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“Ah, the memories that Operation: L.O.V.E. brings to mind. As an Air Force nurse who married an Air Force fighter pilot, I relived the days of glory through each and every story. While covering all the military branches, each story holds a special spark of its own that readers will love!
~ Lori Avocato, Best Selling Author
* * * *
In Fate of Camelot, Cynthia Breeding develops the Arthur-Lancelot-Gwenhwyfar relationship. In many Arthurian tales, Guinevere is a rather flat character. Cynthia Breeding gives her a depth of character as the reader sees both her love for Lancelot and her devotion to the realm as its queen. The reader feels the pull she experiences between both men. In addition, the reader feels more of the deep friendship between Arthur and Lancelot seen in Malory's Arthurian tales. In this area, Cynthia Breeding is more faithful to the medieval Arthurian tradition than a glamorized Hollywood version. She does not gloss over the difficulties of Gwenhwyfar's role as queen and as woman, but rather develops them to give the reader a vision of a woman who lives her role as queen and lover with all that she is.
~ Merri, Merrimon Books
* * * *
Rape of the Soul - Ms. Thompson's characters are unforgettable. Deep, promising and suspenseful this story was. I did have a little trouble getting into the book at first, but as I pushed on, I found that I couldn't put it down. Around every corner was something that you didn't know was going to happen. If you love a sense of history in a book, then I suggest reading this book!
~ Ruth Schaller, Paranormal Romance Reviews
* * * *
Southern Fried Trouble - Katherine Deauxville is at the top of her form with mayhem, sizzle and murder.
~ Nan Ryan, NY Times bestselling author
* * * *
Madrigal: A Novel of Gaston Leroux's Phantom of the Opera takes place four years after the events of the original novel. Although I have not read Leroux's novel, I can see how Madrigal captures the feel of the story very well. The classic novel aside, this book is a wonderful historical tale of life, love, and choices. However, the most impressive aspect that stands out to me is the writing. Ms. Linforth's prose is phenomenally beautiful and hauntingly breathtaking.
~ Bonnie-Lass, Coffee Time Romance
* * * *
Cave of Terror - Highly entertaining and fun, Cave of Terror was impossible to put down. Though at times dark and evil, Ms. Bell never failed to inject some light-hearted humor into the story. Delightfully funny with a true sense of teenagers, Cheyenne’s character will appeal to many girls of that age. She is believable and her emotional struggles are on par with most teens. I found this to be an easy read; the author gave just enough background to understand the workings of her vampires without boring the reader. I truly enjoyed the male characters, Ryan and Constantine. Ryan was adorable and a teenager’s dream. Constantine was deliciously dark. I look forward to reading more by this talented author. Ms. Bell has done an admirable job of telling a story suitable for young adults.
~ Dawnie, Fallen Angel Reviews
* * * *
The Sense of Honor - Ashley Kath-Bilsky has written an historical romance of the highest caliber. This reviewer was fesseled to the pages, fell in love with the hero and was cheering for the heroine all the way through. The plot is exciting and moves along at a good pace. The characters are multi-dimensional and the secondary characters bring life to the story. Sexual tension rages through this story and Ms. Kath-Bilsky gives her readers a breath-taking romance. The love scenes are sensual and very romantic. This reviewer was very pleased with how the author handled all the secrets. Sometimes it can be very frustrating for the reader when secrets keep tearing the main characters apart, but in this case, those secrets seem to bring them more together and both characters reacted very maturely when the secrets finally came to light. This reviewer is hoping that this very talented author will have another book out very soon.
~ Valerie, Love Romances
* * * *
Highland Wishes by Leanne Burroughs. This reviewer found that this book was a wonderful story set in a time when tension was high between England and Scotland. The storyline is a fast-paced tale with much detail to specific areas of history. The reader can feel this author’s love for Scotland and its many wonderful heroes.
This reviewer was easily captivated by the story and was enthralled by it until the end. The reader will laugh and cry as you read this wonderful story. The reader feels all the pain, torment and disillusionment felt by both main characters, but also the joy and love they felt. Ms. Burroughs has crafted a well-researched story that gives a glimpse into Scotland during a time when there was upheaval and war for independence. This reviewer is anxiously awaiting her next novel in this series and commends her for a wonderful job done.
~Dawn Roberto, Love Romances
* * * *
I adore this Scottish historical romance! Blood on the Tartan by Chris Holmes has more history than some historical romances—but never dry history in this book! Readers will find themselves completely immersed in the scene, the history and the characters. Chris Holmes creates a multi-dimensional theme of justice in his depiction of all the nuances and forces at work from the laird down to the land tenants. This intricate historical detail emanates from the story itself, heightening the suspense and the reader's understanding of the history in a vivid manner as if it were current and present. The extra historical detail just makes their life stories more memorable and lasting because the emotions were grounded in events. The ending is quite special and bridges links with Catherine's mother's story as well as opening up this romance to an expansive view of Scottish history and ancestry. Blood On The Tartan is a must read for romance and historical fiction lovers of Scottish heritage.
~Merri, Merrimon Reviews
* * * *
The Crystal Heart by Katherine Deauxville brims with ribald humor and authentic historical detail. Enjoy!
~ Virginia Henley, NY Times bestselling author
* * * *
I can’t say enough good things about Ms. Zenk’s writing. Chasing Byron by Molly Zenk is a page turner of a book not only because of the engaging characters but also by the lovely prose. In fact, I read the entire thing in one day. Reading this book was a jolly fun time all through the eyes of Miss Woodhouse, yet also one that touches the heart. It was an experience I would definitely repeat. I’m almost jealous of Ms. Zenk. She must have had a glorious time penning this story. As this is her debut novel, I hope we will be delighted with more stories from this talented author in the future.
~Orange Blossom, Long and Short Reviews
* * * *
Moon of the Falling Leaves is an incredible read. The characters are not only believable but the blending in of how Swift Eagle shows Jessica and her children the acts of survival is remarkably done. The months of travel indeed shows hardships each much endure. Diane Davis White pens a poignant tale that really grabbed this reader. She tells a descriptive story of discipline, trust and love in a time where hatred and prejudice abounded among many. This rich tale offers vivid imagery of the beautiful scenery and landscape, and brings in the tribal customs of each person, as Jessica and Swift Eagle search their heart.
~Cherokee, Coffee Time Romance
* * * *
Jean Harrington’s The Barefoot Queen is a superb historical with a lushly painted setting. I adored Grace for her courage and the cleverness with which she sets out to make Owen see her love for him. The bond between Grace and Owen is tenderly portrayed and their love had me rooting for them right up until the last page. Ms. Harrington’s The Barefoot Queen is a treasure in the historical romance genre you’ll want to read for yourself! Five Star Pick of the Week!!!
~ Crave More Romance
* * * *
Almost Taken by Isabel Mere is a very passionate historical romance that takes the reader on an exciting adventure. The compelling characters of Deran Morissey, the Earl of Atherton, and Ava Fychon, a young woman from Wales, find themselves drawn together as they search for her missing siblings.
Readers will watch in interest as they fall in love and overcome obstacles. They will thrill in the passion and hope that they find happiness together. This is a very sensual romance that wins the heart of the readers.
This is a creative and fast moving storyline that will enthrall readers. The character’s personalities will fascinate readers and win their concern. Ava, who is highly spirited and stubborn, will win the respect of the readers for her courage and determination. Deran, who is rumored in the beginning to be an ice king, not caring about anyone, will prove how wrong people’s perceptions can be. Almost Taken by Isabel Mere is an emotionally moving historical romance that I highly recommend to the readers.
~ Anita, The Romance Studio
* * * *
Leanne Burroughs easily will captivate the reader with intricate details, a mystery that ensnares the reader and characters that will touch their hearts. By the end of the first chapter, this reviewer was enthralled with Her Highland Rogue and was rooting for Duncan and Catherine to admit their love. Laughter, tears and love shine through this wonderful novel. This reviewer was amazed at Ms. Burroughs' depth and perception in this storyline. Her wonderful way with words plays itself through each page like a lyrical note and will captivate the reader till the very end. The only drawback was this reviewer wanted to know more of the secondary characters and the back story of other characters. All in all, read Her Highland Rogue and be transported to a time that is full of mystery and promise of a future. This reviewer is highly recommending this book for those who enjoy an engrossing Scottish tale full of humor, love and laughter.
~Dawn Roberto, Love Romances
* * * *
Bride of Blackbeard is a compelling tale of sorrow, pain, love, and hate. With a cast of characters, each with their own trait, the story is hard to put down. From the moment I started reading about Constanza and her upbringing, I was torn. Each of the people she encounters on her journey has an experience to share, drawing in the reader more. Ms. Chapman sketches a story that tugs at the heartstrings. Her well-researched tale brings many things into light that this reader was not aware of. I believe many will be touched in some way by this extraordinary book that leaves much thought.
~ Cherokee, Coffee Time Romance
* * * *
Almost Guilty - Isabel Mere’s skill with words and the turn of a phrase makes Almost Guilty a joy to read. Her characters reach out and pull the reader into the trials, tribulations, simple pleasures, and sensual joy that they enjoy.
Ms. Mere unravels the tangled web of murder, smuggling, kidnapping, hatred and faithless friends, while weaving a web of caring, sensual love that leaves a special joy and hope in the reader’s heart.
~ Camellia, Long and Short Reviews
* * * *
Beats A Wild Heart - In the ancient, Celtic land of Cornwall, Emma Hayward searched for a myth and found truth. The legend of the black cat of Bodmin Moor is a well known Cornish legend. Ms Adams has merged the essence of myth and romance into a fascinating story which catches the imagination. I enjoyed the way the story unfolded at a smooth and steady pace with Emma and Seth appearing as real people who feel an instant attraction for one another. At first the story appears to be a straightforward, but as it evolves mystery, love and intrigue intervene to make a vibrant story with hidden depths. Beats a Wild Heart is well written and a pleasure to read, but you should only start reading if you have time to indulge yourself. Once you start reading you won't be able to put this book down.
~ Orchid, Long and Short Reviews
* * * *
Down Home Ever Lovin’ Mule Blues - How can true love fail when everyone and their mule, cat, and skunk know that Brody and Rita belong together, even if Rita is engaged to another man..
Needless to say, this is a fabulous roll on the floor while laughing out loud story. I am so thrilled to discover this book, and the author who wrote it. I adore romantic comedy. Rarely do I locate a story with as much humor, joy, and downright lust spread so thickly on the pages that I am surprised that I could turn the pages. Down Home Ever Lovin’ Mule Blues is a treasure not to be missed. Thank you, Ms. Rogers, for all of the laughter, and joy that you bring to the reader of your fabulous book. Major Kudos to you! Now, when is your next book published? I am ready for more…
~Suziq2, Single Titles.com
* * * *
Saving Tampa - What if you knew something horrible was going to happen but you could prevent it, would you tell someone? Sure, we all would. What if you saw it in a vision and had no proof? Would you risk your credibility to come forward? These are the questions at the heart of Saving Tampa, an on-the-edge-of-your-seat thriller from Jo Webnar, who has written a wonderful suspense that is as timely as it is entertaining.
~ Mairead Walpole, Reviews by Crystal
* * * *
When the Vow Breaks - This book is about a woman who fights breast cancer. I assumed the book would be extremely emotional and hard to read, but it was not. The storyline dealt more with the commitment between a man and a woman, with a true belief of God. There was some sentiment which became even more passionate when this scared man disappeared without a word just as Jill needed him most.
The intrigue of the storyline was that of finding a rock to lean upon through faith in God. Not only did she learn to lean on her relationship with Him but she also learned how to forgive her husband even before he returned to the States. This is a great look at not only a breast cancer survivor but also a couple whose commitment to each other through their faith grew stronger. It is an easy read and one I highly recommend.
~ Brenda Talley, The Romance Studio
* * * *
A Heated Romance - A fascinating romantic suspense, A Heated Romance tells the story of Marcie O'Dwyer, a female firefighter who has had to struggle to prove herself.
While the first part of the book seems to focus on the romance and Marcie's daily life, the second part seems to transition into a suspense novel as Marcie witnesses something suspicious at one of the fires. Her life is endangered by what she possibly knows and I found myself anticipating the outcome almost as much as Marcie.
~ Lilac, Long and Short Reviews
* * * *
Into the Woods by R.R. Smythe - This Young Adult Fantasy will send chills down your spine. I, as the reader, followed Callum and witnessed everything he and his friends went through as they attempted to decipher the messages. At the same time, I watched Callum's mother, Ellsbeth, as she walked through the Netherwood. Each time Callum deciphered one of the four messages, some villagers awakened. Through the eyes of Ellsbeth, I saw the other sleepers wander, make mistakes, and be released from the Netherwood, leaving Ellsbeth alone. There is one thread left dangling, but do not fret. This IS a stand alone book. But that thread gives me hope that another book about the Netherwoods may someday come to pass. Excellent reading for any age of fantasy fans!
~ Detra Fitch, Huntress Reviews
* * * *
Dark Well of Decision - Like the Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, Dark Well of Decision is a grand adventure with a likable girl who is a little like all of us. Zoe’s insecurities are realistically drawn and her struggle with both her faith and the new direction her life will take is poignant. The secondary characters are engaging and add extra ‘spice’ to this story. The references to the Bible and the teachings presented are appropriately captured. Author, Anne Kimberly is an author to watch; her gift for penning a grand childhood adventure is a great one. This one is well worth the time and money spent; I will buy several copies for friends and family.
~Lettetia, Coffee Time Romance
* * * *
In Sunshine or In Shadow by Cynthia Owens - If you adore the stormy heroes of ‘Wuthering Heights’ and ‘Jane Eyre’ (and who doesn't?) you'll be entranced by Owens' passionate story of Ireland after the Great Famine, and David Burke - a man from America with a hidden past and a secret name. Only one woman, the fiery, luscious Siobhan, can unlock the bonds that imprison him. Highly recommended for those who love classic romance and an action-packed story.
~ Best Selling Author, Maggie Davis, AKA Katherine Deauxville
* * * *
Rebel Heart by Jannine Corti Petska - Ms. Petska does an excellent job of all aspects of sharing this book with us. Ms. Petska used a myriad of emotions to tell this story and the reader (me) quickly becomes entranced in the ways Courtney’s stubborn attitude works to her advantage in surviving this disastrous beginning to her new life. Ms. Petska’s writings demand attention; she draws the reader to quickly become involved in this passionate story. This is a wonderful rendition of a different type which is a welcome addition to the historical romance genre. I believe that you will enjoy this story; I know I did!
~ Brenda Talley, The Romance Studio
* * * *
Pretend I’m Yours by Phyllis Campbell is an exceptional masterpiece. This lovely story is so rich in detail and personalities that it just leaps out and grabs hold of the reader. From the moment I started reading about Mercedes and Katherine, I was spellbound. Ms. Campbell carries the reader into a mirage of mystery with deceit, betrayal of the worst kind, and a passionate love revolving around the sisters, that makes this a whirlwind page-turner. Mercedes and William are astonishing characters that ignite the pages and allows the reader to experience all their deepening sensations. There were moments I could share in with their breathtaking romance, almost feeling the butterflies of love they emitted. This extraordinary read had me mesmerized with its ambiance, its characters and its remarkable twists and turns, making it one recommended read in my book.
~ Linda L., Fallen Angel Reviews
* * * *
Cat O’ Nine Tales by Deborah MacGillivray. Enchanting tales from the most wicked, award-winning author today. Spellbinding! A treat for all.
~ Detra Fitch, The Huntress Reviews
* * * *
Brides of the West by Michèle Ann Young, Kimberly Ivey, and Billie Warren Chai - All three of the stories in this wonderful anthology are based on women who gambled their future in blindly accepting complete strangers for husbands. It was a different era when a woman must have a husband to survive and all three of these phenomenal authors wrote exceptional stories featuring fascinating and gutsy heroines and the men who loved them. For an engrossing read with splendid original stories I highly encourage reader's to pick up a copy of this marvelous anthology.
~ Marilyn Rondeau, Reviewers International Organization
* * * *
Faery Special Romances - Brilliantly magical! Ms. Rogers' special brand of humor and imagination will have you believing in faeries from page one. Absolutely enchanting!
~ Dawn Thompson, Award Winning Author
* * * *
Flames of Gold - Within every heart lies a flame of hope, a dream of true love, a glimmering thought that the goodness of life is far, far larger than the challenges and adversities arriving in every life. In Flames of Gold lie five short stories wrapping credible characters into that mysterious, poignant mixture of pain and pleasure, sorrow and joy, stony apathy and resurrected hope.
Deftly plotted, paced precisely to hold interest and delightfully unfolding, Flames of Gold deserves to be enjoyed in any season, guaranteeing that real holiday spirit endures within the gifts of faith, hope and love personified in these engaging, spirited stories by these obviously terrific writers!
~ Viviane Crystal, Reviews by Crystal
* * * *
Romance Upon A Midnight Clear - Each of these stories is well-written and will stand-alone and when grouped together, they pack a powerful punch. Each author shares exceptional characters and a multitude of emotions ranging from grief to elation in their stories. You cannot help being able to relate to these stories that touch your heart and will entertain you at any time of year, not just the holidays. I feel honored to have been able to sample the works of such talented authors.
~Matilda, Coffee Time Romance
* * * *
Christmas is a magical time and twelve talented authors answer the question of what happens when Christmas Wishes come true in this incredible anthology.
Christmas Wishes shows just how phenomenal a themed anthology can be. Each of these highly skilled authors brings a slightly different perspective to the Christmas theme to create a book that is sure to leave readers satisfied. What a joy to read such splendid stories! This reviewer looks forward to more anthologies by Highland Press as the quality is simply astonishing.
~ Debbie, CK2S Kwips and Kritiques
* * * *
Recipe for Love - I don't think the reader will find a better compilation of mouth watering short romantic love stories than in Recipe for Love! This is a highly recommended volume–perfect for beaches, doctor's offices, or anywhere you've a few minutes to read.
~ Marilyn Rondeau, Reviewers International Organization
* * * *
Holiday in the Heart - Twelve stories that would put even Scrooge into the Christmas spirit. It does not matter what type of romance genre you prefer. This book has a little bit of everything. The stories are set in the U.S.A. and Europe. Some take place in the past, some in the present, and one story takes place in both! I strongly suggest that you put on something comfortable, brew up something hot (tea, coffee or cocoa will do), light up a fire, settle down somewhere quiet and begin reading this anthology.
~ Detra Fitch, Huntress Reviews
* * * *
Blue Moon Magic is an enchanting collection of short stories. Each author wrote with the same theme in mind, but each story has its own uniqueness. You should have no problem finding a tale to suit your mood. Blue Moon Magic offers historicals, contemporaries, time travel, paranormal, and futuristic narratives to tempt your heart.
Legend says that if you wish with all your heart upon the rare blue moon, your wishes were sure to come true. Each of the heroines discovers this magical fact. True love is out there if you just believe in it. In some of the stories, love happens in the most unusual ways. Angels may help, ancient spells may be broken, anything can happen. Even vampires will find their perfect mate with the power of the blue moon. Not every heroine believes they are wishing for love, some are just looking for answers to their problems or nagging questions. Fate seems to think the solution is finding the one who makes their heart sing.
Blue Moon Magic is a perfect read for late at night or even during your commute to work. The short yet sweet stories are a wonderful way to spend a few minutes. If you do not have the time to finish a full-length novel, but hate stopping in the middle of a loving tale, I highly recommend grabbing this book.
~ Kim Swiderski, Writers Unlimited Reviewer
* * * *
Legend has it that a blue moon is enchanted. What happens when fifteen talented authors utilize this theme to create enthralling stories of love?
Blue Moon Enchantment is a wonderful, themed anthology filled with phenomenal stories by fifteen extraordinarily talented authors. Readers will find a wide variety of time periods and styles showcased in this superb anthology. Blue Moon Enchantment is sure to offer a little bit of something for everyone!
~ Debbie, CK2S Kwips and Kritiques
* * * *
No Law Against Love - If you have ever found yourself rolling your eyes at some of the more stupid laws, then you are going to adore this novel. Over twenty-five stories fill up this anthology, each one dealing with at least one stupid or outdated law. Let me give you an example: In Florida, USA, there is a law that states ‘If an elephant is left tied to a parking meter, the parking fee has to be paid just as it would for a vehicle.’ In Great Britain, ‘A license is required to keep a lunatic.’ Yes, you read those correctly. No matter how many times you go back and reread them, the words will remain the same. Those two laws are still legal. The tales vary in time and place. Some take place in the present, in the past, in the USA, in England...in other words, there is something for everyone! Best yet, profits from the sales of this novel will go to breast cancer prevention.
A stellar anthology that had me laughing, sighing in pleasure, believing in magic, and left me begging for more! Will there be a second anthology someday? I sure hope so! This is one novel that will go directly to my ‘Keeper’ shelf, to be read over and over again. Very highly recommended!
~ Detra Fitch, Huntress Reviews
* * * *
Love Under the Mistletoe is a fun anthology that infuses the beauty of the season with fun characters and unforgettable situations. This is one of those books that you can read year round and still derive great pleasure from each of the charming stories. A wonderful compilation of holiday stories. Perfect year round!
~ Chrissy Dionne, Romance Junkies
* * * *
Love and Silver Bells - I really enjoyed this heart-warming anthology. The four stories are different enough to keep you interested but all have their happy endings. The characters are heart wrenchingly human and hurting and simply looking for a little bit of peace on earth. Luckily they all eventually find it, although not without some strife. But we always appreciate the gifts we receive when we have to work a little harder to keep them. I recommend these warm holiday tales be read by the light of a well-lit tree, with a lovely fire in the fireplace and a nice cup of hot cocoa. All will warm your through and through.
~ Angi, Night Owl Romance
* * * *
Love on a Harley, is an amazing romantic anthology featuring six amazing stories by six very talented ladies. Each story was heart -warming, tear jerking, and so perfect. I got tied to each one wanting them to continue on forever. Lost love, rekindling love, and learning to love are all expressed within these pages beautifully. I couldn’t ask for a better romance anthology, each author brings that sensual, longing sort of love that every woman dreams of. Great job ladies!
~ Crystal, Crystal Book Reviews
* * * *
No Law Against Love 2 - I’m sure you’ve heard about some of those silly laws, right? Well, this anthology shows us that sometimes those silly laws can bring just the right people together.
I can highly recommend this anthology. Each story is a gem and each author has certainly given their readers value for money.
~ Valerie, Love Romances
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A Wee Dram Book
Faery Much in Love
Summer 1199
“Look at him, Shaylah,” Yana, Queen of Faeries, snapped.
I was in trouble. Again. I peered through the waters of the river separating the Faery World from Earth.
“Oh, my. He does look a bit surly.” A scowl marred the knight’s handsome face. Still, I could tell his rugged, broad-shouldered body impressed human women by the way they accidentally brushed against him as he strode through the marketplace.
“Very, very surly,” answered the queen. “Sir Darian hasn’t smiled in over a month, nor has he even so much as looked at a female human, let alone dallied with the serving wenches. Not since his cousin had the nerve to die and leave his eight children to Darian has he opened his heart to Earth’s joy.”
“A bachelor raising eight little orphans. Must have really clipped his wings.” He had such a dour look, I couldn’t see him falling in love anytime soon—and that is exactly what Queen Yana insisted I bring about just because of one itsy-bitsy blunder I’d made. Let’s just say my magic went awry, but I hadn’t planned it that way! My nervous wings fluttered in time with my racing heart, leaving sprinkles of green faery dust on the queen’s brand new carpet. “I don’t think my minor indiscretion warrants a quest of this magnitude, Your Highness.”
“Oh, you don’t? Just as you didn’t mean to turn yourself into a frog? As you didn’t mean to scare the living daylights out of the milkmaid when you popped out of her milk bucket?”
I hung my head.
“Perhaps that in itself wasn’t a punishable offense,” the queen continued, “but considering your previous ‘minor indiscretions’ in total, I believe the punishment is quite appropriate. You will complete your Queen’s Quest—help him find his true love. If you fail to do so within one moon-cycle, you will be denied the privilege of marriage and children.”
“But—”
“Now, go.” Her Highness closed the watery portal and dismissed me with a flick of her scepter.
* * * *
“’Tis a blue moon, Sir Darian.” The squire unbuckled the knight’s cuirass and removed it from his chest. “What be your wish? For it will come true.”
A pinch of faery dust rendered me invisible. I took care to fold my wings compactly and not make the teensiest bit of noise as I passed through the tent wall. But as soon as the squire removed the knight’s hauberk and bared Sir Darian’s chest, I nearly swooned. My heart raced and my face warmed at the very sight of such a muscled mass of masculine flesh, lightly sprinkled with dark hair, especially around his dusky nipples. While I contemplated how wonderful it would be to rest my cheek upon his chest, my wings unfolded and knocked over the knight’s mug of ale.
“What was that?” the squire asked.
“Must have been the wind, son.” Darian groaned as he sank into the tub of steaming water. “Get me another. Bring the whole bloody keg. My bones need prodigious amounts of ale this eve.”
“I will, but first you must make your wish on a blue moon.”
“Bah! What tripe. Wishes don’t come true and you know it. Elsewise we’d be making merry with a dozen buxom wenches instead of living in this ratty tent, soaking my bones in a tub, preparing for the next tournament.”
“It doesn’t hurt to wish, though.”
Sir Darian splashed water toward the boy. “What does it take to shut you up and get me my ale? All right, Aedwin, I wish for a beautiful, big-busted wench who smells good. I’ll have a blonde, if you please, with a nicely rounded arse and long legs made to wrap around me. A playful one who’s willing to lift her skirts and skelp at a moment’s notice.” The knight shook his fist at the squire, although I could see he didn’t really mean to harm the boy. “Now go get my ale!”
As the squire hastened from the tent, I could barely contain my glee. Sir Darian had done the hardest part of my work for me. Now I just needed to find a tall, blonde human female, preferably one of breeding or he’d not look at her as marriageable material. Too bad he didn’t want a faery woman—all of us in the green clan are tall and blonde. Ah, well, a Norse descendent couldn’t be that hard to conjure up.
Then again, conjuring (at least the faery variety) is what got me into a cauldron of hot water in the first place. I should never have skipped Faery Dust Regulations in school. Or maybe it was Charms and Enchantments 101 that did me in. I floated closer to Sir Darian’s mail, still warm from his body. It drew me, as if enchanting me. I wanted to touch his armor—put my fingertips where his flesh had warmed it—but of course I’d never invade a human’s privacy in such manner. Well, at least not until I finished my Queen’s Quest.
The mail crumpled to the ground with a clatter. With a start, I jumped back and bumped the tent wall.
“Who’s there?” Sir Darian roared as he sat up in the tub, sloshing water onto the ground. “I’ll split you from gizzard to bung hole. Now, get out!”
I daren’t say a word, but froze in place and held my breath until I was nigh to toppling over. Finally, he sank back down. “Damnable wind,” he muttered.
I vowed to take more care as I continued to survey his things in order to get to know him better. His squire had kept the mail fastidiously clean, except for its current home in the dirt, that is. He’d polished the plates of armor and oiled the leather thoroughly. And while Sir Darian roared his orders like a hungry lion, he never struck the poor lad. I’d seen other knights ill-treat their squires for far lesser offenses.
The squire ducked through the tent flap, bearing a jug of ale and a bag. “I brought roast beef, bread, and cheese, sir.”
“About time. My innards were starting to grind my backbone.”
“The Blue Moon is out.” The squire placed the meat and cheese on a trencher. “After you eat, you should gaze upon it.”
The knight stood, water shedding from his body. I gasped, never having seen a fully naked human male before. And this male was magnificent.
“Will gazing upon the moon bring my buxom blonde any quicker? Because after I eat, I’ll be ready for her.”
This was too obvious. I couldn’t stop looking at him and wondered how it would feel to touch him. Ah, but I needed to find a Norse woman for him—and quickly.
“I saw a woman today. She’d make a fine mother to the urchins.”
“Very good, sir.”
“Her name is Lady Cassandra. Were I married to her, she could stay at the manor and tend the animals, er, children, while I compete at the tournaments.”
“Lady Cassandra? But sir, she’s five and ten years older than you—past childbearing years.”
“God’s nostrils, boy. We’ve enough urchins running around now. We don’t need more children; we need someone to raise the ones we already have.”
Oh, dear, this was very bad news. I couldn’t let him marry a woman only to acquire a nurse for his children. He had to find his true love or I would spend the rest of my life childless!
* * * *
I spent the night sneaking into every tent, then every room at the castle, in search of a curvy, blonde woman with long limbs. All for naught. One idea kept popping into my mind—an idea that had considerable merit, but also carried considerable risk.
My magic has not been . . . shall we say, consistent—or maybe a more accurate term would be reliable. The unpredictability of my charms is what got me in trouble with Queen Yana in the first place. A good example was my last scrape, when I changed myself into a frog.
I wasn’t supposed to land in the milkmaid’s bucket. I still don’t know how that happened. She most certainly did overreact when I jumped out of the bucket onto the shoulder yoke and then her neck. I’d meant to land on the other side of her, not on her person. Simple mistake, similar to the time I wanted to play a little trick on the armorer.
I just wanted to make pretty designs in the smoke from his fire. Who knew buildings could burn so well? I did put the fire out by pleading with the River Spirit to depart from his path for a short time. Did you know burning buildings float?
Oddest thing I ever saw, unless you count the woman chasing geese in water up to her middle. Note: geese float better than a woman with child.
Of course I had to help her. A pinch of faery dust was all it took to pluck the geese and the woman out of the water and into a tree. I even dried her hair and styled a little curl into it. Her long face needed a little more fullness to show to its best advantage, I thought.
Wouldn’t you know, her husband nearly collapsed from fright. He seemed a bit in a muddle because his ladder had floated downstream and he didn’t know how to get his wife down from the tree limb. Since I’d gotten her up there, I kenned I should fetch her down, so I enchanted the geese to all grab a part of her frock and fly her down gently. But . . . she ended up higher in the tree than before.
Ah, well, back to my idea for the tall, blonde woman. I am tall, blonde, and have quite a nice bosom if I do say so myself. I am also playful, although not experienced in skelping, whatever that is. If a woman has to toss up her skirts to do it, though, I have a reasonably good idea.
The charm would be simple. Once I let Sir Darian see me and get me into his mind, just a pinch of faery dust would make the woman of my choice look just like me. That way, I wouldn’t have to search far and wide for the right bride. Many suitable young women lived in the immediate area, and though they didn’t match his specifications, he should be able to fall in love with the image he saw.
* * * *
The next day brought great prosperity and good cheer to the tournament champion, Sir Darian. Aedwin and the two younger squires jumped and hollered their joy. As Sir Darian received his prize, I retracted my wings and donned a gauzy green dress trimmed in gold, a frock befitting a lady of high rank. A light faery dusting to ensure he would, indeed, find me irresistibly attractive completed my preparations.
As he knelt before the tournament’s host to accept his prize, I glided behind the host making myself visible only to the victorious champion. To my delight, his gaze followed me, and when I turned invisible even to him, Sir Darian’s distraction nearly made him fumble his golden trophy.
There’s nothing quite like turning a handsome man’s head that gives a girl such an air of giddiness. I celebrated my own victory and plotted my victorious return to the Faery World. First, I wanted to see if he’d search for me, then I’d give him another little glimpse just to whet his appetite.
Skelping. I couldn’t help but giggle. If he wanted to skelp a woman, let it be his true love.
“I yearn for your touch,” I whispered into his ear. “And I want feel your loins against mine—hot and ready for me.” No one could see me and only my knight could hear me.
He couldn’t move, still in attendance to the host and the ceremony, but his clenched fists and quick breath told me I had his attention. I licked the edge of his earlobe. “I’ll be waiting in your tent.”
The very air around him tensed and I knew he wanted me. I blew him an air kiss, then backed away.
“Naked,” I promised.
* * * *
“To hell with the festivities.” Sir Darian strode toward his tent. Still invisible to all but him, I made quite a show of swaying my hips as I ducked around the tent flap.
It then occurred to me that my plan to make him attracted to me worked quite well. And I saw no reason why transferring that attraction to another woman wouldn’t work equally as well. Where the plan fell short was right here and right now.
He wanted some skelping and I had no intention of participating in such activities. A pity, for he truly was a marvelous specimen. That would be saved for his true love—a woman I had yet to find. He would be barging into the tent any moment, expecting . . .
My mouth went dry when he ducked through the tent flap and stood his full height, still dressed in mail, holding his helm under one arm. The man was immense, filling the tent with his authority as he towered over me.
“Well, wench, we’ll see if you’re so bold now.” He tossed his helm aside and took a step toward me.
I stepped back, my heart throbbing in my throat, but then I returned to my original place even though my face flushed with heat.
“Bold, kind sir?” I pulled my shoulders back and squared my chin. This knight’s presence intimidated most, but I couldn’t let him cower me. “I am not bold—merely enchanted with a handsome knight.”
He tilted his head and lifted his eyebrow.
A nervous laughter built inside me, but I dared not let it spill. “You, kind sir, are that handsome knight.”
“Ah, me. Handsome, you say. Dost not champion mean more?”
“I suppose, were I mounted on a horse and carrying a long stick, then champion would impress me greatly.”
“And what is your name, bold wench?”
“Shaylah—” I slapped my hand over my mouth. He couldn’t know my name! Now I’d have to make his lady answer to Shaylah. I couldn’t remember a charm for that, but I was sure I could come up with something.
“Ah, Lady Shaylah, now for your promises . . .” He advanced and pulled me to his hard chest—really hard chest since he still wore his armor—and licked my earlobe just as I had licked his during the ceremony.
My knees nearly buckled and fire settled low in my belly. I had to pull back before he went too far. He needed to do this to his true love, not me. But oh, how I wanted more of him.
He kissed my neck, then licked where he kissed. I tipped my head back and he kissed a line down my throat to the tops of my breasts. They felt fuller and my nipples ached for him to kiss them, too.
“Uncle Darian!”
My romantic knight flinched, put my frock to rights, then set me back. Eight children flocked around him, hugging his legs and tugging on his arms.
“Guess what, Uncle? Old Tippers said we could see you ride in the tilt. He said no one’s better.”
“He did, did he?” Sir Darian’s response was less than enthusiastic, although not unkind. Actually, he looked a bit intimidated.
“Yes,” the little boy continued. “Tippers said we was to live with you now. In the tent!” All the children cheered and nearly toppled the poor champion knight over.
“Master Tippers,” Sir Darian corrected. Then he pressed his forefinger to his temple. “Where is Master Tippers?”
“He said you owed him a very long holiday—with pay.”
A stooped, white-haired man entered the tent. “Sir, I fought at your side in Jerusalem, I protected your back in Acre, and since old age crept into my bones, I have kept your winnings and holdings in top form.” His mouth trembled. “But this…”—he swept his hand around, indicating the children— “this, is too much.”
He tossed Sir Darian’s banner on the table and quit the tent. Sir Darian glared at the tent flap as if willing the old man to return, but for naught. The children laughed and squealed, scattering around the tent, which suddenly seemed significantly smaller. A little boy donned the knight’s helm, three other children spun themselves around the center pole and the tent nearly collapsed before Sir Darian sprang to its rescue, saving them all.
A little redheaded girl looked overly familiar to me, but since I knew no one in the Human World, I dismissed the notion.
Our brave champion’s panicked expression goaded me into action. After all, I taught Fae Kindergarten in my world, and human five-year-olds couldn’t possibly be ornerier than the fae, who had yet to control their magic.
I clapped my hands three times. “Children, line up!”
They all stopped their activities and stared at me.
“Come on,” I urged. “Get into a line from oldest to youngest.”
After considerable ado, they finally jostled themselves into some semblance of order.
“Very good. Now tell me your names and ages. We’ll start with the youngest.”
“They don’t talk yet,” offered one of the older girls, stepping forward. “Their names are Harold and Herbert and they’re two years of age, but we do not ken which is which.” She smacked her lips and stepped back in line.
The two toddlers stood close together, sharing a blanket as they sucked their thumbs.
“Good day to you.” I knelt before the young twins, smoothed the hair on one and straightened the shirt on the other.
“Two introduced, seven to go.”
“Seven?” Sir Darian lifted his eyebrow and took a step back. “No, only six. There are eight orphans.” He backed toward the tent flap. “I, uh, must purchase a repast, er, food, yes, for the children.”
He took off in a dead run, roaring, “Tippers, damn you!”
So he’d face down the fiercest knights of England, Brittany, Aquitaine, and Moravia, but eight little children—I counted again and there were, indeed, nine—sent him packing.
The little girl with red hair peeked from behind one of the older boys. Her face and mannerisms were very familiar. When she pushed her hair aside, I saw her pointed ear. A faery child! And not just any faery child, but the daughter of Queen Yana.
“Keely, what are you doing here?” She would be starting my kindergarten class next session. Faery children are few and precious. I knew Queen Yana would be keeping a close eye on her daughter, and that she was currently in my care.
“Playing.” She giggled and ducked behind the line. “Mum said I could help you find Sir Darian’s True Love.”
I groaned at the thought. While I loved children and desperately wanted a child of my own, everyone knew little Keely to be a handful. “Maybe you could take the children out to play while I prepare some supper and a place for them to sleep.”
“Oh, yes! James almost cut off his foot when the blacksmith chased him away from the forge and he tripped over a sword. I zapped James with faery dust to stop the bleeding, but some got into the blacksmith’s eyes and he yelled very loud. That was rude of him, wasn’t it?”
“Uh—”
“Sir Darian looks at your bosom a lot.”
“Keely!”
“Did you find that mean old knight a wife yet? Because the children want a mum. I told them about mine, but they’re afraid to cross the river. We’d have a grand time, though.”
I could only imagine what Queen Yana would do with eight extra children.
“James is the only one who knows about my magic. I was very careful not to take my wand out of my frock, and see how good I fold my wings? I practiced very hard. Mum said a faery queen must have Wing Etiquette beyond a proach, but I’ve never been to proach.”
The children dashed about the tent in a rousing game of tag. I scooped up little Keely before one of the miniature monsters ran over her, although I had no doubt Keely could defend herself. Still, I would bet my last frog charm that we were under the queen’s scrutiny at that very moment.
“Why does Sir Darian stare at your bosom?”
I’d hoped she would forget about that. “He was staring at something else, I’m sure.”
“No, it was your bosom.” Keely yawned, and as was typical of faery children, fell instantly asleep. I gently laid her on Sir Darian’s bedroll and covered her.
“Children!” They stopped their wild milling about the tent pole and stared at me. “Keely’s asleep. Would you take care not to wake her?”
“Are you our new mother?”
* * * *
I had little experience with men, whether human or fae, but I couldn’t keep from remembering Sir Darian’s lips upon my throat and the longing for him to caress my body. He created a deep need, a yearning, in me that had never been there before and oh, how I wanted him to touch me again.
By the time the children had fallen asleep, Keely woke up, so I still couldn’t continue my search for Sir Darian’s true love. I admit, my heart wasn’t in it all that much, but I certainly didn’t want to be single and childless for the rest of my four thousand years. Very few faeries are fertile, and few of them have the opportunity to birth a baby. I very much wanted to be a mother.
Still, a mere glimpse or even a thought of Sir Darian made my heart pitter-patter.
“Shaylah!” Keely tugged at my wing and my fantasies about Sir Darian dissolved. “You let your wings go out. Mum says you mustn’t do that when humans can see.”
I quickly retracted my wings, then peered around to make sure no one besides Keely had seen them. Her mother, Queen Yana, would not be amused, and I was already in enough hot water.
“The queen is correct and I’ll be more careful.” I couldn’t help but love this little girl. She was full of vinegar, but she tried so hard to behave and help others. Granted, her efforts were often misguided, like the time she wanted to give sweets to a village, so she led a swarm of honeybees into the dairy.
Keely didn’t understand that you can’t milk bees like cows, but she learned cows don’t like bees, and milkmaids don’t like cows running from bees, especially when the maids and their buckets are in the direct path of escape. I fetched Keely out of that mess, although Queen Yana wasn’t too happy when I zapped the bees through the portal to the Faery World right along with her young daughter.
Keely fell asleep in my arms. I napped as well, but could never fully rest.
A few hours later, the dawn beckoned me and I ducked outside the tent. I’m from the Green Clan, which keeps both the Fae and Human Worlds bountiful. We love the trees and bushes and all things green, and we share our forests, grass, and green beans with all. I lifted my face to the new day’s sun and breathed in deeply.
“I brought food for the litter of orphans.” Sir Darian’s gruff voice belied the searing passion in his gaze.
I felt naked standing before him. Hot and tingly, I nearly forgot to breathe. He held a large bundle tied in cloth.
“Cheese and bread,” he said. “I’ll have the children under a woman’s care by day’s end.” He stepped closer to me and brushed his hand against my waist. “We can begin where we left off yester eve.” He lowered his head and pressed his lips to mine. One little touch of his tongue and I nearly collapsed in his arms.
“I found a woman to marry. I’ll send her off to the country with the orphans and you can travel the tournaments with me. You’ll be my woman. I’ll protect you, clothe you, and feed you.”
“Everything but love me?” I said when I finally got my throat to working.
“I will love no woman, in this life or the next.” He shoved the bundle of food into my arms. “Where’s that errant squire of mine?”
I checked my mind’s eye and saw Squire Aedwin cuddled sweetly with the laundress. “You might check the laundry tent.”
“When that boy turns into a real man, he’ll be too tired to feed himself.” Sir Darian took off for the laundry tent muttering, “Then again, he may not need to.”
Even when frustrated, his confident posture brooked no argument as to the champion. I savored the set of his broad shoulders and his muscular thighs, and wished they were pressed upon me again.
“Do you like that man?” Keely took my hand.
I knelt beside her and brushed her hair from her face. “We need to get the children up, dressed, and washed. Sir Darian brought breakfast.”
“You had a silly look on your face when you watched him walk away.”
I turned her around and half-pushed her through the tent flap. I put the bundle of food on the table. “Which would you rather do, make the serving portions or wake the children?”
“Wake the children!” She jumped up and down, clapping. She ran to the oldest and flicked a pinch of faery dust on his face. He turned into an orange cat.
“Keely, no!” But she had already turned the twins into puppies.
“But Shaylah, I do so enjoy pets. Mum said if I found a puppy or a kitty, I could keep it.”
“The key word there is ‘found.’ Now change them back into children.”
Her wings drooped and she dragged her heels, but she did change the cat back into the oldest sibling.
“And the puppies?” I reminded her.
She shrugged. “I’m out of faery dust. Mum only gave me a little.”
* * * *
Queen Yana zapped Keely back to the Faery World. I knew she wouldn’t let her daughter run amok for long. The twin boys were still in puppy form, but frankly, puppies are easier to tend than boys, anyway. I doubted Sir Darian would notice right away and I’d have plenty of time to set things right.
Meantime, I hired a maid to tend the youngsters (and puppies) while I continued to search for Sir Darian’s true love. I found several interesting candidates; however, each woman had one drawback. One had beauty but lacked breeding, one had breeding but had a miniscule dowry, and another, a daughter of an earl, had a sizable dowry along with considerable beauty but her voice sounded like a strangled bladder pipe.
Ah, a pinch of faery dust would cure all that. Sir Darian would see me and hear me while he made love to her. A pang stabbed my heart, but I had no choice. I had to successfully complete the Queen’s Quest or spend my life childless. My insides turned to pudding just thinking about my baby faery nestled in my arms, cooing as babies do, fluttering its little wings.
I barely made it back to the tent in time for the midday meal. To my surprise, Sir Darian had a guest.
“Ah, Maid Shaylah. Please meet my betrothed, Lady Cassandra.”
The middle-aged woman, slightly rounded with unflinching gray eyes that matched her hair color, glared at the knight. “I have not yet consented. Frankly, I’m having quite a nice time without a man bossing me around and spending my money. After all, ‘tis my money you want, is it not?”
“No—”
“Are you Sir Darian’s leman?” she asked, peering at me over her fan. She vigorously fanned herself as if it had suddenly become hot in the tent. “If so, I do say he knows beauty when he sees it.”
“Why no!” My breath caught. “No! Oh my.”
“Didn’t mean to fluster you, m’dear. Please join us for a repast. Meet my companion, Mistress Turlebottom.”
The younger lady lowered her eyes even as she greeted me. A wimple, much like the older ladies wore, draped over her frail shoulders and drab gown. No faery dust for these ladies. I wasn’t about to make Sir Darian think they looked like me.
“The children love Lady Cassandra,” Darian said. “They’ve had quite a nice visit.”
“Too long, if you ask me,” the middle-aged woman said. “Seven children can wear on a woman of my age, sir.”
“Seven?” He looked about. “No, there are eight. Three sets of twins and two singles.”
“Two sets of twins and three singles is what I counted. Of course, the lively little animals don’t often hold still. And those puppies, really, they must be sent back to the manor house. The tournament is no place for dogs.”
“We have no dogs.”
“And the little red-haired girl seems to be the instigator of the group. You need to watch her more closely.”
“We have no red-haired children.”
Keely must have returned. I needed to make sure she turned those puppies back into the twins.
“Sir Darian,” I said, half panicked that Keely was flitting around unattended. “If you don’t mind, I’ll take the children for a picnic—get them away from the tournament grounds.”
“Excellent notion, Maid Shaylah.” He smiled for the first time. “I must attend to some business before taking my leave.”
“Where are you going?” I clapped my hand over my mouth.
Lady Cassandra shot me a knowing glance. “So you are his leman. Pretty wench, you are. With a brain, too.” She turned her gaze toward Darian. “Now, about this marriage business . . .”
“Yes?”
“Forsooth.”
“Forsooth?”
“Yes, forsooth. I always wanted to say that. Now go.” She waved him off. “Mistress Turlebottom and I will return to our tent and nap until the evening festivities.”
I was happy to see her go and happier still to see that Keely hadn’t found any mischief. My life would’ve been easier if the queen would warn me when she’s about to foist her child into my care. I packed a basket of pasties, cheese, and watered wine, then gathered all the children and puppies. We walked just past the treeline and the children danced and laughed with the forest spirits. Keely enthralled them with her storytelling.
She gathered the children and puppies together in a circle, then waved me off. “We have children-speak. You won’t understand.”
I needed a little peace and quiet anyway, so against my better judgement I settled into the grass and studied the flowers. We of the Green Clan are rejuvenated by fauna, especially the bright, beautiful colors of wildflowers. Keely is of the Rainbow Clan, so the open air restores her energy, especially when the Blue Clan pours a gentle rain while the Golden Clan smiles rays of sun through the droplets. That’s how rainbows are born—and gives our little Keely life.
The children giggled, peered at me, then regrouped and whispered some more. They were having a good time, so I left them be, happy that Keely had changed the puppies back to children.
Finally, when the sun peeked over the western horizon, I clapped until the children were attentive. “Children, gather your things. We must return.
Back at the tournament grounds, the squires had packed everything except the bedrolls and tent.
“That’ll do,” Sir Darian said to his squires. “We shall leave at dawn.”
* * * *
Sir Darian, two squires, eight orphans, a destrier, two palfreys, a matched team and wagon loaded with tent, foodstuffs, clothing, armor, and the stick dolls the knight had carved for the little ones, pulled out promptly at five hours after dawn.
“I’m hungry!” the younger twins wailed not a moment past the village walls.
“God’s ba—” Darian cut himself off as the older children glared at him.
I cast an invisibility charm on myself and fluttered alongside the wagon. I had no place to stay, after all, and previously had used the crowds as cover to come and go as I pleased. An entire caravan of knights and their squires had left at dawn, and had Sir Darian been able to move out with them, I could have used them as a shield with no one knowing who I was or from whence I hailed. As it was, I could hardly show up in the middle of a field.
Keely flew beside me, pouting because she wanted to play with the children. After a few furlongs, her wings tired, and mercifully, Queen Yana called her little princess to the Faery World, which gave me one less thing to worry about.
Less than a mile after that, the children begged their uncle for a snack, so we’d traveled a tetch over three furlongs when, with a heavy sigh, he motioned the squires to stop.
“At this rate, we’ll arrive at the tournament in time for the awarding of prizes,” he grumbled as he dismounted.
Squire Aedwin helped the little ones off the wagon and sent them to the bushes. “We have three days, sir.”
“That’s what worries me.” Darian trudged after the orphans. “Children,” he bellowed, “hurry up with your business.”
The children’s small tummies and smaller bladders required several more stops before they pulled to a halt at sundown. I melted into the forest, taking energy from its greenery and hoping Sir Darian would have better luck on the new day.
* * * *
A piercing scream woke me with a start. I bolted upright in my treetop nest and nearly tumbled to the ground before I could balance myself on the limb. I flew to the ground, landing gingerly since my land legs weren’t functioning well yet.
A little girl sobbed. “It hurts,” she wailed, then sobbed again.
“Be quiet and hold still,” Sir Darian admonished harshly, only to elicit deeper sobs from the girl. “Aedwin, bring my dagger.”
“No, uncle, don’t kill her!”
“Get it out,” the girl begged.
I flew to the campsite as quickly as I could. I’d never have thought Sir Darian would harm a child, but I couldn’t deny what I’d heard.
“Here you are, sir,” Aedwin said as he handed the weapon to the knight.
“We’ll cut it out. ‘Tis hopelessly entangled—there’s no other way.”
“Nooooo!” the children cried.
I had to find a way to be visible, but not rouse suspicion, and I had to do it before the poor girl was maimed. A pinch of faery dust gave the illusion of a wagon passing by and I pretended to hop off it.
“Two slashes with the dagger and we’ll have the situation in hand.” Darian studied the girl’s head, then raised his hand—the one holding the dagger.
“Top of the morning to you, sir.”
He turned his glower in my direction, but I saw through the anger to the shame of his deficiency. He had the younger twin girl scissored between his legs. A brush, firmly knotted in her long, brunette curls appeared to be the source of the disaster.
“Shaylah,” the girl screeched, stabbing my heart. “Help me!”
Sir Darian relaxed his grip and she darted into my arms.
“Did you know tangled brushes are my specialty?” I smiled reassuringly and wiped the tears from her chubby red cheeks. “When I was your size, I managed to do the same thing.”
She gazed at me through her wide, blue eyes, then hiccupped one more sob before she stopped her crying.
“What’s your name?”
“Ellie.”
“With a pinch of faery dust, I’ll have that brush out of your hair in no time.”
The children gathered around, while Sir Darian escaped to his destrier. I hoped he hadn’t heard what I just said.
Nelly, the girl’s twin stepped forward and petted her sister’s forehead. “I believe in magic. Shaylah will take the brush out of your hair, and she’ll take the hurt away, too.”
After I removed the brush and calmed the children, I went in search of the beleaguered knight. I found him vigorously grooming his protesting destrier. I wanted to comfort him (the knight, not the horse) and at the same time his distress brought on a nearly uncontrollable urge to giggle. Who would have thought the champion knight in all of England could be brought to such a state of aggravation by a mere flock of children?
“Your destrier might need some hair for himself,” I said.
The knight growled. Not a good sign.
“A pleasant evening to you, Sir Darian.” I picked my way through the armor and tack, careful not to smile lest he think I made sport of him. Human men’s egos were very similar to Faery men’s egos—fragile. In my experience, no man, human or fae, ever wanted to admit defeat in anything. This man was worse in that regard than most. He was also harder on my heart.
“Come back to the campfire. The children want to know if you’re recovered.”
“I have work to do.” He tossed the brush to Aedwin. “Take care of the rest of the horses. Is my armor polished?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’ll clean the mail, then.”
“I cleaned it this morning while you were herding children, sir.”
Darian grabbed the saddle soap. “Leathers oiled?”
“Very pliable, sir.”
He tossed the saddle soap back on the wagon and picked up a bucket. “I’ll feed the horses.”
“Already did that, sir.”
“Then I’ll, uh, start the stew.”
“It’s on, sir.”
“Aedwin,” I asked, “could you watch the children?” I leaned into the gallant knight and laced my arm around his. “Sir Darian and I are going to take a nice little stroll—away from the wagon.”
As Aedwin answered in the affirmative, Darian nearly dragged me away from the campsite. When we passed into a copse of trees, he pulled me into a rough embrace and kissed me senseless. Even though I knew he was working his frustration out with his libido, my body didn’t care. His lips crushed mine, and for the first time, I felt his chest against my breasts, his hardness against my belly, his legs nudging mine apart. My heart raced and warmth flooded to the depths of my womanly place, begging with need for him.
He set me back as abruptly as he had embraced me, leaving me bereft for the want of him.
“You’re a proper lady and I treated you with disrespect—no way for a knight to comport himself. For this, I’m truly sorry.” I didn’t see an ounce of sorry in his eyes, only passion and the same burning need that raged within me.
“I’m sorry, too.” I caressed his shoulders, then pulled his head down to my lips and kissed his brow. “I would have you continue, if you please.”
He growled low in his throat and kissed just under my ear. “Ah, so beautiful.”
His breath wafted across the kiss causing my skin to prickle. I thought I’d explode with rapture, and I had an overwhelming compulsion to press my lips against his. I wanted to feel more of him—his firm chest, heavily muscled shoulders, and the seemingly impatient rock-hard manliness pressed against me.
“Sir?” Aedwin called. “Sorry, sir, but one of the children is ill.”
* * * *
A day’s travel turned into three, and we arrived barely in time for the first event. Sir Darian, devastatingly handsome in his dress armor, and Aedwin visited the scribe to register for the tournament whilst the children and I unpacked.
“Come on, children. Let’s tour the grounds and see who’s here.” Of course, my goal was to search for Sir Darian’s true love. I had a feeling she wouldn’t be amongst the ladies present, but I had to try. Nearly a week had gone by, leaving me with only three weeks in which to complete my Queen’s Quest, and I hadn’t introduced a single potential mate to my knight.
My knight? Wherever had that thought come from?
“Maid Shaylah!” I looked over my shoulder to see Lady Cassandra waving a lace hankie. “Please come visit. Mistress Turlebottom and I have refreshments for the children.”
“We can only stay a little while. I must prepare the children for viewing this afternoon’s joust.”
“I’ll help with that, and I’ll help you with other matters, too.” When the children finally settled down, each with a chicken pasty and a mug of watered wine, she said, “Now, to business.”
“We have business?”
“Sir Darian wants to marry me, most likely because I have considerable assets at my disposal, but he loves you.”
I gasped. “Lady Cassandra, you’re sorely mistaken. He wants a woman of high station.” He couldn’t possibly love me. If he loved me, then I couldn’t help him find his true love and I’d be stuck childless forever! I loved him, but he could never be the father of my babies.
“Bah! Station means naught when it comes to matters of the heart, nor do the assets in all of England.” She leaned back in her chair and gently waved her fan. “He’ll break our troth, mark my words.”
“He would never do such a thing. Sir Darian is an honorable man! Besides, he needs a mother for his children.”
“Ah, so that’s what our gallant knight wants.” She patted my hand. “I’ll take care of everything.”
I only hoped. If I didn’t find Sir Darian’s true love soon, I’d never have a way to find out if I’d be a good mother or not.
“I must help him find his true love.”
“Well, my dear, don’t worry about me. I am fond of sitting in front of the fireplace with my embroidery and Mistress Turlebottom for company. I need not a man with a rod of steel and the energy of a horse.”
* * * *
Squire Aedwin spent as much time chasing the children to capture various pieces of Sir Darian’s armor as he did actually dressing the knight. To Sir Darian’s credit, he kept his counsel, although I did see him grit his teeth on occasion. After he was fully armored, he bade Aedwin take the youngsters outside.
Sir Darian’s dark gaze nearly made me melt.
“Come to me,” he commanded softly. “I would have a kiss for luck.”
I could not keep my distance, nor did I want to. His power and kindness drew me. I leaned into his embrace, wishing I could enjoy the warmth of his chest and the beat of his heart. The cold metal of his cuirass bit into my shoulders, but the promise of his lips ignited my passion nonetheless.
His lips urged mine to open, his tongue moving in my mouth. His hands moved up my sides and I opened to him as he caressed me. I would deny him naught.
“Shaylah’s kissing Sir Darian!” We sprang apart at Keely’s voice. Nine children stood in a row, all staring at us.
“Are you going to be our new mum?” one of them asked.
“Go!” Darian shooed them back. “Out of the tent. Out!”
They giggled as they ran. Our moment had been spoiled and I had come to my senses. The Queen’s Quest required I help Sir Darian find his true love and I was determined to do so. I had no business letting my heart get away from me like that. He needed to be ogling sweet young things and falling hopelessly in love—not kissing me.
He left brusquely, ordering me to dress the children in his colors, as was their due. Green was his banner, and Green was my Clan. I zapped myself into my most comfortable faery gown and herded nine children to the side of the jousting grounds.
“Keely, what are you doing here?”
“Playing. Mum said I could. I like these children—they’re much more fun than chasing pixies.”
“You shouldn’t chase pixies at all. They’re smaller than you.”
“I would never hurt one.”
“I know, dear, but wouldn’t you feel badly if you scared one of them?”
Little Keely shrugged and I’m not so sure she didn’t derive great pleasure from frightening pixies.
“Sir Darian poked his tongue in your mouth. Are you going to have a baby now?”
“No. Sir Darian will take a human woman to wife, and make babies with her.”
“Don’t you want to make a baby with him?”
I knelt beside her. “Ah, dear Keely, it’s not that I don’t want to, but I’m a faery and he’s a human. If I had his baby, it would be a human baby, and it would only live for eighty human years or so. You’re barely that age now. Can you see what heartache it would be to have a baby and lose it so soon?”
Her eyes widened. “You mean it would die when it got to school?”
“No, humans don’t go to school like we do—they foster, if anything, when they’re six or seven, the same age as the older twins.”
“Mum says you’ve been a naughty faery and if I’m not careful, I’ll end up just like you, which I don’t want, because no man, faery or human, will ever stick his yucky tongue in my mouth.”
I had to laugh at that. “‘Ever’ is a very long time, Keely. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if you changed your mind when you’re eight-or nine-hundred years old.”
* * * *
The excitement of the crowd, the ground tremors from the thundering hooves, and the brutal clash of lance against armor give the joust its primal power to incite even the most insipid of humans. If, however, someone you care about is dressed in metal, astride one of those huge horses, and charging toward another man with a long stick, then every stride of the horses brings your heart that much closer to your throat.
So it was that afternoon, when I stood with the children and watched Sir Darian fling himself at certain disaster. Run after run after run he prevailed, but it never got easier for me to watch.
His last match had been nearly an hour past, which gave my heart a chance to get back to normal, but the smaller children grew restless.
“Will Sir Darian compete again today?” I asked, doubting anyone would actually know.
“One more match,” said John, the oldest boy. “He goes against Sir Wilhelm of Pomerania. He’s a bear of a man—so they say—and Uncle will have a time of it, but he’ll win.” The boy stood just a bit straighter. “I’m going to be a knight when I grow up, and I’m going to be just like Uncle Darian.”
Soon, Sir Darian rode in to the roar of the crowd, who cheered louder and longer than for any other knight. The other knights wanted to best the champion most of all, and all had fought him hard. Pride welled within my breast that such an accomplished knight could be called a friend—and a very good kisser.
Then his opponent, Sir Wilhelm, circled round the list, his squires waving his maroon banner to the crowd’s boos and catcalls. He carried himself with every bit as much pride as Sir Darian, but his girth was considerably larger. I estimated him two stone larger and a hand taller. His destrier pawed the ground and snorted. Sir Wilhelm sat molded to the saddle—a man confident and in tune with his mount.
Each man guided his horse to his end of the list. The destriers reared and pawed the sky as the knights dug their heels into the horses’ sides. The pounding hooves were deafening and the earth shook beneath our feet as Sir Darian rode in front of us. Sir Wilhelm braced himself in his saddle.
This, I could not bear to watch.
As I turned away, I heard the crack of lances and the gasping audience. My stomach roiled.
“Shaylah! Shaylah!” John tugged my sleeve. “They’re measuring lances. It could be a draw!”
“Oh, great, so they’ll go at it again?”
“Three times, same as all the other matches.” The boy smirked. “Don’t you know anything?”
“’Twas a manner of speaking,” I grumbled.
Sir Darian lost by a barleycorn and the crowed hissed their displeasure. He rode back to his end of the list, drew another lance, and at the signal, charged toward his larger opponent for the second time. Again, I dared not look, and at the sound of lances clashing with shields and armor, my stomach clenched.
The crowd cheered wildly.
“You can raise your head now, Shaylah. Sir Wilhelm is on his back, watching stars that no one else sees.”
Sir Darian rode around the arena, holding his broken lance high. Winner of the first day’s tilt.
* * * *
While Sir Darian received his prize, I herded the children back to the tent. John, the oldest boy, was especially given to grandiose descriptions of the afternoon’s matches. We passed a serving wench and asked her to deliver sizable portions of both ale and wine.
Several minutes later, Aedwin held the tent flap while Sir Darian entered. The children bounced about, laughing and squealing, delighted their uncle had returned the victor. I was only glad he’d returned.
“Get the children outside,” he said through clenched teeth.
I clenched my fists, but said nothing at his rudeness. These children were so proud of their uncle, he could at least address them.
“Now.”
I shooed them out of the tent, in the care of the younger squire, then turned to Darian. “How dare you treat the children that way?”
He crumbled to the ground in a dead faint.
Numb with fear, I couldn’t force myself to move or speak for a moment, but then I whipped into action not even thinking. “Aedwin, remove his armor while I fetch a bucket of water and some rags.”
When the squire turned his attention to the knight, I slipped away, behind the largest trunk. With a pinch of faery dust, I conjured a bucket of pure water, Egyptian cotton strips, and a sea sponge, but then my arms drooped with fatigue. My powers were getting dangerously low—I needed to return home and bathe in the Waters of Life very soon, but the queen had forbade me to return until I completed my quest.
I rested while the squire undressed the knight.
“Maid Shaylah, come look,” Aedwin called. “He has a splinter as big around as my finger sunk from his armpit into his chest. I’m afraid if I pull it out, he’ll bleed to death.”
I took a deep breath, summoning as much strength as I could, then brought the cleaning supplies and knelt by Sir Darian’s side.
“I see it. ‘Tis a scary thing, and a wonder he made it through the ceremonies.”
“He’s a tough man,” the squire said admiringly. He pushed himself back on his haunches. “I will help you, but I know not what to do.”
“Go, then. I’ll tend him myself.”
He sprang to his feet, and I presumed he was happy to turn his master over to me. “I’ll fetch a surgeon.”
“No.” I waited until I had the young squire’s attention. “Sir Darian hid his wounds from all. ‘Tis not our place to apprise others of his misfortune.”
“Aye, Maid Shaylah.”
“I presume you have already taken care of his steed. If not, get it done, and see that the children are tended as well.”
After he left the tent, I smooth the hair from Sir Darian’s brow. His pasty-white skin indicated he’d lost much blood, and he’d lose more when I removed the spike. I would have to use my magic—otherwise, the splinter would tear more flesh and muscle when I pulled it out. But did I have the strength?
My powers were waning, and if I depleted them too far, I wouldn’t have enough strength to get back to my own world. I would never have a husband or have a chance to birth a faery baby. Still, I couldn’t let this valiant man die, for if he died, so would part of my heart.
“Sir Darian, you must live,” I begged. “You must live for me. You hear?” Tears welled in my eyes and I wiped them away with my sleeve. “Live for me.”
The only sign of life was the beat of his heart. I withdrew the wand from my gown and waved it over the wound three times while visualizing the spike rising out of his body and dropping onto the table. As blood spurted from the gaping wound, so did blood seep from the corner of his mouth.
“Please!” I jammed some cotton strips in the gaping hole to staunch the flow, then wiped the blood from his mouth with the dampened sponge. Life seeped from him as did the blood and I was watching my love die. A pinch of faery dust didn’t stop the flow. I dumped every dram of faery dust I had on him. Still, his spirit grew weaker.
I pressed my cheek on his chest. His heart had slowed.
My heart quickened.
I had but one option left, and it would take most of my power, and probably all of it. Without another thought, I leaned over him and brushed my lips against his. Breathed my life, my strength, and my magic into him. All I had was now his. All I ever dreamed of, I gave to him.
The light of the next world became brighter and I felt my spirit leave my body and walk toward it, then the physical world slowly darkened. I felt my love’s embrace. My last thought on this earth was a pleasant one, for if I were to die, I was right where I wanted to be. In his arms.
Forever.
* * * *
“Good grief, Shaylah, don’t be difficult.” Queen Yana’s tone belied her actual words. Her caring gave me strength. “I’ve given you a triple-dose of the Waters of Life—three doses. The Blue Clan won’t likely donate any more, so you need to wake up.”
My eyelids felt like horseshoes, but I managed to open them. Little good it did, since nothing was in focus.
“Good.” The queen smoothed my hair away from my face. “Another pinch of faery dust and you should be in fine fettle.”
I tried to thank her, but my throat wouldn’t work. What I really wanted to know is if Sir Darian lived. I would give him my powers all over again if I had to.
“Yes, he’s fine. I brought him here with you. He was a bit alarmed at first, but he understands where he is and that you’re a faery woman who’s willing to sacrifice your life for him.”
Tears of joy sprang from my eyes and I felt them trickling down the sides of my face. Someone dabbed my face dry, then sparkles surrounded me. My vision focused and I could wiggle my fingers. I took a deep breath.
“Where?” was all I could ask, but I knew the queen would know what I wanted.
“Right outside the door, where he’s been for six days. He’s in fine fettle, which is more than I can say for you, young lady. When I sent you to help him find his true love, I didn’t mean for you to die for him.”
“But I failed in the Queen’s Quest.” I felt defeated again, and those infernal tears welled all over again. I had never cried before, and now I couldn’t stop. “I will never have a . . .” I couldn’t say the word. I just couldn’t. Honestly, I’d rather have died than face the rest of my life without a child. I only wished it could be Darian’s child, too.
“I shall ask Sir Darian his opinion on whether or not you have failed.” She summoned him, and I turned to see the most handsome man with the nicest smile, the one who made my heart do a flip every time I heard or saw him.
The queen turned to him. “Did Shaylah, or did she not, find your true love? Answer me true, honorable knight.”
“She did.”
My heart broke. “So you’re marrying Lady Cassandra?”
“Ach, she turned me down. Said I should marry the love of my life, and the children should pick the woman. We had a vote and the winner received all nine votes.”
“Who did you marry?” I asked weakly, really not wanting to hear, but I knew I should be polite.
“You. The children decided we should marry you.”
The queen stepped forward and said, “I have decreed that you shall marry Sir Darian and return to the Human World with him. Water of Life will be provided to you there. You will bear his children—many, I think. And when the day comes for him to die, you may return to the Faery World.”
I sat up on the bed, fully recovered, my heart singing and my arms longing to hold my one true love.
“There is but one condition.”
Darian scowled at the queen and I was mortified she’d strike him down on the spot, but she seemed in a merciful mood.
“When Darian’s life on earth ends, you may come back to the Faery World, as I said. The condition is that if you are with child, you must return the child to the Human World as soon as it is born. Do you agree?”
“Yes, Your Highness,” I said. It was a safe bet. I doubted my beloved knight would sire children in his old age, although I would still be fertile. Before that time, I knew he would give me many babies, and they would be human.
Sir Darian bowed. “Yes, I agree, Your Highness.”
He moved to my side and held my hand as he knelt before me. “Would you marry me this day, Shaylah of the Green Clan? Will you take me, the children, and all that to your heart as you are in mine?”
Such happiness rose through my heart and throat, I could barely speak, but speak I would! “Yes, my knight. I will.”
Much Ado About Faeries
Faery Court, 1599 (in the Human Year)
“Caedmon, you appear reticent.” Queen Yana retracted her wings and sat on her throne. “Do you not wish to obey your queen’s command?”
To chase after Gracie of the Red Clan, my betrothed, who should know her duty, then molly-coddle the queen’s pet changeling, Bill Shakespeare? No. I had a Portal to protect. The mirror in my pocket vibrated even as she spoke, requesting my attention to the Portal, but the queen’s demands forced me to ignore it.
I bowed before my queen. “Aye, Your Highness.”
“Gracie has an artist’s heart. You cannot command her to love you. You must woo her. You must win her. When next I see her, she shall be your life-mate, and you will have planted the future of the Golden Clan in her womb.”
I, the last of the Golden Clan warriors, had but two thousand years to raise an heir to maturity; else, the powers of the Portal would be ceded to the queen. Gracie would bear my child once she saw the right of it. The queen showed wisdom in her choice of mates for me.
“Aye, Your Highness.”
“Then go.” She dismissed me with a flick of her hand. I straightened to my full height of over six feet and quit the hall. With goblins to nab and faeries to protect, I had no time for changelings, let alone flowery romance. Yet, what did Queen Yana want me to do? Check on Bill—again. Huh. So he’s her nephew, but hear this—I am not a nurse.
Nor am I a lovesick pup, but a man of purpose. The Portal must be protected. Goblins could not be allowed free entry into the Human World, or war and suffering would once again descend upon all humankind.
Gracie would do her duty when presented with the right and just cause. I was not desirous of wooing said fair maiden when she did not want to be wooed. Ah, to look a fool, would I.
My fist itched to punch something, so I headed straight for the gym.
* * * *
The Rose Theater, London
I arrived at The Rose Theatre in London none too happy with my state of affairs. I hate London in the winter—cold and wet. Smelly, too, with all that coal smoke hanging in the heavy air. We, of the Golden Clan, hail the Sun as our element. London’s winters do not beckon us. Tahiti does (as do the women!).
It’s ludicrous. As an officer of the law and a highly-trained warrior, my skills were wasted checking on Queen Yana’s changeling nephew, Bill Shakespeare. He had her in a snit because she thought his play, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, gave away the location of the Portal between worlds. Not apurpose, she said, but he somehow reached into buried faery memory and thought he had made it up.
The queen’s second mission for me was just as frivolous. Chasing after a woman—courting, she calls it. I call it groveling to a woman who knows she’s not carrying out the queen’s wishes. The queen chose Gracie of the Red Clan for my mate. Instead of heeding the queen’s command, Gracie ran to the Human World, to expound soliloquies on the London stage. The queen didn’t punish her niece at all, just let her go. And now expects me to go woo her! Rubbish.
I stood in the darkness behind a tree prop, watching. Actors came and went, waving their arms about, reciting their lines, ranting at unseen foes. The patron barged in and bullied the actors and stagehands alike into scurrying about to no good cause.
And then there was Bill, a man of business, who never once glanced up, but continued to scratch words on paper while everyone else ran hither and yon, squawking like old hens. Bill looked very much akin to his brother and my best friend, Oberon, although my friend was at least a hand taller.
How to change the course of the play, I knew not, but my queen bade me do it and so I would. But I am no actor, nor do I even care to linger in the Human World longer than necessary.
A man held his throat and said, “My voice . . .”
“Putrid throat?”
“Yea.”
“I shall give ye my receipt, then, called ‘To Still a Cock for a Weake Body that is Consumed.’ I wrote an extra copy.” Bill gave a sheet to the man. “Have your wife make this, then drink the broth slowly, so as to trickle down your throat.”
“Pssst, Caedmon!” came a young girl’s voice from behind one of the theater’s supporting columns.
I rendered myself invisible and flew to her side. “Princess Keely, this is no place for a young girl.”
Her lip trembled. “I’m not a young girl. I’m a young woman.”
She appeared insulted, but I had no idea why she would be. Who could know a young woman’s mind? Not even she, methinks. One thing I did know—I didn’t need Princess Keely interfering with my work.
“Either way, you need to go back to your mother.”
“Either way?” She frowned and glared up at me, her lips thin. “Either way, what?”
Whether human or faery, the female species was something we simple males would never understand, nor did we try, for it was a fruitless effort. Keely had been tagging along on my heels for nearly fifteen years now. She’d be reaching physical maturity in another fifty years or so, when she turned five hundred. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was soft on me, but that was a ridiculous notion, her being yet a child.
“Go home, Keely.”
“I want to play.” She retracted her translucent wings, a sure sign she had no intention of leaving. “Mum said I could.”
Queen Yana was a good and just ruler, but as a mother, overindulgent. “Stay out of my way, then. I have work to do.” An actor juggling wine bottles caught my notice. He had the hologram of the dragon tattooed on his forearm.
As the juggler turned this way and that, still tossing the wine bottles with precision, anyone could tell she had the grace of a woman, even though she’d enchanted herself to look masculine. No, the man was not a man, but a woman.
Humans not only didn’t have tattoos, they couldn’t even see the designs. My tattoo was of the sun, my element. A Red Clan member, this faery was, because she had the hologram of a dragon.
Gracie. My future life-mate.
“Did the queen send you here for a reason?” I asked Keely.
The girl smirked and shook her head, then leaned against the pillar, crossing her dainty arms across her chest.
I breathed in deeply and exhaled, an exercise preferable to strangling the defiant little princess. “You’re watching Gracie, aren’t you?”
“Mayhap.” With a wink, she disappeared, but then I heard, “Mayhap the woman’s heart burns for you.”
“Go home.”
“Mayhap I’m right, or you wouldn’t be so churlish.” Keely’s giggle grew distant and trailed off.
The mirror in my pocket vibrated, so I knew she had traveled through the Portal—thank the sun and all his brothers.
A quick glance about the room confirmed that no one had seen Keely—a good thing, since her presence would have been difficult to explain. Humans tended to be narrow-minded.
Bill wiped his quill on his hose and placed it in the holder beside the inkpot. “Gentlemen!” He clapped his hand a couple of times. “Gentlemen, we will now read for our parts.
After the men—and unbeknownst to them, one woman—silenced themselves, he twirled his forefinger in the air. “Line up on the stage. Ladies’ roles on the left, men’s on the right.”
“Hark! A new actor in our midst.” A short man with womanly-shaped eyebrows tugged at my elbow. Not wanting to be conspicuous, I followed him and stood behind him.
He chuckled, then pointed to the other line. “You’re new at this, aren’t you?”
I nodded.
“These parts are all women. I doubt you could make a passable female, even with the best of makeup.”
Nor was I of a mind to. I bowed and moved to the other line. “I thank you, sir.”
Gracie stood at the head of the line for women’s roles, appearing confident she’d not only win one, but the leading part. I deemed her confidence well-founded when she did her reading. Her voice, both tone and timbre, changed from that of a man’s to a woman’s. Her mannerisms, facial expressions, and posture changed, too, as if by magic. And of course it was—magic, that is.
“He’s a wonder,” and like comments were uttered all around the room. He was a wonder all right. I wanted to strangle her for causing all this extra trouble for me.
“You’re new,” Bill said when my turn came around (too soon, I might say).
“Aye, but I’ve—”
“—acted in school productions,” he droned as if quoting a hundred players before me. “Yea, I know.”
“I’m here to—”
“—audition, obviously. Will you read? Or recite?”
I had no idea what he meant.
He handed me a script page. “Go to the far corner of the theater. Read this, and project your voice to me.”
I studied the nearly illegible handwriting, then cleared my throat and read, “Then is courtesy a turn-coat—”
“Stop!” Bill stood and spread his arms. “This is a large space which must be filled with a large voice. Can you, or can you not?” He sat, flicked his hand and said, “Try again.”
Little did he know, I could blast his pompous ass right out of his chair, if I so desired. The queen’s mission was of far more import, however. I cleared my throat as I had seen the other actors do.
“Then is courtesy a turn-coat. But it is certain I am loved of all ladies, only you excepted: and I would I could find in my heart that I had not a hard heart: for, truly, I love none.”
The bard bounced to his feet and clapped. “Perfect! Bravo!” He turned to the troupe. “We have our Benedick.” Gesturing to the man who was actually a woman, my betrothed, in fact, he said, “Come hither, Graham, and meet your leading man.”
Gracie shot me a withering glance. I nearly strangled to keep from chuckling at her predicament. She played the part, though, and sashayed to my side as if in character already.
“A dear happiness to women;” she recited—overly expressively, in my judgement— “. . . they would else have been troubled with a pernicious suitor. I thank God, and my cold blood, I am of your humour for that: I had rather hear my dog bark at a crow than a man swear he loves me.”
She sneered at me and I raised one eyebrow as if I didn’t understand her jab.
Bill took one look at me, then tilted his head back and laughed from his belly. “I have cast these roles perfectly. Graham for Beatrice, and . . . what is your name?”
“Caedmon.”
“. . . Caedmon as Benedick. I am certain they will suit in life just as well.”
Bill stepped onto the stage. “Here! Here! The play is titled Much Ado About Nothing. ’Tis a love story between Beatrice, a headstrong self-reliant woman, and Benedick, a man who taketh much pride in his ability to escape the talons of any woman.”
* * * *
I would not play the fool of love. Then again, ’twas the perfect timing to find the play in which Bill inadvertently divulged the Portal. The play was called A Midsummer Night’s Dream and had been performed repeatedly. I thought the queen a bit paranoid because if the humans hadn’t kenned the Portal’s location yet, I doubted they ever would.
The queen’s wish was my command, however, so pursue the source of her complaint, I would.
“Caedmon, my friend.” Bill slapped me on the shoulder. “We will dine, then rehearse. Graham is procuring beef pasties from my favorite vendor—such sweetness, such tenderness. . .”
I wasn’t sure whether he spoke of the vendor or the pasties, but my belly could use a pasty or ten. I hoped she brought plenty.
“. . . and Will Kemp is fetching the ale. Meantime, sit.” He pointed his ink-stained finger at a front-row bench. “My pen is silent. I have written the perfect set up, but have no mind of what event should forestall my hero. Mayhap you can supply some imaginings.”
Gracie, in the form of a man, which disconcerted me, entered the theatre carrying a cloth parcel. The aroma of fresh beef filled the room and my stomach growled. She made her way to the bench where Bill and I sat.
“Hungry?”
I eyed the bag, then took a good look at her man’s pretense. Everything about her looked male, but her movements revealed her true sex, and sometimes her facial expression, as now.
“So, Bill requests the benefit of your service with his plot.” Her words sounded more like an accusation than a question. I don’t know what bee buzzed in her bonnet. Hat, actually.
“Heartily!” Bill slapped me on the shoulder again. Next time he did that, I was going to ram his ring finger up his left nostril. “As do I haunt all my friends.”
I was more interested in the beef pasties than in his inane chatter. “Are we going to eat those pasties or admire them?”
Gracie, or Graham, doled one to each of us. Three bites and I was ready for a real meal. I decided on a quick trip back to the Faery World come eve—a man had to have sustenance, it mattered not where he fared.
Gracie’s dragon hologram glowed. I smelled an enticing aroma, drawing me toward her, although I kept my ground. Finally, the dragon calmed and so did I. She sat on the other side of Bill, who seemed to be in charge of the play and all the actors.
“Where are you staying, Caedmon?” he asked.
I hadn’t intended to be on this world long enough to procure lodging, so I answered, “I’m newly arrived in town, sir.”
“Ah, well, Graham’s roommate just returned to his wife in the country—poor sap—so you can stay there.” He turned to Gracie. “You wouldn’t have a care, would you?”
“Nay. I would be most delighted.” But the scowl on her male face indicated otherwise. I had to smile.
“Then I accept your invitation, kind sir,” I said to her, receiving a glare even more fierce. I captured her gaze and held it. Ah, the fire in her eyes. Mayhap a mating with Gracie would be pleasurable, at that.
But not until she divested her male personage. My betrothed’s current manifestation was a bit offputting.
“Good, we have that settled. Now for my scene . . .”
We discussed his story problem, although I admit to not focusing my full attention on his play. Something about Gracie drew me, and the effort to not toss her over my shoulder, haul her backstage and have my way with her was becoming harder and harder to resist. I was becoming harder and harder, too.
“I should get settled in, then.” I stood. “Gra—er, Graham?”
Bill went back to his desk and dipped the quill in the inkpot. “Yea, hie thee to your place of abode. I have work to do.”
Gracie was stubborn, but very beautiful. Working in her proximity made me ache for her. I followed her out of the theatre. “How far to your place?”
“A few streets down. And I wouldn’t let you stay with me if Bill hadn’t insisted.”
I was well aware of that. “So why are you opposed to our alliance?”
“I care not to discuss our alliance.”
When a woman emphasizes a word and there’s no reason for it, there’s a reason for it. I held doubt I would ever know said reason, however.
“Where is your residence?”
“Southwark.”
Since we walked westerly, I knew not where Southwark was. Several suspicious-looking men assessed our worth, but we passed them unscathed. My frustration made me wish at least one of them would attack for I needed to beat the sheep dung out of someone, or else make baby faeries with Gracie. The latter didn’t look all that promising—yet. I’d have to opt for the former. But as we walked past, the miscreants sank into the shadows, none having the spunk to fight.
Gracie hadn’t changed her height, so stood barely to my shoulder. Her complexion was a bit darker and her hair, while the same threatening red, didn’t flow freely to her thighs in her man’s guise. She had a beautiful mane, one I itched to touch, to feel the silkiness between my fingers, to lift and find the prize of her white throat waiting for my kiss. My manhood stirred again and I concentrated on counting the windows as we passed.
After winding down a few streets, I followed her into a building and up the stairs. Her room, while small, felt comfortable for a Human World home. I studied a painting hung over the fireplace.
“Nice dragon.”
“My grandfather.”
“Talented artist. Who painted it?”
“I did.” She took off her cloak and tossed it over the back of a chair.
“How about changing back into yourself? I don’t like the idea of being betrothed to a man.”
She drew a wand from her doublet and flicked it. Sparkles of enchantment swirled about her and she turned into the beautiful woman I knew. Her red gossamer gown flowed about her shapely figure in a most alluring manner. A circlet of diamonds sat atop her red tresses, long and flowing, which brushed the back of her thighs.
“Better?” she asked.
My throat went dry. I swallowed. “Much.”
“I suppose you’ve come to the Human World to fetch me.”
“That is one reason. I suppose you ran to the Human World to evade me.”
“Or delay the inevitable.” She stood a little straighter, raised her chin and glared a challenge.
The faint smell that lured me to her strengthened, as did my resolve to win her, but never woo her. In this, the queen erred. Never would I lower myself to such frivolities and make myself the fool over a woman.
Ah, but Gracie smelled so good. I wanted to pull her tight against me, rip off her gown, and plant my seed deep inside her. I doubted she’d appreciate my attentions in such manner—at least not until we were wed—so I stepped back a pace before I was overcome.
“Sit,” she bade me. “I have bread and cheese, albeit yesterday’s.”
Thank the great Sun Clan and all its gifts, for my belly had made quick work of the beef pastie. “And ale?”
“Aye.”
I sent silent thanks to the queen for matching me with such a beautiful woman. As Gracie took the foodstuff from the closet, I approached her and slid my hands around her waist. She breathed in sharply, but didn’t resist my caresses.
“I want you.” My words came out in a growl, my throat was so taut for needing her.
She turned toward me and gazed into my eyes and my soul. I saw passion there, passion she hid in the stern set of her lips.
“You want me because you can’t have me. And oh, because the queen decided I was your woman. But you don’t want me because I am me.”
“Eh?” I let go of her waist and followed her to the table. “Of course I want you. I’m mad for wanting you.”
“Desire is all it is.” She plunked the bread down, the crust cracked and flew in little bits all over the table. “You desire my body—no more.”
I was afraid to say anything at all, but this woman made no sense. Of course I desired her body, it was most inviting to a healthy man—would she not be angered were I not attracted to her?
Women. I understood them not.
“Do not stand there like a dumbstruck bear. Say something!”
Her bosom heaved with her ire. The scent of her sex scrambled my thoughts. My manhood rose, draining what little sense I held.
“Well?”
“I do like your body —very much.”
Gor! I could have slapped my forehead. I knew the instant the words escaped my mouth she’d be angry.
“See?” She jammed her hands on her hips. “Oh!” She raised her hands as if pleading with whatever gods she could summon. “You are a lout. You have no respect for me, no mind to take a mate as a partner, no desire—”
“There, you are wrong, Gracie. I have great desire.” I closed the distance between us, and closed her mouth with my lips. Her words made no sense. I wanted this woman to have my child and I couldn’t bear the thought of waiting another day, or another minute, even.
Her body molded against mine, her scent surrounding me, beckoning me, enslaving me. Anything she wanted, I would do for her. Anything at all.
She pushed against my chest. “Go away.”
Except that.
“I seek rest. We have a lot of rehearsing on the morrow.” She put a blanket on the clothesline that split the room. “Eat the bread and cheese, and stay on your own side.”
I could make the blanket disappear with a pinch of faery dust. I could even make her willing to be my bedpartner. Somehow, I didn’t want that. I wanted her to come to me freely, to let her body feel mine against hers, to climb the heights of rapture with me.
So I let her be.
For now.
* * * *
Will Kemp, the troupe’s renowned comedic actor, wanted the part of Benedick. I would most gladly have given him the role, but Bill Shakespeare stood firm.
“You, my dear Kemp, will play the lead, Don Pedro, for he has more lines. Caedmon, less experienced in the matter of the theatre, will play Benedick to Graham’s Beatrice.”
“Don Pedro is the lead, and he dost have more lines, but Benedick gets the laughs.”
After a night spent with the blanket between me and my earnest desire, I had no patience for such petty grieving. “Take the part, then.”
Bill ignored my words and spoke to Kemp. “Think you so?” He rubbed his temple, smearing ink on it.
“Yea—” Gracie cleared her throat, then spoke in her lower, masculine tone. “Yea, I think Kemp would make an excellent Benedick.”
“Then I shall make Dan Pedro have comic lines, as well, and more of them, for you shall fashion a most superb lord with your talent and stage manner.”
Kemp bathed in the praise, then offered his hand for a shake. “Done.”
So much for a childish squabble. As soon as Gracie listened to reason and became my mate, he could have Benedick’s part, and Beatrice’s, too.
The Portal mirror vibrated—a faery entering the Human World.
“Pssst!” Behind the pillar stood the princess, Keely.
I sneaked behind a closet and made myself invisible, then flew to her. “What in the Sun’s name are you doing here?”
“We found the breach in the Portal.”
“We?”
“Mum and me.”
How had the queen and her adolescent daughter found the breach, when I, Chief of Portal Police, stuck in this forsaken Human World, could not? “Where?”
She attempted a contrite look, but I knew better. “Moi.”
“You?” I grabbed her by both shoulders. “Keely, may the sun shine upon your spirit, for were it anyone else, your mother would have them banished for treason.”
“’Twas an accident. But you can’t come home. Mum says your more important mission is still here.” She glanced at Gracie/Graham. “I’m told her heart sings for you.”
“Sings a dirge, mayhap.” She loved me not, yet I must procure her agreement to mate. “Then leave me to court my fair betrothed alone.”
The little minx saluted me. “Right away, sir, after I speak with said betrothed. Why, just the other day she confessed she loved you true.”
“She did?” I had to confess this news came as a pleasant nature to me, for I had tender feelings for Gracie as well, though I could never say as much.
“She did, and in front of Mum, too.”
“Loved me true?”
“Aye.”
“Of this, you are certain?”
She nodded, then flew away. The mirror vibrated and I thanked the stars she had gone back to the Faery World. My pursuit, nay, courting of Gracie had now begun.
My heart felt lighter and a smile stole over my face.
Gracie loved me true!
* * * *
Rehearsal went well, considering Kemp felt the need to prompt me whether I remembered my lines or not. I gainsaid him not, for the Portal mirror had vibrated on several occasions and I was concerned that unauthorized faeries, or worse, goblins, had passed through to the Human World.
Goblins worry not the faery folk, for we have greater magic, but we have seen goblins cast ungodly spells upon humans. These spells remove the humanness that prevents one person from harming another, and promotes torture and killing. Most wars can be traced to the evil work of goblins.
“Your line, Caedmon!” Bill prompted.
I gripped Gracie’s shoulders and gazed into her eyes. “I do love nothing in the world so well as you. Is that not strange?”
Her face relaxed and her glare softened to a sweet look. “As strange the thing I know not. It were as possible for me to say I loved nothing so well as you: but believe me not; and yet I lie not; I confess nothing, nor I deny nothing—I am sorry for my cousin.”
I could almost believe her, that she spoke to me and not as Beatrice to Benedick. “By my sword, Beatrice, thou lovest me.”
She leaned closer to me, our lips nearly touching. The mirror vibrated a special code summoning me to the Portal with utmost haste. “I must leave you now to attend business.”
I pushed her aside, dashed into the dressing room, and transported myself to the gateway, where a young man awaited me.
“I am Torquil of the Queen’s Guard.”
We shook hands. “Goblins?”
“Three.” The young man retracted his translucent wings. He hailed from the Rainbow Clan as did Queen Yana. “Several broke through—we retrieved all but three.”
“Did the captives divulge their destination?”
“The Rose Theatre.”
I resisted strangling the idiot. “I was in the Rose Theatre. You summoned me from it."
He gave me a flask of Waters of Life to boost my strength in the Human World, which I drank. “I knew not where the Rose Theatre could be found.”
“Ask your aunt, the queen.” The feminine voice sent ripples of desire through me. Gracie.
“Go back to the Faery World, Gracie. You may return onest I have made the Human World safe.”
“I think not. Whither thou goest, and all that.” She winked at me and I couldn’t tell if she prodded me or loved me. But neither did I have time to pursue the matter, for the goblins warranted immediate action.
“Go back, Gracie.” I couldn’t bear to see her hurt in the ensuing action. “Are you ready, Torquil?”
“Aye.”
“Then we’ll away.”
I grasped Torquil’s arm and transported us to the theatre. When we alit, I wasn’t happy to see Gracie holding Torquil’s other arm, but I had no time to waste. Men’s shrieks of pain echoed in the theatre, and they were real.
I espied Kemp and pushed him into a corner for safety. Then he growled and turned into a goblin. I had no time to unsheathe my sword, for he came at me with six-inch talons and blood dripping from his fangs. But instead of engaging me in battle, he shoved me aside and charged toward my betrothed who fought back to back with Torquil.
The actors’ mouths gaped open at the show of magic. From her fingertips, Gracie shot a fireball at the approaching goblin. He opened his mouth, swallowed it, then spat it back, even larger. Gracie twirled, caught the fire in her hair, and turned into a dragon. As the goblin ducked for cover, I sliced him into a hundred pieces with my sword of lightning speed.
Torquil held off one goblin while the other sneaked around the edge of the stage. I nudged Gracie to make sure she saw him. She nodded slightly and prepared for battle.
Torquil had taken a hit. I shot some faery dust his way to heal his wounds. Unfortunately, it healed the goblin’s wounds as well. But Torquil leapt to his feet and fought like a tiger once more. As the queen’s guard held his own, I dashed to my betrothed, back in womanly form, who held the third goblin entranced.
I saw her weakening. “Let him go.”
“He is powerful.”
“So am I. Let him go.”
Her power depleted and she fell to the floor. The goblin ran toward us, but avoided me and grabbed my woman by her hair. Rage welled inside me, ready to explode, but I dare not act hastily lest she be harmed.
“Leave her.”
The goblin cackled, then took her wand. “Make some mischief, I will,” he croaked. He waved it at the actors and turned them all into donkeys.
I couldn’t regenerate her powers and fight him, too, and he knew it. I threw a magic dart and pinned one of his feet to the floor. “Give me the wand. Your punishment will be much more severe if you are charged with possession of unauthorized magic paraphernalia.”
He cackled once more. “Come closer, and end her life, I will.”
I threw a dart and nailed his other foot to the floor. “You’ll have a hard time killing her, when you are dead yourself.”
He waved Gracie’s wand at me, throwing fire. I fought it off with my sword, tiny flames falling all about the stage. The donkeys brayed and stomped, but still watched the show. Torquil grunted and twirled and slashed at the other goblin. I threw a dart into the goblin’s chest to help weaken him. Torquil faired well, so I turned my attention back to Gracie, white as death with her red hair flowing around her.
One handspring and a circle kick was all it took to disarm the goblin. I dropped the wand between Gracie’s breasts, over her heart, then whipped out a charm of webbing and wrapped the goblin in it for safekeeping.
“My feet stuck, they are,” the goblin complained.
“Where they shall stay until your friends are secured.”
I assisted Torquil on subduing the last standing goblin and webbed him. “Take them back. I’ll press charges later, but you have enough to hold them for several days without proceedings.”
“Aye, sir.”
I transported Torquil and the prisoners back to the Portal, then returned in an instant. Gracie still lay on the floor, her complexion wan, her breathing shallow. My powers lagged. I could either revive her, or change the donkeys back into actors.
They could wait—my true love could not.
I touched the wand between her breasts and projected every ounce of my magic into her. Yes, she was the Golden Clan’s hope for the future, but she was also the love of my life and I could never let her go. Ever. I gazed at her serene face and felt my body tiring, my thoughts dimming, but kept my focus on giving her all she needed to live.
Finally, she stirred, then her eyelids popped open. I could barely hold consciousness, but she lived. She hugged me close, we both sitting on the floor.
“You fool! You gave me too much. Close your eyes.”
I felt the strength flow back to my arms and legs, although I feared myself still too weak to stand.
“The actors—” The words were difficult to speak as my voice rasped. “Donkeys. By your wand, they be.” My neck tired and my head fell back.
“You love me?”
“Aye.”
“Why?”
“Because . . .” My throat would utter no more words, though my mouth still moved. I pulled her atop me and kissed her sweet mouth. I would have told her that I had always loved her. Sometimes kisses are quicker and to the point.
Her lips upon mine gave me even more strength, although when I groaned with pleasure, my throat still made no noise.
We rose to our feet and looked at our audience—a dozen or so donkeys, some braying, some swishing their tails, but all facing the stage. I pointed to the wand and then to the donkeys.
“But if I change them to actors, I won’t have enough magic to restore your voice.”
I shrugged. The queen could restore my voice as soon as I returned to the Faery World.
“So be it, then.” She waved her wand and the donkeys instantly turned human. They would remember much of what they saw, so I hoped Gracie would remember to wipe their memories. I pointed to my head and then theirs. She nodded and drew a circle in the air with her wand.
Bill clapped his hands two times. “Ah, excellent scene, Caedmon. Your Benedick is one of the best I have seen. One would think you twins.”
“Oh, I think not,” Kemp said. “He showed way too much ardor, too soon.”
“Master Shakespeare,” Gracie called. “It matters not. Caedmon has lost his voice.”
“Lost?”
I nodded, then shrugged and tried not to grin. After all, playacting was not in the domain of the Chief of Portal Police, nor the mother of the future Golden Clan, Gracie.
“All be not lost.” Bill dashed to his desk and commenced to scribbling, then handed the sheet to Gracie. “’Tis a receipt called ‘To Still a Cock for a Weake Body that is Consumed,’ and will cure what ails a putrid throat.”
“Yea.” She smiled and cast a sidelong glance my way. “I will Still his Cock.”
* * * *
To Still a Cock for a Weake Body that is Consumed
from
A BOOK OF COOKRYE
Very Necessary for all such as delight therin.
Gathered by A. W.
And now newlye enlarged with the serving in of the Table.
With the proper Sauces to each of them convenient.
AT LONDON
Printed by Edward Allde. 1591
Take a red Cock that is not too olde, and beate him to death, and when he is dead, fley him and quarter him in small peeces, and bruse the bones everye one of them. Then take roots of Fenell, persely, and succory, Violet leaves, and a good quantitye of Borage, put the Cock in an earthen pipkin and betweene everye quarter some rootes, hearbes, corance, whole mace, Anis seeds, being fine rubbed, and Licorice being scraped and sliced, and so fill your pipkin with al the quarters of the Cocke, put in a quarter of a pinte of Rosewater, a pinte of white wine, two or three Dates. If you put in a peece of golde, it will be the better, and halfe a pound of prunes, and lay a cover upon it, and stop it with dough, and set the pipkin in a pot of seething water, and so let it seethe twelve houres with a fire under the brasse pot that it standeth in, and the pot kept with licour twelve houres.
When it hath sodden so many houres, then take out the pipkin, pul it open, and put the broth faire into a pot, give it unto the weak person morning and evening.
Faeries of the Caribbean
London, 1655
“Stop that!” I slapped the dodger’s hands off my breast without spilling a drop of the eight ales on my tray. I have a strong arm and a short temper. Most girls do after working a year or two as a serving wench—especially in dockside taverns.
“Gimme some lovin’, Myra girl.”
I easily evaded his grasp. The bleary-eyed old sot would only last another ale or two, and then he’d either pass out or take one of the wenches to bed. His wife would come get him in the morning. I would never marry a man like him.
Alas, I had no other choices, so as long as I can make enough to support myself, I’d have no man a’tall. Like most young misses, I’d had my dreams. At twenty-two, those dreams were all but gone, replaced with long nights of hauling ale to sots with bad teeth and roaming hands.
The tavern finally closed down. My feet hurt, my shoulders ached, and my belly needed food. I hauled my sorry arse up the stairs to my room—a small storeroom, really, that I shared with two other girls. The room still smelled musty despite my repeated scrubbings. The bare walls bore no decoration, but at least I had a cot to sleep in and a roof to keep me dry.
I tossed my coin purse on the three-legged table and sagged onto my cot, too tired to unclothe myself. At least I didn’t have to endure the entertainments of the other girls and their fellows this night. What luck was mine, that I must endure such a life, yet keep my maidenhead intact. ‘Twas a tiring life with little amusement. I had only one true friend, Leanne, whose parents owned the bakery next to my deceased parents’ candle shop. But since I worked in a tavern, she could not associate with me any longer.
“What I need is a faery godmother,” I muttered as I hacked off a slice of stale bread.
A warm breeze blew through, and as I looked up, a faery girl flew by, her translucent wings sending sparkles about the room. Tall, but delicate, she had yet to fill her womanly form. She hovered as she studied the meager room, then gently lowered herself to the floor and stood.
“My name is Keely. I’m your faery godmother,” she said while retracting her wings. “Tell me your most earnest desire.”
Faery godmother? Godchild, more like it, as she seemed to be ten years younger than m’self.
“My desire?” Not one single soul had asked me that since my parents passed from cholera four years ago. My heart wrenched and I got all blubbery, but I blinked back my tears.
“Yes, your desire. That’s what faery godmothers are for, after all. You wouldn’t have called me if you had no need for one.” She tossed my cloak on the floor and sat on the chair cross-legged. “Now, let’s get down to business. What is the first thing you want?”
“Food in my belly and a hot bath.”
With a flick of her wand, my stale bread turned into a roast swan with all the trimmings. “Eat, then you bathe.”
I tore into the meat like a rabid dog—it being the first decent meat I’d had since Boxing Day. Then I remembered my manners and wiped my hands on my dress before I picked up the glass of fresh, cold milk. It felt marvelous as it soothed my throat and settled in my belly. I closed my eyes and relaxed, enjoying the aroma of the bird, spiced apples, and plum pudding.
“All my favorite foods! Thanks be to you.”
“That’s what we faery godmothers do—grant you your dreams.”
I took another bite of swan, then swallowed it whole when I realized I hadn’t offered her anything, which must have seemed truly ungrateful. “Please, let me fix you a plate.”
“I’m enjoying watching you eat the repast you should have every single day.”
“Me?” I laughed with a harshness that bore the sorrow of my position since losing my parents’ shop. “Nay, I’m a mere serving wench.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19557 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!