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            About this book

          

          THE FAERY & THE DISCOVERY

        

      

    

    
      The faeries have been discovered.

      

      The year is 1898. Nearly a decade ago, a group of fae slipped through the veil from their own world and have been secretly living on Mackinac Island, Michigan, USA, mostly peacefully.

      Until now.

      A human saw one of the fae in his true form. Wings. Ears. Silver eyes. All of it.

      To avoid a rash decision, the faeries decide to observe the man who outed them. Watch him. Get to know him. Figure out if he truly is the bad guy.

      In the midst of all the drama, Darya, a faery living in the land of the Seelie, is sent to the human world because she needs to check her attitude.

      That attitude check is not supposed to involve having an affair with a handsome human man who turns out to be the one who saw one of her fellow fae in his true form.

      That attitude check is certainly not supposed to involve her heart.

      Not when the ultimate decision is…the human must die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Letter to Readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome back to the Fae in the Gilded Age! I’m so glad you’ve returned for the final book in the series.

      In case you haven’t yet enjoyed it, there is a bonus scene you can read here:

      https://tamilund.com/the-faery-the-secret/

      It is best read at any point after book three, The Faery & the Lady’s Maid.

      There is a tidbit about this world, as it relates to this particular book, that I’d like to share before you dive in. The first book in the series starts in 1895, and now we’ve made it to 1898.

      There is a fun reference to brunch in this book. My research tells me that the word was printed in a London publication for the first time in 1895.

      The concept was not introduced to the Americas until 1896, and even then, its popularity was slow to spread, not becoming a delicacy at high-end restaurants in bustling cities such as New York and New Orleans until the 1920s.

      As someone who absolutely loves brunch, I thoroughly enjoyed incorporating this “new” concept into this book. I hope you enjoy the references!

      Now, I’ll let you get to reading the conclusion to the Fae in the Gilded Age series.

      

      Cheers!

      TJ Bell
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      Darya was not pleased with her latest assignment.

      To be fair, Darya wasn’t pleased with much at all these days.

      Although, for the queen who ruled over the land of the Seelie to order her to pass through the veil into the human world just as the fae were on the verge of going to war with the elves most definitely ranked as her number one displeasure at the moment.

      “You are much improved, Darya,” the queen said, while they stood next to an ancient, hollowed tree perched on the bank of an icy cold stream that was so clear one could see the fish darting around the multicolored rocks jutting from the sandy bottom. The old tree, while appeared to be on the verge of collapse, was, in fact, steeped in powerful magic.

      The queen’s tone was gentle, even as she added, “However⁠—”

      “You would be cut down in your first battle,” Mason, her mate, finished for her.

      Mason, with his long, bright red hair pulled into a severe braid, all the hard plains on his face, and his massive shoulders was not known for being subtle. Or for being particularly polite.

      And certainly not for being gentle.

      Darya grimaced. The truth hurt. Nearly as much as the injury that had destroyed her royal guard career.

      She squeezed her fist, the tendons in her arm protesting.

      Under the previous queen, she’d been forced to take a position as a servant in the castle after the slice to her forearm had not healed properly. She could barely hold her sword, much less swing it, which meant she was useless in the vocation she’d trained nearly her entire life for.

      Now that this new queen had taken over, things weren’t quite as bleak as they had been for decades previously. Darya had choices now.

      Or so she’d believed.

      The queen threw her mate a glance that insinuated she did not appreciate his bluntness. Focusing on Darya, she murmured, “I think this assignment will be good for you.” Then, more cheerfully, “It’ll give you a different perspective. Maybe you’ll even fall in love, like Chauncy did.”

      Darya rolled her eyes. It was an action she could get away with, with this new queen. The previous one would not have allowed it. Darya would have been tortured.

      Darya had been tortured.

      Her negative outlook was well deserved if you asked her.

      “I don’t believe in love,” she said, as blunt as Mason. She waved at the two of them. “I suppose it works out sometimes,” she conceded. “But generally speaking, it’s a ridiculous notion. Especially when you consider that we are immortal. To commit to one person for all of eternity?” She shook her head.

      The queen and Mason exchanged a look that Darya could not decipher. Or maybe she did not want to decipher it. She’d said yes, love did thrive occasionally—obviously, just look at the two of them—so what was the big deal if she held fast to her belief that it was not for everyone?

      Particularly her.

      She nodded at the veil disguised as an old, decrepit tree. “Let’s just get on with it.”

      Mason stepped through first, then the queen, and then it was Darya’s turn.

      Unbeknown to this queen, Darya had been through the veils before, although not this particular one.

      She’d followed the previous queen through.

      It was a secret she held to this day, despite the abuse she’d suffered, despite the fact that the previous queen was dead and no one missed her except the fae who hated change most and continued to rebel against it. And Darya suspected even they did not miss the previous queen so much as they simply had no desire to adjust to a new way of thinking, even if that new way was, generally, better, healthier, safer.

      This veil led to a place called Mackinac Island, in a state called Michigan, in a country called America. They had a lot more levels in the human world than in the land of the Seelie. In Darya’s world, it was simply the kingdom…and the rest.

      She knew, once upon a time, that there had been more than “the rest.” That the land outside the kingdom had been defined, had boundaries. Perhaps it still did. Their previous queen had not wanted anyone venturing outside of the kingdom and became increasingly more strict about that rule as time went on. The current queen, who was still new to the position, likely wasn’t even aware of those old boundaries.

      Or of what sort of beings lived on the other side. Although she now knew about the elves.

      And since she’d chosen to send Darya to this other world instead of letting her stay and fight…well, guess Darya wasn’t going to impart any additional knowledge anytime soon.

      With a headshake she wasn’t sure was meant to clear her head or react to the queen’s inadvertent folly, Darya stepped through the veil, felt that familiar sensation of her body being twisted and wrung out, like one did with a freshly rinsed towel.

      The sensation lasted just long enough to speed up her heartrate, and then she was on the other side, standing on an outcropping of rock that sat at the base of a cliff, with a beach and a massive lake several feet below her.

      This place did not have that same briny scent on the air like many of the other locations she’d visited, although this body of water appeared as vast as an ocean.

      There was a welcoming committee down there on the beach. A few of the fae who had snuck over here nearly a decade ago and had been living like humans ever since.

      Mason’s sister Olive, who had escaped after she’d become pregnant with a halfling child and was not willing to give it up in order to continue to live in her homeland. That rule had been banished from the books with the ascension of the new queen, but Olive was now mated to a human and humans could not pass through the magical veil, so Olive had committed to staying in this place forever.

      Darya shuddered.

      For various reasons that she did not care about, a handful of other fae had followed Olive to this world: Willis, another injured, former royal guard; Ezra, who had been a royal guard in training, and Harriet and Lavinia, cousins who had been nursemaids in their home world. Harriet and Lavinia were missing from the welcoming committee, but the queen had told her that they still resided here.

      Oh, and don’t forget their queen. She’d come here with Olive as well and had only returned to their homeland a year and a half ago.

      Now she ruled that homeland.

      Darya was still not sure how she felt about that. The current queen had no training, military or otherwise. She had been born into a poor household, she’d worked as a serving girl at the tavern before becoming Olive’s assistant. She’d had no prospects, no potential for improving her life. Then she’d escaped to the human world—and now she was a queen.

      Darya, on the other hand, continued to unfailingly support her rulers and where was she now?

      Moving to the human world against her own wishes.

      “You don’t appear nearly as shocked as I was when I crossed through the veil for the first time,” Chauncy called out from down on the beach. His halfling, wingless mate stood next to him, watching her with nothing but curiosity written on her features.

      Chauncy had been integral in the process of elevating their current queen to her position, and then he’d promptly moved here, and instead of seeking out halflings as he’d been directed, he fell in love and decided to stay.

      Hence the reason Darya was here now, whether she wanted to be or not. To pick up his slack.

      “Probably because it isn’t my first time,” she muttered before spreading her wings and stepping off the pile of rocks, gliding gracefully to the beach so she could speak to the group without shouting.

      “Okay, first rule,” Olive said, raising a finger. “Don’t ever do that during the day, and always check to ensure there are no humans about, even if you do it at night.”

      Darya glanced around, trying to figure out what Olive was talking about. “Do what?” she finally asked.

      Olive waved at her shoulder. “Fly. And have you glamoured yourself yet?”

      “What’s the point of using a glamour when there is a human right there?” Darya nodded at the woman who stood next to Ezra, close enough that she suspected they had an intimate relationship. The woman did not appear shocked at all that Darya had wings and had just used them in front of her.

      Of course, Darya knew from the queen’s instructions that this woman was Ezra’s mate. Another faery mated to a human.

      It was becoming a damned epidemic.

      “If you do not think you can handle this,” Mason said, irritation coating his words, “we will⁠—”

      Darya cut him off with a sharp headshake. Yes, she had a bad habit of pushing her limits, but she also knew when to reel it in.

      Usually.

      She mumbled the incantation that would hide her true self from anyone but another faery. “Happy now?”

      “It’s so fascinating to watch,” the human piped up, smiling broadly.

      Darya bit back a sigh.

      Mason tossed Darya a glare and then made introductions—the human woman was named Virginia and she lived with Ezra in a cottage in the woods behind Olive’s house.

      “Chauncy and Adeline live in an apartment above the stables,” Mason continued. Darya had heard the word stable mentioned on previous visits to this world, although she was not entirely sure what it was.

      She did not interrupt to ask.

      The sooner he finished explaining, the sooner he and the queen would be gone, and she could go explore her new surroundings.

      “Everyone else lives with Olive, which is also where you will be staying.”

      Before Darya could protest—she had no desire to live in a house with—how many other people?—the queen added, “Now, Darya, you must follow the rules. Especially anything having to do with keeping our identity secret from humans.”

      Even though she was fully aware of this rule, she gave Virginia a pointed look.

      “No other humans are aware of our existence,” the queen said, sounding exasperated. She sounded like that a lot when she spoke to Darya.

      “Well, and Joseph,” Virginia pointed out. They’d told Darya who Joseph was, but she hadn’t cared enough to pay attention.

      “Actually, that number may have broadened,” Ezra said, pulling everyone’s attention.

      “Tell them what you heard, Willis,” he added.

      Darya sorted through her memory, tried to recall what Mason had said Willis did now that he was living here and was no longer a royal guard.

      Cook. He worked at a tavern somewhere on this island. Darya would have to go check out this tavern, sooner than later. Test out the various spirits, see if they were any better or worse than what was served in the land of the Seelie.

      “We received our first shipment of goods for the season now that the lake has opened up and the weather is warming,” Willis said.

      Darya glanced at the bright blue sky, at the lake lapping at a rim of ice wrapped around the beach. It was pretty, sure, but she’d not call this place warm by any stretch of the imagination.

      “And with it came gossip,” Willis added.

      The rest of the group seemed highly interested in what Willis had to say. Was it his tone, or did they all simply love gossip that much?

      “The sailors say there was a ship that made the dangerous trip from the island to St. Ignace last winter, during a terrible storm. A winged man appeared out of the swirling snow, flew around the ship, and then dove beneath the surface of the water.”

      Why was he staring at Chauncy? And why did Adeline, the halfling, gasp like that? What was Darya missing?

      “They saw you,” Ezra commented, his gaze on Chauncy.

      Oh. Had perfect Chauncy done something to risk their exposure?

      Chauncy’s arm flexed as he curled it around Adeline’s shoulders. “I would do it again,” he declared. “I will do whatever it takes to protect Adeline.”

      In truth, the woman in question, despite her lack of wings, looked as if she could hold her own. She did not appear to need a protector at all. The other one, Virginia, who was a full-blooded human, was more dainty, more…

      Feminine was not the right word. All the women here were feminine to varying degrees. Highborn, maybe? At any rate, they had clearly been raised very differently, despite having been raised in the same world.

      “Did they describe him?” Olive demanded.

      Willis shook his head. “One talked of an angel watching over the ship. Another talked of evil spirits whipping up the lake, how the ship was lucky it made it to St. Ignace in one piece. There are a hundred versions of the story floating around, but none provided any physical details.”

      “Evil spirits,” Adeline said with a huff. “The only evil spirit in that scenario is dead.”

      “All of which plays in our favor,” Olive said. “If Minnie had survived, I’d be more worried that people might believe these tales. Still, I expect everyone to be extra careful. Do not show your fae side.” She turned her sole focus on Darya.

      “Be human.”
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      “Massive eagle wings but attached to a human!”

      Anders Bartlett took another swallow of ale and shook his head as he listened to the latest description of…whatever they claimed they saw out there on the water back in late November.

      The irony of all those stories was, he was the one who actually saw what happened. His crewmates had all been huddled below deck, praying they’d make it to land and not drown out there in the middle of the straits. Those three miles had been the longest of their collective lives.

      The storm had been wicked, the worst he’d ever experienced in his fifteen years of sailing the Great Lakes. They never should have left the docks on Mackinac Island, even if it meant they’d be stuck on the island for the winter.

      But money talked, as it always did. Two women had shown up on the docks that day, the older one demanding passage to St. Ignace. She kept throwing cash at them until the captain relented and agreed to take them, despite the very real potential that they might not make it across the angry sea.

      They had, but their passengers had not. None of the crew on board knew what really happened to the two women.

      Except Anders.

      Initially, he’d not breathed a word about what he saw. When they reached St. Ignace, after splitting up the cash, everybody rushed to find a warm place to stay that didn’t constantly sway under their feet.

      Anders had taken lodging right there in town, not having any desire to attempt to travel inland through that storm. He’d been lounging about after the weather finally passed, trying to decide what to do next, when a sharp-looking young man had come wandering along the boardwalk, inquiring about their two female passengers.

      Anders had hovered in the shadows, not speaking up, although he heard several people confirm that no women had disembarked that ship.

      Months later, when the snow began to melt, his fellow crew members made their way back to the lakeside town, ready to work again after the long winter.

      Frank, who was an engineer on that vessel, pulled Anders aside one day shortly after returning. “You think those women really fell overboard?” he asked, talking low.

      Anders had given him a sharp look.

      Frank widened his eyes and lifted his hands, palms facing out. “They coulda jumped. You know it’s bad luck to give women passage on cargo ships.”

      What did jumping overboard and bad luck have to do with each other? And anyway, that was one of the dumber superstitions some sailors—including Frank, it turned out—believed in.

      “What makes you think I know?” Anders replied, forcing his voice to stay neutral.

      “You kept going aboveboard to help that younger one who was sick.”

      That was true. The poor thing had been miserable, more sick than even sailing through those rough waters would make a person. He’d initially wondered if she was pregnant, running away from a bad situation—or running to a solution to her problem. Eventually, he’d determined that whatever was going on with the younger one, it had everything to do with the older woman.

      They hadn’t gotten along. Anders was willing to go so far as to say they hated each other. He’d speculated, to himself, that the older woman had poisoned the other one, possibly to keep her under her thumb, and that was what was making her so sick.

      “Her companion didn’t seem inclined, and nobody wants to retch over the side alone,” Anders replied after a moment’s consideration.

      “Did you see her fall in?” Frank asked.

      That had been the assumption: both women had fallen overboard during the storm. The last time any of the crew had seen them, the younger one had scurried up the ladder to be sick again, and when she did not return after a long stretch of time, the older woman had gone up to check on her.

      Neither had returned.

      Anders carried a load of guilt over not having gone up with her that last time. But the few times before, she’d pushed him away, told him to go down below where it was warmer and not wet. She wanted to be alone, she insisted.

      Apparently, some people did prefer to be alone when they were retching over the side of a boat.

      “You know I wasn’t out there with them that last time they went up,” Anders said, scoffing to cover his lie.

      Later that evening, Frank and Anders played cards and drank, and played cards and drank, and Anders got a tipsy. Then Frank plied him with more whiskey, and Anders was drunk.

      And Frank had asked him again whether he knew what happened to those two women. And Anders drunkenly replied, “Yes, they both went overboard.”

      Frank had smacked the table and chortled, “I knew it!” Which, honestly, wasn’t knowledge to be so damn proud of. What else could have possibly happened to them?

      And there was the kicker.

      “I saw something,” Anders had muttered at that point, the liquor forcing the secret from his lips, even though he’d vowed to himself not to tell a soul.

      “Yeah,” Frank replied. “No one’s blaming you, mate. We all tried to tell them not to make the trip.”

      Anders shook his head, his liquor-muddled brain suddenly insistent that someone other than him know the truth, however unfathomable it may be.

      “I mean I saw something, Frank.”

      Frank wasn’t sober either. In fact, Frank had nipped far more than his fair share from that now-empty whiskey bottle. Maybe that was why he suddenly leaned forward and whispered, “What did you see, mate?”

      “A man,” Anders admitted. “He—he had wings.”

      Frank stared at him, mouth hanging open.

      Anders waved his empty cup. “He just…came out of the clouds, dove into the water, and pulled out that young lady.”

      “No,” Frank had all but breathed. “Like an angel, takin’ her up to heaven?”

      “Maybe,” Anders conceded, because, honestly, that made far more sense than anything else he could think of to explain what he’d seen.

      “What about the other one?” Frank asked.

      Anders shook his head. “No angel came to her rescue.”

      After a moment of silence, Frank leaned back in his chair and whistled. “Damn. That tells ya somethin’, don’t it?” He gave the scuffed boards underneath their boots a pointed look.

      “Yeah,” Anders said quietly.

      Shortly after telling his truth, he suddenly felt very tired, so he bid Frank farewell and stumbled off to bed.

      When he woke the next morning, it was to a splitting headache, a mouthful of cotton, and the story of an avenging angel spreading like wildfire in August after a long, dry summer. Just like that wildfire, the tale grew and grew and grew until it was hardly recognizable.

      The only saving grace was that Frank had been so in his cups, he couldn’t recall who had told him that story—only that it was true, by God—so Anders was able to simply nod and pretend to be fascinated each time someone told it to him.

      A week had passed and the stories had chased them across the lake to Mackinac Island. Anders was already sick of it. He never should have told Frank, drunk or sober.

      Now there were greedy charlatans here on the island who were insisting they had been on that ship, and if anyone would like a ride to see if they, too, might see the avenging angel, there was a small fee, but rest assured, it would be worth it.

      How did the guy figure? Fifteen years out to sea and Anders had seen that sight only once in his life. And, hell, he was beginning to doubt he’d seen it at all. The whole thing was just too…well, unbelievable.

      Shoving his half-full tankard across the bar, Anders climbed off his stool and made his way toward the tavern’s entrance. One of those charlatans was out on the boardwalk, trying to talk a young couple into prepaying to secure a boat ride out to find the avenging angel.

      “It’s best to wait until it’s storming,” the man said, nodding solemnly, his bushy mustache twitching, his palm face up before him. His beady eyes were on the small purse clutched in the woman’s fingers. “Your chances of seeing the winged man are greatly improved.”

      “He’s gonna cheat you out of your money,” Anders said loudly as he passed. “That avenging angel thing is a myth. Trust me. I was on that boat.”

      The charlatan gave him a narrow-eyed glare while the young couple thrust their noses into the air and hurried away. If only they had the power to spread gossip like Frank did, this whole winged man rumor would die as quickly as it flared to life.

      Anders had the rest of the day and tomorrow to kill before his ship headed back out to sea. He decided a walk was in order. It would clear his head and get him away from all the gossip he’d inadvertently started.

      He glanced up and down the road, trying to decide which way to go, when his gaze landed on a woman who should not look familiar and yet did.

      In fact, she should not look alive.

      But she very much did. She looked more alive than she had when he first encountered her last winter, right across the way, at those very docks.

      It was the young woman who had been sick on his ship. The one who’d fallen overboard. The one who…

      No. She had not been carried away by an angel. He wasn’t a religious man, but he understood the basics. When an angel took someone away, they weren’t taking them to Mackinac Island.

      He stepped forward, reached out as if he intended to wave the woman down, but caught himself, tucking his arm against his side instead.

      She was walking along with another woman. This one had white-blonde hair plaited into a braid and gray eyes that looked as if there were not enough white around the pupils.

      Both women wore pants instead of dresses, which was a daring fashion statement he admittedly quite liked. The blonde walked with her shoulders thrown back, with a confidence that reminded him of the soldiers who used to be stationed at the fort that just closed a few years ago.

      Unlike the soldiers, this woman was stunning. Anders figured he’d be content just sitting and staring at her for hours and hours.

      Except she was moving away, walking alongside the woman who was supposed to be dead.

      “…they’re large, four-legged beasts, but don’t let their size fool you. Unless they’ve been abused, they’re the nicest animals. And so beautiful. And riding them is just so freeing. I really think you’ll like them.”

      Was the not-dead woman talking about horses? She was describing them as if the other woman had never seen one before. But that made about as much sense as some guy with wings swooping down and rescuing a woman from drowning in the middle of a winter storm.

      Which apparently was true, so maybe this other woman truly had never seen a horse before.

      Yes, Anders’s curiosity was officially piqued.

      He waited for the ladies to walk a decent distance away and then he followed, staying more than a few paces behind them. They turned down an alley next to the bicycle shop, and Anders hurried to the corner to see where they went from there. Just as the not-dead woman opened the door to the livery and invited the other woman inside, a hand clamped onto Anders’s shoulder.

      He turned around and stared into a face that looked eerily like that avenging angel he kept trying to convince himself he’d not actually seen.

      Except this guy was wearing a sheriff’s badge affixed to his coat, so clearly not an angel.

      Also, no wings to be seen.

      “What are you doing here, sailor?” the sheriff asked. He had a curious accent Anders had never heard before. While he’d spent the majority of his career on the Great Lakes, Anders had spent two years based in Quebec, sailing up and down the St. Lawrence River. Seemed every person he came into contact with had a different accent.

      Yet he’d never heard this one before.

      “Nothing,” he immediately replied. “Just going for a walk.”

      “Looked to me like you were following those two ladies.”

      “Do you know them?” Anders blurted, too damn curious for his own good, apparently.

      The sheriff narrowed his eyes. Anders studied his square jaw and wide shoulders. Despite the snow swirling like a tornado, Anders had seen that flying man’s face. And he sure did resemble the sheriff.

      “Why are you asking?” the sheriff wanted to know.

      Anders decided to go with a version of the truth. “She looks like a passenger who was on my ship last fall. We lost touch after we made it to St. Ignace.” He shrugged, pretending it was no big deal whether he found the mysterious passenger.

      The sheriff gave him a hard stare. “It’s not the same woman.”

      Anders cocked an eyebrow. “How do you know? Unless you know for a fact that the woman who just went into the livery was not on a ship last November⁠—”

      “I’m sure.”

      “How can you be⁠—”

      “She’s my mate. I know exactly where she was last November.”

      “Mate?”

      “Wife,” he amended curtly.

      Anders’s shoulders drooped. “Oh.” Well, hell. Apparently Anders’s eyes were deceiving him. Or maybe he’d heard the damn story so many times in so many variations, he was starting to see things that weren’t there. “Thanks anyway.”

      He turned away from the sheriff’s prodding gaze, headed down the boardwalk, returning to the hotel where he’d secured a room for the next two nights.

      Once inside his room with the door locked, he hesitated, like he always did when he thought about that harrowing trip across the straits. When he thought about what he’d seen.

      He swept his gaze around the small space. His knapsack, resting in the corner. A basin of water sitting on the desk for him to rinse off should he feel the need. A narrow bed covered with a thin wool blanket.

      When they’d finally made it to St. Ignace that fateful day, when they were finally able to disembark from their ship, he’d impulsively grabbed the older woman’s carpet bag as well as his own. There had been more cash in it—a great deal of cash—and when the captain told Anders to divvy up the envelopes they’d been given to make this journey, he’d added all that extra cash as well.

      The older woman certainly had no more use for it.

      No one had questioned the fact that their share was significantly greater than they’d expected when they’d started the trip.

      Anders took the carpetbag with him when he holed up in a local hotel in downtown St. Ignace. It had taken him weeks to work up the gumption to sort through the woman’s belongings with more than the passing glance that had revealed the extra money.

      When he finally did, he’d unearthed a note. It had been tucked into the bottom of the bag, underneath piles of fancy dresses and undergarments; he imagined the woman had forgotten it was even there.

      After reading the contents of the note, Anders could not imagine ever forgetting it. Lord knew, he’d tried.

      With shaking hands, he pulled the worn and creased piece of paper out of an inner pocket of his coat—he’d taken to carrying it around, as that felt safer than leaving something like this lying around for anyone to see—and smoothed it out on the desk. Stared at the words scrawled upon it.

      

      These people are witches. They perform witchcraft. They mingle with the devil. They should be hanged.

      

      It hadn’t been an angel he’d seen out there on the water.

      It was a witch.
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