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I have no desire to bare false witness here. When I first saw young Ezmira dancing on the stage, I’d like to be noble and say it was love at first sight. I want to be the gentleman and say I knew at that moment she would be the woman I would marry and have children with. But alas, none of that is true.
As I sat in the front row and watched her hips rock from side to side and her glistening belly so slightly pitch, it was my loins that spoke first. Her arms were covered lightly with a sheer turquoise that fluttered in the breeze. She looked like a goddess as she waved her hands back and forth to the beat of the drums. Her hair was black as midnight and it hung down her back in one long thick braid. Her skin was a silky bronze. I wanted very much to bed the exotic beauty, to see if she moved as fluidly under the sheets as she did on stage.
She served her purpose on stage well. I hadn’t paid any mind to the magician who occupied the space near her. The next thing I knew, he produced a dove from behind a red silk cloth which, just a moment ago, had been empty. The crowd roared with delight and I, too, applauded my amazement.
“And now,” the magician stated, whose name I hadn’t managed to catch, “I shall transform the lovely Ezmira into a work of art!”
Another round of applause thundered the stands of the amphitheater. I was anxious to see how he would pull off the slight of hand but also dismayed about losing sight of the dark goddess.
She moved in one smooth motion toward the center of the stage where the magician flipped another red silk cloth, this one much larger than the last. He held it up and demonstrated to the audience that there was nothing behind it. Ezmira danced toward it. The magician covered her and flashed the audience a sneaky grin. He uttered the standard magic words then removed the cloth to reveal a canvas painting of Ezmira in her place. It was beautiful, one of the best artistries I’ve ever seen. The painting was so realistic it even captured the beads of sweat on her brow. The audience gasped then gave him a deafening applause. But I only sat there with my mouth agape, almost as captivated at the perfect image of Ezmira as I was the real thing.
“Thank you! Thank you!” the magician said and took his bow.
I stood and as royalty, once he gave his customary bow towards me, I tipped my hand toward him in courtesy. I grinned slightly to show him I thoroughly enjoyed his performance.
The announcer introduced the next performer of the show, an opera singer from the court of France. After that came a pair of little Asian girls who could bend their bodies in poses that were quite unnatural (and a litte disturbing). As entertaining as they all were though, I found my mind wandering back to Ezmira and I’d imagine the two of us in the middle of the forest, stripping down to nothing. I’d cup her breasts and kiss down her shapely belly. I’d take her there in the thick of the wildlife, her screams of passion silencing even the night owls.
It seemed as though the show would never end. After the fourth performance, I’d lost count and sat there only making eye contact if I had to and only allowing the barest courtesy. I was anxious for the show to be over so that I could take leave and find her.
Perhaps she could be persuaded to share a tent with me for a few gold pieces. By the time the final performance ended, my thoughts of Ezmira had me standing at attention for the second time that night. It was like my teenage years all over again. Luckily the chill in the air as night fell was ample reason for me to cover with a coat and hide my thoughts.
Because it was dark, my party and I decided we’d rather wait until morning to begin our six day journey back home. So we paid for rooms at Jenkin’s Tavern and Inn and holed up for the night.
The tavern was packed with patrons who had just come from the performance. The music was active, the sounds of laughter and conversation were loud. I pretended to have a headache and told my guards I would retire to my room and would see them in the morning.
Damon and Jeffrey had no reason to distrust me. I’d never taken off on such tasks before and have never lied to them. In a way they were my friends but as part of the royal guard, they served the king, not me. I did not want my night excursions reported to my dear brother.
I paid a carriage driver to take me back to the amphitheater across town. The stars were thick and high with not a cloud in sight. With the chill in air, it was the perfect night for lovemaking. I took in a lungful of the cool air and smiled at my impending good fortune. With any luck, perhaps I could convince her to travel with us and meet up with the rest of her group when they made it to my city.
The performing groups were camped out in tents along the amphitheater’s west outer wall. More than a dozen tents littered the field. I pulled the hood up on my cloak in an effort to hide my identity.
Using a strategic search pattern, I worked my way along the outer edge toward the inside one tent at a time. There were many campfires and many shadows. There were many wagons and carriages. There were many people and much distraction. This made the search difficult and I found myself moving over areas I’d searched before while trying not to draw attention.
“There you go, girls,” a soft female voice whispered. I turned to see Ezmira patting two horses and smiling as she forked hay in front of them. “That’s good girls.”
She was even more beautiful than before. Her hair was no longer in a braid; it hung in lose waves over her shoulders. Instead of the glistening (and skimpy) turquoise outfit she wore on stage, she wore a long, sleeveless brown dress that ended at her ankles. The dress had an intricate and colorful bead design on the front. Over those bare shoulders rested a long, deep red drape.
I didn’t realize I had been moving toward her until she gasped and turned. She raised the hay fork in my direction. “Remove your hood!” she commanded.
The sheer authority she exuded in her voice was enough to melt my heart. I pushed my hood back, hoping to portray that I had no wish to harm her. Just seeing her now made me ashamed of what I’d actually come here for.
“The light is dim here. Turn to your left so that I may see your face.”
I did as she asked. Part of me wanted to turn and run, another part wanted to stay so that I could at least hear her lovely voice once more.
“Weren’t you with the royal party?”
“Yes.”
“What are you doing here?”
“I’ve come to talk to you.”
“Talk to me?” She seemed surprised but then she smirked. “I highly doubt that but what I meant was, what were you doing at the show? Our tour takes us directly to Glendore. We are scheduled to perform in the arena near the castle in about a month’s time.”
“There was a land dispute nearby I had to settle. We decided to take in the show while we were here. The performances will certainly be worth seeing a second time when you come to my city.”
She cocked her head sideways. Her full lips were turned in a slight grin but I could still see that she was unsure about me. As well as she should’ve been. I couldn’t believe my own pig headedness. How I could even think about using her as some kind of concubine was beyond my comprehension now, even though only five minutes ago, it made complete sense to me. My cheeks flushed.
“Are you sufficiently embarrassed?”
I nodded.
“Good,” she laughed. “Then walk with me.”
I fell in along side her as we weaved through animals and tents, campfires and wagons, laughter and music. “You don’t dress like a king so I imagine that you’re a relative?”
“His half brother.”
“Oh, only half? And which half would that be?”
Her tone was playful and I couldn’t help but chuckle. “My brother’s father, King Marcus III, died when Marcus IV…”
“That would be your half brother...”
“Now you’re mocking me.”
“Continue please.” I could hear the laughter behind her words.
“Marcus became a young king, still in his teens. But he was and is a good king. When he saw how lonely and unhappy his mother was, he allowed her to remarry and she did.”
“Your father.”
I nodded. “He was General Henry Uptree, the leader of the royal guard. And thus, here I am.” I couldn’t bear to make any kind of grand gesture with that statement. I knew she would only make fun of it.
“Do you always solve disputes for your brother?”
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