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This one’s for anyone who understands that the forest deserves our respect.
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When word reached me that there was to be a wedding on the night of the Spring Goddess’ Feast, surely full of drink and food and dancing, I took my human form and went to the clearing where Alderwood House stands. I can never resist human frivolity.

Here, I observe the doors of the hall thrown wide, the golden light of torches and hearth fire spilling into the cool night. Music made to set feet tapping and hearts pounding spins into the forest. My kind may not have much regard for humans as a whole, but they do have a knack for celebrating the fleeting joys of life, and I do love a good dance. Besides, I take a certain perverse pleasure in mingling with them in a form they would never guess hides a creature to which they think themselves superior.

I glance down at my dress and shake out the flowing, golden material, which hides muscular, long legs, a thick middle, and an ample bosom. I was never made to be delicate. In either form, I am proud of myself–a feature I have long ago learned will earn human men’s ire or respect just as much as my form itself.

The smells and sounds wash over me in a wave of body heat and firelight as I reach the threshold. A dance is in full swing, everyone intent on the movement and their partners. At the far end of the long, high room sit a man and a woman at a table which is undoubtably the wedding table, decorated and full of food. The man is tall, stern, and dark-haired, a stark contrast to the pale, small woman at his side. My mouth twists in cynical amusement. I would wager the poor creature has no idea what will follow the festivities. Or perhaps she does, and that is the cause of her dismay.

But I am not here to observe the bride and groom. I know this dance. Picking up my skirts, I glide easily into the fray, the steps making me bob up and down in time to the music as we weave a pattern across the floor. It is a dance that requires no partners, except for the moments when we link arms in pairs, spin once, then continue the pattern.

Here is one such moment. I reach out and link arms with the nearest man, and his scent assails me, telling me several things at once even before I meet his gaze.

He smells of the stables and of his dogs, of sweat and vetiver and cloves, a vitality radiating from him that catches me off guard. He is watching me intently, bright blue eyes in a boyishly earnest face beneath a thatch of reddish-blonde hair and a short beard, and I see the moment that boyishness fades to something I am used to seeing in men. I offer him my most dazzling smile.

All this happens in a moment, brief as a water drop. We spin away and if I were looking for him, I would have lost him. But his scent is in my nostrils. I do not have to look. He will come looking for me.

When he hooks his arm in mine a second time, I do not care to wonder if it is because the dance brought him to me or his own free will did. I can sense his curiosity, his arousal. It is just as I hoped. A night of revelry that ends with a man between my legs is my favorite kind, and this man will soon be eager to comply.

The dance ends. People cast about for a partner as a new tune begins, and still no one comments on my presence. Why should they? I see one or two of my kind among the crowd, two women who could drive men crazy but only have eyes for each other. One of them catches my eye and grins. No doubt other humans from the village are here, adding to the numbers. Everyone is here for the dancing and food and carousing. No one is here to ask questions.

“My lady. Would you dance with me?” Says a male voice. I turn to find the blonde-haired man at my side. I am almost of a height with him. He is smiling, all playfulness and barely concealed desire and an earnestness that is the foundation of his boyishness. It is the earnestness that amuses me, then draws my own curiosity. There is no wine on his breath, no haze in his eyes. He asks his question carelessly, yet I sense something else–he half-expects me to turn him down. That is unusual, I think.

“Of course,” I answer, putting my hand in his as we take our places.

This dance is less frenetic and allows for prolonged proximity, more conversation. I glance at him through my eyelashes. “You are of the lord’s household,” I say. There is no question of it. His fine clothes, the smell of the stables–he lives here, not in the village. For some reason I wish to make a picture of him, to understand what he does and whether he enjoys it.

He nods, his eyes crinkling at the corners as his smile lifts. “I am,” he says. His voice is jovial. It is the voice of someone who likes a good joke, who can make others laugh. “Reg Marsden, the king’s stable master, at your service, my lady. With whom do I have the pleasure of dancing?”

Of course. His ease does not appear to come from haughtiness, but perhaps it comes easy when one holds an important place in the king’s house. A place that could not be more at odds with my kind than the lord himself. Perhaps I should be alarmed. But I am wily and fast. I do not need fear when I have my charms. And he is waiting for my reply.

“I am Maline,” I answer. “I have no place of honor in the king’s house, or anywhere.” That is not entirely true. “I am here to enjoy this night to the fullest.” That certainly is.

“I see.” He takes a serious expression, though his eyes remain laughing and bright. “And how shall you enjoy the night to the fullest?”

“Any way I deem fit.” I shrug one shoulder, allowing a smile to tug one corner of my mouth. I lean closer to speak next to his ear. “Though I am open to suggestions.”

I sense the flare of his arousal in response to this, but the dance demands we part. I walk past one dancer, curtsey to another, and make my way back to my dance partner, Reg, a smirk on my face the whole time.

“Open to suggestions, eh?” Reg raises an eyebrow in a faintly scolding expression, as if I had said something unfit for company when we both know that I did. “The way I understand it, my lady, I could offer the best of suggestions only if I knew who you are.” His grip tightens on my waist.

“Suppose I cannot oblige you there,” I answer. “Suppose you would have to guess. To grasp blindly in the dark. We only have the night, after all.”

“That is true,” he concedes. “I have no objection to grasping in the dark. Although I confess, I prefer to see what I am doing.”

“Why is that, my lord?” I feign innocence. “Are you not well versed in such things?”

His hand slides down my waist and cups my bottom just long enough to imprint the heat of his skin on my flesh before removing it. I bite my lower lip, my eyes flashing.

“If you refuse to tell me who you are,” he says cheerfully, “then I am afraid you will have to find out how well-versed I am through experience rather than conversation, should you choose that particular amusement.”

I laugh. Already this night has proven far more enjoyable than I thought it would. “So you think yourself an amusing lover.” I begin to believe it. But I am in no hurry as the night is young and my partner is, at the very least, an amusing and skilled dancer.

His eyes crinkle at the corners. “So I have been told,” he replies. “Alas, you may never know.” We spin back-to-back, then face each other again. “This dance will soon end, we will choose other partners, and we will both be left wondering, now what if I had stepped outside for a breath of cool night air and a kiss?”

We part again, his words sending a flare of something unexpected darting through me. I curtsey, barely noticing the man across from me, and return, determined not to let Reg’s teasing get the better of me. The music winds down and the dance ends on curtseys and bows.

“Only a kiss?” I tease. “My lord, if you need light to kiss by, I am less and less convinced you know what you are doing. Good evening.” I flash a brilliant smile at him and turn towards the open doors, stepping around the revelers and into the cool spring night.
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Humans know about us to some extent. They know we exist and they know, mostly, that we are to be respected and left alone, though this they do not always practice. Perhaps some of them know that we worship the same goddess. Perhaps this is why the doors to the feasting hall are thrown open on this night of the goddess. Or perhaps it is mere curiosity, to see what the forest will drop on their doorstep on this night.

Curiosity is a trait that Reg does not seem to possess enough of, and the forest does not drop me anywhere.

I shake my head and stomp my foot in anger. What a fool I am, expecting him to follow me. I do not often misjudge humans. Tonight, it would seem, was one of those times. I tell myself it is silly, that he is not beholden to me and I can alleviate this heat quite well with my own tender skills. I consider returning home and doing just that when a careless voice speaks behind me.

“You had the right idea, my lady,” he says. “It grows far too stuffy in the feasting hall.”

Reg Marsden sits in an open window, his leg dangling over the edge. He takes a large bite from the plum in his hand and glances about the night forest, a lord surveying his purview. I scoff in laughter, unable to think of a suitable reply. Perhaps he is haughty after all. Perhaps his boyishness was only a cover. If that is so, it is hardly a cover as deceptive as my own.

“You would not believe how many ladies I had to extricate myself from, just for a breath of air.” He takes two final, neat bites from the plum and flings the pit into the grass, sucking the juice from his fingers much too deliberately. I scoff again. 

“No doubt,” I say acidly.

He jumps to the ground, landing next to me. “You were very fleet-footed,” he says.

“I thought I might retire for the night,” I reply, but Reg leans against the stone wall with one arm, giving me another mockingly scolding look. 

“Surely you did not think I would let you leave without saying goodbye,” he says, grinning, and then he cups my chin with his hand and kisses me.

It is, I am loath to admit, a very good kiss. He does not waste time with tentative gentleness. He tastes of plums and cloves, his tongue exploring my mouth. He is as eager as our initial meeting suggested. Pressing me against the wall under the window, he rubs a thumb over my breast and
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