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      There was nothing Sage Ravenwing detested more than travel.

      Leaving the comforts of home for an extended period of time, only to arrive at a place that provided less familiar entertainment and less surety about oneself, was the last thing he wanted to do. This was especially true in the hot summer months, when the multiple layers and fine fabrics of his preferred wardrobe became more of a nuisance than a form of self-expression. Sage had always taken great pride in his appearance. Not even the weather could force him out of his coat or encourage him to undo a couple of buttons on his well-fitted waistcoat.

      Sage was exceedingly aware of the perspiration gathered inside his shoes and on his upper lip. He was focused hard on ignoring it when his carriage rocked wildly after hitting yet another rut in the dirt road. The fan he’d been using flew out of his grip; he used both hands on his seat to stop his entire body from following it to the floorboards. With a curse, he leaned forward to pick it up and immediately began waving it at his face again, grateful that his head had not bounced against the window this time, at least.

      “Do take care!” he shouted.

      There came no response. He was unsure if the coachman hadn’t heard him, or had simply stopped listening, but it made him feel better to voice his displeasure regardless. 

      The ride had been treacherous. Sage was beginning to wonder if they’d started aiming for the tracks and trenches in the worn country roads rather than trying to avoid them. With a grimace, he adjusted his shoulders and stretched his back, working out the tightness in them the best he could. The only reward was one satisfying pop, at which he let out a soft grunt. 

      His first order of business upon arrival at the estate would be to request a hot bath and a tonic strong enough to ease his aches from the journey. With any luck, it would put him right to sleep and he could be a much better version of himself before he addressed the real matter at hand: why in the blazes had he been invited to Wyndham and Roger Wrenwhistle’s home?

      With a heavy, irritated sigh, Sage set his fan down across his thighs and reached into his breast pocket to retrieve the letter. Naturally, it had been written on the finest stationery available. When it’d been brought to him on the footman’s silver tray, he nearly mistook it for a royal missive. Upon further inspection, however, he discovered that the wax seal was instead stamped with a scrolling W that instantly set him on edge.

      Sage eyed the letter in his hand again, just as critically as he’d done when it first arrived. He had known straight away that the handwriting did not belong to Wyndham. It was far too small and hurried. The name signed at the bottom confirmed that it had been sent instead by Roger Wrenwhistle, Wyndham’s husband. Sage decided he would’ve been less surprised if it really had come from the palace.

      Aside from still existing in the same social circles, there had been no contact between Sage and any member of the Wrenwhistle family since Wyndham and Roger’s wedding nine months prior. Wyndham’s last words that night were to inform Sage that, without an apology to Roger for what he had done, there would be no forgiveness granted on his part.

      Sage had not apologized to Roger. In truth, he found the whole thing to be overly dramatic and unnecessary. Why should he be remorseful for what he said when he was the one hurting? Roger had single-handedly taken everything Sage ever wanted. 

      The man he loved—the man who always claimed he would never marry—had been swept up into a whirlwind romance. Wyndham displayed his love for all the world to see with a wedding spell so unbelievable that it left every witness to it forever changed. Meanwhile, Sage got to watch it all happen right in front of him, completely helpless to stop it or the cleaving of his heart. Roger had not offered an apology for that, had he?

      So, he was left to wonder. 

      The letter itself was very brief as far as explaining why Roger was requesting his presence at their home outside of London. The Season had ended, and all the best residents of the ton had dispersed to their summer homes, Sage’s family included. He’d only just finished settling at the Ravenwing estate when he got the invitation. It would’ve been far too convenient to get the letter beforehand and travel there directly from the city, of course, so instead he’d been so fortunate as to have all of his belongings packed twice within a fortnight and trundled across the countryside. His mother reminded him that he likely did not need to bring everything he owned for a short stay with friends. Sage had suggested that perhaps she go find someone else to bother.

      The Wrenwhistles were not his friends. This was something else that Wyndham had made perfectly clear. 

      Sage could still feel the sting of each rejection the man had given him, some more painful than others. They had eventually settled into a routine Sage could live with, if only to remain close. He worked for years to earn the spot as Wyndham’s favorite plaything. Each time he was requested at a party, or even on a random lonely night, it filled Sage with hope that maybe this would be the time Wyndham wanted to speak with him after their intimate encounter. This would be the time Wyndham looked at him as though he meant something. This would be the time that Wyndham confessed he was secretly in love with him, too. 

      But it never happened.

      He knew he was a fool for accepting the invitation. Whatever was to come of this visit, certainly it would not be found without the pain of unresolved feelings and questions that Sage likely did not even want the answers to. His first instinct upon reading the letter had been to tear it to pieces and push it out of his mind completely. Instead, he went to his desk, ordered one of the footmen to hurry up and unpack his pen and paper, and had his answer sent out immediately.

      When they came to an abrupt stop a short time later, Sage assumed the coachman had finally done irreversible damage to the carriage after such rough treatment. The thought of being forced to walk the rest of the way, however far it might be, instantly made his magic swirl with outrage in his chest. He drew in a breath as the door was opened, ready to let the footman know precisely how unhappy he was with the whole experience, but he was not given the chance.

      “The Wrenwhistle estate, sir.”

      Sage allowed himself to be helped out of the carriage. His previous lack of attention to his surroundings meant he was forced to take in everything at once. As his gaze swept over the immaculate shrubbery and bright flowers, the stone walkway without a speck of mud to be found, and the pristine facade of a tremendous country house, his indignation took on new life with a scowl.

      It was everything he always imagined it would be. Wyndham had described it to him once. But to see it in person was something else entirely. This was the house he had dreamed of sharing with the man he loved, and now it belonged to someone else. More than that, it had been crafted into a home. Sage could feel it spilling from the place; every detail, every bloom, all a reflection of the family inside. 

      Sage shook his head. What had he been thinking by coming here?

      A member of the staff opened the door. “Mr. Ravenwing, welcome.”

      “I beg to differ,” Sage responded flatly. The man, who was dressed as a valet would be, did not falter.

      “Mr. Roger Wrenwhistle has been eagerly awaiting your arrival. I was instructed to take you to him in his study without delay. If you would please follow me.”

      The tonic and bath would have to wait, then. Without another glance at the house or the second carriage carrying all of his belongings, Sage followed the man inside. It was equally as perfect as the outside, decorated in the latest style with no expense spared. The scent of citrus and mint in the air was fresh and welcoming, as was the slight breeze flowing across the entrance hall as they approached the stairs. If he was preparing to meet anyone else, Sage might’ve wished to linger for a moment and allow the romantic aroma to help cover the stench of travel seeping from his pores. Roger would be lucky if he did not remove his shoes and prop his rancid feet on his desk for good measure.

      As they paused outside a closed door, Sage was suddenly filled with a wash of uncertainty. Was Wyndham with him? Did Wyndham even know he was coming? Roger was the only one to sign the invitation, and he had made no mention of his husband in the letter at all. The valet knocked on the door before he opened it and stood back to allow Sage into the room.

      “Mr. Ravenwing!”

      Sage was not surprised to learn that Roger did not stand on ceremony and allow his valet to provide a proper introduction. He stood from the chair behind his desk and held a hand out to another on the opposite side.

      “Please, have a seat. Notley, if you would be so kind as to shut the door.”

      Cautiously, Sage stepped farther into the room as the door closed behind him. The perimeter was lined entirely with shelves covered in books, though it appeared some also held a variety of jars and small canisters. A sleeping hearth took up a large part of one wall; before it sat an elegant, yet comfortable, chaise lounge and a small table. The desk was the focus of the space. It was enormous and completely covered with books, magical ingredients, and more papers than he could even begin to count. A trio of candles burned on one corner.

      Sage finally brought his attention back to the man standing behind the desk. Roger appeared at ease in this space that had clearly been built just for him. His hands were clasped in front of him, and he wore a friendly smile that almost hid the pinched lines of worry between his brows. He sat again only after Sage had settled in his own chair.

      “I trust that your journey was an uneventful one?” Roger glanced over his shoulder out the one window behind him that was propped open and not covered by thick drapes. “The weather has been fair for travel.”

      “Only if you enjoy being trapped in a sweltering carriage and perspiring through multiple layers of clothing for several days,” Sage returned cheekily.

      Roger’s bright grin faded a little. “Oh dear. The heat can be as unpredictable as the rain this time of year, I’m afraid. I’ll see to it that a bath is drawn for you at once, and that you are provided with a chilled pitcher of water to drink. I hope you’ll be most comfortable now that you are here.”

      Sage fought the urge to roll his eyes. Of course Roger would run a most welcoming household with cool drinks and nice smells and beautiful flowers.

      “Why am I here?” he asked, fishing the letter out of his pocket once again and tossing it onto Roger’s desk. He did not want to keep it, so returning it to the sender served him just as well.

      Roger picked up the letter and stared at it for a moment before he set it aside on a stack of papers to his right. He seemed to consider the question as though he’d been wondering the same thing. Roger placed both of his hands flat against the top of his desk and appeared pensive before he met Sage’s stare across the desk.

      “I realize that you have reasons to dislike me,” he began carefully. Sage huffed out a laugh, but remained quiet otherwise, too interested to hear what he was going to say to interrupt. “I think you know that I could easily say the same. But part of my reason for inviting you was to see if we might be able to…to settle our differences somehow.”

      “I do not see how that is possible.” The answer was simple.

      Roger winced, but went on. “I can imagine that you are still hurting from⁠—”

      “Do not pretend to know that you understand how I feel,” Sage snapped.

      This conversation was about to be over before it truly began. Sage gripped the arms of his chair and moved to stand. He was not going to sit and be lectured on his own broken heart by the man who helped make it happen.

      “I would never,” Roger said in a rush, his hands coming up defensively. 

      Sage paused. 

      “Please,” Roger went on, “just let me say what it is that you’ve come all this way to hear.”

      With a steadying breath, Sage leaned back and remained in his seat.

      “Thank you,” Roger said on a breath of his own; an exhale of relief. He pushed his spectacles up his nose and then laced his fingers in front of him on the desk. “I know that Wyn said the only way things could be resolved between the two of you is if you offer me an apology.”

      “No, what he said was that you must accept my apology,” Sage corrected tersely. “Then he would be willing to consider our issues settled.”

      To his surprise, this made Roger laugh.

      “Yes, that does sound more like him, doesn’t it?”

      Sage did not join in his amusement. Roger quickly sobered and continued.

      “I will never be able to understand how you feel. But I want you to know that I do understand why you said the things you did. I consider myself most fortunate to be close to Wyn, and if I thought I was going to lose him, I would be trying everything I could think of to prevent it, too.”

      Sage curled his lip. “How lucky you were to be favored in that endeavor.”

      Roger pressed his lips together in a rueful grin. There was no use in either of them denying it. Sage found it almost respectable that he did not try.

      “You said there was another reason my presence was required? I hope it’s a rather good one, for your sake. If I came all this way for you to offer condolences on my loss after so many months⁠—”

      “Yes!” 

      Roger was out of his chair again, coming around the desk to lean against it, leaving very little room between them. Sage turned his legs out of the way, brows furrowed with confusion as to why the man needed to be so terribly close. Roger looked around the room and then gave one final long glance at the closed door before he leaned in even more.

      “I need your help with something,” he whispered.

      “I’m sure I can’t imagine why,” Sage replied at normal volume.

      Roger went on in a hushed tone. “As this is our first summer in the house, it only made sense for us to spend time hosting. Wyn said I could invite some of my friends, and I have, but perhaps a few more than he was expecting.”

      Sage’s expression shifted from confusion to curiosity, though it was still guarded. “You’re having a party, then.”

      Roger brightened, but held a finger to his lips to indicate that Sage should lower his voice. He peered at the closed door again. “Exactly.”

      “A secret party,” Sage amended.

      “Shhh,” Roger urged. “Yes, a surprise party. For Wyn’s birthday.”

      Sage snorted. “This should be interesting.” 

      If he knew one thing about Wyndham better than most, it was how much he despised being the center of attention at any social gathering. For a long time, Sage had wondered if he used it as an excuse for them to wander away from a party earlier to hasten their more private moments. Eventually, he decided it was a genuine discomfort that made him wish to leave as quickly as possible. They had never talked about it, of course, but Sage could feel it.

      “Wyn has been working so hard on everything for the Council since the beginning of the year. I want to show him how much we all appreciate his dedication to the project we’ve just finished, and make him feel as special as he is for a night, surrounded by all the people who love him.”

      Sage gave him a long, level look. “And you wanted me to be a part of this?”

      “I want you to be a part of this, yes,” Roger corrected with a nod.

      “Why?”

      “You’ve known him for a long time. Far longer than I have, on a personal level. I want your help to make sure he will enjoy this night as much as possible.”

      After a pause, one corner of Sage’s mouth curled into a smirk. His eyes flickered over Roger’s form on instinct, before he met the man’s gaze again. He leaned in this time and finally lowered his voice to a murmur.

      “Mr. Wrenwhistle, did you invite me here to fuck your husband?”

      Roger’s reaction to his question was worth every miserable moment of the journey he’d just taken. His eyes went wide as he sputtered over his attempt to speak, until finally he managed to choke out a strangled, “No!”

      Sage sat back and gave a small shrug. “More’s the pity.”

      Once recovered, Roger promptly returned to his own chair and sat. He adjusted his spectacles again and straightened the sad excuse of a knot in his cravat before he spoke.

      “Mr. Ravenwing. You would not be here if you did not still care about Wyn. I believe my letter could’ve said just about anything, and you would still be sitting exactly where you are right now. I am attempting to do what you have yet to try: apologizing. I do not wish to live my life avoiding people at social gatherings or wondering what other horrid things someone has said about me without my knowledge. Therefore, I have invited you to our home in the hopes that you might find it in yourself to also rise above, mend the rift, and rejoin the life of a man you still hold dearly in your heart as a true friend. If that is not what you wish, then of course you are welcome to stay as long as you need and be on your way. But if I am correct, then my offer still stands.”

      Sage’s magic was a storm in his chest. He had never felt so angry at someone who was being kind to him before. He wanted to argue; he wanted to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all. In the end, all he did was gesture vaguely with a loose turn of his wrist.

      “Show me to my room.”
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        Greetings, roaming readers,

        Alas, it is time to bid the Season farewell. Most of London has already fled the humid streets of the city to take refuge in the comfortable country air. As such, you can expect to hear from this modest writer very little in the coming months.

        But before we leave you to your idle summers, we wish to provide some final tidbits to take away with you in your carriages:

        Mr. Keelan Cricket was recently married to Mr. Silas Rook-Worth. The two met during the Council’s recent project studying Fae-Human magic. It would seem Mr. Cricket was interested in studying far more about a certain fae-human. We wish them both well.

        Speaking of Mr. Silas Rook-Worth, he and Miss Anise Gloucester-Stone have joined the Council as the newest fae-human members. This brings the total Council number to eight. Word is that the search remains to fill the third human position. It would seem that few meet the necessary qualifications, although this writer finds it hard to believe that such a feat is so very difficult. All the Council needs is a human who can do magic, is open-minded, flexible, looking to the future, and wanting to improve matters for the generations whothat follow. Then again, perhaps we can understand their difficulty. Any interested parties should direct their inquiries to Councilmember Barnes. He has assured this paper that he will welcome any messages pertaining to the matter while he is away in the country.

        The relative quiet of the city fills many with an unquenchable curiosity. What romances are budding out of town?

        Will Mrs. Pimpernel and Mrs. Iris Wrenwhistle finally confirm what all of the ton has already guessed? Will Mr. Gerald Irving return to London? Will Mr. Benedict Brooks join the ranks of married fae gentlemen soon? Will Miss Lydia Stanton prove herself to be a diamond of the first water? Will Mx. Fern Hillcrest, Miss Harriet Thackeray, and Mr. Cyril Thompson make any declaration to appease the titillated public? Will Mr. Sage Ravenwing finally find someone worthy of his attention? If so, who could such a person be? Since no one in London has appeared to steal the gentleman’s heart, we must assume that the right person for Mr. Ravenwing resides beyond our city borders.

        We can but hope.

        In the meantime, we remain,

        Your winsome writer,

        Sal Bailey

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            CONRAD
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      Conrad Moore did not look his best. After traveling several days by post from Bristol, he was covered with dust, his clothes were fully wrinkled, and now that he was traipsing through the countryside, his boots and the bottom of his trousers were getting more and more gradually caked with mud. When a light rain started to fall, he had to laugh. It was, quite possibly, the worst first impression he could make. But Conrad had learned through years of practice that where looks could fail him, a positive attitude, a bit of confidence, an uptilted chin, and a well-placed smile could work wonders. He was fully prepared to utilize all of those tools to his benefit as soon as he arrived.

      He consulted his map, idly brushing raindrops from the paper, and checked against his surroundings. By his reckoning, the Wrenwhistle estate was another hour or so’s walk from where he stood. He smiled to himself and folded up his map. He pocketed it and continued at a brisk pace, delighted that his trip would be over so soon. The small piece of luggage he was hefting had felt heavier with each passing leg of his trip; but now that he was drawing nearer to his destination, the bag felt light and his spirits were high.

      When he arrived, he looked, frankly, even worse, as he could now add bedraggled to his overall appearance. The mud was dripping down the bottom of his trousers and raindrops were still slipping down the brim of his hat. He carefully wiped his shoes, set down his bag, and knocked on the door. He straightened, pulled back his shoulders, lifted his chin, and had a smile ready before the door even opened.

      He was not surprised by the butler’s look of mild horror, nor the slight curl of the lip, nor the directions for where the servant’s entry could be found. He widened his smile and stepped forward, “I am here to speak with Councilmembers Wrenwhistle,” he said. “It is a matter of Council business.”

      The butler gave him another look up and down. “Whom may I say is calling?”

      “Mr. Conrad Moore, if you please.”

      Begrudgingly, the butler stepped aside and Conrad grabbed his bag and hurried in. As he waited for the butler to deliver news of his arrival, he looked around the space eagerly. Everything was impossibly elegant. He kept both hands clasped around his bag handle in order to avoid the temptation to touch the gilt candelabra or pair of delicate porcelain birds sitting atop a small table nearby. He spun in place, trying to keep his facial expression neutral as he admired the artwork in ornate frames; it would not do to look like an awestruck bumpkin.

      The butler returned, took Conrad’s hat and coat, directed him to leave his bag by the door, and then indicated for him to follow. He was led into another lavish space, a small sitting room. There was a whole wall of open windows that kept the space bright and cheery, despite the overcast skies. There were several chairs, settees, and tables. Conrad saw the two occupants on one of the settees, who were both watching him enter with curious expressions on their faces. He privately cheered; curiosity was much easier to deal with than disdain. The other two stood as he came to stand in front of them.

      One of them, a young man who was a little taller than Conrad, with a round body, spectacles, light brown skin, and dark hair, smiled at him, bowed, and said, “Good afternoon, Mr. Moore. I am Roger Wrenwhistle. My husband is…busy at the moment, but Torquil here was kind enough to join me in meeting you. May I present Mx. Torquil Pimpernel-Smith?”

      He gestured at his companion, another person of average height, who was thin, with pale skin, sharp features, and dark hair that fell around their face in unruly curls. Conrad could hardly believe his luck. Roger Wrenwhistle and Torquil Pimpernel-Smith? He’d been following both of their work for months now. He tried to hide his giddiness as he returned the smile and the bow. “It is an honor to meet you both.”

      “Won’t you sit?” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said, gesturing to a chair opposite.

      Conrad paused. “I fear I may leave a watermark on the seat.”

      “Oh,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said. His eyes trailed down briefly over Conrad’s figure. “Oh,” he repeated quietly. “Dear me, it looks like you’ve had quite a dreadful journey.”

      “Not dreadful,” Conrad assured him. “It was long, though. And I’m afraid I got caught in the rain on my walk here.”

      “You walked here?” Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith asked.

      “It was only about five or six miles from the posting station,” Conrad said.

      Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith looked amused. Councilmember Wrenwhistle’s eyes were wide. “My word,” he said. “Don’t worry about a water spot. We can see that it’s set right later. Would you like some tea? I’m sure I would need some after walking that far.”

      “Tea would be lovely,” Conrad said. “But I don’t wish to impose.”

      “No imposition at all, Mr. Moore,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said, ringing a small bell pull before taking his seat beside Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith. “Now,” he said as Conrad perched himself on the edge of the chair. “How can we help you?”

      Conrad carefully adjusted his posture and said, “I am here to inquire about the position on the Council. As I understand it, the third human position is still unfilled.”

      The other two exchanged a look. Councilmember Wrenwhistle pushed his spectacles farther up his nose. “I see,” he said. “I’m afraid you may have mistaken me for my father, Mr. Barnes? He is the Head of the Council on the human side. He would be the one to appoint the third member.”

      “I am most certainly eager to meet your father, but I came here first with the intention of meeting you.”

      Councilmember Wrenwhistle gave a surprised little smile. “Really?”

      Conrad nodded with a grin. “I’ve been following both of your careers for some time. The projects you’ve been helming have been so clever. I’d love to be a part of it. I have many ideas—” He broke off. It wouldn’t do to speak too long too soon. “And as I know you are a person with many ideas as well, I thought you might be my best first contact. And, if you thought I might suit, then I could travel to your father with your recommendation.”

      He was relieved that the words had flowed more smoothly than in his multiple private rehearsals.

      Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith turned to Councilmember Wrenwhistle. “It is a rather clever approach.”

      “Yes,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle murmured. “What sort of ideas do you have in mind?”

      “Any number of them,” Conrad replied easily. “I’ve been outlining some strategies for launching your new rubrics. And I’ve been trying to find some ways to weave some of your recent findings, in terms of performing different forms of magic at the same time, together with the rubrics or how we might train more adults to cast together.”

      “Really?” Councilmember Wrenwhistle asked, brightening. He scooted forward. “What would you suggest?”

      “Well, for the second item, I’d really love to have some people trained to show others. I think we might do well to set up a sort of course that travels around the country and teaches others. It’s one thing to improve relations between fae and humans in London; it’s another matter entirely to spread that attitude across a bigger scope.”

      “Fascinating,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle replied. “And do you⁠—”

      Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Forgive me for interrupting you, Roger,” they said quietly. “But I’m wondering if it might be advisable to have Mr. Moore stay the night, or perhaps even a few days. I imagine the two of you could go on for hours at this rate,” they added with a smile. “And it would be good to take advantage of Silas’ presence here so both he and Wyndham can talk to Mr. Moore. If our new friend can approach your father with four recommendations, it will definitely further his goal. And if there are any challenges in terms of getting along with any of us, we would do well to discover that now rather than in the Council chambers.”

      Conrad’s heart lifted. This was the best scenario he had imagined—it was actually much, much better than he had imagined. Never in his wildest dreams could he have anticipated his visit would garner him introductions to four councilmembers at once! But it wouldn’t do to look like he was angling for a free stay, so he stayed silent and kept his expression hopeful.

      Councilmember Wrenwhistle seemed pleased by the suggestion as well. But almost as soon as his face brightened with agreement, it fell as well. “Oh dear. We have no more rooms.” He turned to Conrad with an apologetic look. “We’re having some friends over at present. So we’re a bit at capacity, you see.”

      “I don’t wish to inconvenience you,” Conrad said. “I am happy to stay in the servant’s quarters or take a room in the village.”

      The gentleman looked horrified. “The village is miles away! And, good heavens, I will not house a guest in the servants quarters. It really is perfect that so many of us are here at once; I just wish we had a little more space.”

      Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith seemed thoughtful. “I wonder if Mr. Ravenwing might be persuaded to share his room.”

      Conrad didn’t know how Councilmember Wrenwhistle looked even more scandalized, but he managed it. “He might, but—” he glanced at Conrad and then turned back to his friend and said in a low voice, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith shrugged. “It’s worth asking him.”

      Councilmember Wrenwhistle wrung his hands together. “How old are you, if you don’t mind my asking, Mr. Moore?”

      “Thirty-five,” Conrad answered, mystified.

      The gentleman looked a little more at ease. “Well, you’re of age, at least. You see, there’s one room with only one occupant, but…well, he’s fae, and I don’t wish to put you in an uncomfortable position.”

      Conrad couldn’t have planned this conversation to go better if he’d tried. He was getting the opportunity to stay overnight, talk with multiple councilmembers, and he’d get the chance to prove he could get along well with fae? He beamed. “I assure you, I won’t be in the least bit uncomfortable. If your friend is amenable to the idea, I would be happy to share the space during my stay.”

      Councilmember Wrenwhistle relaxed. Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith looked like they wanted to laugh. “Perhaps I should go and ask him while you have tea with Mr. Moore.”

      “What an excellent idea,” Councilmember Wrenwhistle said. “Thank you, Torquil.”

      Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith gave their friend a little wink, gave Conrad a bow, and left the room. A few moments later, the tea was brought in and Conrad spent a lovely half hour talking to his host about his journey, how he’d come to learn about the position, and all of the things that Council had achieved recently that he was most impressed by. By the time Councilmember Pimpernel-Smith returned to say that Mr. Ravenwing had agreed to the arrangement, Conrad was calling Councilmember Wrenwhistle by his first name, and he had never felt prouder for concocting such a bold scheme. Everything was working out beautifully.
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        * * *

      

      After his room had been arranged, Roger ordered a bath for Conrad. The mysterious Ravenwing fellow sharing the room was not present and had clearly not anticipated compromising on his space at all. His things were spread out across the bedroom. Conrad took his bag to the side of the bed with the least amount of items on it and began laying out his clothes. While the servants prepared the bath, Conrad decided which of his clothes was the most presentable for dinner. Thankfully, among the three outfits he had packed, he had included his best coat. He knew it would be nothing compared to the rest of the guests’, but he was here to apply for a position; it was best if they knew exactly who he was and what his station was. A dockworker from Bristol was not apt to have elegant attire, but that did not mean he didn’t have sound ideas. If anything, the class differences would be a point in his favor, offer a variety of viewpoints. He felt cheered as he folded the clothes he wasn’t wearing and returned them to his bag. The wardrobe was fully stuffed with clothing, so Conrad didn’t bother attempting to squeeze his things in. He didn’t wish to make a bad first impression on Mr. Ravenwing by combining their clothing prematurely.

      As he got into the bath, he began speculating on how to approach meeting the others at dinner. He had prepared himself for an interview of sorts with the Wrenwhistles, but he was not at all sure what to do at a house party. He scrubbed himself clean with lavender-scented soap, fascinated by the opulence. Then he dressed himself for dinner and strode back downstairs, following the sounds of voices until he reached a large sitting room where a dozen people milled about and chatted.

      Roger noticed him first, although Conrad suspected the man had been keeping an eye out for him. He beckoned him forward and wasted no time in introducing the gentleman at his side.

      “Conrad, this is my husband, Wyndham Wrenwhistle. Wyn, this is the fellow I was telling you about, who wants to join the Council.”

      Councilmember Wyndham Wrenwhistle was tall, slender, and elegant, with pale skin and golden brown, shoulder-length hair that was tucked behind his pointed ears. He gave Conrad a smirk. “Ah, yes. The one staying in Sage’s room. Hopefully that experience doesn’t send you scurrying back to your home come morning.”

      Roger shushed his husband. “Don’t say that,” he whispered.

      Conrad laughed. “I doubt it, sir. And I do appreciate your hospitality, especially considering how unexpected I was.”

      The gentleman shrugged in response. “What’s another person more or less at a house party? And you can call me Wyndham. If we get along, it will reduce confusion. So many Wrenwhistles in residence right now. If we don’t get along, I doubt we’ll see much of each other for it to make a difference.”

      Conrad beamed at him. “A pleasure, Wyndham. And do call me Conrad.”

      “Why don’t I introduce you to the rest of our guests?” Roger said, taking Conrad’s arm. Wyndham sauntered towards a quieter part of the room as soon as his husband was no longer at his side. “Now you already know Torquil,” Roger said as he led Conrad to one of the couples watching him with curiosity. “This is their husband, Mr. Emrys Wrenwhistle. Emrys, this is Mr. Moore.”

      Mr. Wrenwhistle was a little shorter than Wyndham, though still quite tall, and a little broader around the shoulders. His hair was shorter and his expression was much friendlier. Although he seemed just as proud of the spouse on his arm as Wyndham had been of Roger.

      “You’re the one who walked here?” he said. “You must have really wanted to meet Roger. I’m sure I’d have given up before walking from the posting station.”

      “I’m on my feet a great deal with my work. It was no trouble.”

      “What is your work, Mr. Moore?” someone said beside him.

      Conrad turned to see another tall individual, this one with a muscular build, dark brown skin, and short black hair. His accent was less polished than either of the Wrenwhistle brothers, which instantly put Conrad at a little more ease.

      “I’ve been working in the shipyards. I’m from Bristol.”

      “I see,” the other man said. “You’re the one wanting to work in the Council?”

      “Yes,” Roger said. “Conrad, this is Silas Rook-Worth and his husband, Mr. Keelan Rook-Worth. Silas works on the Council as well.”

      Conrad nodded at both men. Mr. Keelan Rook-Worth was of equal height to his husband, though of a trimmer build. He had dark blond hair and a smile that hinted at a cheerful disposition. Councilmember Rook-Worth shook Conrad’s hand.

      “You can call me Silas,” he said. “It would be nice to have another person from a similar background to myself on the Council.”

      Conrad felt a thrill at the endorsement. He bounced a little on his toes—a habit that he was trying to quell, but had difficulty quashing when he was excited. “That is wonderful to hear, Silas. Thank you.”

      Roger led him to a small cluster of people conversing in one corner of the room. “Conrad, this is Lady Anthea Fitzhugh, Lady Imogen Fitzhugh, Miss Harriet Thackeray, Mx. Fern Hillcrest, and Mr. Cyril Thompson,” he rattled off, pointing to each person in turn.

      “You don’t need to be so formal,” Lady Anthea Fitzhugh said with a kind smile. “I think I can speak for all of us when I say you can use our first names.” She was a human with a brown complexion and tightly-coiled ringlets. Her wife was a bit taller and wore trousers and a suit. The lady’s short blonde hairstyle barely reached the back of her jaw. She also seemed friendly, although a little less warm in her greeting than her wife.

      “Thank you,” Conrad said, relieved. “And do call me Conrad.”

      “Where are you from, Conrad?” Fern asked. They had dark, straight hair that fell neatly around their pointed ears. Even the way they’d inclined their head in greeting seemed graceful and elegant.

      “Bristol. Just arrived this afternoon.”

      “That must have been quite a long trip,” Imogen said, looking sympathetic.

      “It was. Traveled by post mostly. I’m sure I looked a fright when I arrived,” he added, with a sidelong glance at Roger.

      “Oh, my word, the poor man was soaked to the skin from the rain,” Roger put in.

      Cyril—a slim gentleman with impeccable attire and dark eyes—crooked a grin at Conrad before giving his outfit a brief, assessing once-over. “It appears as though you’ve recovered rather quickly, old chap.”

      Conrad chuckled. “I don’t mind a little rain.”

      “Ooh, I like him,” Harriet said, with a bounce on her toes that made Conrad immediately like her as a twin in habit. The lady was as short as he was, with a curvy figure, bronze-colored skin, and bountiful black chignon at the back of her head. “You should stay for the whole party.”

      “I don’t wish to impose on my hosts’ generosity, but I will be pleased to stay for as long as they wish. Or as short,” he added with a wink. “How long will you all be staying?”

      Roger quickly glanced over his shoulder. Conrad followed his gaze over to Wyndham, who was still in his corner, sipping wine.

      “And now I’d better introduce you to our final guest,” Roger said, taking Conrad’s arm again and leading him to another man sitting by himself in a corner. “Conrad, this is Mr. Ravenwing. Mr. Ravenwing, please allow me to introduce Mr. Moore.”
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      Sage had been silently observing the interloper from the moment he entered the sitting room. He had already been introduced to the rest of the guests that he was not at least somewhat familiar with as they arrived throughout the remainder of the day, so Sage knew this must be the man he would be sharing his room with for a night.

      When Torquil interrupted his bath earlier to ask if he would be amenable to the idea, Sage had given pause in sliding the lathered sponge along his leg. The tub was offensively small compared to the one he used at home; with his heel propped on the edge, his knee was pressed firmly against his shoulder. First, he’d been beckoned halfway across the country to aid in a party for his ex-lover, and now he was expected to share a room? He gave an indignant huff and agreed. He was no stranger to sharing a bed with men he did not know.

      There was so much hesitation in Roger’s face and posture as he approached with the man on his arm that he looked as though he was guiding a lamb into a lion’s den.

      “Conrad, this is Mr. Ravenwing,” Roger said. “Mr. Ravenwing, please allow me to introduce Mr. Moore.”

      Sage did not stand from his chair as he let his gaze roam sedately over Mr. Moore. Remarkably, he was even shorter than Roger. His eyes were the same shade of brown as his hair, which now that he was closer, Sage could see had obviously been styled with nothing but his fingers and was still damp from a bath. Rounded, human ears peeked from beneath the wet strands. The smile he wore was eager and confident, but it did nothing to mask the thirst for approval simmering just below the surface.

      After a sip of wine from his glass, Sage turned his attention away from them and he focused on nothing in particular across the room. “I was not aware I’d be sharing my bed with a schoolboy.”

      Roger let out a sharp, startled sort of laugh. 

      “I assure you, Conrad is of age.”

      Mr. Moore was not deterred. He spoke up for himself easily. “I will not make any trouble for you, Mr. Ravenwing. You’ll hardly know I’m here.”

      Sage looked him up and down again, faster this time.

      “I daresay you might be right.”

      When dinner was announced, everyone wandered to the dining room in high spirits. Sage was not surprised to discover that he had been seated at the far end of the table—with as much distance between Wyndham and himself as possible. The premise of Roger’s invitation was still absurd, but the man was not as witless as he seemed. 

      Instead, he found himself situated between the Ladies Fitzhugh, dividing two groups of people who obviously knew each other quite well. Their conversations were easy and dotted with laughter. Before long, Sage felt like a lame horse in the middle of a busy London street, clearly in the way but ultimately something that could be worked around. Even if they had been paying him any mind, he had little interest in conversing, so instead he settled for more quiet observations over the rim of his wine glass.

      Wyndham was as beautiful as ever. Seeing him poised at the head of his own table and dressed down just enough to fit with life in the country stirred a fantasy within Sage that he’d spent months trying to forget. He would have been willing to travel for this, to follow Wyndham anywhere if it meant seeing him so at peace. But that relaxed smile was not for him. It was for Roger. The two of them exchanged several glances throughout the meal, each more tender than the last. Sage finally forced himself to look away.

      Everyone was endlessly curious about the man who had wandered up to the house like a stray animal. Roger filled Mr. Moore’s plate three times as he answered questions about his life, his family, his work, and his desire in earning a position on the Council. Sage was barely listening to begin with, but he lost interest entirely after that. 

      The Council for Fae & Human Magical Relations was designed to bring both sides of society closer together. For over a century, they had been working to manage and better understand the similarities and differences between fae and human magic. On occasion, radical minds approached the Council to share ideas of their own. Roger had been one of them. 

      Within a couple of months, he and Wyndham had worked together to change policies that had been in place for decades. Shortly after, Torquil became involved to represent the “dramatically underserved” fae-humans of society. The entire thing had been highly controversial. It was all anyone could talk about at social events or read about in the papers. The unprecedented shifts in the Council left everyone stunned, and they were seemingly far from over. 

      To Sage’s limited understanding, there remained only one human spot open on the Council, and Mr. Moore was after it. He wanted it so desperately that he had reduced himself to the likes of a twine-wrapped parcel and journeyed for days at the mere chance that he might be given the opportunity to speak with the newest members of the Council and prove himself worthy.

      Sage rolled his eyes and drained the last of his wine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When dinner was over, Roger invited everyone to return to the sitting room to allow their meal to settle in continued good company. One of the ladies offered to play a couple of songs for everyone on the pianoforte, which got several delighted responses. Sage cast one last look in Wyndham’s direction and left the room without speaking to anyone.

      The faint sounds of music and laughter carried up the stairs. Sage’s attention was drawn to the bedroom door when it opened and closed, allowing the noise in for a moment. He watched in the reflection of the dressing table mirror as Mr. Moore walked silently across the room in the direction of the bed. His smile was still brave, but the rest of him looked like he wished he’d been asleep hours ago. Without so much as an abashed request for privacy, or even a glance of acknowledgement, Mr. Moore began to undress.

      Sage arched a brow and resumed applying his favorite blend of rose water and sweet almond oil to his face, methodically working it into his skin. When he finished with his neck and moved to his chest, he turned slowly on the ottoman in time to see Mr. Moore stepping out of his trousers. The resulting view was less than exciting. The man was so short that his shirttail reached his knees.

      “Do all humans in Bristol lack propriety?” Sage purred.

      Mr. Moore chuckled at that, but did not look up from folding his abandoned garments into a neat stack. “Only me, I’m afraid, much to my mother’s dismay.”

      Sage rubbed the last of his oil into his hands and forearms as Mr. Moore produced a small bag from underneath the side of the bed he was standing next to. His expression shifted to one of disbelief as the man stuffed his clothes inside with little care. Was that where he planned to keep them? Worse yet, did all of his clothes fit in one piece of luggage? Sage eyed the wardrobe in the corner of the room. It had barely been able to contain what he’d brought.

      “I hope that won’t be a problem.”

      There was no time for Sage to answer if it was or not. Mr. Moore reached behind his head and grabbed his shirt in one fist, pulling it forward and off in one swift motion.

      Now that, Sage decided, was a view.

      Hidden beneath his clothes, Mr. Moore was muscled in every way that a man could be. Sage remembered faintly that he did some sort of physical work for a living. It was quite evident. He tilted his head slightly and did not look away as Mr. Moore folded his shirt and put it in the bag, too. Perhaps this was what all human men looked like naked? He had never seen one before.

      Sage stood lithely from the ottoman as a smirk curled at the corner of his lips. This was certainly an unexpected surprise. It took little effort for the silk of his banyan to slide from his bare shoulders and all the way to the floor. He stepped out of the puddle of fabric and left it there.

      “No problem at all,” he confirmed airily. 

      Sage had given up wearing nightclothes the moment he was old enough to protest them. The convenience of such a decision only became more apparent with time and a more mature shift in his nighttime activities.
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Forthwith! Delicate sensibilities beware:

45. Bucolic delight, verdant and pristine;

A more magnificent expanse you have never seen.

Silk and silhouette, pay a visit to the modiste;

Couturier, spare no expense and give me your finest, I must
insist.

46. Upon a horse, a mount, a stallion, or steed
One may find this action pleasing indeed
But with the dragon’s foe, one might hesitate
Unless, of course, one lies in state.

47. A creature so grisly and so grim

So two become one as daylight doth dim,
But lo! The sight may well astound

For one too many appendages abound.

48. All matters continental and Gallic I respect

Be they culinary, sartorial, or aesthetic.

But epistoles and missives I appreciate the most,
Although of pressing news this type is unlikely to boast.

49. Not father, nor brother, nor sister, nay
But the doting matriarch to whom we pray.
Not of a few, or some, but more,

She looks upon heroes of mythical lore.

50. We are feeling magnanimous indeed,

For here are two hints for the first word of three:

Think first of a point of a dagger or sword,

If that does not suit, imagine pouring something onto the
floor.

But there is one item that you need not fear should fall,

It is of soft and heavy drape, be it used on rod, or dress, or
curtain call.
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