it is historical romance combined with fantasy romance, taking place at the turn of the nineteenth century, when gas lamps were the primary means of light.

      While gaslamp fantasies are often set in London, this series takes place on Mackinac Island, Michigan, USA, in 1895-1896.

      I’ve researched extensively to ensure the story is period accurate, from language (yes, cunt and shaft were commonly used words in 1895) to the clothes they wore to the situations occurring at the time.

      I did, occasionally, take some period-appropriate liberties. For example, there is (what I think is a funny) reference to the Wright Brothers, discussing the idea of humans taking flight. While I have no idea if they ever visited Mackinac Island in real life, I do know that they took their first flight in 1903, which means they surely would have been theorizing about the idea in 1895.

      There are also references to “horseless carriages,” which were the first automobiles in the US. If you aren’t familiar with Mackinac Island, they do not allow motor vehicles on the island, with the exception of emergency services. But that was not always the case.

      During the late nineteenth century, as the auto industry was emerging (Michigan was where automobiles were born), Mackinac Island was already a huge tourist attraction, especially among the wealthy elite. Those wealthy tourists started to bring their horseless carriages to the island, much to the annoyance of the horse and buggy drivers who had established themselves as the primary means by which persons were able to get from place to place—for a price, of course. Those drivers petitioned to have “dangerous horseless carriages” banned, arguing that they spooked the horses. The ban was enacted in 1898, three years after this series takes place. With this bit of information, I suspect you will find my references to the horseless carriages in the book quite amusing.

      I hope so!

      Oh, and we all know the fae have been around since the beginning of time, including on Mackinac Island.

      If you read about the history of this absolutely stunning island, you’ll learn that once upon a time, there actually was a faery (spelled “fairy”) arch, which, of course, was a portal (or, as I call it in my books, a veil) to another world.

      Unfortunately, in the 1940s, during what is referred to as a “misguided erosion control effort,” the fairy arch was destroyed. Arch Rock, one of Mackinac Island’s most famous points of interest, is still around; however, that is not the rock formation I am referring to in this series.

      It's the other one.

      Thank you for reading this series. I hope you enjoy this foray back in time to 1895. If you are here specifically for the faeries, I am now going to shamelessly plug my other faery series, Faerell, which, while not directly related to this one, is about faeries and does contain a veil between worlds. That series take place in modern day and is complete, if you’re so inclined to read it.

      Cheers!

      TJ Bell
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      Mackinac Island, 1895

      

      “No one was giving us strange looks, Olive,” Samantha scolded as they made their way down Main Street, heading toward home. “It’s all in your head.”

      This wasn’t an uncommon conversation between the two women. Olive was constantly worried, on edge whenever she was around humans, for reasons she could only divulge to Samantha and the other faeries who lived in her home. When they’d passed through the veil from the land of the Seelie to the human world, to this small island nestled in Lake Huron, they’d all sworn an oath to never speak of their secret to any outsiders.

      As if being a faery in a world that hated her kind was not bad enough, she was also a woman with no husband and no father, and as it turned out, humans had a very different view of the sexes than the fae did.

      She supposed it was lucky that Willis and Ezra had agreed to join her in this strange world. It was frustratingly helpful to have a man—or two—in the household.

      Olive glanced over her shoulder at the telltale sound of a gas flame igniting. The stocky yet agile lamplighter didn’t spare them a glance as he steadily made his way up the road with his long hooked rod, pausing to light each lamp.

      Olive increased her pace, not because she was afraid but because it was growing dark, and once they stepped off Main Street, there were no more lamps to light their way.

      The spring thaw was finally making its way across the island. While there were still occasional piles of snow in the forest, the ferns were unfurling and tiny white, blue, and pink flowers had begun to dot the landscape.

      As this would be their sixth summer living on the island, Olive and the other faeries had learned that the growing season was short—and sometimes quite volatile—so they started working on their garden as soon as the weather allowed.

      Thus they’d all been toiling these past few weeks, turning the soil, hardening off the seedlings, setting up the irrigation system. The final step, once the seedlings were planted, was a whisper of magic, a spell cast at dusk on the eve of a full moon, which would ensure the plants thrived despite the harsh environment.

      So long as one of the faeries in residence cast that spell, their crops would be prolific enough to feed the household, with plenty left over to sell at the market held most weekends throughout the summer and well into autumn. Between produce sales and Olive’s jewelry sales, there really wasn’t a need for Willis to work outside the home, and yet he did.

      To ensure they appeared as human as possible.

      Ezra, whose magic manifested in such a way that he was truly the one who kept their crops thriving, had declared that he wanted to work in town this summer as well. He claimed it was to bring in even more income, but Olive knew the lad well enough. He was simply looking for adventure.

      And, no doubt, a pretty girl’s bed to warm.

      It was that last part that worried her the most. A pretty human man warming Olive’s bed—and the subsequent child that had been the result of those delightful evenings—was the reason they were living on this island in the first place.

      Olive sighed.

      “Now what?” Samantha asked, side-eyeing her suspiciously.

      “I’m just thinking about Ezra,” she admitted.

      “About his fascination with human girls,” Samantha guessed.

      “Yes. Truthfully, I had hoped you and he would⁠—”

      Samantha lifted her hand. “Do not finish that thought. Ezra may as well be my brother. There is not and never will be anything between us but a strong desire to one up each other at card games.”

      Olive laughed. She knew as much but had still hoped. Sobering, she said, “I need to let him go, don’t I?”

      Samantha nodded. “You do. The rest of us will stay with you for as long as we live, but Ezra, he needs to spread his wings.”

      They both laughed. That was a phrase they’d overheard when two men had visited the island last summer and spoke of the idea of humans taking flight. Most of the inhabitants of the pub where they’d spouted this nonsense had scoffed at the ridiculous idea, but Olive and Samantha had latched onto the phrase, finding it infinitely funny because the fae actually did have wings and could take flight any time they wanted.

      So long as there were no humans watching.

      Samantha turned serious. “I’ve not told you because I didn’t want to upset you, but he wants to go to the mainland. After the harvest,” she added hastily.

      At least he was giving them that. They’d need his magic and his talent with the plants to get them through the harvest.

      But if he left so late in the season, he’d likely stay on the mainland, at least until next spring. The massive lake quickly became difficult to navigate once the weather turned. Autumn was a breathtaking spectacle in this land, but it was followed by a brutal winter that simply did not exist in the land of the Seelie.

      Olive pressed her hand to her chest. It was her fault they were all here instead of carrying on their lives in their own world. The decisions she’d made had caused a chain of events that ultimately led to the lot of them establishing a new existence here on the island.

      In the early days, she’d apologized to them often, daily even.

      Each and every one of them dismissed her apologies, insisting this had been their own choice and they were satisfied with it.

      She appreciated their loyalty more than they’d ever know. They had become her family, and this idea of letting one of them go was a physical pain in her heart. And yet⁠—

      “Do not feel compelled to stay with me forever, Samantha. And if any of you wants more than what we have here, I will support your decision and shed my tears in private.”

      I would even support you returning to the land of the Seelie.

      “Oh, stop being so melodramatic.” Samantha offered up a smile to take the edge away from her words.

      Hooking her arm around Samantha’s elbow, Olive guided them to the left, through the stone archway with a gas lantern hanging from the peak. With a quick glimpse around to ensure no one was nearby, Olive tossed a bit of magic at the lantern. The flame flared to life. The fae didn’t require the assistance of a lamplighter.

      When she bought the place, there had been an iron gate here, which she’d paid a human man to dismantle and take away. He’d found her request odd, but she’d glamoured herself and the rest of her family to look like humans so he’d not made the connection that they were fae and were deathly allergic to iron.

      Most of the homes on the island were made of wood, with clapboard siding, but Olive’s was stone and brick, two stories, with oblong windows running along all sides. The man she’d bought it from told her it was northern French rustic architecture. He’d made it sound impressive, yet, after the sale was done, she learned that really meant the home was very, very old and he hadn’t kept it up well for the previous few decades.

      Since she’d had to do a great deal of maintenance to make it inhabitable, the fact that she’d had the old iron pipes swapped out for copper ones had not piqued the interest of the humans she’d paid to see to that task.

      While she’d grown to love the house that she and her found family had painstakingly turned into a home, she’d bought it for the land it sat on. It was on a bluff, overlooking the lake on the southeastern side, with a wide expanse of open area that was perfect for gardening.

      The house had been built toward the back of the property, butting up against the woods, which provided shade during the warm summer months and protected the dwelling from the worst of the chilly winds that blew off the lake during the winter months.

      Olive and Samantha walked up the cobbled path that led to the front porch steps then turned sharply to the left, following a second path around to the back of the house, entering through the kitchen.

      Willis stood before a ceramic pot hanging above glowing embers in the brick fireplace. He used a wooden spoon to stir a delicious-smelling concoction. Glancing over his shoulder, he gave them a wide smile.

      She could see through the glamour to the faery man underneath. Everything about him was dark. His eyes were narrow, the pupils almost black. His long hair with its many braids did not hide his pointed ears. His beard was also braided and hung to his upper chest. His shimmering dark wings fluttered for a moment before pressing against his back, out of the way while he cooked.

      Even for a faery he looked foreboding, which Olive had always found amusing because he was one of the gentlest, kindest people she had ever known.

      “How did you do?” he asked.

      “She took your advice this time,” Samantha said, chuckling as she placed their bounty on the counter. “Negotiated almost like a professional.”

      She sorted containers of salt and flour and spices to replenish their stocks that had run low during the long, cold winter, when the only way to get to the mainland was to walk across the ice.

      Faeries were not particularly fond of traveling across great bodies of water even in boats, and they were doubly concerned over the idea of walking on that water, frozen or not.

      “Well done, Olive,” Willis said approvingly.

      She rolled her eyes. Bartering the jewelry she made with ease for goods that were actually necessary to live was never going to be a skill she excelled at.

      “And,” Willis said, “what is the latest gossip?”

      “The real reason you pestered us to go into town today,” Samantha teased.

      “It was certainly one of them,” Willis unabashedly shot back.

      Olive laughed. “As you can see”—she waved at her purchases—“the first ship of the season has come from the mainland.”

      He nodded. “And?”

      “We learned that the carriage operators are already up in arms over those horseless carriages the wealthy tourist are bringing to the island.”

      “Why?” Willis asked.

      “They say the horseless carriages frighten the horses.”

      Samantha added, “We witnessed it firsthand. Olive and I detoured through the dock area, deliberately passing near enough to the beasts so we could sooth them with our magic.”

      “That was kind of you,” Willis noted.

      Olive plucked a spoon from the drawer and dipped it into the soup simmering over the coals. Tipping the spoon to her lips, she tasted and exclaimed, “This is delicious, Willis.”

      He beamed.

      “They also say the soldiers will be leaving Fort Mackinac by the end of summer,” Samantha said.

      Willis shrugged. “The locals claim there hasn’t been a need for military presence on this island for eighty years.”

      That, at least, was a nice change of pace from their homeland. The land of the Seelie was forever at war. Faeries did not play well together, apparently.

      Her group of friends notwithstanding.

      The sun had begun its descent behind the trees to the west, darkening the house. Olive flung magic at the gas lamps affixed to the walls and the massive chandelier hanging above the dining table, bringing them all to life.

      “What else?” Willis asked as he pulled the pot off the coals and carried it into the dining room and placed it on a colorful trivet Samantha had painted their first winter here.

      Olive and Samantha followed him. She knew what he was asking.

      “The first ship of tourists is due to arrive in ten days.” It was earlier than normal, but the weather had warmed and the lake was free of ice. The island residents were chomping at the bit for a change of pace.

      And for the income that tourists provided.

      Willis nodded firmly. “Tomorrow I will go to the tavern, see when they plan to put me on the schedule.”

      She touched his arm. “You do not have to, you know. Ezra plans to find a summer job.”

      “I can too,” Samantha pipped up, but Olive shook her head.

      “Unless you wish to be a governess or perhaps a seamstress, it will be far harder for you than for Ezra or Willis.”

      Because she was a woman. Silly humans and their belief that a woman was not perfectly capable of taking care of herself without a man to ensure it was being done.

      Samantha wrinkled her nose. Olive knew she didn’t mind children—she simply had no interest in being responsible for them. And while she was perfectly capable of sewing or embroidering, it was not something she enjoyed. Certainly not without the use of magic, which she’d not be able to do if she were employed in town.

      “I cannot just stop working after six years,” Willis said, waving his hand at the glass-faced cabinet in the corner. The doors popped open, and six bowls floated through the air, nestling together on the table next to the pot.

      “The humans will become suspicious,” he added.

      They spent so much time worrying about humans figuring out that they were fae. It was frustrating and yet necessary.

      Many humans believed in their existence, but, like so many things that were not what they considered “normal,” they feared the fae. Really, they feared anyone with the ability to harness magic.

      The Salem witch trials of the late-seventeenth century were a perfect example of the humans’ fear gone awry. Olive wasn’t keen to be burned alive.

      So they maintained the illusion that they were human.

      “Besides, I enjoy working in the tavern. Keeps me up to date with the local gossip and helps me hone my cooking skills,” Willis added.

      “You are one of the best Seelie Warriors ever to⁠—”

      “Used to be,” Willis corrected, tapping his left thigh. A long- ago injury during battle that hadn’t healed properly was the reason for his slightly uneven gate.

      Olive sighed. “Samantha, call the others to dinner,” she said, and waited until Samantha left the room to speak again. “Cooking for these humans is beneath you.”

      “I enjoy it,” Willis countered. “And let’s not forget that you and Ezra were Warriors as well. And now you are gardeners. How is cooking a lesser skill than gardening?”

      He was right, of course. Even six years after leaving her world where one’s station in life was even more important than they were here in this place, Olive sometimes forgot that they no longer mattered. What mattered now was survival.

      And cooking and gardening were far more conducive to survival here than the Warrior skills they’d acquired in the land of the Seelie.
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      Joseph Lancaster stood on the steamship’s hull, five-year-old Miles in front of him, his arms spread wide, a grin plastered on his face despite the green tinge of seasickness.

      The air was thick, clouds heavy in the sky. Rain was coming, hopefully not until they docked on the island. Preferably not until they found someplace indoors where they could wait it out and eat and drink and plan their next move.

      A spray of frigid water hit Miles in the face, and he laughed before wiping it away.

      Ah, to be young and carefree. Not that Joseph ever had been. Well, he’d obviously been young, but certainly not carefree. He’d been too busy ducking his father’s blows and trying to keep his mother out of the man’s reach to be anything remotely close to carefree.

      The one time in his adult life that he’d let himself go, had not given a single consideration for anything but pleasure for a long weekend that he still to this day could not regret—had produced Miles.

      As an almost subconscious move, he tugged Miles’s hat down, ensuring it covered his mishappen ears. The narrow, nearly black eyes couldn’t be so well hidden. Joseph had heard a wide variety of ethnicities resided on the island during the summer months, and he hoped that meant Miles would better blend in than he had in some of the other places they’d temporarily resided over the years.

      Always temporarily. For more than one reason.

      The steam whistle blew, drowning out the sound of the wind and waves for a few moments. Joseph and Miles both covered their ears. The grin still didn’t leave young Miles’s face.

      The whistle cut off, and Joseph heard the creak of a door opening, and turned to watch Alice Sims step out onto the deck. At twenty-five, she was a tiny thing, which served her well in the profession she had chosen for herself. Many people dismissed her as a child, allowing her to get away with fading into the background, where she picked pockets and stole gems sometimes right from around a woman’s neck while the woman stood gabbing to her friends.

      Alice had true talent.

      The wind caught her dirty blond hair, tugging strands from their pins and whipping them across her pale face. She impatiently pushed them away as she strode toward Joseph with far more confidence than was generally acceptable for women. Her skirt was shorter than was acceptable as well—calf-length instead of the more common floor-sweeping—and she wore a fitted leather coat. And no hat. Or corset. Joseph had never seen her don a bustle.

      Alice played by her own rules. As much as a woman could get away with, at any rate.

      “Where’s Hetty?” he asked when she stepped up to the railing, grasping it with gloved hands and leaning over to observe the churning water below.

      “She and Jema are inside, picking pockets. There’s a great deal of wealth on this ship that will soon be ours.”

      Joseph frowned. Hetty was Alice’s four-year-old daughter, and Jema Stanton was Alice’s lover, as well as another expert grifter. While they were all in the same profession—which was the reason they were friends—Joseph did not like the fact that they were already teaching the child these skills.

      Yes, they had all profited nicely in the three years since they’d banded together. Still, this was a dangerous lifestyle. One wrong move and they’d be tossed into cells, the keys thrown away. And the two little ones would be deposited in an orphanage. Hetty might survive that situation, but Miles most certainly would not. The moment his ears were exposed, he’d be labeled a faery and, even at his young age, probably put to death.

      Joseph shuddered. He could not let that happen.

      “I hear there’s a doorway to that faery land on this island. Maybe we can find it and shove this one through.” Alice thrust her thumb in Miles’s direction.

      Alice, like most people, disliked the fae. Even though, as far as she was aware, she’d never actually met one—other than Miles, who was nothing more than a sweet child—so really, she had no right to pass judgment.

      “He’d never survive,” Joseph said sharply, quietly, hoping that Miles, who was intently watching the island draw closer and closer, didn’t hear.

      That was the crux of Miles’s situation. He was half fae and half human, and neither species accepted him. But at least, according to Miles’s mother, Joseph could hide him here, in the human world.

      He hadn’t even known she was a faery until Miles was born. Apparently they could disguise themselves as human. He hoped Miles eventually would be able to figure out how to do that. It would certainly make his life easier.

      For one thing, he could stop wearing wool hats in the summer.

      The whistle blew again, and all three of them covered their ears. Deckhands began scurrying about on the level below, preparing to dock.

      Soon, the group was disembarking, walking down the wooden planks that led to a wide expanse of cobblestones, the fog rolling off the water seeming to nip at their heels.

      Joseph stretched out his arm, ushering his entourage to the side to avoid being trampled by the horse-drawn wagons that came and went, loading and unloading goods.

      A row of horses and carriages were parked to the side, waiting for their next fares. The drivers stood in a cluster at the end of the docks, scowling as a horseless buggy rumbled off a barge. The animals moved restlessly, kicking their hind legs and whinnying as the motorized contraption drove past.

      One of the drivers broke from the group and stormed over to the horses, making rude gestures at the buggy before smoothing his hand down the neck of the nearest beast.

      Alice nudged Joseph’s arm and nodded at the drivers. “That lot isn’t too pleased with those horseless carriages. They say they spook the animals, but we all know better.” She rubbed the pads of two fingers and her thumb together. “It’s about money. Mark my words. They’re gonna figure out how to get those things banned before the end of the century.”

      Joseph had no idea whether she knew what she was talking about, so he did not acknowledge her comment. Instead, he glanced over her shoulder, to the northwest. It was only three miles to the mainland, yet he could not even see it, courtesy of the heavy, low clouds. It was unnerving, this sensation of being trapped here. Joseph had a strong preference for always having an escape route.

      He hadn’t wanted to come to this island for their latest heist, but he’d been overruled two to one, and as they made all major decisions as a group, well, here they were.

      Jema stepped up to his other side and slapped him on the back. She was a Creole woman with tawny, curly hair she generally kept twisted into a braid wrapped around her head, and unusually pale skin that she said helped white folk not be so nervous around her.

      She and Alice had met in New Orleans. The story they’d told Joseph was that Alice was pregnant with Hetty, the result of a very poor experience she had never spoken about in Joseph’s presence. Jema had been working for the wealthy family Alice had been running a scam on, and, as Alice liked to say, it was love at first sight.

      Joseph had connected with them two years later, in Boston. He’d sold some very fake jewels to an inexperienced jeweler, using young Miles to distract the man. The scam had gone off without a hitch and had netted him a hefty payday. He’d been sitting in a tavern, trying to convince Miles to eat a piece of fish with his vegetables—what kid liked vegetables over fish?—when Alice slid into the seat across from him and proposed a partnership.

      They’d watched him, she said, and they’d been impressed. And they were looking for a third partner, specifically a man, because, Alice pointed out, having a shaft between his legs allowed him privileges that having a cunt did not. Bonus that he had a kid, because they did, too, and she and Jema knew most men, criminals in particular, wouldn’t want to be saddled with a child that could hinder their processes.

      Joseph had agreed to the partnership. Working alone was tedious and difficult when he had to constantly account for Miles’s safety. Not to mention, working as a threesome, they raked in far more cash than he ever had on his own.

      “I can see the wheels turning,” Jema said. “You’re already plotting our escape route.”

      “I’m more concerned there isn’t one,” he admitted. He liked Jema more than he liked Alice. Alice was cocky and often rude and had a giant chip on her shoulder for reasons she would likely never share with him, whereas Jema treated him like a friend and had never made snide comments about Miles’s fae side.

      “We’re a family, and Jema is our nanny.” Alice scowled as she reminded them of the plan. She hated equally that women and Black people were considered inferior.

      She stabbed a finger at Joseph’s chest. “You are pretty enough that no one will question you.” Her gaze dropped to his groin before she rolled her eyes. “Plus, you have a cock. And I can fancy myself up if I need to. We’ll be fine.”

      A raindrop splattered on Joseph’s nose. He glanced at the sky. Those clouds appeared far too menacing for this to be a light drizzle.

      “Come on, let’s find a warm place with a roof and food where we can hash out the rest of the plan.”

      He passed enough coin to a dockhand to ensure he stored their trunks until they could send for them, and then they hurried away as if the rain were chasing them.

      They ended up at a tavern with a sign proclaiming it had the best food on Main Street. As busy as it was, their advertising clearly worked. He hoped it was accurate, too.

      A young man with ebony skin, scrawny arms, and an accent that spoke of being raised in a different part of the world seated them and took their drink orders, returning a few moments later to take their food orders.

      The server placed their dishes on the table as Miles and Hetty swung their legs, Hetty shoving fish and sausages and fried potatoes into her mouth while Miles picked at his food and asked where the vegetables were.

      “Potatoes are vegetables,” Joseph pointed out, which seemed to pacify his son.

      “This island is a huge tourist destination,” Alice said once Miles was sufficiently distracted by his food. “Wealthy types from Chicago and Detroit and Sault Ste. Marie like to vacation here in the summer. When I say wealthy, I’m talking top 1 percent. These people have made a bundle in the lumber and mining and railroad industries. They’re dripping in jewels and cold, hard cash.”

      She took a vicious bite of her whitefish sandwich while Joseph contemplated whether it was too late to get into one of those industries. He wouldn’t be opposed to settling in one place.

      And not looking over his shoulder at every turn.

      “Go on,” he said, taking a sip of unexpectedly cold beer.

      “They like to show off for each other, so they’ll be wearing all those jewels everywhere they go. And they’ll keep the cash in their pockets because they don’t trust the staff at their hotels.”

      As did all of them; the difference was, he and Jema and Alice kept their purses tucked into inside pockets that would require someone getting incredibly personal to reach. Noncriminal types weren’t nearly so smart about stashing their earnings.

      Much to Joseph and Alice and Jema’s benefit.

      “What’s our plan for lodging?” Joseph prompted, needing to hear it again.

      “We’ll pick one of the nicer hotels,” Jema jumped in. “But not the Grand. There will be too much security around that one.”

      Alice nodded.

      “You and Alice walk up to the registration desk while I tend to the kids,” Jema continued. “Alice will distract the clerk while you take a look at the ledger, select a couple of names, and then check us in. Two rooms.”

      Alice and Jema liked to have their own space. Which was fine by Joseph. He didn’t mind taking the time to himself to decompress once in a while. He didn’t even mind getting stuck in the role of babysitter, which had begun to happen with more and more frequency as Hetty aged.

      Alice and Jema had a healthy sex life. Yes, Joseph was jealous.

      Miles tugged on his sleeve. “I need to piss.”

      Standing, Joseph excused them and led Miles through the tavern to a narrow hall with a sign proclaiming outhouse this way. At least the path to the little wooden building was covered so they did not get wet.

      As they approached, a man stepped out. He had wide shoulders and bulging arms, and his skin was the color of tree bark. He wore a stained apron, indicating he worked in the kitchen, presumably at this tavern. His gaze swept over Joseph before his eyes locked onto Miles, who stared back for several seconds before slipping around his legs and into the outhouse.

      The man glanced over his shoulder and then narrowed his eyes at Joseph. “Where did you get that child?” he demanded, his voice low and menacing.

      Joseph crinkled his brow. “The usual way.”

      The man blinked bemusedly. “That is your child?”

      Joseph nodded, frowning. What was the man getting at? Other than the ears and eyes, Miles was the spitting image of him.

      “Where is his mother?”

      “We’re getting awfully personal, considering we haven’t even exchanged names yet. And anyway, she’s gone. Haven’t seen her since she dropped my son into my arms as an infant.”

      Was this man a grifter, too, looking for his own mark? Was that why he was so interested in Joseph’s lineage? Should Joseph save him the time and assure him that there was no wealth to be had in his bloodline, not for as many generations as he was aware of?

      Miles stepped out of the outhouse, glanced up at the tall, massive man, and smiled and waved. The man’s face lit up with his own smile as he waved back.

      Huh.

      “Shall we get back to our table?” he said to his son, who bade the other man goodbye before allowing Joseph to herd him away.

      It wasn’t until they stepped into the building that Miles said, “He’s just like me, Papa.”

      “He’s—what?” A faery? Was that what Miles was talking about? But he’d looked human! Joseph turned around and pushed the door open again, but the man was gone. He hurriedly checked the kitchen.

      The man wasn’t there.

      “What do you mean, Miles?” he asked.

      “Exactly what you think,” Miles said solemnly. Five years of drilling it into his head to not ever utter the word faery had been successful, clearly.

      “Exactly what I think,” he murmured, his mind spinning. There were fae on this island? And they could disguise themselves as humans. But Miles could tell, probably because he was one of them.

      Hmm.

      “Let’s not mention this to Alice and Jema and Hetty, okay? It’s our secret.” He lifted a pinkie finger, and Miles hooked it with his own.

      “Our secret,” he promised.
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      “Olive! Olive, where are you? Olive!”

      What in the world? Willis sounded like a wounded animal.

      Olive rushed away from the tray of seeds she’d been sorting in the greenhouse, brushing her hands against the apron she wore to protect her dress. She slipped through the kitchen door and hurried into the house to where Willis stood at the foot of the stairs, soaking wet and dripping water all over the wooden floor, his eyes bulging out of his head. His wings were fluttering so urgently, his feet were hardly touching the ground.

      “Willis, what is it? Is someone hurt?” She immediately began a mental check of where everyone in the household should be at the moment. That way, she’d know where to rush off to.

      “Another faery,” he rasped, out of breath, like he’d run a sprint, which made sense because wasn’t he supposed to be at the tavern right now?

      “What do you mean?”

      “Another faery,” he repeated, like she should be able to figure out what he was talking about. “A halfling.”

      A halfling? A—“You’ve met another faery? Here?”

      That was impossible. The fae were not allowed to cross through the veil without express permission from the queen. As much as humans feared the fae, so, too, did the queen fear humans. It was a vicious circle, and all it really meant was that Willis must be mistaken.

      He shook his head. Raindrops flung from his braids, splattering the wall and floor. “I saw him. A child.”

      Olive stared at him. Her mouth was undoubtedly hanging open. She gave herself a mental shake and, as calmly as she could, said, “You saw a faery child here, on the island?”

      “Yes.”

      “Near the arch?” That would make the most sense. Perhaps a youngling had wandered too close to the veil, and whatever fool was supposed to be guarding it hadn’t been paying attention. That happened sometimes.

      Olive could attest to it.

      Except Willis had said a halfling, and a halfling would not be allowed to reside in the land of the Seelie. Olive also knew that all too well.

      The perfect combination of those two situations was the reason she was now living in the human world, on an island where, until this very moment, there had not been any other fae in residence.

      “In the tavern,” Willis said. “He saw me too. He saw through the glamour.”

      “Well, of course he did if he is fae. But this is impossible. Wouldn’t we have noticed if someone had passed through the veil? It’s practically in our front yard, after all.”

      Willis shook his head again. “He came off one of the boats. He was with humans. One of them claims to be his father.”

      Willis actually winced. Olive understood. Far, far too well. “His…father?”

      “Human father.”

      “Not…”

      “No, of course not,” Willis said, very quickly, lest Olive get her hopes up. Which was silly. Her human lover and halfling child were dead. She’d buried their bodies herself, in the human custom.

      Humans could not come back from the dead.

      No one could.

      “Take me to them,” she demanded, tugging at the apron strings, letting the material fall to the floor. She almost didn’t bother with a coat and hat, except it was steadily pouring and the walk into town was more than half a mile.

      By the time they arrived at the tavern, her shoes were likely ruined and wetness had darkened her skirt to the knees. Her fitted coat was more fashionable than water resistant, which meant the bodice of her dress was wet as well.

      She could save most of it with faery magic, of course, but she couldn’t chance using it until she was safely back home.

      The moment she stepped into the tavern, she forgot all of that as her focus narrowed to a child of five or six sitting on a wooden chair next to an incredibly attractive man and across from two women and another, younger child.

      The adults were all human, as was the youngest child. It was easy to discern; besides the distinct lack of pointed ears and wings, they didn’t have a strong aura like the fae did. Luckily, an aura was not something most humans would notice, or, if they did, they didn’t know what they were noticing.

      But that fair skinned, baby-faced child with dark hair sticking out from under a wool cap—that child was most definitely a faery.

      He so strongly resembled the man seated next to him that Olive had no choice but to presume this was the father Willis had told her about. As she approached their table, the man glanced up, and she was caught by impossibly beautiful blue eyes framed by long, thick lashes. There were laugh lines at the corners of those eyes.

      His nose was slightly crooked, as if it had been broken at least once, but that slight imperfection only improved his beauty.

      He had a mustache and perfectly manicured beard, which she found immensely more attractive than the muttonchops currently all the rage.

      And all of this discovery was utterly pointless because she was not here to admire this human man. She had, once upon a time, fallen head over heels for a human man who wasn’t even half as pretty as this one, and her entire world had been turned upside down as a result. She was only just feeling somewhat normal again.

      She was here to speak to the child, to find out where his mother was. Who she was. How had he come to be in the human world? Breathing through her nose and pressing an ungloved hand to her quivering belly, Olive moved closer to the table and touched the man’s shoulder. It was a brazen move, a woman alone approaching a man in a public place, especially one who was with dining partners.

      The boy stared at her, a look of wonder on his face.

      “Excuse me, sir. May I have a word?”

      The man glanced at the child, then back up to Olive, his brow furrowed. Covered in glamour as she was, she looked like any other human lady on this island.

      The daintiest of the two women across from him smirked while the other fed bits of bread to the little girl seated between them.

      “Certainly,” the man finally said, standing and nodding at his dining companions.

      Olive touched the child’s arm. She could feel his magic reaching for her. The child was a halfling. She pulled away. “Would you like to join us?” she asked politely.

      The little boy nodded and leaped to his feet. The furrow in his father’s brow only deepened.

      It was much too crowded in the tavern for them to be able to speak freely without potentially being overheard. Olive asked them to join her outside, under the portico covering the stairs that climbed up the side of the building, leading to the second-story apartment the owner lived in.

      Courtesy of the steady rain, there were few pedestrians wandering about who might move close enough to overhear their conversation. And also to gossip about the fact that she was standing on the street, unaccompanied, talking to a stranger.

      She hadn’t even thought to grab her gloves before she rushed out the door.

      “Your child,” she said, because there really was no reason to start with courtesies. “Who is his mother?”

      The man wrapped a protective arm around the child. “You are the second person to be so curious about my son’s parentage, and I’ve only been on this island a few hours. Is everyone here so inquisitive?”

      She pressed her fingers to her heated cheeks. Was it possible he was not aware that his child was a faery?

      “Papa, she’s just like me,” the child said, his innocent face upturned, looking his father in the eye. Were the circumstances different, she’d have wished for one of those new Kodak cameras so that she may capture the moment for all of time.

      The man shattered the sweet image; his head whipped up, his eyes narrowed as he stared at Olive. His body tensed under a well-fitted brown overcoat and slightly paler breeches.

      His gaze darted to the side of her head—definitely looking for the telltale pointed ears.

      “I am hiding behind a glamour,” she admitted, which felt so odd. She’d never, ever spoken of such things to any other humans before. Not since Edward and Chauncy had died.

      “A glamour,” the man said very slowly, as if he did not believe what she said.

      She nodded. “I can cover your son with one. It is obvious you are using that cap to hide his ears. But eventually, his wings will sprout, and the only way to hide them is with a glamour.”

      “His wings.” His gaze dropped to his son.

      She guessed the boy was five or maybe six. If he were a full-blooded faery, his wings would have sprouted by now. It must be the human blood in his system that delayed the inevitable.

      Her own halfling child had not lived long enough for her to have experience with this situation.

      “You—you are aware,” Olive said, steadily watching him.

      The man dragged a hand over his face and blew out a gust of air. “I had an affair. A single weekend. She…she looked like you. Well, not really, she was very different, but appeared”—he flapped his hand at her person—“human. She didn’t have wings. Or pointed ears. Or magic or whatever.”

      “But you know he is different.” She nodded at his son.

      The man pursed his lips. “She left, and I thought I would never see her again. Then, ten months later, she found me. She had Miles in her arms. A newborn. My son. She told me she could not keep him because he was half human.”

      Olive closed her eyes for a moment as the all-too-familiar story washed over her, bringing memories to the forefront that she tried every day to push away.

      Her eyes popped open. “She said she could not keep him?”

      “She handed him over to me, told me he would be far safer here, in my world. When I asked her what the hell she meant, she morphed, right before my eyes, into…something else.”

      “She released her glamour,” Olive guessed.

      “She didn’t tell me what she did. Just one moment, she was the human woman I’d spent an incredibly satisfying weekend with, and the next, she had pointed ears and wings and this sort of shimmering glow about her. She said Miles would be just like her someday, but I could hide him, whereas she could not. Her kind would not allow him to live in her world. And then she morphed back into a human again and walked away. I haven’t seen her since.”

      Two women had ended up in the same predicament yet had rectified the situation in very different ways.

      Her heart lurched. That poor child, growing up without a mother, without understanding his own heritage. How important it was to hide it from these people who simply did not understand and were not accepting of things that were so very different.

      She wanted to pull him into her arms, to hug away all the pain he wasn’t even aware he should have gone through.

      Instead, she grasped the father’s bicep, forcing herself not to notice the strength she could feel there. “I can help him. If you will allow it.”

      Instantly, the man’s look turned calculating.

      “I do not expect anything in return,” she said quickly, lest he worry that she wanted payment. “I can glamour him now if you will allow it, and, if you would like, I can explain things to him so he is prepared as he grows into himself and his magic.”

      “What is glamour?” the child asked even as he scratched at his forehead where the wool cap was pulled down tight.

      She smiled warmly. “It is a form of magic that will make you look just like all the humans you see around you. You will be able to relieve yourself of that itchy cap.”

      “Magic?” He turned his face to his father, his eyes wide. “Papa! Please?”

      “Does it hurt?” the man asked, shrewdly watching Olive. As if he had the ability to determine whether she was lying to him.

      “Not at all. It feels as though a silken sheet is being draped over his head. That is all. He will be so much more comfortable afterward.”

      The man hesitated, grimacing. But then said, “Fine. Do it.” He gave his son a stern look. “Don’t take the cap off yet. I need to figure out how to explain the change in your ears to Alice and Jema.”

      “Alice and Jema?” Olive echoed. The rain pitter-pattering against the wooden roof momentarily increased in tempo, as if in warning.

      The man waved at the tavern entrance. “My dining partners. They are my…”

      Olive sucked in a breath. What did she expect him to say? What did she want him to say?

      “We are a family of sorts. They are aware of Miles’s heritage.”

      Humans who were aware of a halfling child. And they were a family. Of sorts.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

      Clearing her throat, she offered her hand. “I am Olive. And I know everyone’s name but yours. And the other child. She is human.”

      He clasped her hand and in an entirely gentlemanly way bent at the waist and delivered a chaste kiss on its back. She felt the softness of his lips, as brief as the sensation was.

      She was suddenly all too aware of how long it had been since she’d allowed a man to press his lips to her naked hand.

      “I am Joseph Lancaster. So very nice to meet you, Olive. And yes, Hetty is entirely human. She is Alice’s child.”

      But not his. He surely would have said it differently if she were. Not that it mattered at all.

      Olive gently extracted her hand from his grip, took a moment to compose herself, and placed her palm on Miles’s head. Whispering an incantation, she allowed her magic to spread over his entire body, hiding his ears, widening and changing the color of his eyes, and dulling the glow, until he could take off the cap and bounce around like every other young child on this island if he were so inclined.

      She pulled her hand away. “The glamour will cease to exist only if you make it go away or someone with magic more powerful than mine does.” And there was no one on this island more magically powerful than her, so Miles was safe.

      Miles slipped his fingers under his cap and frowned. “I can still feel my ears. They’re still pointed.”

      She offered an encouraging smile. “Let your papa see for a moment.”

      Miles plucked the cap off his head. Joseph’s eyes went huge.

      She chuckled. “You can feel them, and you can see them on other faeries, like myself⁠—”

      “And that other man,” Miles interrupted.

      “Yes. Willis. We can see each other for what we truly are, but no humans can. They see what I’ve instructed your magic to let them see, which is just another human.”

      He pulled his hat over his ears again and gave his forehead another scratch. “I can’t wait to take it off.”

      “Are there others?” Joseph asked.

      Olive hesitated. Given he was raising a halfling child, clearly Joseph was not of the opinion of most humans. At the same time, she knew next to nothing about him.

      “You don’t have to answer that,” he said. Apparently, he could read the hesitancy on her face.

      “I should get back,” she said. “Where are you staying? I will call on you tomorrow. Perhaps we can arrange lessons for Miles.”

      Miles wrinkled his nose. “I don’t wanna go to school.”

      “Not those kinds of lessons,” Olive said with a laugh. “I’m going to teach you about your heritage. So you are prepared, so you can get along in this world without putting yourself in danger.”

      “Oh.” Miles glanced up at his father.

      “I am not sure where we are staying just yet,” Joseph admitted, and Olive had an almost overwhelming urge to suggest they stay with her.

      It was absolutely insane, even as she tried to convince herself that it was strictly to assist the child.

      “Why don’t we meet here, tomorrow, at 10:00 a.m.?” Joseph suggested. “I will have more detail then.”

      “That sounds lovely.” Olive nodded and then offered Miles a slight curtsy. He grinned widely.

      “I will see you both tomorrow.”
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      “Is that our next mark?”

      Those were Alice’s first words when Joseph returned to the table after Olive left.

      Olive. What a lovely name.

      What a stunning woman.

      He had always prided himself on his ability not to develop feelings for others. After living with an abusive father and a mother who insisted she loved him right up to the moments before he’d killed her, Joseph had determined it was best to simply avoid any potential for that type of situation.

      And then Miles had been thrust into his life, and he was forced to discover that loving another person really wasn’t all that bad.

      Not that he was looking to add another individual to that list.

      Alice called him pretty on the regular, and he wasn’t blind to the less-than-subtle appreciative looks women often gave him, but the fact of the matter was, he wasn’t a catch. He was a criminal, and a single father to a halfling child.

      There was no room in his life for another love.

      “Her dress was plain and she wore no jewels, but she certainly carried herself regally enough to be a highborn lady,” Jema noted. “Maybe she’s a local and doesn’t feel the need to show off for her peers.”

      “No.” He probably said the word too sharply, but he didn’t care. “Actually, she may have a way to fix Miles’s ears,” he added, thinking quickly. “We are going to meet her again tomorrow for more detail.”

      Jema canted her head. Alice frowned. “How does she even know about his ears? The kid never takes off that damn hat, even in the heat of summer.”

      “When we stepped outside, it caught on the doorframe,” he smoothly lied. “She spotted the ears before he could right it again.” Thank God nothing like that had ever happened in Miles’s life.

      And now he’d never have to worry again. Joseph was deeply indebted to the absolutely beautiful woman. That flaming hair and those wide-set eyes, were they real or an illusion? What about the freckles dusted across her nose and cheeks?

      Whatever she’d done to Miles hadn’t changed anything else about his appearance except the ears. And his eyes, Joseph realized. His pupils were smaller, the color closer to Joseph’s own eyes. They were…human-like.

      Luckily, Alice and Jema didn’t seem to notice.

      “Let’s go figure out where we will be staying while visiting this lovely island,” he said, hoping to divert their attention.

      He paid their bill, and they tromped out into the rain, just as a lamplighter, water steadily dribbling from the brim of his hat, stepped up and used his hooked stick to light the gas lamp in front of the restaurant. It was early; dusk was hours away, but this storm darkened the skies enough to feel like evening.

      The cobbled streets were muddy, and each time a horse clomped by, a splash of filthy water inevitably hit one of them. The children found it amusing, although by the time they arrived at the first hotel, they were wet, dirty, and all in very bad spirits.

      Except Miles, who was clearly still wrapped up in the excitement over having met someone who was just like him. He wasn’t too wrapped up, however, to not point out the man sitting in the corner of the hotel’s lobby, his face hidden in shadows, his beady eyes analyzing each person who walked by.

      Another grifter. Joseph could spot them at twenty paces, and clearly he’d taught his son a thing or two as well.

      They reluctantly left the hotel. Some grifters were more territorial than others, and given they were on an island with limited escape routes, Joseph did not want to take the chance that this man might feel the need to attempt to dispose of the competition.

      Or, equally as bad, call attention to the fact that they were criminals, thereby protecting his own status as such.

      They bypassed two other hotels. One had lead pipes, which he’d learned from experience caused Miles to develop a terrible rash over his entire body whenever he bathed. The other gave Jema a bad feeling, so she refused to even consider staying there.

      “Enough,” Joseph finally said. “Let us go to the Grand. While the security will be heavier, it’s the largest hotel by far on this island. They will easily be able to otherwise accommodate the guests whose rooms we are about to steal, with little commotion.”

      And so they tramped up the long, winding path leading to the impressively long porch of the Grand Hotel. By the time they presented themselves at the reception desk, they were no less muddy and their spirits were decidedly sour.

      The hotel clerk stared down his nose at them, his nostrils quivering, his frown so deep it disappeared into his bushy muttonchops.

      Alice took a step toward the tense man, and he scurried backward as if the mud coating her skirt might be contagious. Joseph took the opportunity to inch toward the guestbook lying open on the registration desk.

      “Do you intend to stay here?” the hotel clerk inquired in a nasally tone.

      Alice turned a full circle as if she were looking for something. “Where else would we stay?”

      “If you can afford to stay here, you can afford to take a carriage from the boat docks,” the clerk replied, his gaze dropping to her filthy skirt.

      Like someone flicked a switch, Alice became as indignant as a highborn lady who’d been mildly inconvenienced.

      “We have reservations,” Jospeh said helpfully while Alice continued to rage on.

      Mutton Chops glanced at the reservation log. There was only one name that did not have a line drawn through it. He swallowed thickly and then darted glances around the lobby. Did he expect guests to pour out of the impressive woodwork to watch the embarrassing spectacle?

      Abruptly, he changed his tune and barked at the poor kid hovering nearby, instructing him to rush down to the docks to see to their trunks so that Alice could change into warm, dry clothes.

      Never mind the rest of them.

      And then they were given a two-bedroom suite—with two bathing chambers.

      This hotel was the finest Joseph had ever stayed in. The water was piped in to fill a copper bathtub, which rested on some sort of heater that kept the liquid at a steamy level through Miles’s very quick bath and well into Joseph’s long soak.

      He used the rare leisure time to think about Olive.

      About her beauty, her sweet smile, her honesty, which he believed to be real. Her willingness to help his son.

      The sadness that had crept over her face when he’d told her about Miles’s mother.

      Would Olive know Astrid? He knew almost nothing about the fae and even less about their homeland. It could be as vast as America, which meant the chances of the two women having crossed paths were almost nonexistent. After all, he’d met Astrid in Boston, and Olive lived nearly a thousand miles away on this small inland island.

      And honestly, did he care to find out? He’d had no emotional attachment to Astrid. They’d parted ways sated and pleased with the time they’d spent lounging in bed together, but he’d had no urge to see her again afterward. And the way she’d handed over the child she’d only recently given birth to was a coldness Joseph would never forget.

      Olive did not strike him as someone who would give up her child, no matter the danger.

      Was she a full-blooded fae or half-blooded, like Miles?

      And then there was the man from the tavern. She’d called him Willis, but she’d not offered any other information about him. Miles said he was a faery, too.

      Willis must have gone to Olive after he ran into Miles at the outhouse. How else would Olive have known to show up at the tavern?

      That hadn’t been a coincidence.

      So there were at least two faeries living on this island, and they clearly looked out for one another. Were they a found family like he and Alice and Jema? Or were they a couple?

      She’d seemed far more polished than the wife of a cook in a seasonal tavern. She’d had the air of refinement Alice put on when she was planning a con, except on Olive, it was very real.

      So what was the connection? Well, obviously it was that they were both fae. But what else? Or was that all they needed to bond together, themselves against the world?

      Given the slurs against faeries he’d heard over the years since Miles had come into his life—insults he’d never even noticed before because they hadn’t directly affected him and so he’d been able to simply tune them out—his theory could very well be true.

      He couldn’t wait until 10:00 a.m. tomorrow, when he could see Olive again.
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      He and Miles arrived early to the tavern, partially a result of Miles’s—and his own—excitement, and also because Joseph always scoped out every situation, no matter what. It was a direct result of his upbringing combined with the unethical career path he’d chosen for himself.

      As it was after the breakfast rush and before lunch, not to mention the rain had moved on and it was a warm, sunny day, there were few patrons inside. An elderly gentleman sat hunched over a beer at the bar, a family seated at a table in front of the window chattered away about their plans for the day.

      And a young man was propped against the wall near the hall leading to the outhouse, ankles and arms crossed, a hat pulled low over his forehead like he thought he was being inconspicuous as he observed Joseph and Miles.

      His hair stuck out from under his cap, far too long to be proper. Joseph couldn’t see his eyes, but he saw a sharp, clean-shaven jaw, the mouth a firm, disapproving line. His jacket was fitted, as were his pants, which were tucked into boots so clean, they almost sparkled.

      “Is that another one?” Joseph asked out of the side of his mouth.

      Miles nodded his head almost imperceptibly.

      So there were three fae living on this island.

      At least.

      He led Miles to a table as far away from the other patrons as possible, and, when they sat, he told Miles to take off his hat. Miles responded instantly.

      The man propped against the wall stiffened and then slipped away down the hall.

      A few moments later, Olive swept into the tavern, far more put together than yesterday, and, if possible, a hundred times more elegant.

      Her red hair was curled into fat ringlets that draped over one shoulder. The bodice of her dress was covered with fine, white lace while the poufed sleeves narrowed until lace matching her bodice circled her wrists. She wore a hat and linen gloves and carried a parasol, and Joseph had never seen a more beautiful woman in his entire life.

      He scrambled to his feet and bowed over her proffered hand.

      Too bad it was covered with a glove this time. He had enjoyed the brief touch of skin on skin yesterday.

      Pulling out a chair, he said, “Please, sit. It’s so nice to see you again, Olive.”

      Her cheeks pinked, which thrilled him to no end. She wasn’t immune to his charms. Not that many women were, he supposed, but the idea that he affected Olive gave him a thrill he honestly couldn’t ever recall feeling before in his life.

      She turned her attention to Miles. “Are you enjoying your freedom from your hat?”

      He nodded eagerly. “No one is looking at me.”

      “Someone is,” Joseph said, nodding at the young man who had once again stepped into the room and was lounging against the wall, pretending not to look at them.

      Olive glanced over her shoulder. “That’s Ezra. He’s exceedingly protective of me, I’m afraid. He was worried you might mean me ill will.”

      Whatever Joseph meant to her, it was certainly not ill will.

      “Another faery, I take it?” he asked.

      A server stepped up to their table, and Olive ordered coffee. Joseph said he’d have the same and a glass of milk for Miles.

      Olive straightened her shoulders and looked him in the eye. “There are six of us who live year ’round on the island. We are a unique situation. The fae are not normally permitted to slip through the veil, not without permission, which we had. But it is highly unusual for a faery to make a permanent residence here in this world.”

      “Because humans, generally speaking, do not like the fae.”

      “Yes. And, truthfully, it is so much easier to live in a place where you can be yourself. Use your magic whenever you see fit.”

      The server returned, set up the coffee service, and retreated. Joseph watched Ezra slip him a few coins. Was that to keep him away while they chatted?

      “What made you decide to stay here?” Joseph asked.

      “That is a very long story and is not really pertinent at the moment. What I
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