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I’ve always loved fiction. There’s something about those larger-than-life characters that truly appeals to me. When I was little I read animal stories. I took the things I read—from the dogs’, cats’, horses’, and other critters’ points of view—and grew up loving animals. Those stories made it perfectly obvious to me that our four-legged friends think and have their own language in real life, just as they did in the stories I loved. But I never really thought of the stories I read as lessons learned. They were fantasy, and the stories made me feel good.

As I grew older, my focus turned to science fiction—amazing worlds with unique settings and characters that totally enthralled me. I know that even today my fascination with the space program and the possibilities inherent in paranormal fiction go back to those books I loved, the ones that stretched my imagination and made me wonder if the impossible might really exist. Stories by Robert A. Heinlein, Arthur C. Clarke, and Anne McCaffrey, among so many others, removed the boundaries  and limits that society, by virtue of its existence, creates. But lessons? I was entertained, but not actually learning, right? Not forming my opinions based on fantasy, not learning more about who I was, what I wanted, what my future might hold.

When I first began writing fiction, I had no idea my stories revolved around common themes—not until I started receiving fan mail from readers who wrote to tell me what they had learned from my books, who said that my sensual tales of shapeshifters overcoming whatever life threw at them had left them feeling empowered. Many readers related personal stories of heartbreak and loss and then wrote of their own victories—victories they said came from the lessons of love and acceptance they found in my books.

They’re learning something? Feeling empowered by my stories? But how? I write erotic paranormal romances. There’s no message there, none intended, right?

I had no idea how wrong I was, nor did I realize that my own life experience, my own core beliefs—many of those beliefs forged in my earlier reading—were so much a part of my stories. I didn’t set out to write stories with a message, nor did I intend to write anything that could possibly be construed as life lessons, but that’s what stories do. I know that now, because my readers made me see the impact that the fictional stories we read can have on our lives.

I write of the redeeming power of love and the need for us to love ourselves before we can freely love another. I write of men and women who have suffered, but have gone on to find the strength to believe in themselves, to believe they are truly worthy of love—and to choose partners who are worthy of their love. But most of all, I write about acceptance. That love in and of itself is what matters. Paramount in my stories is the concept that we are all worthy of love, that gender, race, religion, and  all the other things society tries to throw in our way as barriers to love are foolish—though I have to admit, they do create wonderful themes around which to build our tales.

Since I write romances, it’s often sexual attraction that brings my protagonists together, but what keeps them together is stronger. It’s honor and integrity, it’s putting the one you love first and wanting their happiness above all else. It’s accepting that person exactly as they are—not asking them to change to fit an ideal rather than their own reality. I write my stories around these themes because they’re important to me—I had no idea how important they were to my readers.

Readers’ letters also made me look much more closely at the stories I choose to read as well as the ones I write. I made a most surprising discovery: those same messages of love and acceptance, of honor and integrity, abound in the books on my “keeper shelves.” That led to another question—are my core beliefs something that sprang from within, or were they, at least partially, the result of the books I’ve read over the years? Did I choose those tales of love and acceptance because I agreed with them, or did I read them and learn?

I believe fantasy—beyond what it teaches us about life—can often provide the direction we need to get our lives on track, to figure out those things about ourselves that we either like or hope to change. It helps us accept who we are and why we are the way we are, and if we are foundering and can’t quite figure out what’s important, they can often point us in the right direction.

Love and acceptance are popular themes in our culture, in our lives, and in our fantasies. Why fantasy? Because we don’t always automatically find love or experience acceptance in our real-world existence, and yet we continue searching. It’s a visceral drive within us, to know that we love, that we are  loved—that we are capable of loving even when the object of our desire isn’t quite what we expected.

Sometimes the stories we find in fantasy offer solutions for our own reality, a blueprint for accepting not only ourselves but those around us, and most especially, those we love.

Within the pages of books, through the imaginations of others, we can find answers to questions, examples and lessons for living that translate from the fantasy of the impossible or entirely improbable, to the reality of our own existence, our own personal experience. Life doesn’t come with a guarantee of happily ever after, or even happily for now. What it does come with is the option of choice—the chance to choose our own path.

But how do we know what to choose, what direction we should take? That’s where fantasy gives us analogous guidelines for real life. Like the parables of old, stories of love and acceptance, of overcoming long odds, of finding love in the least obvious of places with the most unlikely of partners, can be translated into real life lessons.

She’s fallen in love with a shapeshifter, but his or her shape is worlds apart from our heroine’s. Will she have to change to suit her lover’s needs, or be strong enough to stand firm and say, “Love me as I am”? She’s found love but it’s not the partner her family would choose, not the proper consort in this fantasy world—does she give in to outside demands, or follow her own path, find the inner strength she needs to choose love?

Our protagonist’s fictional choices translate into life lessons in reality for the reader. Stories filled with emotion and passion, with adventure and danger and convoluted relationships are still rife with empowering messages. Messages that resonate with readers, that offer subtle guidelines and life lessons they can translate into real life experience. The choices that give our  protagonists their happily ever after can help us build a foundation for our own decisions, our choices and the way we deal with our most intimate relationships in the real world. They can be a guideline, a template, a warning—even the story that ends badly can be a lesson, if only in caution, in making smart choices.

We are the sum total of all our experiences. We learn from our families, our friends, from school and work and life in general, but never forget the lessons we take from the reading we do for pleasure. Fantasy can be a powerful instrument in real life choices, teaching, even as it entertains. I remember, in a conversation one time, trying to explain my core beliefs of the human sexual condition, and I realized later it’s a philosophy I’ve come to almost entirely through my reading. It’s simple, really, when you think about it, but love is love, no matter the gender, the race, or any label you choose. The rest is friction.

So, I invite you to sit back, maybe pour a glass of wine, get comfortable, and open the pages ahead. You’ll find tales of love, of acceptance, of challenges met and fears overcome. And maybe you’ll take away a lesson or two. It might be fantasy, but believe me, it matters.






INTRODUCTION: THE SHAPES OF DESIRE

 



 



 



 




The concept of shapeshifters—beings both human and animal—ignites our imaginations with visions of primal passions and insatiable hungers. Most commonly seen as dark, masculine demons, I felt shapeshifters were in need of a metaphysical overhaul—a new feminine/Sapphic blending of physical power and inescapable desires.

So, I sent out a call for submissions and asked writers to re-imagine common myths. Traditional lycanthropes and feline familiars were welcome—if told with a fresh twist. However, I wanted new, inventive tales celebrating feminine power, lust, and erotic love.

Above all, as always, I wanted a surprise.

Writers took my suggestions to heart. Rather than an in-box filled with werewolf stories that my friend Kate Douglas already does so well, I read stories filled with cats, snakes, mice, cobras, seals… So much variety of species, and from such a rich mixture of mythologies, that choosing among them was painfully hard.

In the end, I chose the stories that touched my emotions. Those that painted a lushly erotic picture and made me smile or cry. I’m a pretty jaded reader. If a story can affect me, I figure others will appreciate it, too.

Usually, the idea of shapeshifting creatures is meant to elicit shivers of horror. But imagine the possibilities if the animal lurking under the skin of a woman is searching for love. Even a demon with fangs and fur can long for a tender caress. Imagine again, a human who discovers her most erotic fantasies embodied in a wild, untamable lover.

Inside She Shifters, you’ll discover how it feels to be embraced inside the warm, feathered wings of a phoenix, explore faded memories of a past life to find your one true love, race through a rain forest morphing from tiger to kingfisher, and watch your lover surrender her seal’s pelt to walk hand in hand with you along a cold and lonely shore.

Love comes running, slithering, flying—in all shapes of desire.

 



Delilah Devlin






THE NIGHT CROW
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“Even the ravens of the Tower sat silent and immovable on the battlements and gazed eerily at the strange scene. A Queen about to die!”


—George John Younghusband

 




You are now free to move about the cabin.”

I retrieved my MP3 player from my purse, plugged in the earbuds and leaned my seat back, trying to get comfortable for the long flight ahead. Overnight from Atlanta to London. I’d lost my fucking mind.

I exhaled the breath I’d been holding since takeoff. Now that the monstrous jet had climbed and leveled to cruising height, some of my tension melted away. Already, the sleep aid I’d taken just before boarding started to take effect.

Part of me didn’t want to sleep. Ever. Not after the dreams I’d been having. Although I’d always been interested in psychic  phenomena and past lives, these dreams had rattled me to the core.

They’d compelled me to buy a plane ticket and travel to London, where perhaps I could sort out what was happening to me.

My eyelids grew increasingly heavy, and my breathing deepened. All over the jet, passengers switched off their lights and settled in for the flight. I blinked, fighting the urge to doze. My gaze drifted to the couple beside me, obviously honeymooning and glowing with new love. Surely it would be safe to relax here, in the midst of all these people.

I snuggled against the tiny pillow the attendant had given me earlier. Yes. I could sleep here—even knowing my dark lover would come from that long-ago time to haunt my dreams again.

 



“Touch me,” my lover pleaded, her voice but a broken whisper as she took my hand to guide it under her nightrail to the soft thatch of curls between her thighs.

I did not need coaxing. Love surged as I sought her delicate folds in the darkness. Her breathing hitched and her thighs parted for my touch. Already slick with her juices, my fingers slid easily over the swollen pearl, and then into the wet velvet of her sheath. Her hands drew me closer under the covers and I realized I could not get close enough to her. The need to fuse with her body, nay, her soul, rose hard within me.

Light from the fire flickered, casting her face in a glimmer of shadows, but I did not miss her impassioned expression. Sweet lavender emanated from her luxurious, inky locks. With her lips parted and her wealth of black lashes resting against her cheeks, I found her incredibly beautiful. Bewitchingly so.

I ached to kiss her, and I craned my neck until my lips  brushed hers. Her eyes flew open, and we stared at each other for several steep seconds until she lifted her chin, fusing her mouth with mine.

Wild desire raged inside me. Still kissing her, I compelled her onto her back and I moved over her, parting her knees with mine, opening her treasures to my touch. My tongue slipped between her lips, and she accepted it, grasping my head in her hands, spearing her fingers into my hair to hold me captive.

She did not have to hold me. My heart was already her willing prisoner. As much as I wanted to please her, I wanted to protect her, to secret her away from this place and hide her from the world. From court. From him.

I thrust my fingers in and out of her, intent on feeling her come undone at my touch. My shoulder dropped and I explored deeper, finding and stroking the swollen pad secreted in her channel. Mewling cries spilled into my mouth. Her fingers clutched harder. Her body trembled beneath mine. Hot wetness gushed around my probing digit, and then her body went rigid. I muffled her cries with my kisses to keep from alerting the others, but she would not be silenced.

She tore her mouth from mine and a long, low moan escaped before I clamped my free hand over her lips, stifling the sound. “Quiet, my lady,” I whispered, even as I peppered her cheek and neck with kisses.

Tremors shook her slender body in rippling waves. I eased my hand from her cunny and brought it up to cup one of her breasts, delighting in the diamond-hard nipple pressing into my palm.

How had this happened? How had I fallen in love with a woman?

An unattainable woman.

Her eyes opened, and she gazed up at me. “Would that I  found such pleasure in my husband’s bed as I find with you,” she whispered, her voice hoarse.

Fear seized me. “Silence. You speak of treason.”

“Speak it. Commit it. My darling, Fortune, I cannot deny my heart.”

I held her black gaze, my own heart overflowing with conflicting emotions—love and terror. Innately, I knew danger loomed. Whispers traveled far at court. Already he looked to replace her.

“Kiss me,” she murmured, drawing me to her. “Kiss me, sweet Fortune.”

I exhaled. “My love,” I muttered before my lips closed on hers once more, knowing what I must do.

Kill him.

 



My eyes snapped open. My heart hammered. No longer was I in a shadowy bedchamber. The honeymooning couple snoozed beside me. A flight attendant eased down the narrow aisle. The monotonous roar of the big engines vibrated through me, ripping me from my dream lover’s arms and seating me firmly in the present. I blew out a breath, trying to will my pulse to return to normal.

Again, I had dreamed of a raven-haired, black-eyed beauty. In the dream, I knew her well. I loved her. I blinked, trying to recall the location, knowing only it was in a castle bedroom. A fire burned low in the hearth. I closed my eyes, grasping at elusive details. Thick, richly embroidered velvet curtains draped from a canopy overhead. The bed linens were fashioned of the finest linen, and the pillowslips were emblazoned in gold thread with an initial I couldn’t quite remember.

I only guessed the location was England from my lover’s accent. Her strange manner of speaking hailed from centuries  past. It was almost as if she were calling to me from another time and place.

But why?

And who was the man I would kill for this woman? The memory and strength of my conviction sent a shudder racing down my spine.

I shifted in my seat, once more chiding myself for coming on this fool’s errand. What did I hope to find in London?

I’d maxed out my credit card to purchase plane fare and a hotel—all because of a series of recurring dreams. Anyone who knew me would think I’d lost my mind.

Hell, I thought I’d lost my mind.

But a dark thought lurked. What if I found my dream lover in England? What then? How could I explain the drive that compelled me to travel across an ocean to find her?

I snorted. This was silly. There was no real woman. I knew better. At the very least, I hoped to make some sense of these crazy dreams that plagued me.

I hoped to make them stop so I could return to my normal, lonely existence working in the Tennessee State Museum, restoring old clothes and flags. Trying to keep from focusing on the dream, I mentally went back over the last items I’d restored. A trunk had been donated by one of the oldest families in Nashville. Some of the items inside had traveled over with the first settlers from England. At first glance, I’d guessed some of the fabrics to be nearly five centuries old.

My expertise lay in fabrics and clothing dating from the mid-nineteenth century. I knew little about anything as ancient as some of the items in the trunk, but I hadn’t been able to resist the cardinal sin of touching one of the ermine-trimmed pieces with my bare fingers.

Cold realization washed through me. That was the night my  dreams began. Had touching that fur triggered something in me? I’d never been one to have supernatural experiences, but I had to admit, the idea of past lives fascinated me.

I ruminated again over the dream details I could remember. I had referred to my lover as my lady. If my theory about a past life was correct, had I been nobility of some sort? She definitely had been. I bit my bottom lip wondering about the fate of her husband. I’d intended to kill him. I could even recall the determination I’d felt in the dream.

I blinked sleepily. The pill I’d taken still had me under its spell. As much as the dreams aroused me, they also disturbed me deeply. But I had little other choice than to try to find a comfortable position and close my eyes.

 




I stood in a desolate clearing. Only a small fire cast an eerie glow on an array of items I had readied. A shriveled bird’s foot. A mass of curly reddish gold hair. His? Other powdered substances that emitted foul odors when I threw pinches of them into a cauldron of boiling liquid. Over and over I chanted a phrase I could not understand. “Chun an bandia, Molaim a anam. Saor in aisce mo banríon a bheith liom.”

I tossed in the severed bird’s foot and a vile smoke arose from the pot, reaching into the night sky until it became a part of it. Triumph surged through me. It was done.

Now she would be mine.

And he would die.

 



“Please replace all trays and return your seat to the upright position.”

I jolted awake, once more shaken by the utter vividness of my dreams. My hand trembled as I raised my seat back. I couldn’t believe the turn my dreams had taken. They’d become sinister,  shadowed with a shroud of intrigue and darkness. Who was the man my dream-self wanted dead? And more importantly, who was the bewitching lover haunting not only my dreams but my fantasies as well?

 



“Fortune,” my lover whispered breathlessly as she pushed the door shut behind us.

I could not wait to be in her arms, to hold her. To touch her. Dressed in forest green velvet with her raven hair smoothed back under a bejeweled French hood, she looked like a queen.

Precious stones gleamed as she lifted her hands to my face. “They are all away at the joust,” she said, her dark eyes searching mine.

I shook from the sensation of her cool hands on my cheeks, her fingers lifting my chin so that she could kiss me. Our lips met, softly at first, and then she stepped closer and a little moan spilled into my mouth before her mouth plied mine and her tongue slipped inside. I clung to her, raking my nails in the nap of the velvet, brushing my thumb over the tiny pearls embroidered on the collar of her gown.

She dragged her lips away, and then went to secure the door. My heart beat as quickly as a rabbit’s as she turned to me. Dampness gathered at the juncture between my thighs. I could hardly swallow as she started toward me.

“I want you naked,” she said, her voice but a whisper.

Immediately, I tugged at the ties securing the top of my gown. She turned me and roughly unlaced my bodice, raking it down along with my thin linen chemise. From behind, she cupped my naked breasts in her hands and squeezed them. My eyes closed, and I leaned against her, luxuriating in the perfect pinch and tug working my nipples into erect, sensitive points.

My channel constricted wildly, and with a little shake of my  hips, the gown whispered down my legs and pooled at my feet. She inhaled sharply, and I turned my head to kiss her mouth. Her hands anchored me. One continued to knead my nipple and the other ventured lower. Warm fingers threaded into my thatch and searched until they found my aching clitoris.

I whimpered, and as she pressed and circled me, a shudder rippled through my body. I wanted her naked as well. To feel her skin against my skin would be heaven. I turned in her arms. I’d dressed and undressed her hundreds of times—but never for this purpose. Never in broad daylight. I could barely swallow as she turned and lifted the curtain of her hair off the laces of her gown. Gooseflesh broke out along the slender nape of her neck, and I pressed a kiss there, shocked at the sudden jolt that passed through me at the contact.

As soon as I freed her from her heavy gown, she stepped out of it and pushed me onto the bed. All at once, her hands and mouth were everywhere. My lips. My neck. My breasts. The curve of my belly. Between my legs.

I bit my bottom lip to stifle a cry as she shouldered between my thighs and her mouth closed on the hidden flesh there. My legs flew open wide, exposing my folds to her erotic attention. I held her head, raking my fingers into her silky hair. My heart soared. I could not believe that this powerful, beautiful woman wanted me—would risk her life to have me.

Terror surged, but I forced it away in the wake of her insistent mouth. Her tongue swept through my slit, darting into my opening to explore and taste before tantalizing my clitoris once more. Her lips plucked at my needy flesh, causing the muscles in my legs to grow taut. Pleasure detonated in rhythmic blasts through my body, each one more devastating than the last, driving me higher and higher.

When her finger worked its way inside me, I arched toward  her, grinding my cunny into her mouth. Shaking, I clutched my own breasts. Her finger stroked my rigid nubbin, stoking an already uncontrollable wildfire raging inside me. The soft wetness of her mouth was the most exquisite sensation I’d ever known. She murmured something—a term of endearment—and the vibration from the sound sent me reeling over a precipice.

I spiraled, feeling as if I had no handhold to cling to. Ecstasy shattered me. Each spasm sent bliss winding around my spine and shooting through my limbs. I couldn’t breathe without moaning. “My lady,” I managed, but the words came out in a strangled whisper.

Her head lifted, and intoxicated, I gazed into her black eyes, my passage still milking the finger embedded deep inside me. Her mouth glistened with my dew. “Taste me,” she uttered, moving up to rake her nude body against mine.


Hard nipples scraped my belly and breasts. Her mouth captured mine, and I kissed her, tasting my own essence. This is treason… Again, I stifled my inner voice and moved with her, rolling her onto her back. I didn’t know how much time we had, but I burned to kiss every inch of her body, every dip and hollow, every lush swell. Her skin was fragrant and sweet and decidedly her in those places hidden by her clothes. I breathed it in as if I could breathe her spirit into me.


“Fortune.” My name spilled from her lips when I slid my hand between her legs.

Her dew-soaked folds opened for me, and I caressed her there, delighting in her heat against my palm and the feel of the thudding pulse of her clit against the ball of my hand.

Her heels scrabbled for a hold on the bed so she could rock into my touch. “I cannot forbear my desire a moment longer, sweet Fortune,” she pleaded, pushing my shoulders. Her head lifted off the pillows. “Taste me thus, my love.”

I kissed each puckered nipple and then moved between her legs, admiring her femininity before burying my face there. She cried out. Her knees raised. One hand fisted in the covers. I inhaled her and let my tongue slide languidly through the narrow slit, laving her folds and the hard ridge cresting her sex. I could not get enough of her.

With a growl, I pushed her thighs open, spreading her wide. Kneeling, I bent over her and sucked at her flesh, plucking it with my lips, plunging my tongue into her passage, and then tormenting the sensitive strip connecting one orifice to another.

When my finger joined my tongue, she let out a whimper. Her shoulders rose from the bed, arching back the long column of her graceful neck. Her beauty staggered me, and I closed my eyes to concentrate on her pleasure. Sucking her swollen pearl, I thrust my finger into her again and again, letting my free fingers fall to tease her rosette.

Her backside rolled up, toward me, and I coated a second finger with her juices before I wriggled it into her bottom. She thrashed her head from side to side and encouraged me. “Yes! Fill me. Oh merciful heavens…”

Her cunny gripped me like wet velvet, soft and yielding. Her other hole, in stark contrast, was slick and so tight I feared my persistent thrusts would hurt her. She caught her knees and pulled them up to her chest, opening herself to me. The sweet sound of wet suction and my lady’s moans filled my ears.

I lifted my face from her center, only so I could finger her harder. Faster. The muscles in her face tensed, and then a ragged breath expelled from deep in her chest while her two openings squeezed my fingers in rhythmic succession. She’d found bliss.

Sudden pounding sounded on the door, and I jumped back from her. Our wide gazes locked.

“There has been an accident, Your Majesty!” a man’s voice  cried from the other side. “The king has been injured and is feared dead.”

 



I awakened, sitting upright in the bed. A woman on the television chatted about the latest indiscretions of some pop star—and someone was knocking on my door.

I eased out of bed and pulled on a robe before padding across the carpeted floor to peer through the peep hole. Someone from the hotel stood in the hallway so I opened the door.

“As you requested upon your arrival, I made reservations for you to tour the Tower this afternoon,” the young man told me as he presented me with a ticket laid across a silver platter.

I raked my mussed hair out of my face. “Yes. Yes. Thank you.” I took the ticket, tipped the bellhop, and then closed the door. Yawning, I strolled into the bathroom and began getting ready to go.

I don’t know why I’d been so drawn to the Tower of London—other than I felt an odd sort of familiarity about the place. Silly. It was a place I’d never been before.

But that last dream had confirmed that the Tower might be the best place to start if I wanted to figure out what—or who—was causing these dreams.

Half an hour later, I’d presented my ticket and stood on Tower Green, gaping at the ancient stone structures and Tudor architecture surrounding me. Crenellated towers rose all around me, blotting out modern London. Had it not been for the throng of contemporarily dressed tourists, I would have felt as if I’d been hurtled back in time.

Now and again, my focus clung to the wavered glass of a window or a stone archway, and my insides jellied as eerie memories lurked just out of my grasp. Had I somehow been here before? In another time, in this place?

My feet numbly carried me across the grounds toward a glaringly modern monument in the center of the courtyard. The faraway sound of a rhythmic drum echoed in my head, obliterating the sounds of chattering tourists and outside street traffic. My vision blurred and for an instant I saw the ermine collar of a cloak in front of me. I blinked to dispel the intruding images.

As I neared the monument, my stomach knotted. My knees shook. This place held some significance for my dream-self. But what?

The loud caw of a raven sliced through the damp air, drawing my attention to the bell tower of Chapel Royal of St. Peter ad Vincula. I looked skyward to see the imposing bird stretch its black wings and sail down to the monument where it perched on the chrome railing.


Caw! Its jet gaze locked with mine, and for an instant, I almost thought the creature recognized me. I stopped in my tracks and stared, wary of it. Ravens were far larger than the crows to which I was accustomed. I could easily see how they’d become the subject of evil omens in gothic literature.

The bird lifted one blue-banded foot and let out another gurgling croak. As if drawn magnetically, I stepped toward the animal. It leaned forward, spreading its sooty wings as if to embrace me.

“Shoo!” one of the liveried tour guides said, running at the bird and waving his arms. “Off with you!”

The raven gave voice to several short, shrill calls, flapped its great wings and soared back to the roof of the chapel. I stared, stunned, feeling as if I’d come close to this mysterious thing I’d sought.

“Those birds bite,” the guide said. “Best not get too close.”
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My attempts had failed miserably. I had wanted to protect her. Instead, my spells and incantations had placed blame on her. She’d been the one accused and convicted of witchcraft, of adultery. I’d stood by, knowing those accusations were meant for me, and had only held my tongue at the command of my queen. Heartsick, I stood on the scaffold behind her, my gaze fixed on the sumptuous ermine of her collar, on her slender neck, which was about to be severed by the burly, hooded executioner she herself had requested from France. My insides trembled, and I fought back the tears.

I’d begged her to let me come forward, to admit my wrongdoings, but she would not hear of it. Instead, she’d whispered to me one request.

Free her.

I shook as Mistress Lee stepped forward to collect my lady’s cape. She gave me a reassuring glance as she removed her headdress, and then calmly tucked her raven tresses under her white cap.

Shaking madly, I looked away, trying to pretend I wasn’t standing here, that this wasn’t happening. That my beloved Anne was not about to die.

My gaze locked on the Tower ravens who sat, perched high above, watching the spectacle below with dispassionate interest. With her gleaming black hair and quick, dark eyes, Anne reminded me of those birds. Majestic. Shining and shrouded in mystery.

I loved her. I had loved her even before she had invited me into her bed to comfort her, to lie with her as a husband lay with a wife. I inhaled a faltering breath, knowing what I must do—knowing how I could keep her.

I chose one of the ravens, and as my lady kneeled to pray—to die—I commended her soul to the breast of that bird.

[image: 003]

My eyes snapped open, and I drew in a sharp breath as Tudor England once more became my stark, modern hotel room. Everything was suddenly clear. I’d been one of Anne Boleyn’s ladies-in-waiting. I’d been her lover. And a witch.

I gulped, still trembling, still feeling as if I stood on the scaffold alongside her. And then cold realization shook me to the core. The raven I’d seen at the Tower was her. My Anne. My lady.

A stifled sob choked in my throat, and I brought my fingers to my lips. Something moved out of the corner of my eye, and I startled. I looked quickly toward the flimsy curtains covering the balcony door.

A raven perched on the iron railing. Without hesitation, I flung back the covers and darted to the door, wrenching it open.

The bird stared, and once again, lifted her banded foot.

Not breathing, I cautiously approached and peered at the band which bore the name Anne. I’d never before touched a wild bird, but I reached out and stroked the satiny head. She turned toward my palm, her eyes closing as she received my caress.

Tears welled and rolled down my cheeks as centuries-old heartache flooded me. I took the band in my fingers and ripped it in two, casting it aside. My lips moved, and I began to speak words I didn’t know. “I scaoileadh tú, a ghrá. I release you, my love.”

With a raspy caw, the raven opened her wings, and as she leaped down onto the balcony, she transformed, her wings becoming the belled sleeves of a luxurious black velvet gown, the feathers on her head lengthening into waist-long locks of gleaming hair, the beak shortening into a narrow nose, and the eyes, as dark and black and knowing as before.

I should have been amazed by what was taking place before  me, but instead, joy filled my heart as she took one step toward me and enveloped me in her arms.

“My Fortune,” she said, her voice rough from centuries of disuse. “I knew you would find me.”

And then our lips met in a kiss tender with love remembered. She was safe. She was whole, and she was finally mine.






VERDE

Anna Meadows

 



 



 



 




The whole town blamed the quetzal for the drought. There had been no rain for months, and every time a cloud crossed the open sky, they waited until it dissipated into wisps. Afterward, someone always claimed to have seen the green bird the night before, and the rest would nod and agree that yes, that was why, and they must all carry their pistols in case one of them should see it again.

Round-bodied and jeweled with short, bright feathers—save three long ones for the brushstroke of its tail—the quetzal, native to the cloud forests, had no business in a mesa town. A bird of such color did not belong in the desert. Ristra had gone half the summer without electrical storms, which always brought downpours on the thirsty land. It was a few weeks into that dry season that the quetzal first appeared.

A dozen strong men had seen her. Each had fallen sick with susto days later, the blue sky still flat and smooth as a wedding sheet.

They had first thought the bird was a male—the female quetzals did not have tails as long as a cat’s—but then they saw the blue feathers mixed in with the green, and the gray-brown of the undersides of her wings, and they feared her all the more. A female had no right to such tail feathers, thin and curved as the arc of the moon two nights after la luna nueva. She must have stolen them from her mate after she killed him, said the sick men’s wives, and now she had come for their husbands.

Others said that sometimes at night they saw a copper-skinned woman darting naked between the trees, her hair fanning out behind her like a single dark wing. They called her a nagual, and the whispered word spread throughout town, paling those who first heard it like the mention of la llorona, the weeping woman whose shrieks could be heard when the desert winds blew hard enough to turn the air gold with dust. There had not been talk of the nagualli near Ristra for generations, not since the old Mixtec woman had cast out those wicked beings who turned to wolves or birds at night. But la vieja had been dead ten years, and now a nagual, this one half-woman, half-quetzal, had come to dry out the land.

The quetzal was quick, appearing only as a shimmer of color as it fluttered between the trees, feeding from the few red peaches or Satsuma plums that hadn’t withered in the heat. From the wild avocado trees she chose fruits too small and hard to be picked, swallowed them whole, and spat out the pits, each clean as if they’d been scrubbed. When they grew into saplings days later, and the peaches and plums burst into full harvest, the people of Ristra thought her even more evil, and would not eat the new crop. If they saw her, they shot at her, but she always vanished. They threw stones from the dry riverbed, and her soft cry was their only reward before they lost sight of her green wings. No one as yet had been able to reduce that winged  demon to the weight of her flesh and the emerald and pink coral of her feathers, but whoever managed it first would be a hero.
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