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Sir Finbar O’Brien’s arse bones were shaking hands with his shoulder blades. Along the way up his spine, the arse bones had played a tune on each of his vertebrae with a metal pry bar. He eased off his horse and groaned when his cramped knees had to support his weight. Placing his fists in the middle of his back, he arched in an attempt to force his vertebrae back into their proper alignment. He silently grumbled, I’m not twenty anymore. The invincibility of youth had left him fifteen years ago. He was definitely feeling his age plus some added mileage that the tourney circuit had added to his body.

He handed his reins over to his squire. “Carroll, give ‘em double rations. We’ve rode hard and long today.”

“Aye. And after losing the last tournament to a thrown shoe.” The sturdy man continued to grumble to himself as he led their warhorses and a pack horse laden with camping equipment and armor to the barn located in the rear of the town house.

Finbar winced at Carroll’s surly observation on losing. It was the last tournament of the season. He had it locked up with a hefty purse awaiting him and then Thor had thrown a shoe and stumbled as he was tossing a javelin. He missed the gourd target by a fraction of an inch and the honors went to a snot-nosed kid who’d just earned his spurs.

He shouted at his tired squire’s retreating back. “I’ll rustle up something to hold us over until the alehouse opens. Meet me in the kitchen.”

The cock was going to crow any moment now. Mayhap riding through the night instead of camping in the forest hadn’t been such a good idea. However, a heavy snow had commenced, heralding the onset of a damp spring and the end to the tourney circuit for the year. They’d both been eager to get home to feather stuffed bedding and alehouse cooked food instead of camping in the elements. Their hard push had them entering the gates of New Camelot’s capitol in the early morn. It was still pitch black with only flickering street torches to light their way to the comfortable merchant section. Fumbling with cold fingers in the sack attached to his leather belt, he located the key to the front door of his town house.

The moment he entered, he knew something was amiss. The domicile he purchased in late autumn smelled of yeast and onions. The house should have been cold and musty with disuse while he’d been competing on the tourney circuit. He drew in a deep breath and also detected the aroma of fresh baked bread and pheasant. What the hell? He released his sorcerer power and felt it flow from his back, over his shoulders and down into his hands where the powerful electrical energy waited as a yellow aura to be released.

Stepping over the threshold, he fumbled around and his seeking hands found an oil lamp. Striking a flint to the wick, he held it aloft to survey the front room. His second clue that all was not well was that his furniture had been replaced. Instead of solid bachelor furnishings, there were comfortable chairs with plush needlepoint covered seats. Lacy mats adorned side tables holding arrays of varying-sized earthenware pots. A sideboard contained a hutch that displayed fine porcelain plates instead of pewter trenchers. An expensive Akkadian rug occupied the center of the room under an ornately carved dinner table.

Elaborate tapestries covered the shuttered windows. Whose stuff was this and where did his go?

He pressed on to the rear of the building and into the kitchen. Lifting the lamp high, he saw that two more ovens had been added. Sacks of flour stood in a corner. He spied a massive table laden with a large bowl of eggs, a crock of cream, and a tub of lard. Over the table was a metal rack holding a variety of pots and pans. Shelving along the wall held an assortment of mid-sized crockery. “What the hell?” When did a bakery set up business in his home? Irritation replaced astonishment. Someone had some explaining to do.

Scrambling noises on the floor pavers had him reaching for his dirk. His sword would be no good in close quarters. Out of the shadows lumbered two wolfhounds. They sat down before him and eyed him. Finbar eyed them back. Were they friends or foes? The male extended a long snout and sniffed Finbar’s leather braes. The stud turned to his mate and licked her face. Friend.

He reabsorbed his power so as not to hurt the dogs and reached out a slow, cautious hand to scratch the male behind his ears. “Good boy.” The female, not wanting to be ignored, as females were wont to be, pushed her head under his hand, displacing the male’s. He concluded they were gentle creatures, not attack dogs that would rip his throat out at the least provocation.

“Where is your master? He has a problem that requires him to depart the premises.”

The dogs yawned. The female scratched a lean side. The male stretched then sat back down. No information was coming from that direction.

Finbar retreated to the front room with the animals on his heels. A stairwell led to the upper three bedrooms. He looked up into the inky depths. The hood of his cloak fell back to his shoulders revealing a close-cropped head of blond hair. The occupants squatting in his house must be asleep. It was time to roust them and kick them out.

He placed a foot on the first tread. A low warning growl came from the throat of one of the dogs. He slowly turned. They were crouched in attack mode.

Okay. Not so gentle after all. He eased his foot off the tread and they sat back on their haunches. Their tongues lolled in friendship, drooling on the floor. “Huh.”

He placed his booted foot back on the tread and they crouched. This time, a warning growl came from both of them. He retreated. They sat and resumed grinning at him. He had to give their master credit for he had trained them well. He huffed, “This is my house, you know. Who’s up there that you’re guarding?”

Finbar sensed the displacement of air. Then he felt a hard weapon careen into the front of his ribs where his bearskin cloak gaped open. He doubled over in pain. “What in Donn’s barnacled testicles?” His power flared creating a yellow aura of energy around him.

“Get out of my house!” His assailant’s voice was shrill with panic. “Get out now or I’ll set the dogs on you!”

Another blow from the invisible assailant hit him in the back, the heavy furred cloak taking most of the blow. He was holding the lamp, making him an illuminated target. He blew the flame out and tossed it clattering toward a wall away from his feet.

In pain and surprise, he bellowed, “Damn it all! This is my house! Show yourself!” Random release of his energy in these close confines would create splinters of wood and stone that would hurt him as much as it did his invisible assailant. Instead of employing his sorcerer power, he pulled his sword and swung it in a broad arc before him. Keeping the steps to his back, he held the weapon before him.

The disembodied voice cried out, “Horse feathers! I bought this house and have the deed to prove it. Now get out!”

Air moved and another blow hit him, this time on his sword-arm shoulder. The blow, blunted by the coarse fur merely enraged him. He roared and charged forward, the sword pointed before him. His impetus was short. Something tripped him and he careened face forward to the hard, cold pavers. In the fall, he lost his sword to protect his face.

Rolling to avoid another blow, his momentum stopped with his back up against table legs. Excited at the new game and eager to play, the dogs leapt about him, alternatively licking his face.

Another blow landed on his exposed hip. He yelled, “Let’s talk about this, damn it all to Donn’s hell and back.” Entangled in his heavy cloak, he scrambled under the table, and waited for the assailant’s response. The dogs circled him, trying to wedge their large bodies under the table with him.

When nothing but panting was forth coming, he offered, “I’m Sir Finbar O’Brien. I own this house. I’ve been gone on the tourney circuit. Now, show yourself and explain to me why you’re living here.”

The replying voice was female and tentative. “Did you say, ‘O’Brien?’”

“Yes! I’m Sir Finbar O’Brien. I bought this house for my mother. It didn’t suit her. I live in it now.”

“Lady Sheela O’Brien is your mother?”

Finbar tensed with dread. What had his mother done before he had her committed to the Priestesses of Danu? He swallowed, fearing the worse. “Yes. My mother is Lady Sheela O’Brien.”

“Oh.”

A small inquisitive voice asked, “Momma, what’s making all that noise? Is that a bear the dogs have cornered under the table? Can we keep it?”

Finbar felt a sinking in his stomach that portended disaster. Whatever was going on, it didn’t bode well for his future prospects.

* * * * *
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Returned to her non-Chameleon form and with Anna in one arm and her rolling pin in the other, Delaney Durrow stood betwixt and between in uncertainty. Without a husband to protect her, or a lover defend her, or even a whisper of a fairy’s unmeasurable magic; she’d managed to get the knight cornered under the table. All well and good, but she didn’t know what to do with him now that she had him. And to complicate matters, her twelve-year-old daughter was awake.

She needed time to think. “Zeus. Hera. Guard.” The dogs ceased trying to get the knight to play with them and assumed their guard personas.

Her response to Anna, “He’s drunk and in the wrong house, Sweetie,” was followed by a gruff, “I am not! This is my house!” The deep growl from her intruder led credence to Anna’s mistaken impression that he was a bear. A very angry one.

As the grey pre-dawn penetrated the interior of the room through the open door, she looked down at what she had captured. La, he was big! How did he fit all that mass under there?

“Ma, I’m hungry and cold. He’s left the door open.”

“Shhhh, Anna. Let me think.”

Delaney paced the frigid floor in her bare feet. Hugh had promised her a house, a real home for her and Anna. He had sworn on his life and their marriage vows that this specific one in the heart of the merchant quadrant of New Camelot would be hers and Anna’s. She knew her deed to the building was legal. She had insisted Hugh have it witnessed before a Druid and filed with the king’s Land Management Office. And when she went to transfer the title out of Hugh’s name and into hers, they assured her that all was aboveboard with the property.

Lady Sheela had been paid three hundred gold crowns for the house so Delaney and Anna wouldn’t have to travel the roads with Hugh. While Hugh was away, she was going to put down roots and establish a normal life for Anna. It had been their dream. This was now her house. She was in the right; she knew it.

Delaney nibbled on a fingernail. She needed to convince the knight that he was in the wrong, that his mother had sold the house and not told him.

“Anna, go into the kitchen and light the fires in the ovens. I’ll be there in a minute.”

From under the table the deep voice rumbled. “I’m hungry. Could you fix me something?”

She rolled her eyes upward. First, he invades her home and now he wants her to cook for him. So typical of a knight.

“No. Definitely not.”

“Why not?” He seemed perplexed that she didn’t leap with glee to wait on him hand and foot. She snorted. Knights! They were a pampered, egotistical, elitist pack of womanizing, ale-swigging morons.

“Because you’re a stray. If I feed you, you won’t leave.”

“My lady, be reasonable. We need to talk and my thighs are cramping. Call off your dogs and let us retire to the kitchen like civilized beings.” His voice sounded like he was losing patience.

At her daughter’s shriek of, “There’s a man in here,” followed by the crashing of pottery and a yelp of male pain, Delaney abandoned her conversation with the knight. “Zeus. Guard him. Hera, with me.” Changing back to her Chameleon guise that gave her a form of invisibility, she left the knight under the male dog’s supervision to do battle with the latest threat to their lives and wellbeing.

* * * * *

[image: ]


Finbar had had enough. He stood, lifting the table on his back. The dog scurried back. Evidently, he’d never seen a levitating table.

He ordered, “Zeus! Sit.”

The dog sat.

“Good dog.”

Zeus’s tongue lolled out.

When Finbar went to remove the table, the dog crouched and growled.

“Damn Donn’s hairy testicles!” How was he going to rescue his squire with this damned table on his shoulders?

Amid the yelps of pain coming from the kitchen, the dog’s head turned and he released a welcoming bark at something behind Finbar.

In an awkward slide, Finbar turned to his next challenger. A little boy, cheeks smeared with soot and mouth agape, was frozen on the threshold. Behind him a large man appeared. In the early morning light, Finbar could see an identical stunned look on his face.

Under the table and held at bay by a hound, Finbar felt like three shades of idiot. “Zeus won’t let me out from under the table. I don’t want to hurt him. Can you do something? Chain him? Get him outside?”

Another sound of broken crockery from the kitchen and a woman’s fierce, “Get out!” was followed by dull thuds and Hera’s barking.

The stranger pulled his senses together. “Who are you? What is going on? Who is Mistress Durrow fighting?”

Finbar roared, “I am Sir Finbar O’Brien. I own this house! Now get that dog out of here!”

“O’Brien? Kin to Lady Sheela O’Brien?”

“My mother. Apparently, she’s sold my house without my permission. I’m here to rectify the error. But I can’t do it from under a blasted table.”

The boy reached into an earthenware container on a side table and extracted something in his fist. “Zeus. Biscuit.” He tossed it over his shoulder out into the street. The dog lunged for it. The man shut the door behind a waving tail.

The boy retrieved the lamp, struck a spark to it and then looked up under the table at Finbar while squinting. “Are you the Finbar O’Brien? The Hero of the Tourney Circuit? The greatest knight that ever wielded a lance?”

Finbar’s deep voice held false modesty when he replied, “The one and the same.” He looked at the man in the door. Wearing soot stained homespun, the stranger was hulking in size. His massive torso was composed of powerful shoulders and bulging forearms balanced upon powerful tree trunks for legs. “And who am I am addressing?”

The big man cleared his throat. “Kneece FitzGerald. This is my son, Tad. We deliver wood to Mistress Durrow and take away the cold ashes.” The man stepped forward. “Sir Knight, let me help you with that table.” Together they removed the impediment and returned it to the middle of the floor.

Motioning with his hand to follow him, Finbar headed into the dark interior of the kitchen where sounds of a battle were growing louder. “Help me talk some sense into that woman before she hurts Carroll.”

They entered in time to see Carroll snatch up a young girl on the cusp of womanhood into one arm. He threw a verbal order into the room, “Whoever you are, put the stick down and show yourself.”

Carroll had not fared well. His left eye was swelling. His tunic hem looked as if Hera had grabbed it a time or two.

The Durrow woman materialized welding a long, stout wooden stick. Her voice was icy cold. “Put my daughter down.”

Carroll sneered, “Or what?”

The girl opened her mouth wide and then bit down on Carroll’s arm above his gauntlet.

“Yeow!”

The scream was in concert with the child wriggling out Carroll’s loose hold and running to her mother’s side.

Finbar strode into the room. Holding his arms up, he separated the two warring factions. “Everyone, calm down. Let’s talk about this situation.”

From the periphery of his eye, he saw Mistress Durrow wind up to deliver a blow. He caught the baton between his ribs and forearm with a grunt of pain. His muscles contracted hard on it. He had possession of the weapon. There was no way she was getting that bruise maker back, no matter how hard she tugged.

His patience frayed, he reached out with his other hand and snatched her by the front of her sleeping shift and jerked her into his chest. He lowered his head and snarled, “I said cease and desist.”

Her dark eyes narrowed. He should have heeded the subtle warning. A knee came up and did a credible job of preventing any future generations of O’Briens from springing from his loins. Stars exploded before his eyes. He doubled over in excruciating pain, and cupped his injured privates from further assault. If all the air in his lungs hadn’t gotten jammed up, he would have screamed. Instead, he moaned as bile roared up into his throat. The baton was wrenched from him. A solid blow to his head delivered another array of stars. Before he lost consciousness, he heard her shout, “This is my house, damn it all.”

* * * * *
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There was a roaring sound in Delaney’s ears. Under the noise of it and her labored breathing she heard her daughter say, “Momma, the other man got away.”

Sucking in gulps of air, she turned to face a stunned Kneece and Tad. Kneece held a trembling hand out, “Would you give me that rolling pin, Delaney?”

She looked down at her hands. White knuckles had a death grip on the kitchen tool. Her eyes drifted over the inert body on the floor. If Hugh had been here, this wouldn’t have happened. He was dead and of no use in this situation. If she would accept McIlroy’s offer, she wouldn’t have bodies lying about. Under McIlroy’s protection she and Anna would be tucked away like two songbirds in a gilded cage. Unfortunately, there was a small problem that kept her from saying yes to his generous offer.

With Anna’s cry of alarm echoing back at her, she sought out the second knight. With wild eyes, she searched the premises. Where did he go?

Kneece’s calm voice said, “He’s gone. He went out the back door.”

“Where?” It was all she could voice out of her constricted throat. She couldn’t think. Her heart pounded too loud in her ears. Her labored breathing expanded her ribs in staccato bursts, stifling all reasoning. All she knew was that she had to protect Anna and that this was all Hugh’s fault.

Kneece released a shrug. “Probably to fetch the sheriff.”

“No!” That was not good. High Sheriff Bronson lived only blocks away. He’d be in a terrible mood if someone roused him from his warm bed and woke his beautiful pregnant wife this early in the morning.

“Calm down, Delaney. Bronson will understand.”

Her breathing was coming under control. Her sanity was also returning. She toed the large body taking up a lot of floor space. “Is he...?”

Kneece knelt and touched the knight’s muscled throat with two fingers. “He’s got a strong and steady pulse. You didn’t kill him. Which is a good thing. I don’t think I can lift him by myself.” He rose and held his hand out again. “Could I have that? Just for a little while, until you get your wits about you.”

Delaney took in a deep shuddering breath. She’d defeated a knight! But, his squire had gone for help. What to do? What to do? Damn Hugh! This was all his fault.

“Ma? Who were those men?”

Delaney shoved the memories of her deceased husband back into the past and handed the pin over into Kneece’s waiting hand in order to scoop Anna up into her arms. This is what she needed to do. Hugs and kisses from her daughter were all that were important. The enemy was defeated. They were safe ... for a while longer.

Kneece shut the back door while saying, “Bless Danu’s pearly toenails. Where did he come from?” He struck a piece of tender and lit an array of candles on an upright candelabra. “Do you think he’s after the diamonds?”

Delaney closed her eyes and shuddered as Kneece sought out more candles to bring light upon the situation. “I don’t think so. He says he owns this house.”

In an explosion of pollen, Poppy and her troupe of Flower Fairies appeared. So typical of them to arrive after the battle was fought. To be fair, Delaney couldn’t be too condemning. The Crystal Sorceress, their queen, forbade fey involvement in human affairs.

The wee, winged creatures, no bigger than a hand span, hovered above the fallen warrior. Dressed in gossamer tunics in a rainbow of colors, their attire left little to the imagination. Poppy examined the invader with a critical eye then exclaimed, “La, Mistress Durrow, you’ve bagged yourself a Royal knight! What are you going to do with him?” She turned an eager face to Delaney. “If you don’t want him, we’ll take him off your hands.”

Delaney pulled her attention away from the unconscious man to address the troupe leader dressed in a bright orange tunic with a black trim along the border. A Royal! That meant he had tremendous amount of sorcerer power. Power that he could pull from his spine and use as a destructive weapon. Plus, he might have other unnatural skills that the common man didn’t. She was in the eel barrel with no way out. The man was going to be in a rage when he awoke and he had the power to level her home.

With a shudder she said, “I don’t honestly know what I’m going to do, Poppy. He’s going to be furious when he awakens. Mayhap I should take you up on your offer and let you take him off my hands.”

Kneece knelt down beside the knight. “I wouldn’t be so quick on that generous offer, Delaney. He looks familiar.”

Tad mimicked his father. After scrutinizing the man, he proclaimed, “It is him, Da. It’s Sir Finbar O’Brien. We saw him at the tournament this past summer. He swings a sword something fierce. Why, he defeated all comers and won some really big purses this year.”

Kneece’s face dropped into disbelieving lines. He looked up and said in an awe-tinged voice, “Not only did you lay out a knight, you had to go and pick the best in the kingdom.” He shook his head with dismal portent and in ominous tones murmured. “Nothing good can come of this.”

Delaney shivered in fear at the magnitude of the mistake she had committed. Hundreds of years ago, laws had been enacted to preserve what little magic New Camelot retained after a bloody civil war. It became illegal to assault a Royal. The penalty was death. Even with the coming of the Crystal Sorceress and her liberal views, that law had not changed.

Delaney felt the blood leave her face. Lightheaded, her hand sought the table to stabilize herself. Kneece rose to his hovering height and said, “Delaney, mayhap you should go upstairs and get something warmer on before the sheriff arrives?”

At Kneece’s gentle prodding, Delaney realized the shudders left over from battle had turned to shivering from the cold in her thin gown. Clutching Anna to her she said, “I will. If he wakes up again, hit him over the head. I’ll be right back down.”

As she made her way up the dark stairwell she heard Tad say, “We can’t hit him, Da. He’s a hero.” The boy’s father replied in an indistinguishable rumble.

Delaney was succinct in directing Anna to dress warmly. Throwing on her work clothes and a heavy cloak, she headed back downstairs. The two gaping doors were now closed. Nonetheless, the intruders had let all the heat out of the house. She needed to get the ovens fired and the dough for various breads and pastries mixed and kneaded.

Despite having an unconscious Royal knight laying on her kitchen floor and the threat of imprisonment, business still had to be conducted. The street boys would be arriving soon for their allocations of pastries to sell on the busy avenues of New Camelot’s capital. It was their need for her bakery that kept her a struggling merchant instead of a pampered mistress.

* * * * *
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“O’Brien.”

Finbar ignored the deep baritone summons. It was barely daylight. The tournament wouldn’t begin for hours. He curled up tighter under his cloak. It was freezing in the tent and the ground was hard as stone. Next time he and Carroll went to a tournament, they were going to pay some crofter to let them sleep in their warm cottage. This camping out was for the young and penniless.

“O’Brien. Can you hear me?” His shoulder was shaken.

He opened a bleary eye and gazed into a room lit with the gentle glow of candles. Donn almighty, his head hurt. It felt like someone’s horse had kicked him. In fact, his whole body ached. Did he get dismounted at the joust?

“O’Brien, how many fingers have I held up?”

He tried to follow a moving gauntlet. “Uh, two.” That wasn’t Carroll’s voice. Who’s was it? He followed the hand up the arm, across a broad shoulder over to the sable hair, hazel eyes, and unshaven face of the High Sheriff. The man did not look pleased.

He groaned, “Bronson.”

“Good morning to you too, O’Brien. Carroll, over here. Help me get him up.”

Ineffectively, he waved off the helping hands. “I can get myself up.”

There was a note of laughter in Bronson’s voice when he replied, “I doubt it. You have a goose egg the size of my fist on the back of your head.”

A small creature hovered in front of his face causing his eyes to cross when he tried to focus on her. She quipped, “It’s amazing what a rolling pin can do in the right hands.”

Another of the fey creatures joined her fairy friend. “I’ve heard the king is going to make all his knights learn the martial art of the rolling pin.”

Finbar glowered at the two fluttering winged creatures. “I seriously doubt that, my lovely ladies of the flora.” Tittering with mirth, they disappeared in a scattering of pollen to reappear in the overhead supporting timbers. He rolled over to his hands and knees. His head pounded unmercifully, so did his balls. After two futile attempts, he realized Bronson was right. He couldn’t go any further on his own.

He hissed air in through clenched teeth. “Blessed Danu’s eternal gardens. What happened?”

Hands grabbed his belt and pulled. He was more or less dragged over to a sturdy wooden chair.

Carroll’s visage swam before him. “You were taken out by a baker and her rolling pin.”

“Ah.” It was all coming back to him. The early morning arrival. The attack by an insane woman. Trying to talk sense to her as she wacked the stuffing out of him. The dogs. “Where is she? We have some unfinished business.”

His head swiveled looking for his attacker. He immediately regretted the movement. In the brief glance, before searing pain in his head presented itself and he sealed his eyes shut, he noticed that the room was full of people and overflowing into the adjacent front room. Predominately street waifs ranging in age from chubby cheeked youths to teenagers, they were loading wooden vender trays with delicious smelling baked goods. His stomach growled. Finbar didn’t know if it was in appreciation of the aroma or if it was saying, “Don’t even think about eating, for if you do, it’s coming right back up.”

He squinted and spied a swollen-eyed Carroll, stuffing his face with a hearty beef tart with one hand. A flagon of ale was in the other. Stacking a load of firewood beside the array of ovens was the giant wood cutter and his son. The daughter was pulling trays of baked goods out of the ovens with metal tongs. She wasted no time in divvying up the succulent meals to the street lads.

An attractive matron draped a wool scarf around a young boy’s neck and petted him on the shoulder. Reaching into her pocket, she gave him a copper coin and escorted him out the back door, their heads together, exchanging whispers. She then headed to the work bench where a mound of dough lay in a bed of flour.

Also at the work bench was a distinguished man dressed in silken finery and bearing a disapproving frown. Seated next to him at a side table was an elderly balding man with hunched shoulders. The fellow was scrutinizing four documents with the aid of several candles. At his elbow was a half-eaten pastry. Where were the dogs?

As if thinking of them caused them to materialize, a long, wiry-haired snout poked out from under the table. Then another. They sniffed the air in unison. The larger of the two dogs made a lightning-fast attack on the half-eaten tart. One second it was there, the next it was gone. He could hear lips smacking under the table as the dogs settled back down, waiting for another meal stealing opportunity to present itself.

The old man, in an absent-minded movement, reached for the tart. Realizing it wasn’t there, he frowned then continued reading the documents. What was so blasted interesting in those pieces of parchment?

A small gossamer creature flew past Finbar’s face bearing a large berry tart crumb. He followed the fey woman to the rafters where a host of Flower Fairies had taken perches above the crowd and were observing with avid interest.

Bronson sat down on the stool across from him. He held a sack in his hand and looked with expectations at the young girl. Finbar fired off questions to the sheriff. “What’s going on? Who are all these people? How long was I out?”

Bronson grimaced. “I’ve got good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”

Finbar placed his aching head in his hands. “The worst first.”

Bronson chuckled. “It appears we have a difference of opinion on who owns this domicile. I’ve rousted the clerk from the Land Management Office to get his expert opinion. Mistress Durrow is operating a bakery and these street venders,” Bronson waved his hand in the general vicinity of the room’s center where the young people were selecting their pies and making preparations to leave, “sell her products. You’ve been unconscious for over two hours.”

Finbar’s eyes rove again. This time with minute care so as not to jar his bruised brain. He spied the demented Mistress Durrow. She was putting a sprinkling of flour over the mound of dough. The distinguished man was whispering at her, and apparently to no effect, for she was doing a good job of ignoring him. Then, as if she knew he was observing the one-sided conversation, her head snapped up. Grey eyes glared at him in hostility. She pummeled the dough mound with her fist and collapsed it. He knew that blow was meant for him and winced.

She returned her attention back to the dough and reached behind her. His eyes drifted up and spied a rack of various types of rolling pins as she grabbed one. Alongside that rack was another of very sharp, lethal-looking knives. Blessed Danu, he was fortunate she grabbed a wooden weapon to attack him instead of one of those knives.

“What’s the good news?”

Bronson held open his sack and the girl deposited four tarts, fresh out of the oven into it. He grinned at Finbar. “Mistress Durrow makes excellent pies. Selena has been craving them throughout this pregnancy. And to keep them coming, I’m not going to file an assault charge against Mistress Durrow. We’ll chalk up the morning’s activities to a mistaken identity.”

Done with his study, the elderly scholar type cleared his throat. “High Sheriff, the way I read these deeds is that Sir Finbar O’Brien purchased the house in early October for 500 gold crowns from a land agent.” He placed one document to the side.

Finbar nodded in agreement then immediately regretted the movement. He returned his aching head into the cradle of his hands and listened to the man drone on.

“Then he quit claimed it to his mother, Sheela O’Brien at no cost. She in turn sold it to Hugh Durrow for 300 crowns.” A second and third piece of parchment joined the first.

“What?” Finbar’s jerking movement had his stomach going all queasy on him in concert with the searing pain in his head. Over the ringing in his ears he thought he heard something too dreadful to be true. He threw a belligerent look to the clerk. “Repeat that. What did you say?”

The clerk cleared his throat again. “I said, your mother sold it to Mistress Durrow’s husband at a loss of 200 crowns.” He waved the last document. “Upon Merchant Durrow’s death, his wife inherited the property and recorded the deed with her name on it with the Land Management Office.” He placed the last piece of parchment atop the first three and then fluttered the stack of documents. “It’s all perfectly legal. Mistress Delaney Durrow owns the town home. You sir, are the encroacher.”

Finbar felt the floor fall out from under him. His thoughts scrambled for a solution to this horrible problem. What did his mother do with the money from the sale? If he could get it back, he could exchange the money for the house and get these people out of it. Then it dawned on him. Assassins. Rogue knights. Travel to Dragon’s Breath. Bribes and expensive gifts. It all came at a cost. Insane with an irrational fury, Sheela had sold the house to fund her murderous rampage against his cousin, Garrett O’Brien. She had no money on her when he incarcerated her. It was all gone, a fortune wasted in a fanatical determination to regain a crumbling castle located on a foggy river in the middle of nowhere.

This house represented his entire life savings generated from years of hard-earned tourney winnings. Other than the funds won from this season’s meets, he had no income, no other assets. Well, he had a mighty fine warhorse. And tack. And equipment and armor. But even if he sold all of it, it wouldn’t provide a roof over his head for any period of time. He’d have to become a freelancer to earn a living during the winter months and live in a garrison with other homeless warriors. It was a hard scrabbled and uncertain future to be sure. Especially at his age.

His fists tightened in righteous indignation. “I own this house. I did not sign it over to my mother. She must have forged my signature. Mistress Durrow was given a bogus deed. It’s not worth the parchment it’s written on.”

The clerk waved one of the documents. “I’m afraid not. It has your signature along with a witness’s testimony to its authenticity. A Druid certified it as being legal.” He peered at the document. “A troubadour by the name of Roland witnessed the sale as legal and binding.”

Roland was his mother’s accomplice in that botched coup against Garrett. And may the singer be fish food for all eternity under the River Suir where Teagan sent him after he tried to rape her. “Roland is a criminal. He was killed attempting to kidnap Baron Garrett O’Brien’s wife.”

“Ah, yes. I remember the tale. That was what, just a month or so ago, wasn’t it?” The man shuddered, “Dreadful business.”

A fairy dressed in an orange gossamer tunic exclaimed, “It was so romantic!” With her small hands under her chin she emoted, “Lady Teagan had to teach Baron Garrett how to love.”

Her companion gave a wink to Tad. “It wasn’t easy, him being a hard-headed male and all.”

Tad grinned back at her, obviously familiar with the story. “It was a good thing he had the Pooka to guide him.”

Their inane blathering was getting on his last nerve. He was not interested in his cousin’s ascension to baron or his love conquest. This was his house and he wanted these people out! The vicious look on Finbar’s face had the clerk scooting his chair towards the sheriff. Finbar snarled through clenched teeth, “I repeat: I did not sell my home to my mother. I did not sign that quit claim deed. That is not my signature. Now, as rightful owner of this domicile, I want these people out.”

Bronson placed an authoritative hand on his shoulder. “With Mistress Durrow having a recorded deed as proof of purchase, to get them out you’re going to have to go before a judge and present your case. I can forecast pretty accurately that with a witnessed, certified and filed deed in hand, a judge is going to rule in favor of Durrow. That means you’ll have to petition the king to overrule the courts. I wouldn’t bet on getting an interview before Wolfrick with a housing dispute anytime soon. Mayhap in years.”

A soft voice cleaved through the horrific words ringing in Finbar’s ears. “I have a solution to the knight’s problem.”

He turned to the demented baker. Mistress Durrow was dressed in serviceable brown linen with a white apron covering her kirtle and tunic. A white wimple kept her hair at bay. Her hands were coated in flour. More streaks of flour marred a peaches and cream complexion. Unflinching grey eyes bore into him.

Even in his damaged state, he could tell she was a spectacularly attractive woman and probably as prickly as a hedgehog. Never-the-less, she had his attention. He said, “I’m listening.”

And apparently, so was her male friend. His silver-laced dark head cocked in anticipation, he bore the smug smile of a cat after pouncing on an inattentive plump pigeon.

“If the house means that much to you, all you have to do is purchase it back from me. I can find a dwelling elsewhere with the proceeds.”

Finbar gritted his teeth. “I don’t have an extra 300 gold crowns lying about.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Oh, I wasn’t going to sell it to you for 300 gold crowns. I want 500 for the house. Three hundred is for the reimbursement. The other 200 hundred is for moving expenses, time and trouble to find another domicile, the cost of installing more ovens in a new house, and for the sheer aggravation of having to move and relocate everything.”

The man’s smug smile vanished to be replaced with one of disbelief as Finbar stood in a rush. Both of them shouted in unison, “What?”

The world tilted around him in a nauseous swirl. He clenched his fists. He would not hurl. He would not. He was a knight of the realm, curse Donn’s frozen blue bollocks.

Finbar bellowed, “You would sell my own home back to me for more than what you paid for it?”

Her friend grabbed her forearm and yelled, “Sell him the house for 300 crowns! It’s the answer to your problems. You don’t need to run a bakery. I can provide for you.”

Around Finbar all motion ceased as three sets of angry eyes glared amongst each other. The street boys’ mouths were ajar at the scene playing out. The sheriff had a faint aura of power about him in readiness should there be more trouble. The dogs poked their heads out and releasing soft whining, looked from Finbar to the Durrow woman.

The man’s harsh whisper reached Finbar. “Now is a perfect time for you and Anna to accept my protection. If the knight buys the house back, give the funds to me to settle Hugh’s debts.”

The widow’s back stiffened poker straight. With steely determination, she jerked her arm free. Turning her attention back to Finbar she said, “I’m offering you the same price that you originally paid for it. It’s a fair offer. Take it or leave the premises.”

Her response locked her friend’s jaw in fury. His angry eyes went from Delaney to her daughter and then to Finbar. A fleeting look of calculation crossed his features and his hands fisted as he silently mulled the widow’s response.

Finbar looked to Bronson for help out of this morass as the sheriff secured his cloak about his shoulders. The sympathy on the sheriff’s craggy features was enough to make him want to take his bat shit crazy mother out of her protective incarceration at the Priestesses of Danu and snap her neck.
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Chapter 2
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Delaney held a steady gaze on the seething knight as the crowd of street urchins streamed out of her kitchen behind High Sheriff Bronson to claim their various street corners. Behind them stormed Crispin McIlroy, her husband’s sometime partner in smuggling. He warned over his shoulder, “Think of yours and Anna’s safety, Delaney. I need that money from the sale of this house. Hugh’s creditors won’t take the merchandize back.” On those demanding words, he slammed the door behind him.

Crispin wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know. Both of their necks were on the chopping block. The Moors would be returning to the hidden cove on the next full moon anticipating payment for the goods Hugh slipped away with. As Hugh’s partner, they would look first to Crispin for the agreed selling price. If he didn’t produce the funds, his head had a good possibility of being separated from his body. Then they would come looking for the next person closest to Hugh for remuneration. That would be her. The problem was, she didn’t know where the payment was. Hugh died before he could tell her where he hid the diamonds.

Anna came to her side with a worried frown. “Ma, is Merchant McIlroy angry at you?”

She shook off the feeling of doom, wearing a silken turban and flowing robes and wielding a sharp scimitar, galloping towards her, to exact retribution for failure to make good on the weaponry Hugh absconded way with. The meeting time wasn’t for another few days. She still had time to look harder for the missing diamonds.

She turned her attention to her daughter’s question. “Perhaps.” Frankly, she didn’t care at the moment if McIlroy was in an angry mood or not. She was getting tired of Crispin’s demanding and possessive attitude toward her. If he was this aggressive now, what would it be like if she became his mistress? And Danu forbid she give him control over any funding she might have. It was not going to happen.

Delaney looked at the despondent knight. He was indeed massive. She’d never been this close to a Royal knight. She’d always seen them from a distance, in the cheap seats at a tournament. The bards always sang about how handsome knights were. Well, they were wrong about this one. He wasn’t handsome. He had a large arrogant nose accompanied by dark eyes recessed under heavy brows. He reminded her of a bear—a large, ferocious golden one that had been kicked out of his cave by an even more dangerous opponent: a woman with a registered and certified deed.

She empathized with him. Wasn’t it just like your family to tumble you like a five-copper whore? It was how she felt after Hugh was murdered and Eamon’s men tried to kidnap Anna. Without Hugh’s income, she was destitute. To make an honest living, she had no options but to go to Levi the Lender and use the house as collateral to bankroll the startup costs for a bakery. And then Crispin had approached with his tantalizing offer of protection with a caveat attached. He’d been Hugh’s sometime partner, more of an acquaintance to her than a potential lover. What kept her from considering his offer was that he was married. Another item was that she didn’t love him.

Delaney averted her eyes from the despair that had replaced the anger in the knight’s face. She had to harden her heart against the knight’s sudden change in fortune. Like Crispin said, she had Anna’s wellbeing to think of.

She was not going back to a life of crime and she was not going to let Anna get caught up in Eamon and his father’s scheming. Nor was she going to be some man’s mistress, dependent upon his largess until he grew tired of her and tossed her out on her arse, older and penniless.

Kneece tugged on her tunic sleeve to get her attention. He whispered, “The man hasn’t got the money to buy the house back. Rent them your spare room, instead.”

Her head snapped around to face Kneece. “What?”

Kneece raised a calloused palm adorned with grime incrusted fingers. “Listen to me. We both know that being Hugh’s partner automatically makes Crispin a dishonorable man. On the other hand, the knight is renowned for his sportsmanship and fair fights. He’s the solution to all your problems, not Crispin’s despicable offer.”
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