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            Dearest Reader…

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome back to the Fae in the Gilded Age series!

      For those who are new here, I highly recommend you start with book 1, The Faery & the Jewel Thief. Then this reading experience will be so much more enjoyable, I promise.

      In the meantime, let me give you a quick explanation of what sort of book you’re about to read.

      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 1895-1897.

      I’ve researched extensively to ensure the story is period accurate, including the words they would have used at the time. For example, cunt and shaft were far more commonly used in the 1890s than they are today.

      I learned while writing this book that the first known use of the word babysitter was in 1944, decades too late to be used appropriately in this story.

      As a result of this knowledge, I had a bit of fun with Mason, a faery who does not understand human customs. He uses a variation of the word babysitter, because to him, it makes sense. On the rare occasion that he is called upon to take care of his infant niece, all he does is sit with her in his lap.

      Additionally, because I know how spectacularly beautiful Mackinac Island is at that time of year, I decided this book would take place in the fall. Can’t you just picture the vivid colors of the trees as their leaves turn from green to yellow and orange and burgundy, with that crisp, clear Caribbean-blue water in the background?

      I certainly can!

      I needed an excuse for my characters to celebrate all that glorious beauty (in truth, I needed to thrust Samantha and Mason into a situation that might help fan the flames of their attraction).

      Interestingly enough, my research gave me plenty of information about summer festivals on the island—namely, the Lilac Festival in June and the Fudge Festival in August—but very little about any sort of fall celebrations. Presumably, this is because the tourists had left the island by this point and the locals were too busy preparing for the long, hard winter to throw a party.

      So I took a liberty with this book. I created a fall festival on Mackinac Island in the mid-1890s. We all know there were faeries on the island during that time, so why not a fall festival?

      Thank you for reading this series. I hope you enjoy this foray back to the late 1800s.

      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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About this book

          

          THE FAERY & THE LADY’S MAID

        

      

    

    
      The year is 1896, nearing the autumnal equinox, and Mason, the faery queen’s ex-consort, has been hiding out in the human world for these past five months.

      Despite the requirement to hide his wings and pointed ears and the fact that he possesses the ability to harness magic, he has never felt so free.

      And so frustrated.

      Because he is currently sharing a home with Samantha. She is, as the humans say, the one who got away.

      And she wants nothing at all to do with him.

      He refuses to give up, and just as he finally cracks the walls Samantha has built around her heart, the queen discovers his whereabouts.

      Now Mason must decide whether to return, thus saving his sister and her found family of exiled fae, or start a war with the queen of the Seelie.

      The choice is taken out of his hands when the queen kidnaps Samantha.

      His one true love.

      Looks like he’s starting a war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          LAND OF THE SEELIE, 1886

        

      

    

    
      “How do you work with those handsome royal guards day in and day out and not be all hot and bothered all the time?” Samantha giggled before taking a hefty swallow of wine.

      The bottle, she noted, was more than half empty.

      Olive chuckled. “It’s easy, really. The one I work with most is my brother.”

      Samantha pursed her lips to keep the sigh from escaping. Olive’s brother. Mason.

      So handsome, with that thick fiery red hair he always wore in a braid, those perfectly pointed ears with rows of tiny gold hoops running from the tip to that meaty part at the bottom that she often fantasized about nibbling.

      His eyes were black as night, his powerful wings equally so. She’d never seen him in anything other than his shiny black fitted royal guard uniform, but that was okay—that uniform showed off each and every muscle on the man’s body in a way that made Samantha’s mouth water.

      Oh, yes, she did hold a tendre for Olive’s brother. A feeling she’d never divulged to anyone, not even Olive, who was her closest friend.

      Why admit to such silliness when the object of her desire never so much as glanced in her direction?

      No, that was not true. He had glanced at her on occasion and just as quickly turned away.

      She understood. He was a royal guard, arguably the strongest, fastest, and cleverest of the bunch. As such, his position in the hierarchy here in the land of the Seelie was several rungs higher than she could ever aspire to attain.

      Even if his glances had lingered, even if he hinted that he might feel the same about her, they could not be together. It was unacceptable for him to strike up any sort of relationship with her beyond a quick tumble after an evening of heavy drinking.

      Honestly, Samantha would probably say yes to a quick tumble. According to Olive—and unfortunately for Samantha—Mason lived and breathed his royal guard duties, and even when his shifts were over, the only socializing he ever did was having a drink or two with other royal guards at the tavern before heading home to retire for the evening.

      Alone.

      This friendship she’d developed with Olive was almost as scandalous as associating with Mason, although Olive cared far less about what others thought than her brother did, according to Olive, anyway. And Olive was nearly as indispensable of a royal guard as her brother was, so the queen presumably looked the other way when Olive mingled with fae who were supposed to be beneath her.

      A tap, tap on the door of her cozy cottage in the woods sent Olive bouncing to her feet. “Speaking of my brother, I imagine that is him.”

      An eep escaped Samantha’s lips as she smoothed her dark hair and pinched her cheeks to give them color. Not that she needed it. The moment the door opened and Mason stepped inside, her face heated to an almost unbearable temperature.

      His red locks were free of their braid—she’d never seen him with his hair unencumbered before—the thick tendrils a blazing wave draped over his shoulder.

      While she watched—okay, stared—he tucked a strand behind his ear, revealing those tiny gold hoops running along the shell.

      Samantha sucked in a sharp intake of breath.

      He lifted his gaze; it snagged on her. She lowered her head, suddenly fascinated by her nearly empty cup of wine.

      For a few moments, Olive and Mason spoke in low tones near the door. Then Olive said, “I’ll be right back.”

      She left the room to retrieve something. Samantha had no idea what, and it hardly mattered anyway, because Mason was standing over there, too far away and yet far too close.

      The air was heavy with magic, which shouldn’t have been noteworthy except it felt different somehow. More…intimate. Which made no sense.

      She dared to glance up, caught the flutter of his wings before meeting dark, dark eyes that—she fancied—offered up very dangerous and very delicious promises.

      Like the sensation of intimacy in the magic hovering in the air around them, her foolish thoughts were nothing more than a poor faery’s fantasies.

      Olive returned, handed him some small item, and Mason left.

      She whirled away from the entry and stalked back to the sofa where Samantha sat, feeling oddly deflated.

      “Did he even acknowledge you?” her friend demanded, swiping up her cup and taking a quick drink.

      Samantha sputtered. “No, of course not!”

      Olive shook her head. “He’s so ridiculous with his notion that you and I should not carry on with this friendship.”

      “H-he said that?”

      Olive rolled her eyes and dropped onto the sofa next to Samantha. “He says a lot of things. Well, no, he does not. He isn’t much for talking, even to me. But what he does say all comes directly from the queen’s edicts.” Another eye roll, in case Samantha was unclear as to how her friend felt about the queen’s rules.

      Olive was the most rebellious faery Samantha had ever met. Samantha wished she had half of Olive’s confidence and bravery. But when one was nothing but a lowly serving girl, and was regularly assured that she would never be anything else for all of her immortal life, it was hard to develop confidence. Or bravery.

      “At any rate,” Olive continued, “it’s polite to acknowledge the guest in my home, regardless of your station.”

      “It’s fine,” Samantha assured her. In truth, she was relieved that Mason had not struck up a conversation. She could not imagine speaking to the man. What in the world would she say?

      “Hello, Mason, yes, I find you attractive to the point of distraction. It’s a good thing you do not come into my tavern all that frequently because each time you do, I fumble something and upset the owner.”

      Sighing, she glanced out the window, noted the position of the sun. “I suppose I should take my leave. As much fun as it is to sit here with you and drink wine and gossip the day away, this isn’t helping complete my rather long task list I have waiting for me at home.”

      Before Samantha could do what had become an automatic process for her, Olive leaped up and scooped the cups and bottle of wine into her arms and carried them to the kitchen. “You are a guest in my home, so therefore you do not clean up.”

      “Thanks,” Samantha said. She truly appreciated Olive treating her as if they were equals.

      As she headed down the path through the forest that would take her back to the tiny apartment she kept over the seamstress’s storefront in the village, Mason suddenly appeared, stepping out of the foliage and striding along beside her.

      She let out a sound like a surprised animal, her wings fluttering so madly, her feet nearly left the ground.

      “Do not be afraid,” he said. Those were the first words he’d ever spoken to her.

      “I’m not,” she whispered back. Perhaps it was because they were alone in the forest, unlikely to be spotted by anyone, that set her more at ease in his presence than she’d ever felt before.

      He threw his head back and let out a startlingly loud guffaw that was so out of character, she laughed right along with him, until he sobered enough to say, “You send me skittish, fearful looks every time I go to the tavern.”

      “Skittish, perhaps,” she quipped. “But not fearful.”

      Where was this bravery coming from? Hadn’t she just wished she were as brave as this man’s sister?

      “Good. I am glad. Would you like to come to my home? I could make you dinner.”

      Samantha blinked rapidly. “Make me dinner? You? Why?”

      “Because I want to.”

      “But why?”

      “Because I want to get to know you.”

      She stopped walking. Two steps later, he paused and turned to face her, arching his ginger brow in question.

      “You want to get to know me.”

      “I do,” he said. “Very much.”

      And then he ate up those two strides between them, his hands cupped her cheeks, and suddenly, his lips were pressed against hers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          MACKINAC ISLAND, 1896

        

      

    

    
      “What are you doing with Olive’s babe?” Samantha demanded, stalking toward Mason, the heels of her leather boots clacking against the wooden floorboards.

      Mason glanced down at the plump little girl with dainty, perfectly pointed ears and a head full of fine red curls.

      Her name was Ann, and she was three months old.

      “I am sitting with the babe in my lap,” he pointed out. “Apparently, they do little else at this age.” Except cry throughout the night.

      He watched Samantha move closer.

      She wore a simple gray floor-length skirt and a striped shirt with poufed sleeves. The shirt was tucked into the skirt, drawing attention to her tiny waist and perfect breasts.

      He recalled quite vividly how perfect those breasts were.

      Her dark hair was coiled behind her head and pinned at her nape. A few wispy tendrils had pulled free of the updo and draped around her face, softening—marginally—the narrow-eyed glare she sent his way.

      He almost sighed. This look was entirely typical whenever Samantha glanced his way. It had been for years before she left him and moved to this world with Olive, and the time apart had not softened it a bit.

      Despite the glare and frosty attitude, he spared a moment to allow his imagination to soar free, and it formed a picture of her bending at the waist, cupping his cheeks, and pressing her lips to his.

      The image disappeared like smoke on the wind when instead of cupping his cheeks, she snatched the babe from his lap. The halfling child’s already too-big eyes widened before they settled onto Samantha, and then her face split with an admittedly adorable gummy smile.

      Samantha finally softened. Right before his eyes, her shoulders became less stiff and her entire face relaxed as she smiled back at the tiny half human, half faery.

      He would give anything—he would do anything—if she would only smile at him like that.

      Again.

      “I am perfectly capable of sitting with my sister’s babe while she is otherwise occupied,” he pointed out.

      “Have you ever been left alone with a child before?”

      “No.”

      He barely recalled being a child, and he’d not fathered any of his own, nor had he been around children for his entire adult life.

      When Olive had discovered that she was pregnant with her first child—another halfling—Mason had helped her sneak away to start a new life in this world. Olive would not consider the alternative: give up her child so she could maintain her position as part of the royal guard in the land of the Seelie.

      But although he’d helped make the arrangements for her and the group of fae who had accompanied her to disappear from the land of the Seelie, he’d not visited this place for the first six years. He hadn’t been willing to take the chance that someone from his world might realize what he was doing.

      He wasn’t willing to risk his sister’s life—or Samantha’s.

      Or, he supposed, any of the others.

      But mostly his sister and Samantha.

      “What would you do if she cried? If she filled her diaper?”

      He shifted his gaze to the infant in her arms. What did she mean by “filled her diaper?” He suspected he did not want to know.

      Still, it was rare that Samantha spoke directly to him these days, and even if she was berating him, it was better than not speaking at all.

      “Are you going to throw biscuit dough at my head again?”

      She pursed her lips for a moment before saying, “Do you see any biscuit dough in the vicinity?”

      He supposed he ought to be grateful for that. “If you continue to act so hostilely toward me, they are going to wonder at our history.”

      Mason wished  with more and more frequency these days that someone would ask. He wanted the secret to be revealed.

      Perhaps then he and Samantha could finally begin to mend their very broken relationship.

      She lifted her chin. “You make it easy for people to dislike you. No one wonders a thing.”

      Damn it, she was right. “What if I told them?”

      She gasped, the horror etched onto her face making him wish he could take the words back. “You wouldn’t!”

      Once upon a time, she’d thoroughly enjoyed their secret liaison. For months and months and months.

      Until he made a calculated decision that ultimately broke her heart.

      “No,” he said, finally letting out the sigh. “I will not breathe a word.”

      There had to be another way to get back into Samantha’s good graces.

      He just had to figure out how.

      Because the alternative, this hostility between them never going away, was not acceptable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Samantha whirled around and hurried into the house before Mason could toss one of his damn near perfect hangdog looks her way.

      Fates help her, she could feel her resolve crumbling more and more each time he looked at her with those sad, dejected eyes, his lips turned into a frown, his demeanor appearing as if he were crushed. Even his wings drooped dejectedly.

      It was ridiculous. Mason was the strongest faery she knew.

      And the handsomest, but that was most definitely neither here nor there, and, in fact, should not come into play at all.

      Damn it.

      “Samantha.”

      She paused with her foot on the first step of the staircase that would take her upstairs to the bedroom level, but did not turn around to face him.

      “Why do you insist on pretending there is no history between us?”

      She closed her eyes. Judging by the rumble in his voice, he was much too close; he’d obviously used his wings and flew the short distance from the front porch to the stairs.

      There was no one in the vicinity to save her from this conversation. Most of the household was outdoors, in the gardens, harvesting the fruit and vegetables that would get them through the very long, very cold winter months. Willis was in town, working at the tavern. Olive and Joseph were not outside nor here on the first level, so Samantha presumed they were upstairs.

      She’d intended to take their child up to them and lecture them both on the foolishness of leaving the poor babe alone with Mason, who knew nothing at all about children and would have no clue what to do if Ann started to cry.

      Taking a fortifying breath, she turned to face him, clutching the babe to her breast like a shield. “Why do you insist on pretending you do not belong to the queen?”

      He winced, and yes, Samantha felt a stab of guilt for the unnecessary insult. Or was it truly unnecessary?

      Because, yes, Samantha recalled the history between them, with all too sharp clarity. She also recalled the day he informed her that the queen had chosen him to be her consort.

      By that time, Samantha and Mason had been carrying on a secret affair for nearly a year.

      She’d thought…well, she’d believed there was something special between them, despite the fact that when they were in public, they pretended they did not know one another.

      She’d been brave enough to ask him to run away with her so he could avoid becoming the queen’s consort. And, selfishly, because she’d wanted him for herself.

      She had not wanted to give him up, even to their queen.

      He’d refused to escape with her.

      Oh, yes, Samantha was fully aware of the history between them.

      “I am no longer her consort,” Mason said evenly.

      “Is she aware of this?”

      He pursed his lips and then admitted, “I asked the queen to release me.”

      Samantha felt her eyes widen. “What? I had no idea you could even do that.”

      “There certainly is no precedent.” He dragged his hand over his face. “I spent days, weeks, months in the castle library, searching for direction, a way to leave her employ. Everything I found insinuated that I simply needed to wait it out. That the queen would grow bored of me and cut me free of her own accord. Eventually.” He grimaced.

      Samantha tightened her hold on the babe in her arms. Ann whimpered and wiggled, and she forced herself to ease off. “And after ten years, she has not. Olive was right that day you informed us that you’d left the queen. You’ve brought war to our doorstep.”

      “Only if she realizes I am here.”

      “You don’t think she will?”

      He cast his gaze to the side.

      “When she realizes you are no longer in the land of the Seelie, this will be her next stop,” Samantha insisted.

      “There is more than one veil,” he pointed out, not unkindly. “And she is aware that this would not be my first option. She would correctly assume that I would hide in the mountains. Which are treacherous and difficult both for those escaping and those pursuing.”

      He watched her steadily as he spoke, and she knew there was much more to this tale. More than he’d likely share, unless she probed.

      “It’s been a full rotation around the sun since I left her. I spent seven months hiding out in our homeland before passing through the veil. It’s entirely possible she is not interested in my return.”

      Samantha snorted. “You are—were—the head of her royal guard. Not to mention her bedmate.” Her cheeks heated despite willing them not to. She well knew how addictive Mason was—ahem, his body was. The memories were a decade old and she could recall them as if they’d slept together only an hour ago.

      “I was not her only bedmate.” He sounded bitter. “Trust me, that alone would not compel her to seek me out. I realize it has been seven years since you’ve been to your homeland, but trust me, she has not changed. Certainly not for the better.”

      Their queen was a ruthless, selfish ruler who expected everything to be about her. Oh, and she was never wrong, even when she was.

      The queen’s attitude spurred division among her people. Many worshipped her unfailingly, because that was what a subject in the land of the Seelie was supposed to do. Just as many secretly loathed her but pretended they did not. Some rebelled against her. Others attempted to run away. Some succeeded, more did not.

      The kingdom was surrounded on three sides by dense forest and treacherous mountains. Those who ran into the mountains, as Mason had implied, needed to be determined and strong to survive in such an unforgiving environment.

      Many did not survive.

      To the south, the kingdom was bordered by a fast-flowing, churning river that was both deep and wide, filled with large rocks that made rowing across difficult and flesh-eating fish that made swimming equally so. Add to this the fae’s natural tendency to be fearful of large bodies of water, and it was a wonder anyone at all attempted to cross, let alone were successful.

      On the other side of that river was a lush, beautiful prairie full of edible plants, and another, smaller and calmer river that provided fresh water. The surrounding forest offered ample material for building shelter.

      Guards patrolled the riverbank day and night, and a ward that kept faeries from flying to freedom was reinforced at regular intervals.

      Despite all the protection, there were still fae who attempted to cross the dangerous body of water. They believed if they could get to the other side, their lives would be better than they were living in the kingdom.

      They were probably right, but most who attempted it drowned or were caught by the guards and sent back to the queen, which often ended in a painful, slow death as their punishment.

      In Samantha’s mind, life was significantly more challenging outside the kingdom, but freedom was worth the sacrifice. When she’d asked Mason to run away with her, she’d intended for them to disappear into the mountains. She was confident that between them, they’d be able to survive and live out their lives together. Happy. She theorized that there was a way to the prairie, through the mountains. That was where the big river started. Even if it were just as treacherous pouring down the side of the mountain, they could fly across, as the queen’s wards did not extend that far.

      They just had to get there.

      And then they could have been free.

      And yet, he had refused to run away with her.

      She’d never understood his refusal. He’d even said, “You will always have my heart, Samantha, but I cannot go with you. I must fulfill my duty.”

      She’d always assumed he was secretly honored to have been selected as the queen’s consort. After all, the decision made him the second-most-powerful faery in the land.

      Heady stuff, power.

      So what changed?

      And why was Samantha so unwilling to ask?

      “I would like us to be friends, Samantha. Well, I would prefer much more, but I will start with friendship.”

      “You will start—” She snapped her mouth shut, that familiar fury coursing through her veins, making her wish for an outlet to her anger. Perhaps placing an apple on top of Mason’s head and attempting to knock it off with an arrow, never mind that she’d never used a bow and arrow in her life.

      Except the idea of injuring him in such a way hurt her heart.

      Which only made her angry again.

      Perhaps just a slap, then. Across the cheek.

      Fates, but the man did bring out her violent side. A violent side she had no idea she possessed until he’d decided to start visiting them here in the human world.

      “If you were so good at hiding out in our homeland, why did you not stay? Why come here?” she blurted.

      “Honestly?” He fanned out his hands. “It was entirely luck. Ezra crossed through the veil to ask me to help save Olive’s human mate.”

      “His name is Joseph,” Samantha said through gritted teeth.

      “I might have returned immediately after healing him and never considered ever coming back. But Ezra invited me up to the house, and the idea of seeing you again was far too tempting.”

      She scoffed. He left her for the queen ten years ago. Samantha had come through the veil seven years ago, with plans to never, ever return. And he suddenly was tempted to see her again?

      “You doubt my sincerity.”

      “Do you blame me?”

      “I suppose not,” he said slowly, choosing his words carefully. “You allow yourself to feel far too much, whereas I have trained myself not to feel at all. Unfortunately, all that training was unraveled the moment I saw you again.”

      “No.” She shook her head. She’d given him an out all those years ago, and he’d refused.

      Perhaps he eventually regretted his decision, but she could not believe that he still cared. Or started to care all over again. Whatever. It was impossible.

      Too much time had passed.

      She was over him.

      Wasn’t she?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      When Mason initially began visiting this island—ostentatiously to check on his sister while trying to convince himself it was not because he had suddenly become re-obsessed with Samantha—he slept on a pallet on the floor in the sitting room.

      His sister constantly offered to displace one of the residents so he could have a comfortable bed and rest his head on a pillow, as was befitting of his station.

      He continually refused, for two reasons. One, by sleeping in the sitting room, he was the first line of defense if, say, the queen of the Seelie showed up and threatened those in the household.

      Eventually, he relaxed his stance on that theory because, as he’d said to Samantha two days prior, the likelihood of the queen attempting to pass through the veil was low.

      What he deliberately hadn’t confirmed was her suspicion that the queen was most definitely seeking his whereabouts.

      Still, this world was not where the queen would think to look. All faeries knew it existed, of course; half of the royal guards’ responsibility was to keep watch over the various veils leading here.

      Mason had hidden his tracks well seven years ago when he helped move his sister and her entourage to this place.

      He’d even managed to avoid acting like a lovesick fool when Samantha came here with Olive.

      The other reason he kept insisting that sleeping on the floor was perfectly acceptable when they all knew it wasn’t, was because the sitting room was as far away from Samantha’s sleeping form as he could be while still remaining inside the home.

      Mason recalled all too vividly what it was like to sleep next to Samantha’s very magnificent and very naked form. To roll over and tempt her into wrapping her legs around him while he thrust into her, pushing them both to a glorious, glorious climax.

      To whisper promises in the dark that he was ultimately unable to keep.

      Unfortunately, with the construction of the new addition onto the house now complete, there were ample bedrooms for all who lived here, and he no longer had a justifiable reason to sleep on the hard wooden floor on the lower level.

      Which meant he now spent every night lying in his bed, alone, with Samantha only a few feet away. Also alone, in bed.

      Did she sleep naked?

      While that was certainly a tantalizing thought, the idea that she wore a linen gown was no less enticing.

      Women did not wear dresses in the land of the Seelie. Battles and skirmishes occurred regularly in his world, and dresses were not exactly conducive to protecting oneself or the queen.

      To say that seeing Samantha wearing a dress for the first time, her hair pinned into an intricate design on the crown of her head, had rendered him momentarily speechless and unable to even move a muscle for a very long moment was indeed an understatement.

      Mason punched the pillow and rolled onto his back. His stiffened cock bobbed, mocking him. Most mornings he took matters in hand and pulled up one of the many, many memories of when he and Samantha had been lovers. It never took long for him to finish.

      If Samantha ever gave him the time of day again, would he embarrass himself by completing far too quickly?

      He climbed out of bed. He was so tired of these thoughts. Tired of trying to convince Samantha to warm up to him, only to have her do something ridiculous like toss uncooked biscuit dough at his head. Her anger ran deep. It had been festering for ten years, after all.

      Unfortunately, she had every right to be angry with him, which only made his plight that much more frustrating.

      Turning to the wide plate glass window, he observed in the dim early morning light the nearly picked over gardens and the fog-shrouded lake beyond.

      His bedroom was part of the addition. Over the summer, they’d built two more bedrooms and extended the kitchen on the level below, as well as added a second pantry to accommodate storage for the amount of food it took to feed the growing number of people who lived together in this house.

      When he’d announced his intention to stay last spring, Olive had considered altering her plans and adding four bedrooms instead of two. But Ezra had said that he and his mate, the human named Virginia, were going to build their own home in the woods behind this one, so Olive had been willing to stick with her original plan.

      The bedroom across the hall was where the halfling, Miles, slept. It was next to Olive and Joseph’s bedroom. Mason’s bedroom was next to Samantha’s. It made sense; this way, no one had to move any of their possessions.

      He hated it, but he couldn’t very well say anything.

      He watched the sun push its way up past the horizon, slowly driving back the fog, leaving behind a clear blue sky as the backdrop to a cacophony of brightly colored leaves still clinging to the trees. Yellows and oranges and burgundy; it was truly a magnificent sight.

      So different from his homeland. The land of the Seelie was significantly warmer all the time than this place was, even in the height of summer. It rained a lot, thus ensuring lush, thick foliage and a great many rushing rivers and streams. But that foliage never turned colors like the trees and bushes in this world. The land of the Seelie was forever green.

      It was certainly beautiful in its own way, although Mason could not help but think that this place at this time of year was worth visiting and exploring.

      Perhaps he’d start his day with a walk, to better admire the beauty that the outdoors provided. He could wander through the woods, make his way down to the cliff, where the veil was located. He could check on his wards, make sure they did not require reinforcing.

      Yes, he’d set up magical wards around the veil to warn him if anyone crossed through from the land of the Seelie. He was confident, but he was not a fool.

      He was the leader of the royal guard for reasons beyond the fact that the queen had chosen him as her consort.

      Sparing a moment to miss his well-fitted royal guard uniform, Mason dressed for the day in the human garb Lavinia had used her magic to adjust so that it accommodated his muscular form. A pair of trousers that were comfortable enough, with a flap that buttoned over his groin, providing easy access when nature called, as the humans liked to say. A thin, long-sleeved white shirt with pearl buttons up the front and a stiff collar he didn’t appreciate. And that was before he was strangled by that stupid bit of silk rope Olive insisted he needed to wrap around his neck whenever he left the property.

      His morning stroll did not involve a trip down Main Street, so he ignored the tie and pulled on the wool vest and latched the buttons. The final layer was a fitted wool coat, which he left open.

      He used magic to secure his long hair into a braid. Joseph had informed him and Ezra that long hair on men was not exactly the height of fashion in this world. Virginia had agreed with him but added that she found it quite attractive. Naturally, Ezra refused to consider trimming his locks after that comment.

      Mason didn’t care about human opinions, so he ignored Joseph’s hints. He would not have given up his comfortable royal guard uniform if Olive were not the one to insist that he try at least a little bit to fit in here.

      He still might not have conformed if she had not mentioned Samantha’s dislike of standing out in a crowd. As he would do damn near anything to ensure Samantha was not uncomfortable, he’d allowed Lavinia to fill his armoire with clothing acceptable by human standards.

      And he’d still not cut his hair, because ten years ago, when he had been warming Samantha’s bed nearly every night after his royal guard duties, she’d told him how much she loved his luxurious long red hair.

      He’d also not traded his sturdy faery-made boots for the far less robust human version. Other than being exceptionally more shiny, his boots weren’t all that different-looking than human ones.

      After a stop in the water closet, Mason headed for the kitchen door. The only member of the household he passed was Willis, who sat at the dining room table, reading a newspaper and drinking coffee.

      Now that the tourists had mostly vacated the island for the season, Willis only worked three mornings a week at the tavern on Main Street. In another few weeks, he would be laid off for the winter, returning to fulltime employment once the tourists returned in the spring.

      The two men exchanged nods, and Mason slipped out of the house, striding through the greenhouse, scanning the immediate area for danger. He had no expectation that danger would leap out from behind one of the many roughly hewn benches in here; it was simply that the action was as ingrained as breathing after so many decades as a royal guard.

      Once outside, instead of slipping around to the front of the house and crossing the lawn to the cliff, he headed for the tree line, choosing to take the narrow path that had been worn into the ground. If he turned left, the path would take him to the cemetery behind one of the buildings on Main Street. If he went right, the path would lead him to the cliff overlooking Lake Huron.

      He went right.

      If he ignored the colorful foliage, some still clinging to the tree branches, the rest scattered at his feet, he could almost pretend he was back home in the land of the Seelie. That he was walking through the woods toward the tavern, where he’d sit in a corner and nurse a cup of ale, watching Samantha work while she pretended she didn’t know him, when they both knew they’d tumble into bed together later that evening.

      If only that were true tonight.

      He shook his head, clearing it of such maudlin thoughts, just as he cleared the forest and stepped up to the edge of the cliff.

      The wind whipped at his braid and flapped his coattails. The waves of the massive lake far below him lapped at the rocky beach, over and over. Birds cried out to one another. An eagle swooped down and snagged a fish before flying away to enjoy its breakfast.

      Between him and the edge of the water was a mound of sand and rocks topped by a limestone formation in the shape of an arch.

      The veil. The doorway to his homeland.

      Despite the fact that he’d chosen to flee, he felt a pang of longing for the world in which he’d spent his entire long life, until a few months ago.

      With a quick glance around to ensure there were no humans who could see him, Mason stepped over the edge of the cliff and dropped to the beach below, unfurling his wings to catch the wind and soften his landing.

      He moved closer to the small hill the veil was perched on. The wards recognized him and let him pass without raising an alarm. He lifted his hand, waved it through the air. The only magic he sensed was his own.

      No one had disturbed this area since he’d created the wards.

      He glanced up at the arch, his brows furrowed. Normally, the view through the center of the arch was unimpeded, a clear image of the lake beyond. No humans would ever guess that the structure was a doorway to another world. Even a faery, if they were not already aware, would not necessarily realize it was a veil until they were close enough to sense its magic, to see the shimmering transparent surface.

      Normally.

      But today…

      He canted his head, studied the arch.

      Today, the magic swirling in the middle was significantly stronger than usual.

      As if someone had awakened the veil.

      He glanced around, even though he knew he was alone out here. The rest of the household was either still abed or just starting their day with a cup of coffee and a hearty breakfast.

      And humans rarely wandered down here, by design. Besides, if they did, most were unaware of magic. A precious few, such as Virginia, could sense it, but unless it was explained to them, they would not understand what they were feeling.

      A bird suddenly flew by, its wings flapping urgently. It squawked as it passed through the opening in the arch, as if the magic made it momentarily uncomfortable.

      The veil churned before stilling again.

      He stood there for long moments, watching. Waiting.

      Nothing happened. The lake, the veil, even the wind remained calm.

      No one had disturbed his wards.

      Whatever he thought he sensed, it wasn’t danger.

      A bird taking a shortcut.

      Nothing more.
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