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Bernard the Bard strolled down the cobbled streets of New Camelot trying to ignore the two gliding ravens that had been shadowing him for days. Involuntarily, he glanced over his shoulder at the birds and eyed their powerful talons and razor-sharp beaks.

He shook off a sense of foreboding and allowed a large smile to cleave his face. Yes, indeed. His future was looking up. With a heavy purse from last night’s gambling and Prince Darren’s largess, he was at the moment a wealthy man considering the caste he belonged to. Soon he’d be able to buy a horse and wagon that would save his aching feet and put a roof over his head as he plied his current trades of singer of songs and seller of information.

Bernard’s muted linen tunics and thick woolen cloak swished around his long legs returning persistent early spring snow flurries upward from whence they came as he picked up his pace. He was thirsty and cold from the unrelenting winter and knew just the place to quench a dry throat and warm his frozen cockles.

A portly noble, his large nose red with inebriation, staggered before him on the uneven cobbled lane. Bernard eased aside with a deft sidestep, avoiding a confrontation with a man still celebrating King Wolfrick Asarlaís’s diplomatic victory over the Akkadian invasion.

The whole kingdom was awash in good will and spirits. The war with the invading army of nomadic Akkadians was avoided and treaties signed with the newcomers.

The swarthy-skinned people were pleased with the fertile lands the Elf Queen brought forth from the desert with her magic. The young Akkadian queen and new king had sworn fealty to King Wolfrick.

Only the White Elves, not the duplicitous Dark Elves, were also released from the desert sands at the time the buried river came forth, and had claimed the ancient forests on the frontier. They too were vassals to Wolfrick. No longer a wastrel prince, Wolfrick was now the mightiest king throughout the land on top of being the head of the most powerful warrior-sorcerer clan in the realm.

Bernard caressed the money sac tied to his leather girdle between his over and under tunics, hidden away from nimble thieving fingers. Yes, indeed. Prosperous merchants and trades people gambled heavier and tipped much better for his songs when flush with a fresh influx of new customers. Good fortune presently smiled on New Camelot.

He came to an abrupt halt earning the oaths of soldiers following on his heels. All his best material had suddenly dried up. Wolfrick had settled down with Queen Carla and his bedroom adventures were now passé. In fact, rumor had it she was breeding. Prince Darren had scoured the frontier lands of Trolls. His wife, the Queen of the Fey, was also reputed to be with child—again. Duke Quinton of Castle Ballyshannon had tamed his Fire Sorceress and settled down to collecting taxes. Akkadian Queen Arsenoe had deposed the tyrant Sin-Kashid and had married her champion, Ram-Sur. Elvin Queen Titania and her ambassador consort, Lord Dillon, were also breeding and doing an admirable job of settling disputes among the various cultural groups living on the frontier. Peace breathed softly throughout the land in all its species of sentient beings.

However, idyllic peace was not what sold songs. No. It was stories of adventure, magical monsters and bloodletting that made his living. Gentle ballads of true love earned him the admiration of fair ladies and their mothers, but it was the brothers and fathers that held the purse strings and the coin he needed to live in some modicum of comfort.

Inspiration tickled Bernard’s poetic genius. Perhaps he could get the women to ease open the purse strings their men folk clutched with tight fists. Within the past year, the land had become awash in queens. Fey, White Elf, Akkadian, and Royal; they were all young and in love. He pulled the lute from behind his back and toyed with a few notes.

By the time he’d gone a few blocks he’d given up. It was hard to come up with something catchy about four couples breeding and in marital bliss. He needed a more colorful subject, something with more adventure.

Perhaps a daring knight on an impossible quest, an evil sorcerer kidnapping a fair damsel, a rogue dragon plaguing the land—they were the fountainhead of his income. Not the sweat producing nightmares of ferocious battles against an ancient empire of soul stealing demons that had been plaguing him in his sleep. So much so, he felt he should know the star villain—Balor.

He paused in front of the closed alehouse door and looked over his shoulder up to the roof of the opposite merchant’s cottage. Yep, the birds were still there. He shrugged off the sense of growing unease. The pair hadn’t done anything to harm him. He rationalized, perhaps they liked his voice.

Putting them out of his mind, he opened the oaken door and was greeted by a raucous din. His eyes adjusted to the dim interior and settled on the generous curves of the dark-haired wench serving tankards of local brew. Instead of worrying about feathered shadows, he needed to think about obtaining a new muse. Bawdy tales of spirited women were also a favorite in the taverns.

Bernard ducked his head as he stepped over the stoop onto the dirt floor of the alehouse. His head almost grazed the heavy overhead beams that supported a thatch roof blacken with age and peat smoke. He gauged the ambience of the room. The atmosphere of the warm tavern was boisterous and lighthearted

His artist’s eye studied the serving wench as she efficiently served the patrons and deftly avoided unwanted advances. The woman was past her first bloom. Still attractive, retaining all her teeth and devoid of scars, she lifted an eyebrow and gave him a once over with her life-weary eyes.

Her lips lifted in an inviting carnal smile. His pulse kicked up a notch and he grinned back. Perhaps a ballad to the whore’s rosy cheeks, her saucy eyes and ample bosom would garnish him a few coins from the patrons and a tumble in her bed tonight.

Slipping past departing patrons, he wove his way to the back. Placing his wool cap on the table, he signaled for service over the din of the room. The wench approached slowly, hips undulating in a mesmerizing tempo.

Her voice was pitched low for his ears alone. “My, but you’re a handsome one. What can I get you? Ale, spirits, or something a little more...frisky?”

Bernard placed a coin on the roughhewn table. “Ale to start with.” He gave her a slow wink. “Frisky after you close.”

She tossed back her head and chuckled. The laughter sent her breasts to jiggling drawing his eyes to the large mounds under her kirtle. Her hand snaked out and cupped his chin, prickly with two days of growth. She bent over so that they were nose to nose.

Jaded eyes looked into his, offering the promise of sweaty sheets. She whispered, “I can’t wait,” and slipped the coin off the table. Bernard’s hazel eyes watched her maneuver away from him through the crowded tables with a song praising her voluptuous figure already composed in the forefront of his mind.

Bernard picked up his lute and toyed with a tune to accompany the words. He had gone through various careers during twenty-one years of living off his wits. He’d excelled in all of them, but grew bored with the sameness. Smithing proved to be fraught with burns from errant forge sparks. Jewelry crafting elicited the admiration of the ladies but collecting payment for his artwork proved to be catch-as-catch-can. He’d also tried his hand at textile weaving. Whereas his products were among the finest to be found, the dye fumes had seared his nose and lungs. No, song writing and singing were far more to his liking.

Sipping on the tepid ale, he listened with a trained ear. The patrons in general were indifferent about the recent political developments. He tuned in to an argument behind him.

A young dark-headed noble resplendent in green velvet, a form fitting leather jerkin and gold rings argued, “We weren’t using the land. Why shouldn’t the Akkadians claim it as theirs?”

A grizzled laborer in a coarse homespun linen tunic with matching cowl rebutted, “Give them an inch and those walnut-colored heathens will overrun the kingdom.”

Alehouses and hostels were about the only place in a world, created by the sorceress Morgan Le Fey and frozen in the thirteenth century, where common folk could mingle among the nobility and Royals with impunity. As Bernard rotated his sable head, his superfine hearing sifting through the various conversations, he came to a conclusion: peace may be flowing like a river now. However, a thoughtful man knew rapids lurked in the future.

Bernard looked at the platter of meat and cheese the wench placed before him while he was concentrating on the conversational eddies. “Eat up. You’re going to need your strength.” With a wiggle of her eyebrows, she returned to the kegs of ale behind the bar. Bernard leaned forward, his eyes glued to her departing form. Yes, indeed, things were definitely shaping up.

“Out of the way, fool!” The commotion swiveled his head to the imposing couple at the front door. A noble and his son, dressed in the black and yellow silk colors of Caraway, elbowed their way through the crowd. Bernard watched as they disappeared behind a narrow door built into the back wall. Their passing was interesting, just not notable enough to investigate. He returned to his meal and within minutes, weasel-faced Ronnie O’Dell entered the room and slipped behind the same door. Bernard’s curiosity perked up. Now what would that guttersnipe’s castoff bastard be doing consorting with nobles?

He possessed a few gifts from being the bastard son of a nameless Royal. Whereas, he didn’t have the ability to form powerful balls of electrical power in his spine like a full-blooded Royal could, he did have some magical talent. His eye-hand coordination was superior. He could hit a flying coin with a sling and his spear arm never missed its target. The skills garnered him extra cash with back alley bets when times were lean. Then there was his hearing. He had the ability to selectively pick out the faintest of sounds. It was this skill that was his biggest moneymaker.

Smelling a secret worth selling, Bernard moved from the table. With nonchalant disdain, he leaned against the wall and examined his fingernails, pretending to pare them. His sensitive hearing heightened, he listened beneath the room’s din to the conversation coming through the splintered cracks in the old oak door.

The sound of a fist slamming on a sturdy table was followed by a voice quarried from a crypt.

“Enough is enough. First fairies and now White Elves. New Camelot is being overrun with magical beings. Soon, there won’t be room enough for all of us. And guess what? They’ll kill us for our lands. Just you wait and see. One moment we’ll be bedding our wives and the next we’ll be up in flames.”

The son’s plaintive voice joined in. “Those brown bastards in the new lands, they number in the tens of thousands. They’ll get to breeding like rats and overrun us. Between them and the fey, humans like us will be forced out. And do you think the Royals will care about the nobles and the common folk? Hell, no! They’re half-fey themselves. They’ll join in against us.”

The father growled. “We’ve got to take steps and remove the fey’s queen, the Crystal Sorceress, while we still have time. Once she’s gone, the magic will fade away and it will be like before she came. Then we can take on the rest.”

O’Dell’s squeaky voice queried, “What do you want from the likes of me? They say she’s the greatest sorceress in the land, even more powerful than the Asarlaís sorceress. I have no magic to fight her with.”

The elder Caraway’s voice took on a cajoling tone. “I need you to do what you do best. I want you and your friends to watch her and when an opportunity presents itself, to kill her.”

“Kill a Royal! Why, that’s a hanging offense. Plus, if I get near her, she’ll fry me.”

The young man’s whiny voice spoke words of encouragement. “O’Dell, any ten men can take out a Royal. Use surprise as your greatest weapon. Strike when she’s not expecting it.”

“So you want me to do your dirty work?” Bernard heard the clink of gold on gold. “I’ll want more than the coin in this purse to risk my life.”

Old Caraway’s oily voice proposed, “We’re offering you a baronetcy. Wouldn’t you like to have your own lands, your own serfs? Baron O’Dell, doesn’t that have a ring to it.”

“Baron O’Dell.” The petty thief chuckled. “Aye. That it does.”

“Promise your men the same. When I am made King of New Camelot, a baronetcy will be the reward for sending these aberrations of nature back to where they came from.”

The door jerked inward catching Bernard leaning into the door with his ear against it. It was a tossup as to who was the more surprised. It was Bernard who recovered first.

He spun on agile feet and raced to the front door.

The elder Caraway roared. “Thief! Stop that man!”

* * * * *
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Bernard’s long muscled legs, spurred by fear for his life, flew on wings through the melting slush on Market Street with the conspirators close on his heels. His large shoulders bumping vendors and pedestrians aside, he inched ahead until he was able to topple a farmer’s cart. The chaos gave him scant seconds to dart into a side road. Lungs laboring, he zigzagged down the secondary lanes that terraced the mountain New Camelot’s castle rested atop. Drawing too much attention in his headlong flight, he slowed his pace to a determined stride and kept it until he reached the wharves. Burrowing deeper into the foul smelling back alleys at a casual walk, he found himself in the area where successful sea merchants lived in homes more elegant than the grandest keep.

Under a silver moon, winded and wet with perspiration he leaned against an ivy-shrouded wall to catch his breath and take his bearings. Starlight illuminated the narrow confines of the alley he had ducked into. It was a dead end with only one way out. His railing lungs sucked in cold air to ease the fire in them. It was a short gasp of relief for the shout of, “He went this way,” around the corner had him scrambling over the stone wall behind him. The lute shifted on his back causing him to lose his precarious fingertip grip among the vines. Dropping like a sack of stone-ground flour, he landed onto a bed of thorns on the other side.

Muffling his oaths, he fought with the thorny claws snaring his best tunic. Cursing at the damage they were doing, he muttered whispered obscenities at avoiding treasonous nobles only to be entrapped by a gentlewoman’s rose bushes.

“Who’s there?”

At the sound of the timid query, Bernard ceased his struggles to take in his surroundings. He was in a courtyard profuse with dead flowers, having succumbed to the freezing bite of the winter, sleeping until warmer temperatures rejuvenated them. In the shadow of a latticework supporting ancient wisteria vines repeatedly burnt by frost was a young woman. She sat on a stone bench under the pergola arbor. Her silken tunics brushed the slate pavers beneath her feet. Delicate hands gripped a lap harp. A warm woolen cloak trimmed in fur protected her slender shoulders from the early spring chill. She was tense, but didn’t flee.

He was in the presence of an unchaperoned young noblewoman. He needed to make a speedy retreat into a hole somewhere. If found, her father or brothers would probably skewer him then ask why he was there. He ceased his battle with the tenacious stems when the moon pierced the dormant vines and lit a face devoid of imperfection. Her beauty caused him to inhale on a catch of surprise. Suspicious blue eyes darted at him over a pert nose and a rosebud mouth. The golden wave of long curls cascading over her torso trembled with her unease.

“Who are you?” She asked again when he didn’t immediately answer. Brushed with controlled fear, her questioning words were music in his ears. She pulled the harp to her breast as a protective shield. Zounds, she was exquisite. This is the muse he was searching for. A romantic verse about a beautiful lass clad in shimmering silk hidden from the world behind stone walls was already writing itself. The tune would earn him plenty of coin from romantic young lads and lasses.

Bernard found his voice. “Pray, do not fear, my lady. I was just passing through.” Pounding feet behind the wall caused Bernard to reflexively crouch. He bit his lower lip to stifle a groan when a particularly vile barb penetrated through his tunics and found his tender parts.

Her eyes focused demurely on the center of his tunic. She whispered, “Who are you running from?” One slow step at a time, she moved towards him, relying heavily on a staff he had overlooked to clear her path.

Angst hit him hard. She was blind. He recovered from his shock and automatically forced a smile to his face. “’Twas a mere misunderstanding. If you would be so kind as to hold my lute, I’ll try to extract myself without doing further damage to your shrubs.”

She slipped her harp and staff between her forearm and ribs. Holding out her free hand, she accepted his instrument. He turned to tug frantically at his linen tunic. A frown marred his face when the fabric tore under the thorn’s determined grip.

Her chin lifted so that she was looking into his eyes. “You’re a bard?”

He spared the time for a quick smile. “At the moment. Bernard the Bard at your service, my lady.” Out of habit, he removed his cap and gave her a low courtly bow. He returned his hat to his head and with a silent curse, reengaged in his war against the pervasive rose thorns.

“Oh, I’m not a noble woman. I’m Aurora.”

Bernard ceased his attempts to free himself and gave her his most charming smile. “And a mighty beautiful sunrise you are.” He wasn’t exaggerating. Her family was wise in keeping her concealed behind high walls. Although flawed, she was indeed a treasure to be guarded.

“You speak Latin?”

“I’ve picked up a bit here and there.” He gave one last yank and freed the shredded cloth from a tenacious claw. “There, no harm done to your bushes. But I can’t say the same about my tunic. By your pardon, I’ll be going now.” He reached for the lute.

“Wait!” Her hand tightened on the instrument’s neck.

“Wait for what?”

“Would you play for me? If you’ll stay a moment, I’ll get a coin.”

Intrigued by her desire for his companionship, Bernard gently removed the lute from her clasp. He flashed an impertinent grin and responded with one of his standard flirtations. “No coin is necessary. I’ll play for the enjoyment of basking in your beauty.”

She flushed and lowered her eyes. “You have a dubious but ample charm, Bernard the Bard.” Turning, she traced her steps to the shadowed pergola. Bernard stood where he was and picked out an old love song. After his first notes, her nimble fingers plucked out the accompanying chords on the lap harp. Together they played “Come Therefore Now, My Gentle Fere” in harmonic accord.

“You’re very good with the harp.” His compliment brought forth another flush.

“I have a lot of time to practice.”

Bernard’s acute ears strained the night searching for sounds of his pursuers. Hearing nothing suspicious, he bowed once more. “Well, I must be along. I’ve pressing news to deliver.”

Sadness shadowed her face. “Please, just one more song.”

Bernard looked into her wistful eyes. He felt his loins tighten. Bless Merlin’s tangled beard, she was beautiful, despite her impairment. An unreasonable urge overwhelmed him. He couldn’t leave her this way. He had to put a smile on her face.

His hands trembled at the temerity of the request he was going to ask. If he was caught, he could conceivably be hung, as a minimum, a night in the stocks would be his punishment. He cleared his throat and spoke, his voice an octave lower with yearning. “I will play again for a price.”

“I’ll get a coin.” She moved to turn.

He put up a restraining hand. “No. I do not want your money.”

She cautiously edged back a few steps away from his touch. “What do you want? A meal perhaps?”

“A kiss. A soft kiss from your gentle lips.”

“Oh!” She clutched the harp to her small breasts with both hands, the staff making a discordant noise across the strings. “Oh. Well. Uh. A kiss? Well.” As if making a split second decision she shyly looked up and said, “One kiss is a fair price for a song.”

Bernard stepped forward, his lute dangling from his fist. He leaned downwards, and captured her chin with a thumb and forefinger. Her name glided over his lips and into her parted lips. “Aurora.” When his lips caressed hers, a burst of fire erupted through his body. It took all the willpower he possessed not to pull her to him, bury his hands in her silken hair, and plunder her lips.

“Oh!” She pulled away. Delicate trembling fingers touched her lips. She stared at the center of his chest. “That was...that was nice.”

He stepped back to a respectful distance. Zounds! He wanted her like he’d never wanted a woman before. Not just for a tumble. No. He wanted her for his mate to love and protect forever. Alas, she was far above his station. He was a bard. What life could he offer her on the road? He released a tired sigh. He’d get no sleep tonight wrestling with the prose to describe his doomed love for her.

“What’s the meaning of this?”

It didn’t take a sorcerer’s skill to tell that the man filling the manor’s back door frame was livid with rage. Tall and solidly built, he looked like he could hold his own in a melee. A scared and deeply veined hand rested upon a dirk secured to his wide belt. He barked to the girl, “Aurora, inside.”

Aurora pivoted, putting herself between Bernard and the ire of the old man. “Papa, this is Bernard the Bard. He heard me playing my harp and joined in with me. ‘Tis a lovely night for music and he has the most wondrous voice. What tune would you like to hear?” Without waiting for his response, her fingers strummed “Bird on a Briar.” Taking her cue, Bernard released his vibrant baritone while her voice soared in soprano.

Knights in chainmail with various heraldic emblems embossed on their tabards approached behind the father. Sweat popped out on Bernard’s forehead when he saw them. There were four of them, all with swords scabbard at their sides. Against the father, he’d stand a chance in a fight. However, he’d never get over the wall before the other four caught him.

When the duet notes died a way, he immediately went into another song. It was an off-color ditty of his own composition. If he learned anything in the trade, it was to leave them laughing. A laughing man was less likely to slit your gullet. At the song’s conclusion, their laughing leader, a brute with flaming red hair and a full beard, tossed him a heavy coin.

“Well done, bard. Well, done.” The father politely clapped. He put a congenial smile on his face, but the eyes that bore into Bernard were from steel tempered in the frozen fires of Donn’s netherworld. “Now it’s time for you to leave. This way, if you please.” An arm toned with heavy muscle motioned to a barely discernable door under the ivy in the wall he had climbed.

Bernard gave him a strained smile and eased through the slit. The man’s soft words were succinct. “If I catch you here again, I’ll kill you.”

* * * * *
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Aurora floated up the stairs, her thoughts locked on “the kiss.” It was her first and her body was still tingling from it. She was met in her room by her fuming maid. Based on the way Nanny whipped down the counterpane on the bed and pummeled the pillow, she was in a dither.

“Out with it, Nanny.” Aurora knew they might as well address “the kiss” and be done with it or Nanny would continue to boil. She stood statue still as the old woman’s deft fingers removed her jewels and clothing.

“How could you, Aurora? How could you let a common bard kiss you?” The plump old matron put a theatrical hand to her massive shelf of a breast.

Aurora’s words were hued with cajoling tease. “Spying on me, Nanny?”

Nanny’s already florid face heightened with embarrassment under her wimple. “Spying? Gracious, no! I was merely seeking some fresh air and perchance leaned out this window.” She emphasized her innocence by slamming the shutters.

“’Tis a wonder you didn’t fall out since the garden is on the other side.”

“Harrump. Maybe ‘twas this window.” She fastened the second set of shutters with a violent wrench.

Dressed in her night sheath, Aurora released a tinkling laugh and sat down on a padded chair before a small hearth bearing a lively fire. “Admit it, Nanny. You were spying on me.”

“Nay, child. I was merely enjoying the music.” Nanny picked up the hairbrush and stroked it through Aurora’s long tresses.

“Was he handsome?”

“Who?”

“The bard, silly. I think he was even taller than Papa.”

“Aye. He was tall.”

“And his features, were they fair?”

Nanny released a snort. “Aye. As fair as any man I’ve seen in a long while.”

“And his hair—thick and maybe dark?”

“As a mink’s pelt, my little pet.”

“So, do you think he was handsome?”

“Yes, he was handsome. For the good it will do you. Your papa would never let you marry a bard. You know he’s looking for a suitable young man. One who will overlook your affliction.”

There it was again. That word. Although they tried to soften the blow, every time they mentioned her blindness, she cringed. It wasn’t the walls that held her prisoner, it was her “affliction.” It kept her from being normal. It denied her parties and friends and everything that came with a normal girl’s life.

Aurora sat in silent resentment as Nanny’s deft fingers braided her hair. After the ribbon was tied to the bottom of the tail, she stood and walked exactly five measured steps, turned and sat down on the drawn bed, placing her staff beside the bedpost within reach.

She tried to tamper her seething rebellion. Her father and Nanny loved her. They saw to all her needs and tried to make her happy. Unfortunately, they couldn’t give her what she really wanted—independence from their smothering. Emotions suddenly brought to the boiling point by a handsome stranger bubbled up. The words escaped from the tight lid she kept on her emotions. “You mean he’s going to pay my suitor to look the other way, don’t you?”

Nanny cupped Aurora’s face. “Now, we’ll have none of that. Your Nanny has been around a long time and let me tell you, you’re as pretty as they come and twice as sweet. Any young man that weds you will be a lucky groom indeed. Once word gets out how much your papa is going to settle on your dowry, men will flock to your door soliciting your hand. You’ll have your pick of handsome men.”

Again Aurora stifled the anger she felt at being called “sweet.” It was as bad as “affliction.” She wanted to be adventurous, seductive, tempestuous; anything but “sweet.” Being “sweet” was not by design, but by fate. Deep inside she felt as independent and fierce as any Amazon. But what she felt and what was reality were two different things.

She released the tension with a soft sigh and lay back on a bed stuffed with the finest of eider down and scented with crushed jasmine. Her cold feet reached down towards the hot brick waiting for them. “But, Nanny, what about love?”

“Love will come after the marriage ceremony.” The old nursemaid pulled the coverlet up to Aurora’s chin. “Now, go to sleep. Tomorrow we journey to the frontier.”

Excitement replaced the pensiveness in Aurora’s eyes. “It’s going to be such an adventure!”

“Aye, lass. That it is. Now go to sleep.”

Nanny blew out the candle and was closing the door when Aurora spoke up. “Nanny, tell me the story about how Papa fell in love with Momma.”

The old woman was glad her back was to Aurora so she couldn’t sense her lips tightened with a grimace. Nanny released a tired sigh. Her heavy weight sank onto the edge of the bed to recount an oft told tale. She was glad her charge didn’t remember the truth and was more than happy to listen to gilded lies. She pulled Aurora’s hand into hers.

“It was love at first sight...”
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Chapter 2
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Wolfrick thought that for a well-known bastard, his half-brother Darren shouldered many titles: Prince of New Camelot, Duke of Dragon Keep, Arm Bearer of Excalibur, Consort of the Regina, husband to the Crystal Sorceress, lover of Bethany McGuire and father of one roguish toddler with another babe growing in his wife’s womb. Despite the cartload of titles and the responsibilities that came with them, he was as happy and contented as man could possibly be. He propped his scuffed booted feet up on the equally marred oaken table and took another deep swig of wine from the bottle he was sharing with Wolfrick. Save for their eye color and Darren’s dimples, and a matter of a few inches in height, King Wolfrick Asarlaís was a mirror image of Darren.

Darren belched then proclaimed with the sage wisdom of a man that had already suffered the ups and downs of pregnancy, “Hormones. That is what is causing Carla’s mood swings.”

“Whore moans? Aye. Makes sense. I can see why whores would moan if husbands had to face what I did last night for nine months.” Dressed in ornately woven silken court dress and bedecked in jewels and a crown appropriate for his station, King Wolfrick, son of Gunnolf and Bardou, had dark curly hair and blue-green eyes that changed color like the Irish Sea according to his mood. Once Darren carried the same woman-charming eyes. After Excalibur found him, his eyes turned to the palest shade of grey. Some said he had fey eyes. Others were more imaginative and said Excalibur had claimed his soul.

Darren suppressed his laughter at his brother’s error in homonyms. Dressed more comfortably in a tightly woven linen tunic and leather braes, he gazed over the additional silver in his brother’s dark hair that wasn’t there on his last visit. Ruling New Camelot was taking its toll on the former wastrel.

“I know of what you speak, Wolfrick. She’s soft and cuddly one moment, a hedgehog the next?”

“Aye. Used to be I’d waken in the night and she’d welcome me into her. Last night I wanted to make love to her and all I got was a steely glare that matched the knife she wears. I swear on Merlin’s empty heart cavity, sometimes I don’t know whether to make love to her or grab a shield and sword and defend myself.”

Darren chuckled. “Bethany isn’t that bad. She gets weepy upon occasion, never murderous. Although, she’s treated a few women who would gladly neuter their husbands.”

“Well, you know my Carla. Why talk about your problems when a knife will solve them faster?”

“Who’s on her short list?”

“Some of Father’s old cronies. They are not adjusting well to the resurgence in magic. The arrival of the Akkadians and White Elves have sent some of them into an elbows and arseholes tumble. Tell me, what do your fairies tell you?”

“The trade people and merchants are ecstatic with the newcomers. They view them as potential customers and fuller coffers. The rest are not so excited.”

“Especially the old regime?”

“Exactly. Having the fairies return was a shock. Not a threat. To the nobles and common man they appear quaint and harmless.” After another long draught, Darren sat the bottle on the table then shuddered. It was a good thing that the citizens knew nothing about the immense power of fairies. He returned to the conversation. “Human-sized Elves and Akkadians are an entirely different matter. There is a murmur of unease. The people don’t know what to expect from the new people.”

“But the newcomers are keeping to the frontier. There have been no further signs of aggression”

“For now.”

Darren passed the bottle to his brother. Wolfrick shook it and eyed the lack of liquid content. He scowled at his companion.

Darren gave him a sheepish grin. “You know the fairies relieved me of all my spirits at the birth of Quinn. I haven’t had a decent wine in months and won’t until this year’s harvest finishes fermenting.”

“A long time to wait for a good wine.”

“Aye. A long dry time.”

Wolfrick laughed. “Take some of mine when you return.”

A tentative knock on the door drew a deep, “Enter,” from Wolfrick.

Aiden, Darren’s young squire and faithful shadow, bowed respectfully. “Your queens sent me to remind you of the time.”

Wolfrick smiled at the young man. “By all means, let us join the women. I can’t wait to see what mood my beloved is in.”

Both men stood. At six foot-two, Wolfrick was a few inches taller than his more muscled brother. Arms slung over each other’s shoulders in brotherly camaraderie, they walked across slate floors to the family dining hall where a host of the ruling Asarlaís clan, clad in silks and jewels, dined in peaceful security without pestering sycophants. The only things that might seem unusual to the casual observer were the scores of fairies dining on shelving that surrounded the room and the massive albino dragon that occupied most of the open floor space.

Wolfrick and Darren’s father, King Gunnolf, sat near the fireplace bouncing a squirming red-faced infant boy on his lap. Queen Bardou, waved a rattle in the shape of a dragon. The silver-haired queen’s lure was not succeeding in drawing the attention of her fussy grandson.

Unremarkable in size and face and most remarkable in magical power, The Queen of the Fey put a gentle hand on her father-in-law’s shoulder. “Gunnolf, he wants Abby. You might as well release him.”

Gunnolf dropped his hands from the squirming bundle and the boy disappeared to immediately reappear securely atop the smooth back of the curled up dragon. Abraxas, fondly referred to as Abby by Bethany, seemed unperturbed by the sudden appearance of a child-sized tick.

Wolfrick started. “I can’t get used to that. He’s what, eight months old?”

Bethany answered. “Nine. So far, he only seems interested in teleporting to Abby’s side and about the room. He’s going to make me an old woman when he extends his territory.”

Wolfrick looked at the thickening waist of his pregnant queen. He and Carla were full-blooded Royals. The blood of the fey ran deep and strong in their veins. Their child would also be a Royal. But Royal was a relative term in that not all of them were created equal. Like all Royal males, he was able to generate electric current in his spinal column and throw balls of power as lethal weapons. Carla was gifted with night sight and could fight as well as any man.

Darren, on the other hand, was Royal with a double dose of power. When he was a child, his power was stripped from him. For his acts of heroic bravery in saving Wolfrick’s life, they were returned along with the powers of the most feared warrior in New Camelot—their Uncle Adolph. Darren received not only Adolph’s magical power but also his extraordinary martial prowess. Without a doubt, Darren was now the land’s most feared warrior-sorcerer.

Bethany, unprepossessing in face and figure, was the last of the Crystal Sorceress, a breed of sorceress that wielded the power of crystals to heal. Unlike other sorcerers who had limited magical reserves, she was able to draw her power from the bedrock of New Camelot. She was the most powerful and dangerous of them all. Blessed be Danu, Bethany was as sweet and level headed as a woman could be.

The two of them had produced Cearul Quinn, already a child progeny in infancy and they had another Crystal Sorceress in Bethany’s womb. Wolfrick smiled as a contented Quinn playfully snatched at the flicking tip of Abby’s tail. He was a beautiful child. Wolfrick’s smile dimmed when he mused on what kind of man he would grow up to be. Since he was already evidencing his powers as a babe when most youths’ powers didn’t appear until puberty, it was probably safe to say, Quinn was going to be a very powerful warrior-sorcerer. Perhaps the greatest New Camelot has ever had since Mordred.

Carla stood by her chair at his approach. Her hand invited him to her. Tall, lithe and more powerful than most men with broad shoulders and hands that closed into formidable fists; at his coronation she was able to send a dirk across the length of the great hall into an assassin’s eye. Her topaz eyes glowed warmly for him. He felt the tension leave his shoulders. She was in a good mood. If he played his cards right, perhaps tonight he’d be granted her favors. He strode over and placed a gentle kiss on her cheek. “You’re looking well.”
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