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The stew had simmered all afternoon, and its aroma filled the hut. Ellen sniffed happily as she sliced a loaf that hadn’t sold at today’s market.

She’d given away other unsold loaves to her friends and to street urchins rather than carry everything back to her hut. The bread would only turn stale.

Butter on the table, watered ale in a mug, she gave one last stir to the stew before she fetched a bowl from the top shelf over her workboard.

A sharp knock rapped on her door.

Who could be visiting so late? Even with the shortened days, the night was well advanced. Most would be retired for the night. Ellen’s late start on supper had pushed back her one meal of the day.

She’d taken over the hut after Melly disappeared. Located beyond Nottingham’s walls, it was tucked against Sherwood Forest. Seeing light through the ill-fitted shutters, did someone hope the healer had returned? Or had a guard decided to investigate? Melly fled into the forest when accused of poison. Two guards pursued her. None of them returned. Could it be—?

The knock repeated, insistent.

Ellen set down the bowl and picked up her butcher knife. When she opened the door, no one stood without. Then, by the withy gate, she saw movement. She clutched the knife more tightly.

A man approached. Darkness slipped off him, as if shadows slithered away. Pale, pale skin. A shimmering cascade of silver hair. Sharp features. The sword at his hip glinted although the racing clouds hid the moon.

Faerie.

She fell back from the door as he gained the threshold. And he smiled, a curious upside-down peak. Does my retreat amuse him? The door flapped shut, enclosing them in the single room.

“Well met, lady.” He gave a single nod.

Ellen retreated to place the table between them. Meeting his courtesy with the threat of the knife embarrassed her. She dropped the knife beside the bread loaf.

He glanced at the bread and butter, the cup of ale, the empty bowl. “I interrupt your repast. My apologies, lady.”

She cleared her throat. “My lord, no apology is necessary.” Only then did she remember to drop a curtsey. She deepened it, offering the courtesy due to an earl rather a baron, and she hoped this Faerie knew the difference.

His smile deepened then vanished. His face was wondrous strange, with its angled brow and cheekbones, the sharp nose and chin, the peaky smile. He wore leathers, like a ranger, fitted close to his tall, lean body. He leaned his bow against the door jamb. She glimpsed yellow-fletched arrows in his quiver. Knife hilts winked at his waist and tucked in his tall boots, and a fifth slid in the scabbard sewn onto the leather baldric that crossed his chest. “I come on a mission, lady.”

“A mission?”

“Is this the abode of Lady Melisandre?”

“Lady Melisandre?” she echoed. How could this hut with its rickety door and shutters and the patched walls that admitted every gust of wind be the abode of a lady? Then her mind started working through her shock. “Oh, you mean Melly?”

“Aye, that is a name I have heard associated with her.”

“You know Melly? Melisandre? Is she unhurt? Safe? She disappeared when the guards tried to arrest her. What happened?” Ellen stopped peppering him with questions. Little though she knew of Faeries, she doubted they liked questions. “My apologies, my lord. May I offer you ale?”

His expression lightened although she would not have said that he had frowned. He gave an appreciative sniff. “I am intrigued by this aroma. Boar I recognize, but the other smells escape me.”

“Pig, actually. We are forbidden to hunt boar. It’s naught but stew with a few spices. Would you like a bowlful?” she dared.

“I hunger, but I would not take the food from your mouth, lady.”

“I have extra. I made too much.” Just a bit too much, but this Faerie didn’t need to know that. She would share. Even with what she’d given away, she had enough bread to fill her belly for days.

“I have a yearning to taste this human food.”

Human. The word interrupted her in mid-pour of ale. She continued pouring, hoping he hadn’t noticed her pause. She set the cup opposite her seat, across from her own watered ale. “Please, my lord, sit you down.”

He looked askance at her ale cup.

“That is the better chair,” she defended.

He gave a short laugh. “You honor me, lady.”

“It’s not lady. Plain Ellen Best. That’s good enough for the likes of me.”

“Then, you honor me, Plain Ellen Best.”

Is he mocking me? She set out two clay plates then picked up the bowl intended for herself and ladled it full of stew. When she placed it before him, he leaned over it and inhaled deeply.

She ladled her own stew. As she came around the table, he asked. “How does one eat this?”

“I forgot.” Because he flustered her. Kicking herself mentally, she backed up to her workboard and brought back two spoons. She sliced more bread as he examined the tin utensil. She winced, thinking he must dine with silver and crystal. Luckily for her embarrassment, he said nothing. She served him three slices of bread, one to herself, then took her chair.

He had waited. When she dipped her spoon into the stew, he asked, “Are there not words that humans say before a meal?”

“Words? You mean ‘grace’? A prayer to God, to thank Him for our food and to ask for His blessings upon us.”

“Grace. Do you not say these words?”

She looked at her spoon. The stew still steamed. “I don’t. It’s just me.” Foolish, she chided, telling a Faerie that I live alone. “Bless this food. Let our nourish our bodies. Thank you, God our Father.” Then she took her first bite, grateful that her empty stomach hadn’t betrayed her. Ellen took several bites before she realized that each of his followed hers, stew or bread.

He grimaced at the ale. “What is this?”

“Ale. It’s like beer. Have you ever—what do you usually drink?”

“Wine.”

“Ah. This is far from that.”

He nodded firmly. “You made this?”

“I bought it from one of the taverns, the Tinker’s Wife.” She didn’t share that the tavern was the cheapest in Nottingham.

He hovered his hand over the ale. Sparkles twinkled under his palm and dropped into the ale. When they ended, he motioned. “I would deal with your cup.”

She passed it over. “What are you doing?”

“Your drink should be worthy of this meal.” Magic glittered its way into her pint. He offered it to her. “Drink.” Then he held his hand over the flagon.

She sipped. Wine, a wine so fine of flavor that she took a greater swallow. Not even when she’d stolen a sip while working in a baron’s kitchen had the wine been so wonderful, like nectar rather than an acidic fermentation. “Oh my.”

He beamed.

“I’m ashamed I gave you that ale. Thank you for—well, the magic.”

“A simple transference. Two in Underhill are now drinking ale.”

“You switched—?” She giggled then clapped a hand over her mouth. “They won’t be happy.”

He held out his empty bowl. “Is there more?”

The Faerie’s appetite dwarfed hers, and he finished the stew she’d intended to eat for the morrow as well as all the bread on the table. He looked longingly at the other loaves on her workboard, but Ellen didn’t offer them. She needed to eat something to tide her over the next days, and a single egg from hens that despised the cold would only go so far.

She did have one thing to offer, a fresh nut and dried apple flatbread, sweetened with honey. She grated cinnamon and nutmeg from her carefully guarded stock. She also offered her hunk of cheddar, a bit of salt to offset the sweet.

“What is this?”

“Try it. Tell me what you think.”

He scarfed up the flatbread but ignored the cheese. Then he leaned back. “You have given me quite a feast, Plain Ellen Best. You did not hesitate to share your bounty with me, a Faerie and a stranger.”

She turned from setting his empty bowl in the dry sink. “I am rewarded when people enjoy my cooking. You certainly did.”

“I have a proposition for you. A bargain if you will.”

Never bargain with Faeries. How many times had she heard that? Never show weakness to a Faerie. Would refusing be construed as a weakness?

Yet how did she reject a Faerie bargain without causing offense? “What kind of bargain?” she asked cautiously.

“You have given me a feast of your plain fare, Plain Ellen Best, and you shall be rewarded. I propose two more feasts, a fine dinner for my friends, and then a Yule feast for an honored guest.”

The bargain appalled her. “You want me to cook for Faeries?” The dangers, the mortal risks, the real fear of a failed dinner—everything that could go wrong snatched her breath away. How to refuse? “I don’t have the stock. My pantry—.”

“What you need will be provided. Would you do this? Will aught interfere?”

No one had hired her for their Yuletide feasts; she couldn’t use that excuse. No one bought her breads and pasties at market; they saved their pennies to afford special holiday treats. She could devote all her time and energies to this.

“Two more feasts?” she confirmed.

“Coppers for this one, silvers for the next, gold for the third. I know how you mortals crave the coins.”

In her younger days, Ellen had known the folly of craving coins. Since then, she’d traveled paths sinful and harmful, paths that left scars on her soul and her memories and her body. Nottingham had given her a refuge. The new sheriff threatened some of that refuge.

A few coins would keep her this winter. Silvers would fund her departure. She didn’t want to leave the town. Coins, though, gave her the option if things went wrong. God knew, she’d had a lot to go wrong. And no one knew all that was stored in Melly’s root cellar or how to access it. Certainly not the guards who had wrecked the hut after Melly disappeared.

“Do you accept the bargain, Plain Ellen Best?”

“Let me think. Tell me about the mission that brought you here.”

“Aye, a favor to my friend Lord Cerne. He can answer your questions about Lady Melisandre, whom you call Melly. You may ask him at the next dinner. The third feast, your final one, will be an elaborate dinner for someone of great importance. You would do these?”

“What’s this favor for Lord Cerne?”

He smiled, that curious upside-down vee that gave him an impish look as if her counter-point pleased him. “The favor to my lord Cerne is to collect the possessions of Lady Melisandre.”

“The possessions—?” What does a Faerie want with Melly’s things? Unless he intends to restore them to her. That gave her hope for her friend. Wherever Melly was, she lived.

Ellen had mingled her possessions with Melly’s and stowed away her clothes. “I will need time to sort them.”

“The lady was most concerned for her herbs. When I bring the venison, I will collect those things.”

“Venison?”

“The meat for the next feast. You have cooked venison in the past?”

Venison was another meat denied to commoners who had no funds to pay for a hunting tithe in the forest. “I have, when I cooked for a baron.”

“I look forward to the dinner you will prepare.” He stood, adjusting his scabbard. “You agree to
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