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            ONE KNIGHT ENCHANTED

          

          ROGUES & ANGELS #1

        

      

    

    
      Cursed to take the form of the wolf by day, Rolfe de Viandin is skeptical that love can save him. All he wants is to return home from crusade by the Yule and even the pleasures of a magical palace cannot console him...until a beautiful and bold maiden arrives at his gates, seeking sanctuary, and Rolfe’s hope is restored.

      Hunted in the forest, Annelise de Sayerne has to surrender her desire to wed for love, as the price of entering the only refuge is marriage to its enigmatic lord. She fears he must be a monster, but once she experiences his kindness, Annelise resolves to find love with her new husband—if she can just claim his heart.

      Even as Rolfe is beguiled by his bride and Annelise unravels his secrets, a spurned suitor pursues Annelise, determined to claim her legacy at any price. If Rolfe’s curse is not broken, how can he defend his beloved wife from the villain? Will their future be lost before it is truly won—or will Rolfe be convinced of the power of love in time?

      An earlier version of this story was published under the title Enchanted.
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            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      One Knight Enchanted is a medieval fantasy romance, featuring a knight cursed to become a wolf by day and the maiden who breaks the spell with her love. An earlier version of this story was published under the title Enchanted in 1997. I’ve always liked this medieval romance, partly because of the fairy-tale feel to it and partly because I just love Rolfe and Annelise. Many readers have written to me over the years to tell me how much they loved the story, too. I was excited to have the chance to publish it in a new edition and make it available again.

      My original plan had been to simply re-publish the book, but when I read through it, there were things I wanted to revise. Once I started to make changes, the project snowballed into a much bigger job. My challenge was to create a version of the story that made me happy, but not to sacrifice anything that readers liked about the original. Although the basic story is the same, the telling is so different that the book’s been given a new title to distinguish it from the older version.

      One Knight Enchanted is also the launch title of a new series, which will include both revised books and new ones. In this new version, Rolfe is part of a company of knights who fought together in the First Crusade and who call themselves Rogues & Angels. That’s the new name of the series—all eight of these knights will have their stories told and find their HEAs back in Europe. In Enchanted, Rolfe had purchased the mysterious bottle as a gift for his brother: in Rogues & Angels, all of the knights receive parting gifts from an ally in Jerusalem. The gifts are a bit enigmatic and challenge the knights’ various expectations. There are also connections between the knights of this company and my other medieval romance series: many of them are the forebears of later protagonists, and I’ll tell you more about that in each book.

      The next story in the series is One Knight’s Return, a revision of My Lady’s Champion. In this book, both Quinn and Bayard find their happy endings. There’s an excerpt from the new version of Quinn’s story at the end of this book.

      To learn about my new releases and get additional content available only to subscribers, please sign up for my newsletter. Knights & Rogues is the newsletter for my Claire Delacroix historical romances.

      I hope you enjoy this new version of Rolfe and Annelise’s story, and also the companion knights of the Rogues & Angels series.

      All my best

      Claire

      http://delacroix.net
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        May 1101—Jerusalem

      

      

      “We could join the Lombards and this new crusade,” Thierry Douglas suggested, his opinion of that strategy clear in his tone. “If we want to fight with peasants.”

      The eight knights who had become friends, as well as comrades, sat in the tavern they favored and drank young red wine. They had each ridden to crusade and had met in Outremer, ultimately joining forces to fight together. Rolfe de Viandin liked to jest that his friends were rogues and angels, for it was true that their natures could not have been more varied.

      Thierry and Luc Douglas were twins from the north of England, and Rolfe still found it uncanny how well they anticipated each other’s thoughts and movements. The sole difference between them was that Thierry’s eyes were green, a striking contrast to his black hair, while Luc’s remaining eye was hazel. They, too, had ridden in pursuit of adventure and Rolfe admired that neither hesitated to engage a foe.

      Rolfe had met the twins at the siege of Antioch four years before, when both he and they had noticed two other knights being struck down and taken captive. Rolfe, Thierry, and Luc had rescued Quinn and Bayard, which had formed the core of their company. Luc had lost an eye in that battle and had worn a patch ever since.

      Quinn de Sayerne, with his auburn hair and amber eyes, was the most thoughtful of the company, as befitted an older son and heir. He often fought back-to-back with Bayard de Neuville, dark-haired and dark-eyed, a younger son with no claim at home, much like Rolfe. Bayard was quick with a jest and quicker yet to strike a killing blow, which was a good balance to Quinn’s temperance. They had met shortly after arriving in Palestine and become close companions. Rolfe thought that Quinn had joined the crusade for experience and pursuit of justice while Bayard sought adventure and opportunity. They might have been lost without such timely intervention.

      Never mind the aid of Lothair. Lothair, who they called the Viking, was taller than any of them and more ferocious in battle than any knight Rolfe had ever known. He was also a talented healer and had ensured Quinn’s survival, thereby bonding those two together. Lothair had blond hair and green eyes and must have hailed from some frozen northern land. He was inclined to be enigmatic but there was no doubt of his ambition—he had joined the fight for plunder.

      The company was completed with two handsome knights, both with a measure of charm. Amaury de Montvieux was another with a legacy he had only to ride home to claim. He had joined the crusade out of a conviction that it was right, and was an excellent fighter. He was affluent—no surprise, given his status as heir to a prosperous holding—and inclined to be a little proud. His heart was of the best and valiant, too. Because of his connections, the company had been shown favors in Outremer by the king himself.

      Finally, there was Niall MacGillivray, a Scottish mercenary with a fondness for damsels in distress—with his fair hair and blue eyes, he easily gained the favor of any lady he sought to woo, though he vowed that he would never lose his own heart. Although he was even more shameless in his pursuit of women than Rolfe, he listened well and often learned details from the ladies that were of advantage to them in battle.

      It was after sunset by the time they had all gathered at the tavern and had their first sip of the wine. Although they met most nights, on this night, they had a decision to make. Lothair had pronounced Quinn to be fully healed, and Quinn had received a message from his overlord that he was now Lord de Sayerne. Would Quinn leave? If so, there was no doubt that Bayard would accompany him. But what of the others? Should they join another battle, like the one mustering in Constantinople, or should they dissolve their company?

      The wine had become sharper than had previously been the case and Rolfe de Viandin found it less palatable.

      Not as unpalatable as Thierry’s suggestion, though. He had endured enough war.

      “I failed to bring my plow,” Rolfe said, then quaffed the rest of his wine. He recalled, not for the first time, the rich wine made at his home estate and felt his yearning to return grow stronger.

      Niall grinned, his blue eyes dancing. “I forgot mine, as well.” He filled Rolfe’s cup and the two toasted each other before drinking anew.

      “They killed Alexios’ pet lion,” Lothair said grimly. “Regardless of their social status, they lack sense in any measure.”

      “Allying with fools will see a man dead quicker than any other choice,” Luc, the strategist, agreed.

      There was a murmur of agreement to that.

      “I see little to be gained by remaining in Outremer, but much to be lost,” Rolfe said. “Jerusalem is taken and secured. We have gained some riches, which could be lost.”

      “Just as our health could be,” Lothair agreed. “We have sufficient injuries between us, to my thinking.”

      Again, there was assent.

      “It is said that other forces arrive,” Quinn noted, speaking with his customary calm. “Knights among them. Raymond IV of Toulouse is said to be arriving at Nicodemia with troops.”

      “He turned back from the first crusade before the battle was won,” Amaury scoffed. “I see the reason they already call this the crusade of the faint-hearted. I am not hungry to join such company. They might falter in battle, which would lead to no good result.”

      The knights nodded at this.

      “They come to reap the spoils now the hard labor is done,” Bayard muttered. When Quinn might have protested, he gave his comrade a hard look. “We only lingered so long in Outremer because of your injury. Now you are not just healed, but heir to a holding! I say we ride for Sayerne, pray at your father’s grave, and find you a wife.” They drank to Quinn’s health and congratulated him again.

      Quinn did not reply to that, merely sipped of his ale. Was it possible he was not happy with these tidings? Rolfe wondered if he had been close to his father and mourned his death.

      “But not all of us are so fortunate as Quinn,” Thierry noted. “Not all of us have a holding that merely awaits our arrival.”

      “Although some of us do,” Luc said, giving Amaury a nudge. That knight only smiled, for the truth was indisputable. “Perhaps we shall all come with you and live off the fat of the land at Montvieux.”

      “God spare me the expense of a company of hungry mercenaries!” Amaury said and they all laughed. “And then there is my fair cousin. No, no, no. You will not be welcome at Montvieux.” He pointed at Rolfe. “Not you.” He pointed at Niall. “And especially not you.”

      “How fair is she?” Niall demanded with a grin. “I might make her happy.”

      “For a night,” Rolfe teased.

      “Then you will make her happy for the next,” Niall agreed easily.

      “Do not provoke me in this,” Amaury retorted, his eyes flashing blue fire.

      “You can all stay away from my sister, as well,” Quinn added.

      “Then we shall have no place to sleep,” Niall complained in good temper.

      “I say we visit both Sayerne and Montvieux and confirm the beauty of these ladies,” Rolfe said. Niall chuckled.

      “I say you will sleep in the stables if you cross my borders,” Amaury said and Quinn agreed.

      “The fact remains that not all of us have a destination where we will be welcomed,” Thierry noted.

      “We have need of a company of heiresses,” Lothair declared. “Beauties, every one, burdened with wealth and property and ripe for the plucking.”

      “So long as you do not dream of too much good fortune,” Rolfe said to much laughter.

      “Now there is a fantasy worthy of a tale!” Thierry said with a laugh. “Keeper! We shall have more wine, if you please.”

      “I say we shall make our fortunes at home,” Bayard argued, raising his voice over the merriment to sound a more somber note. “Outremer has been divided and allotted. There are few futures to be made here now and, indeed, I fear the Latin Kingdoms will not remain stable for long.” He shook his head. “There are few prospects for us here.”

      “It was a blow indeed that Godfroi died last summer,” Lothair contributed with a shake of his head. “There are few leaders his equal.”

      “Though his brother promises to do well as king,” Quinn said.

      There was another grunt although it was harder to determine whether the greater mood was skepticism or agreement.

      “Here is a suggestion,” Quinn said. “Let us leave Outremer. As Bayard notes, there is little opportunity for good here and more for peril. Let us ride home together. My holding might be besieged, seeing as it is without a lord. I might have need of your expertise.” He fixed a stern gaze upon Rolfe and Niall. “You are all welcome to visit Sayerne, so long as you pledge to leave my sister and other women at Sayerne untouched.”

      Niall and Rolfe agreed with a show of reluctance, for they knew it was a generous offer and one they welcomed—they would both tease Quinn about his sister, though Rolfe knew Niall would also keep his pledge.

      “So, we have a destination,” Luc said with satisfaction.

      “And must choose a route,” Thierry added, turning to Quinn. “Where is Sayerne?”

      “North of the Alps, east of Martinach. We rode south through the great Beauvoir Pass with Robert Courteheuse, then down to Brindisi, sailed to Greece, then rode through Byzantium to Constantinople.” He shook his head. “We will reach the pass in winter, though, if we depart now. I would suggest Godfroi de Bouillon’s route, through Byzantium and into the Holy Roman Empire, then approach Sayerne from the north in the spring.”

      Thierry, who remember a map of all the world, shook his head. “I would ride for Acre and sail for Venice, avoiding these newly arrived crusaders and whatever trouble they would make. It would be quicker...”

      “But still you will reach the Alps in winter,” Quinn said. “I will not undertake that ride again.”

      “We could linger in Venice,” Luc suggested.

      “Too expensive,” came a chorus of protest. The Venetians were reputed to charge visitors richly.

      “But if we do not depart soon, we might be swept into this new battle, the fight of fools,” Rolfe noted. “I, for one, would be glad to reach home for the Yule.”

      Marcus, the keeper, arrived with another pitcher of wine as there was a chorus of agreement. He glanced around at the knights as Quinn’s squire Michel took the pitcher to fill the knights’ cups. “Is there some cause for celebration?” he asked politely.

      “Perhaps for you,” Lothair said with a smile. “For you will finally be rid of us.”

      “Say it is not so!” the keeper protested, and Rolfe knew the man had come to rely upon their regular custom. When the knights insisted it would be, he raised his hands in surrender. “I have long feared that this day would come, so I have prepared gifts for you all.”

      “Marcus, there is no need,” Quinn began to protest.

      “You have defended my home,” Marcus said to Quinn and Bayard, recalling an incident in which they waylaid a thief. “You have given me coin to build an olive press,” he said to Amaury who nodded acknowledgment of that. “You have aided in the healing of my son,” he said to Lothair, who knew more of herbs than any man Rolfe had ever known. “You have brought Franji to my door who had need of hospitality, and you have ensured that they paid,” he said to Luc and Thierry. They hadn’t all been from France, but the occupants of Outremer called all the crusaders Franji. Marcus smiled as he turned to Rolfe and Niall. “And you have left my daughters untouched.” He bowed as the knights laughed together at his jest. “I will thank you all.”

      Marcus hurried from the common room as the knights exchanged glances. “Provisions for the journey ahead?” Quinn guessed.

      “Nieces and daughters,” Niall suggested with a wink.

      “More wine!” Luc said.

      But Marcus brought gifts. He set them upon the table in the middle of the room and the knights leaned forward as one, their squires appearing from the shadows to peer at the small heap of presents, as well. There were several wooden boxes, a collection of small bags of velvet in different colors, a small glass vial, and a large dark decanter. “My wife is said to have the gift of seeing the future, a gift from the angels themselves. When I spoke to her of all of you, she prepared these gifts, telling me which was for each of you and why. It seems my wife knows something of your reputations.”

      Smiles were exchanged as Marcus chose a small red velvet sack and presented it to Amaury. At his nod, Amaury opened it and poured its contents into his palm. It was a stone the size of a very small egg of a mottled green color. He raised his gaze to Marcus, his question clear.

      “A stone to detect poison, found in the gullet of a winged lion,” Marcus said. “Place it in any food or drink that you fear to be poisoned. If it remains the same, all is well. If it turns black, do not consume that substance.”

      Amaury nodded, hiding his skepticism. “I thank you, Marcus.”

      “My wife says you will face treachery upon your return home, and you will have need of it.”

      Amaury’s eyes narrowed and he tucked the stone away with care after thanking Marcus again. Rolfe wondered if there was someone at Montvieux who Amaury did not fully trust.

      Next was a glass vial with a swirled stopper, sealed with wax. “A perfume that will win the heart of the most reluctant maiden,” Marcus said. Niall grinned and stretched out a hand, but Marcus scoffed at him. “You have no need of this gift!” he said, then passed it to Bayard. That knight flushed, for his clumsy manner with women was a jest with the others.

      “I have no need of a maiden’s heart, so long as I have no home of my own,” he said.

      “You will have both, otherwise the gift would not have been meant for you,” Marcus replied.

      Bayard bowed and thanked the keeper, his appreciation clear.

      Rolfe knew he was not the only one whose curiosity had been whetted. It seemed the gifts gave some hint of their respective futures.

      Marcus handed Quinn a small box with a pattern of small flowers inlaid on the lid. He made to open it but the keeper stopped him. “You must keep it. When you have found the residence where you mean to remain forever, then open it and have your home blessed forevermore.”

      Quinn frowned a little, then smiled and nodded. Rolfe’s sense redoubled that Quinn believed some trouble awaited him at Sayerne. Perhaps the overlord’s messenger had told him more than he had shared.

      Another velvet sack was given to Lothair, this one made of dark green silk. At Marcus’ nod of encouragement, Lothair opened it and spilled the contents into his hand. It was a gold coin, but one unlike any Rolfe had seen before. It had a square hole in the middle and a swirling design that might have been script in another language. “A coin, stolen from a dragon’s hoard, and one that can buy your very soul,” Marcus said.

      “Though none of us are surprised that it is for sale,” Niall muttered, earning a quick look and a grin from Lothair.

      The Viking thanked the keeper graciously and tucked the coin away.

      A blade in a heavily ornamented sheath was passed then to Luc, who regarded it with awe. “A dagger that always strikes true,” Marcus said. “For it has a hilt of dragon bone.”

      “So it can see where you cannot,” Thierry said, making a reference to Luc’s injured eye.

      “A welcome gift. And a fine blade, as well,” Luc said, turning it so that it caught the light. “This is fine steel. I thank you, Marcus!”

      Thierry was given another of the small velvet sacks, this one being blue. He opened it and immediately light flooded from inside it. He removed the contents with care and the knights gasped as one at the stone that hung like a pendant from a fine silver chain. It was as clear as a drop of water, but it shone with inner light. The squires nudged each other and pushed closer to see it better.

      “The Virgin’s Tear,” Marcus said softly. “Said to have been gathered from a maiden when the unicorn that had laid its head in her lap was snared and slaughtered.” He nodded. “Its luminosity indicates the future of the bearer. When it is radiant, as it is now, all prospects are fine. But when it clouds over or turns dark, take warning.”

      “Thank you, Marcus,” Thierry said, the awe in his voice echoing what Rolfe felt. “I will treasure this forever.” Rolfe guessed he was not the only one glad to see the light shining brightly from the stone.

      “This is for you,” Marcus said, offering a smaller carved box to Niall. At his nod, Niall opened the box, revealing black seeds as large as a man’s thumbnail. “The red bloom of passion. It grows only when a destined lover appears in the life of the bearer. Plant it and it will grow, a mark of your heart’s true impulse.”

      “It will wait a long time for Niall to experience true love,” Lothair teased. “Do the seeds become infertile in time?” The knights laughed at this.

      “Whatever do you mean?” Niall asked in mock outrage. “I feel true love daily. Hourly! Each woman I meet, I cherish from the depths of my soul!”

      They laughed again and Marcus shook his head. “There will be one, and you will have need of this gift to win her to your side.”

      “If she is clever, that will certainly be so,” Niall agreed easily. He bowed. “I thank you, Marcus.”

      There was only one gift remaining on the table, the tall stoppered bottle of deepest black. Marcus touched it with a fingertip, then turned and presented it to Rolfe.

      “This rich gift cannot be for me,” he protested.

      “It is,” Marcus said and smiled. “For it alone has the power to make dreams come true.”

      Rolfe took the bottle with care, surprised that it was so heavy. It was blacker than obsidian and its surface danced with strange opalescent lights. Its slender neck curved gracefully to a bulbous base, which was etched with unfamiliar designs. It was mesmerizing to gaze upon the vessel, and even more enticing to speculate upon its contents. The stopper was made of the same dark material, its heavy cork jammed solidly into the neck. A fine silken cord of silver and gold was knotted around the stopper, then secured to the decanter’s neck with a healthy dollop of red wax.

      “It is too small to have a woman in it,” Niall teased and Rolfe grinned.

      “Let alone half a dozen,” Amaury agreed.

      But Rolfe knew that his dream did not involve a woman. He stared at the bottle and knew that the one thing he desired above all else was a home of his own.

      It was so simple and so true.

      He would be content to have a place to defend, perhaps a border territory sworn to Viandin. Five years of travel had taught him the merit of having a place to call home. This remarkable bottle, presented to his older brother Adalbert as a gift, might be rich enough to earn his brother’s favor.

      Adalbert, after all, had a taste for the exotic.

      “I thank you, Marcus,” he said with a deep bow. “I am honored by your generosity.”

      The knights thanked Marcus again and toasted his welfare. They remained at the tavern to eat a hot meal and plan for their departures, Thierry tracing routes on the tabletop as they debated the best way to ride. In the end, their ways did part: Rolfe, Thierry, and Luc would ride for Acre and the quicker route via Venice. Quinn and the others would ride for Constantinople. They agreed to meet in Sayerne in a year, then gathered a collection of coins for Marcus and his family.

      Rolfe was packing his belongings to depart at the dawn when the bottle rattled just a little, moving on its own. He wondered what could be inside it.

      Had it moved? Or had he simply indulged too much in the wine?

      It did not matter. This gift was for Adalbert, and it would make Rolfe’s dream come true, just as Marcus had vowed.
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        November 1101—in the forest south of the Beauvoir Pass

      

      

      Rolfe felt the cold as never before.

      The wind wound its way beneath his heavy cloak, its fingers creeping under his tabard to chill his flesh. He shivered as he rode, knowing that winter had only just bared its teeth. It had not even snowed as yet.

      Clearly, his years beneath Outremer’s sun had thinned his blood overmuch.

      Wolves howled, their voices at greater proximity than Rolfe might have liked. He was in the forests that covered the flanks of the Alps to the south of the Beauvoir pass, and he knew it would become colder as he climbed higher. He regretted leaving Thierry and Luc in Milan, for he would have welcomed their company, but he was determined to arrive at Viandin well before the Yule.

      He refused to think of the cheerful inn in Milan, or of the comfort of his fellows there. Instead, Rolfe thought of the greeting he would receive from his brother and mother, as well as the satisfaction of warmth and plentiful food. He had grown lean in his time away.

      It would be worth this weather to be home.

      Rolfe was keenly aware of his solitude as he rode onward. He had forgotten that a winter forest like the one surrounding him could be so bleak. He was certain there were no other men within earshot. The trees’ barren branches seemed to scratch the dark bellies of the clouds scurrying across the sky. A few dry leaves scuttled over the ground, their rattle like a muttering of unwelcome intruders.

      Not a creature stirred; not a bird sang.

      Rolfe huddled lower in his cloak, wishing he had not taken the short cut he thought he recalled. The path had been clear at first but had dwindled. He had the odd sense that the forest was reluctant to let him pass. His way had been obstructed multiple times and he wondered if he had lost the path completely. He eyed the faint glow of the sun and hoped he had not lost his direction. On an overcast day like this one, it would be an easy error to make.

      He deliberately thought of Château Viandin. His older brother, Adalbert, should feel secure in his seat as Lord de Viandin by now. He would have the administration organized and the tithes collected. He would have made his bonds with local overlords and undoubtedly be in the confidence of at least one king. Perhaps Adalbert would have a bride, even a son. Rolfe permitted himself to hope that his brother might be inclined to be generous.

      He did not wish for much: just a small property to manage. Perhaps one that Adalbert wished to see securely beholden to his hand. Perhaps there was a holding on the perimeter of Viandin in need of vigorous defense. One with a bridge or a toll. Rolfe would be ideal to oversee the defense of a border, in his own opinion. It would put his experience to good use.

      Adalbert, of course, might not share his view.

      Rolfe’s gaze fell to the black decanter lashed to his saddle. He had itched to open it since Marcus had placed it in his hands, but he was determined not to insult Adalbert with a used gift.

      That would not make his dream come true.

      Yet the months and the miles had fed an imagination Rolfe had not known he possessed. He had grown more certain that there was a treasure inside, simply waiting to be discovered. He imagined a rare liqueur created from pomegranates, or an exotic healing potion, or even a perfume the like of which had never been smelled west of Byzantium.

      Rolfe ran a finger down the neck of the decanter.

      It was then that he noticed that the wax seal had lifted cleanly away from the bottle. He was certain it had been firmly adhered before. But now the glittering cord swung free and the seal was still whole upon it.

      Perhaps the cold had lifted it from the bottle.

      He could satisfy his curiosity without Adalbert ever knowing the difference.

      Rolfe did not need to consider the matter twice.

      He pulled his destrier to an unceremonious halt before he could question his impulse. Mephistopheles’ ears flicked, as though the beast made a comment about stopping where there was no sign of shelter, but Rolfe ignored him.

      He freed Adalbert’s gift from the lashing with impatient fingers, then halted in wonder once the weight of it filled his hand. The dark bottle fit perfectly into his gloved palm, and he sat, turning it and transfixed by the lights reflected from its surface, for a long moment. A fresh gust of wind swirled around him, lifting the ends of his cloak, and Rolfe shivered.

      He tried to twist the cork free, but it was more resolutely anchored than he might have expected. Rolfe grimaced as he pulled, but to no avail. Mephistopheles nickered, impatient with their delay, and when the beast danced sideways, Rolfe’s grip on the bottle slipped. It leaped from his grip and for a terrifying moment, it was loose in the air. Rolfe managed to snatch it out of the air before it fell to the ground, and he closed his eyes in relief.

      It was obvious he needed a sure footing for this task. He dismounted then twisted the dark top with all his might.

      The cork popped with sudden vigor, its release sending Rolfe sprawling backward. When he fell, the bottle danced from his grip.

      “Fool!” he muttered and lunged after the bottle. To his relief, it hit the ground and rolled without breaking. It stopped an arm’s length away, apparently undamaged.

      Perhaps it was charmed. Rolfe exhaled shakily and reached for the bottle. Nothing had spilled from it either and he wondered if it might be empty after all.

      No sooner had his hand closed around its base than something began to spew forth from its mouth. It was neither elixir, nor liqueur, nor exotic scent.

      As Rolfe stared, a dark cloud billowed from the bottle with alarming speed. It was unnatural, to say the least. He dropped the decanter and stepped backward, staring in awe at the erupting cloud. What had he released?

      How would he get it back inside for Adalbert?

      The dark mist swirled into the shape of a tall woman with long dark hair. She was before him, yet she was not. Her features were clearly visible, but Rolfe could also see the trees through her form. His heart skipped in fear as she loomed high above him.

      It stopped when she fixed her gaze upon him.

      Rolfe swallowed. This sight could not be real.

      The vision leaned closer as he struggled to make sense of what he saw. Obviously, this was some trickery, like that caused by certain mushrooms.

      It was an illusion, if a very detailed one.

      “You!” the shadow roared and pointed a finger at him.

      Rolfe jumped at the volume of her voice.

      As far as he knew, visions from mushrooms were silent.

      But he was not the only one to have heard the vision’s cry. His palfrey, usually content to follow Mephistopheles, whinnied in fright and tugged vehemently at its reins. It snapped the leather from Rolfe’s astonished grip and bolted into the woods.

      Curse the skittish creature! His supplies were in the palfrey’s saddlebags! That fact recalled Rolfe to his senses. He called after the palfrey, but she did not halt.

      He turned angrily on the vision responsible for his woes. “You have frightened one of my steeds and now my supplies are lost!”

      “Me?” she purred, and Rolfe shivered. The specter leaned closer suddenly and he was granted a view of wickedly sharp teeth.

      Perhaps he should have worded his question more politely.

      The scents of saffron, cinnamon, cloves, and ambergris flooded Rolfe’s nostrils as her dark cloud surrounded him. He struggled to explain the presence of smells that had no place in this northern forest and failed.

      Losing his palfrey might be the least of his problems.

      “Confess to me your name, mortal,” she growled.

      “Rolfe de Viandin.” He answered before he could question the wisdom of doing so. He was dismayed to find his voice no more than a shadow of its usual bold tone.

      “So, it is Rolfe de Viandin who condemns me to leave my beloved palace in this place. Trust a mortal man to complicate matters!”

      The specter spat. The ground melted with a hiss where the missile landed, just to Rolfe’s left. He watched in alarm as a cloud of steam rose from the spot.

      He should have set that old cheese aside at midday, he reasoned wildly. Clearly, the cheese had been past its prime. He had suspected as much at the time but hunger had compelled him to avoid wasting it.

      He would discard the rest of it.

      Rolfe eased a little farther away from this manifestation of a sour stomach.

      Caution was the better part of valor, after all.

      Before he got far, the vision flung her arms wide with a bellow of astonishing volume. The cloud, still erupting from the bottle, boiled angrily beneath her.

      “A curse upon you, Rolfe de Viandin!” she cried, pointing a finger directly at him. The fury of her gaze made him tremble in his boots, despite all he had faced in the past few years. “A mortal man is at the root of my woes and you shall pay the price of the faithlessness of your kind!”

      That did not sound promising, but Rolfe had little time to reflect upon her words.

      The dark cloud began to swirl like a tempest, picking up dirt and leaves, gathering them in a spinning column. Rolfe’s cloak whipped around him, its hem snapping across Mephistopheles’ side, and his hair blew across his brow, obscuring his vision.

      He snatched at the cloak, closed his eyes, and lifted his arm over his face to protect himself from the unexpected assault. He leaned his face against his destrier, who snorted indignantly and lowered his head. Rolfe was halfway certain that every scrap of clothing he wore would be ripped apart. He did not dare to consider how cheese could manage such a feat.

      Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the raging wind fell silent.

      Inexplicably, Rolfe heard a bird sing.

      His garments seemed suddenly too warm and he felt the heat of the sun upon his head. Rolfe lifted his head and blinked in shock at the sight that greeted his eyes.

      He stood in a garden surrounded by lushly fragrant and exotic blooms, although that seemed decidedly against the odds. Was this an illusion, as well? He stared in disbelief. Golden sunlight poured on the blossoms around him and the air was alive with the hum of insects. The bleak forest where he had ridden just moments past was nowhere to be seen.

      Truly, the cheese had outdone itself.

      Surrounding the garden was a high wall made of an unfamiliar white stone, artfully fitted and gleaming so brightly in the sunlight that it might have been made of silver. A low palace stretched out behind him. A long pool lined with blue tiles guided the eye directly to its doorway, and the scent of Eastern cooking teased his nostrils.

      Rolfe blinked, but the illusion stubbornly remained.

      As did the specter before him. She folded her arms across her chest, dissatisfaction clear in the harsh line of her lips.

      Rolfe licked his lips. He had hoped for a home and now he stood in a palace. She had said she would surrender it to him. He had been cold and yearned for warmth.

      Was this vessel trying to make his dreams come true?

      That was beyond belief.

      It had to be an illusion or a jest. Rolfe braced his booted feet on the ground and faced the vision. “What manner of trickery is this?” he demanded. “I insist that you return me to the forest and restore my palfrey.”

      She arched a brow. “Make no mistake, mortal, my palace is as real as you are.”

      Rolfe eyed his surroundings. He shed his gloves, sniffed a bloom, fingered the leaves of a shrub, and found nothing amiss. A type of insect he did not recognize ambled along the shrub’s leaves and he touched it.

      It stung him. Rolfe cursed and leaped backward, shaking the creature from his hand.

      He eyed the specter. “Where are we? What have you done?”

      “You are precisely where you were before,” she replied. “It is my palace that has moved here, to satisfy the curse laid upon me.” Her eyes narrowed to fierce slits and her voice dropped low. “Now it is yours. I hope that you are satisfied.” There was no denying her bitterness, which made Rolfe wonder if she told the truth.

      Wolves bayed in the distance, their howls carrying over the walls in support of her claim.

      There were no wolves in the East, from whence this palace seemed to have sprung. And he had heard wolves in the forest just before opening the bottle.

      This must be a deception, and he had only to figure out how it had been accomplished.

      “I do not understand,” Rolfe said, although he thought he might. “What have I done? If this is your palace, take it where you will. It is not my fault that it is here.”

      The spirit granted him a chilling glance. “Of course, it is your doing!” she replied. “Do you imagine that I would choose such a dismal locale?” She shuddered and eyed him with accusation. “It was you who opened the bottle and you to whom I am indebted for my release.”

      “You seem less than pleased,” he replied. “Surely to be released from confinement is no small thing?”

      “Perhaps it would be a relief if I did not have to pay such a heavy price! Who would be pleased to give their greatest treasure to a mere mortal?”

      At that, Rolfe was insulted. Mere mortal? “I asked you for nothing!”

      The specter bent down, her eyes flashing with fury. “And what you want is of no consequence! Trust me, mortal, if I could betray my obligation, I most surely would, for no being ever deserved such a gift less than a mortal man!” She folded her arms across her chest once more. “But a curse required me to grant possession of my palace to whoever freed me from my prison. Even a djinn must adhere to some code of honor.”

      A djinn? Rolfe had heard of those beings but had never believed they existed.

      She glanced about herself, her displeasure more than clear. “Though nothing was said of doing so with grace.”

      But no one would surrender such a palace willingly. A tale too fair was seldom true. This had to be a trick, a trick designed to rid him of his possessions. The palfrey was already gone, and with it a goodly quantity of his supplies.

      Rolfe glared at the inexplicable being before him. He had heard of such deceptions. Bayard had been cheated of his coin upon arrival in Outremer, having been convinced to pay for a saddle for a steed that he could have free of charge. He had paid for the saddle, then both steed and saddle had vanished in the night, leaving him penniless and without a mount.

      Rolfe’s grip tightened on Mephistopheles’ reins. No one would take from him what was his.

      “You grant nothing to me,” Rolfe argued. “This is merely a trick.”

      The djinn’s eyes blazed. “A trick? You spurn my glorious gift?”

      “I have no need of your spells and sorcery,” he retorted. “Return my palfrey and let me continue on my way.”

      “No need?” the djinn echoed. Another wolf howled beyond the walls and a glint lit her eye. Dread trickled down Rolfe’s spine, and he took a step back before he could stop himself.

      The djinn pursued him with terrifying speed. Her face filled Rolfe’s vision, and when she smiled, he saw that her teeth were not just sharp, but points of brass.

      “Perhaps you will soon see the need of spells and sorcery,” she hissed. “I reserve the right to reward ingratitude.” She drew herself up taller and flung her hands skyward, her growing size making both Rolfe and his black destrier ease toward the gates.

      Rolfe wondered if they could flee while her attention was averted.

      “Rolfe de Viandin,” she roared, and the ground trembled at her words.

      
        
        “Ingratitude for my gift has earned you this strife:

        as a wolf, you will live out your life!”

      

      

      A wolf!

      Despite his conviction that this was nonsense, Rolfe waited for a moment, holding his breath. When nothing changed, he dared to feel relief. His relief was quickly followed by scorn.

      Spells and sorcery were fables.

      “A wolf?” he repeated, his tone skeptical.

      “You do not believe me?”

      Rolfe shrugged. “I believe in what I see, as well as what I can hold in my hands. I see that nothing has changed. I suspect that you and this—” he gestured to the palace “—are a reminder that the cheese I ate at midday was past its prime.”

      “Cheese?” the djinn echoed. Rolfe jumped at the volume of her voice and even Mephistopheles’ eyes widened. “You dare to attribute my presence to cheese?”

      Her eyes flashed as the clear sky was abruptly obscured by dark clouds. Thunder rumbled overhead. Lightning crackled and the ground stirred beneath Rolfe’s feet. The black destrier stepped sideways with a skittishness more typical of the lost palfrey.

      “I am more than mere cheese and you will see the truth!”

      “Perhaps I should have been more tactful,” Rolfe murmured. Mephistopheles flicked one ear, as if to agree. The djinn grew to the height of a mountain before them and Rolfe could not help but dread her pronouncement.

      Cheese. Rolfe repeated the word like a litany, but as he watched the ominous cloud grow, his conviction faded.

      When the djinn spoke again, her voice made the ground shake. The trees quivered from the tumult of her breath. The flowers abruptly closed against the storm.

      
        
        “Powers vested beneath the earth,

        Hear my words and attend my curse.

        Teach this one to respect my powers;

        Leave him trapped outside these towers.

        Condemn him to howl and prowl near,

        This place a reminder of all he held dear.

        Mortal ways he shall pursue no more,

        Doomed to remember forevermore.

        Let the one who crosses this threshold first,

        Be condemned to wed him despite his curse.

        And let the one in whom he confides,

        Lead a killer to his side.”

      

      

      The wind ripped at Rolfe’s cloak again as her voice fell silent. When the wind stilled and he opened his eyes, he was outside the smooth white walls. The silent forest surrounded him again, and snow fell thickly around him. There was no sign of the djinn, although winter had fallen with a sudden vengeance. At least Mephistopheles was still by his side, perhaps because he still clutched the reins tightly.

      “May you be as miserable as I have been, mortal!” The djinn’s voice came from every side, though she was not within view.

      Rolfe spun around, but he could not see her.

      Or the bottle for Adalbert.

      Much less his palfrey.

      “Look for your change by nightfall.” Her laughter filled the forest, coming from everywhere and nowhere at all.

      Rolfe shivered, telling himself it was only the unexpected change of temperature he felt. The sky was darkening, though he refused to let himself dread the night.

      “Cheese,” he said to Mephistopheles. Although he spoke to the destrier, he knew his words were meant to reassure himself as much as any.

      “The vision is clearly over,” he continued with a resolve he was far from feeling. “We are in the forest, just as we were before and, undoubtedly, just as we have been all along. It is not surprising in the least that I did not see this palace wall, for it is as white as the falling snow.”

      Rolfe waved his hand, deliberately ignoring the fact that it had not been snowing earlier. “Perfectly logical,” he concluded. “We will seek the palfrey and continue our journey home. Perhaps Adalbert will be indulgent even though I have lost his gift.”

      Mephistopheles gave his knight a glance that might have been skeptical, had it come from a man instead of a beast. Then the horse’s gaze fell pointedly on the space behind Rolfe. Mephistopheles snorted and tossed his head, backing away from his knight.

      A curious tickling sensation made Rolfe dread what he might see. He turned and caught a glimpse of a silver-gray tail.

      Rolfe twisted, and the tail danced merrily out of sight as he turned in ever tighter circles, trying to get a better look at it.

      He grabbed at it, his eyes widening in shock at the answering tug he felt. The tail trapped within his grip was long and quite firmly affixed to him. It was graced with thick silver hair that shaded to white at the tip.

      Precisely like that of a wolf.

      Before he could utter another sound, Mephistopheles nickered a warning.

      Rolfe swiveled to see the bottle rolling across the ground, seemingly of its own volition. Where had it come from? What would spill from its mouth now? More trouble, to be sure, but Rolfe could not see the cork anywhere.

      He knew he should flee, but he could not tear his gaze away from the bottle. It rolled first this way and then the other, leaving a trail in the thickly falling snow. He was struck by the conviction that something was trying to get out of it.

      Where was the cork?

      He had seized a fistful of snow, hoping to jam it into the vessel, when a voice spoke from its interior. He dropped the decanter in surprise.

      “A curse upon this bottle! In all truth, one would think that to be free of her company would be blessing indeed, but no! This wretched bottle has to hamper my departure in a most uncomfortable way. Too many centuries waiting for rescue has a way of going to one’s hips, I suppose, but truly...”

      Rolfe’s eyes widened. Mephistopheles stamped his hooves when the feminine voice squeaked.

      “Oh! I never thought I had indulged that much. Certainly, she consumed twice what I did, if not more, but perhaps malice is better for the figure in the long run. Would that not be a sad statement on the world, if such were the case! I cannot imagine it, but certainly, it would appear to be so.”

      It was another djinn.

      Rolfe had had enough of djinns and their interference for this day.

      “Away with you!” he shouted. “Trouble another if you must, but leave me be! I have had my share of djinns and their curses to last a lifetime!”

      The voice fell silent, but Rolfe intended to put as much distance between himself and the vessel as possible. He flung the bottle through the air, no longer wanting to take it home. It did not travel as far as Rolfe might have hoped before bouncing in the snow. Another muffled squeak had Rolfe reaching for his saddle, tail or no.

      He had no intention of waiting like a fool to see what this djinn’s response might be.

      A rosy cloud unfurled from the bottle’s mouth this time, making the air around Rolfe and his destrier glow like the first light of dawn.

      It was not unpleasant.

      Rolfe found himself glancing back over his shoulder in curiosity, one foot in the stirrup.

      “Much better, oh yes, much better indeed,” that feminine voice declared. “What a relief it is to have room to stretch.”

      The glow grew high and wide, stretching out to encompass all of the surrounding woods, before rolling back into a tight orb. That sphere radiated an opalescent light, but beyond its periphery, the sky grew steadily darker. It was as if the moon floated before Rolfe, or a small version of it.

      Rolfe leaned closer then there was a loud crack that made him jump.

      A plump woman of indeterminate age sat on the upturned bottle. She smiled at Rolfe and propped her chin on her hand to study him, as if there was nothing unusual about her sudden appearance at all.

      Rolfe blinked and she smiled at him.

      She wore the sheer trousers and upturned leather shoes like those he had seen in Outremer, topped by a high-necked, heavily embroidered tunic. Her hair was dark and hung on either side of her face in thick braids. She wore a round fur hat with red woolen balls dangling from its rim, and those balls danced as she moved her head. A broadsword much like Rolfe’s own hung by her side.

      She returned his regard intently for a moment then suddenly stared down at herself.

      “Oh, my,” she whispered and one hand rose to her lips.

      A shimmer of light blinded Rolfe for a moment. He blinked, and incredibly, in that short interval, the woman’s garb changed.

      She wore a fitted blue kirtle over an undyed chemise and a fur-lined cloak that fell all the way to her boots. She looked like any noblewoman Rolfe might have seen before, with the exception of her strange hat which remained.

      She touched it and smiled at Rolfe’s glance. “It is warm,” she informed him. She had a certain girlish charm, but he would not be swayed from his suspicions.

      “Are you another djinn?” he asked, realizing that his tone was hostile.

      “Yes, that I am.” She drew herself taller. “I must say your manner is decidedly forward, if not rude.”

      “My manner is nothing compared to that of the last djinn I met,” Rolfe declared. “How many of you are in there?”

      She looked startled by his question. “Only two, mercifully, for she was company enough for me.” She sighed. “I can tell you that centuries take considerably longer to pass than one might think when the company is less than ideal.”

      Rolfe had no idea how to reply, but she continued as if not expecting him to do so.

      “I am so relieved to be released. I should even grant you a wish.” She frowned and tapped one finger on her lip. “Was that how it worked?” she mused to herself. “One wish? Three wishes?” She flicked a glance at Rolfe. “One must follow the rules, you know.”

      The last djinn had spoken similarly just before she had taken her vengeance upon Rolfe.

      Clearly, it was time to leave.

      “It does not matter,” he said hastily. “I thank you, but have no need of any favors from djinns.” He took several quick steps backward and reached for his saddle once more. Could he mount and ride away without her stopping him? It was certainly worth a try.

      “Oh, but I must insist⁠—”

      “No, it is best saved for another. If you will excuse me?” Rolfe pivoted and had one foot in a stirrup before she clicked her tongue.

      “Oh, she is good,” she said.

      Rolfe knew this djinn had spotted his tail and he felt his neck heat in embarrassment. Something tingled at his fingertips before he could speak, and he glanced down to find his nails had turned dark.

      Like claws. Panic made him spin back to face the djinn, for lack of other alternatives.

      He was changing to a wolf!

      Right before his own eyes.

      Perhaps spells and sorcery had their uses, after all.

      “You said you could grant me a wish?” he asked. The djinn nodded. “Can you undo her spell?”

      “Undo?” The djinn shook her head. “No one can undo anything. That is not the way.”

      “Then you cannot help me?”

      The djinn sat up straight. “I did not say that,” she replied. “I will help you, despite your manner, because I think she was ungracious in cursing her liberator. We had hopes, you know, that time would cure her of her malicious tendencies, but it seems she has only become more vengeful.” The djinn fired a glance at Rolfe. “And I was always taught that there was no excuse for rudeness, under any circumstance.”

      Rolfe averted his gaze, for he knew his own manners had been decidedly lacking.

      Even if there were extenuating circumstances. The wind riffled through his new tail as though to remind him of the precise nature of those circumstances.

      “I do apologize,” he said. “I have never encountered a djinn before, much less two in rapid succession.”

      “Of course not,” the djinn replied. “We are somewhat rare, although I have always been burdened with an inexplicable affection for mortals.”

      Rolfe did not miss her slight emphasis. He felt himself color and decided his charm had picked a poor time to desert him. “I apologize for my earlier manner...” he began, trying to make matters right.

      The djinn, however, seemed to have forgotten his presence. “Let me see...” she mused. She tapped one fingertip against her lips, clearly thinking.

      Suddenly, Rolfe’s ears felt odd. He lifted one hand, hoping that he would not find what he feared, but fur greeted his touch. His ears were pointed and covered with fur.

      The djinn did not appear to notice, and frustration filled Rolfe.

      Was he to be no more than a pawn in these djinns’ foolish games?

      What had he done to merit such a fate?

      “God’s wounds, woman!” Rolfe cried in his impatience. She jumped in a most satisfactory way. “Think if you must, but do it quickly! I will be all wolf before you are done!”

      The djinn
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