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      Red reclined in the interstices of the ancient Irish glass that imprisoned him and watched as his proudest achievements enjoyed a relaxing breakfast on the deck just beyond his windowpane. Maureen and Sean; Ray and Kathleen. Four hearts; two happy couples ... who would never have found each other without his interference. Granted, they hadn’t appreciated his lecherous pranks at the time, but both couples had eventually admitted he’d done them a favor.

      He smiled at the memories of the many couples whose romance he’d enlivened since Sean and Maureen had installed his window in the most prestigious suite in their Bed and Breakfast. He’d always been a voyeur; he could admit it. In fact, those voyeuristic tendencies were what had landed him in his current predicament.

      Red’s eyes drifted closed as he remembered Lysette. Everything began with Lysette — and a naughty plot to win her favors, which had gone so terribly awry.

      He squirmed a bit in his glass prison as the delicious decadence of that long-ago escapade heated his loins. True, the consequences of his mischief had been harsh, but the delight of watching the most powerful faery of Tuatha de Danaan submit to the ravishment of a human male? Well, it had almost been worth the punishment. After all, he could still savor the vivid memories of Titania’s monumental embarrassment ...
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      Lysette.

      The comely faery lass danced among the poppies unaware of Red’s careful observation. He drank in the grace of her slender body as she pirouetted from one side of the meadow to the other. Her black hair shone with the iridescence of a raven’s wing, a perfect contrast to the moonbeam shimmer of her creamy complexion. The leaf-green fabric of her gown flowed and swirled around the firm, lithe curves of her breasts and buttocks, drawing his eye to their promise while modestly concealing her secrets.

      Lysette.

      Handmaiden to Titania, the Summer Queen of Tuatha de Danaan. Red ached to possess the dark-haired maiden, but he hesitated to approach her again. His ego still smarted from their last encounter.

      “Take you to my bed?” she’d laughed when he’d offered for her at the Beltane fire. “Not if you were the last male fae in the kingdom!”

      But as he watched her dance among the red-gold blossoms, a daring thought occurred. What if he rescued her? What if the fair Lysette found herself besieged, and Red valiantly fought for her honor and her freedom? Would she still withhold her glorious treasure from the hero who swept her from danger and returned her to safety underhill? Red’s heart raced and his eyelids drooped as he imagined running his hands over her soft curves, kissing her berry-stained lips, sinking into her warm, welcoming depths ...

      “Attend me, Red!” Titania’s sharp voice slapped him back to reality, and Red whirled to face his liege.

      The Summer Queen was a vision of perfection — from her flowing platinum tresses, emerald green eyes, and porcelain complexion, to her reed-slim body with its delectable curves. Red dropped into a courtly bow before his over-stimulated imagination could carry those thoughts further. The Summer Queen, a formidable power in her own right, was accompanied by her husband. Oberon’s blue-black hair and hazel eyes made him the perfect foil to Titania’s pale glory. In unity, the Fae’s royal couple dazzled the eye; at odds, their temper disrupted the order of the natural world. Fortunately, today the atmosphere was charged with nothing more sinister than bored condescension.

      “My lady,” Red said, not daring to raise his eyes. “How may I be of service to my queen?”

      Amusement colored her voice when she answered, “Still coveting the fair Lysette, I see. Methinks you need a quest, young fae, to occupy your thoughts and give outlet to your energies.”

      Red straightened, his face hot with embarrassment. Titania glanced at Oberon, and her green eyes flashed in response to his indulgent nod.

      “Go forth into the human realm and find me a knight. He must be courageous and bold and skilled with weapons of war. Tuatha de Danaan requires a mortal champion, and you will bring him to the glade beneath the Guardian Oak three days hence. I will meet you there to inspect your choice.” She leveled a stare at him that froze his bones. “Go, and do not return underhill until I have accepted your knight.”

      Titania extended her bejeweled hand and Red bowed to kiss it. He straightened, saluted Oberon and said, “I shall not fail, my lady. Until we meet beneath the Guardian Oak.”

      He turned on his heel, stole a final glimpse of Lysette and vanished into the mortal realm.
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      Red rested in the crook of an apple tree whose branches overhung the training field just beyond the castle’s stagnant moat. He’d been watching the men-at-arms train for the better part of the day and despaired of finding a knight of any quality here. However, as this was the best fortified castle he knew of, he continued his vigil ... though his mind often wandered back to Lysette. Perhaps he could think of a way to combine his quest for a knight with his conquest of that raven-haired temptress. A clever fae could always find a way, and Red prided himself on his wit.

      A trumpet fanfare sounded, and Red straightened, his interest piqued. A knight in armor rode forth from the castle, across the drawbridge and cantered to the field. Unable to hear what was being said, Red grabbed a ripening apple and bit into its tart flesh while he leaned forward to watch the knight’s actions.

      The mortal raised his visor and gestured to the men-at-arms. They gathered to one side and watched as the knight demonstrated various weapons.

      Red chewed thoughtfully. This fellow just might do. He certainly met the requirement of skill with weapons and the dents in his armor spoke of courage in battle, but how was Red to determine his boldness?

      He handed the apple core off to an inquisitive squirrel and drew his knees up under his chin without a thought to the precariousness of his perch. Schemes chased themselves across his mind until finally one took root and grew. Yes. That just might work. Better still, he might be able to twist it to serve his pursuit of the fair Lysette.

      The knight finished instructing the men-at-arms, and the training session broke up. Red dropped lightly from the tree, wrapped himself in the invisibility of a summer breeze, and followed the knight back to the castle. Once in his quarters, the mortal removed his armor to reveal a powerfully built physique — especially through the chest, shoulders and arms — a face that remained handsome despite a nose that had been broken more than once, and sweat-soaked auburn hair clubbed at the base of his neck.

      Red nodded in satisfaction. Physically, this mortal would do nicely; now to test his character.

      The evening entertainments of a mortal castle bored Red, but he stayed close to the knight and amused himself by stealing tidbits of food from the plates of the prettiest maidens. He toyed with the idea of stealing other, more intimate delicacies from them, but resisted temptation. He could always return when he wasn’t on a quest for the Summer Queen.

      At last, the mortal knight retired to his chamber and freed Red to complete his scheme. As the young man closed his eyes, Red worked an intricate enchantment, capturing the warrior’s will and summoning Lysette from Tuatha de Danaan in the same spell.

      When the faery maiden appeared, Red melted into the shadows and waited for the final element of his enchantment to come into play. Lysette turned in a graceful circle, clearly seeking the wizard who had successfully called her to the mortal realm. She frowned and approached the sleeping knight.

      Red forgot to breathe, so intense was his desire not to disturb the working. Yes, my lovely, he thought. Just a little closer. Touch his shoulder; you know you want to ...

      Lysette leaned over the knight’s sleeping form and trailed her fingers across his bare arm. Her sharp intake of breath caused Red to grin. Caught! He’d done it! He loosed his hold upon the mortal’s will and leaned against the wall, prepared to enjoy the show.

      The maiden touched the sleeping man again, more boldly this time, massaging the firm muscles of his upper arm before sliding her hand up over his shoulder and down onto his chest. Just as her hand reached the auburn curls that covered his powerful chest, the mortal’s eyes sprang open and he captured her hand in a snake-swift strike of his own.

      “Who are you?” he growled, pulling the dark-haired faery close. “Why are you in my chamber?”

      “I don’t know, my lord,” she said, her voice a whisper of confusion. “I was summoned here, but I don’t know by whom.”

      Against the far wall, Red bit his lip to keep from laughing aloud. The proud Lysette, in the grip of a half-naked mortal man. Oh, this was rich revenge, indeed. He hoped the knight would push his advantage, at least a bit. After all, if Red was to rescue his fair maiden, he just as well have the benefit of exposed flesh to accidentally fondle in the process. She could hardly blame Red if that barbaric mortal tore off her gown!

      He kept silent, wrapped in his glamour of invisibility and watched in avid delight as the knight registered the stunning loveliness of the woman he held captive.

      “Give me your name, fair maiden,” the knight said, “and I’ll release you.”

      “I cannot,” said Lysette. “I ... I cannot speak my name in this realm.”

      The man straightened into a sitting position and pulled Lysette onto the bed beside him. His eyes narrowed as he studied her face. “What treachery is this? If you are not from this realm, whose kingdom do you claim?”

      “The Lord Oberon is my king,” said Lysette, modestly lowering her eyes from the man’s naked chest.

      “Oberon?” questioned the knight. “I know of no king named Oberon. Who has sent you to test my loyalty, wench?”

      Lysette’s lip trembled, and she tugged at her hand in an attempt to free herself from the knight’s grip. His reaction pulled her onto his lap so that his free arm encircled her waist while the hand that held hers released her.

      Yes, thought Red. Take her now! Remove her gown, free her firm round breasts. Let me see her rosy nipples before I rescue her from your savage advances.

      Lysette held herself aloof, touching the knight as little as possible. He turned his head toward her, and their eyes met. Red watched in heart-pounding excitement as the couple leaned together into a kiss that scorched the very air concealing his presence. A shudder of wicked delight ran through his loins when the mortal raised his hand to toy with the ribbons holding Lysette’s gown closed across her bosom. The strings loosed almost of their own accord, and Red lunged forward anxious to feel those perfect globes with his own heated fingers.

      A whisper of power stirred his concealment, and Red whirled to find himself face to face with an indignant Lysette. Confusion befuddled his brain, and he froze in mid-stride.

      “What ... ”

      “Red! What have you done?” He glanced from the angry faery maiden before him to the couple rapidly disrobing on the bed. Angry Lysette. Aroused Lysette. How had he mangled his spell? How could she be in two places at once? He knew which he preferred, but he also knew which he had to deal with, and quickly.

      “Lysette, my sweet,” he said. “You are Lysette, are you not?”

      “I am, you idiot,” she cried, her eyes blazing, “but she is not!”

      Red turned to watch the lustful pair tussle playfully on the bed. A wistful sigh escaped his lips. Regretfully, he turned to face the storm brewing in the dark beauty’s eyes.

      “If you are here,” he asked in as innocent a voice
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