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      With three chubby fingers on one hand stuffed into his mouth, the child pulled himself upright. Wadding a corner of the blanket he sat on in his other hand and holding it to his face, he looked around. Something was different here. The colors were not so bright. He sniffed tentatively. The air was dirty and his fingers slipped from his mouth when he coughed.

      He coughed again, and shook his head. This was not his place. Mother and Da were not in sight. Rolling forward onto his hands and knees, he scooted to the edge of the blanket. Making sure he had a good grip on the plaid material, he crawled onto the soft grass surrounding him.

      The trees to one side looked dark and scary. He crawled away from them slowly, the blanket dragging a soft trail of leaves behind him. Tears filled his dark eyes and rolled down his rosy cheeks.

      Crawling until his knees were stained green and tiny sticks made dents and scrapes in his small palms, he searched for his parents.

      Finally, giving voice to his tears, he howled as only a lost child can. Suddenly, there were people around him, lifting him, comforting and cuddling. They were not his Mother, not one was his Da, but he curled safely into their arms. The tears slowly subsided, his loud sobs muffled by the dirty fingers filling his mouth.

      A woman in rough, scratchy clothing came, took the child and held him awkwardly. She carried him and set him inside a loud, smelly machine, wrenching his blanket from his tiny hand. He curled into a ball of frightened silence. Just once, he looked back over the shoulder of the rough woman as the machine rumbled around him. The trees faded into the distance. He was alone.

      

      Jaye struggled from sleep, fighting his way out of the dream and a tangle of sheets. Curled into a fetal ball, the blanket was wadded and clutched tightly in one of his fists. His other hand lay beneath his cheek, palm damp with the tears still trailing down the side of his face.

      Tight muscles protested as he uncurled slowly. He swung his feet over the edge of the bed and drew his hand across his face to dry the wetness there. The crumpled blanket was still wedged in his fist.

      Disgusted, he threw it to the floor and wiped his palm on the side of the bed. Another damn dream. Why now, when life was going so well, couldn’t he get a decent night’s sleep? After rolling his head, he hunched his shoulders and stood. The shudder of a yawn made him stumble when he started across the room. The phone by the bed rang shrilly. Clearing his dry throat, Jaye picked up the receiver.

      “Zeroun.”

      “You asked for an early wake up, sir. It is now 5:30.” The voice was bored and detached. “Have a nice day and thank you for staying at the Towers.” Before Jaye could take a breath, the connection ended with a soft click.

      Well, that was about 3 hours sleep. Jaye scraped his fingers through his unruly hair, headed for the shower and visualized a list, mentally ticking off each item needing completion before he checked the final set up for the evening’s event.

      In the bathroom he winced, leaned against the sink and lifted his leg to rub at the persistent itch on his thigh. A sigh of relief expanded his chest. He bent sideways to peer closely at the nearly healed tattoo on the outside of his thigh. A lazy smile of satisfaction stretched his lips. It was a wonderful piece of body art.

      The smile turned down into a frown. He hadn’t been much of a dreamer before he had the tattoo done. Could there be a connection? Chuckling to himself, he reached for his toothbrush. No time for such foolishness. It would be a tough day.

      

      Hours later, Jaye folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the wall at the ballroom entry. The picture of calm nonchalance, his eyes darted around the room, stopping here and there while he made quick mental notes. Finally, he nodded satisfaction and stepped into the large hall--the silk of his tuxedo swishing softly with his movement.

      One by one, his staff stopped and turned toward him as if he had been announced by a trumpet fanfare. He could feel the tense anticipation; hear the sudden silence of held breath. He maintained the silence a moment longer. “Everything looks great, folks. Another job well done.”

      His deep voice carried to the far corners of the room. Jaye shook his head slightly, and resisted the urge to roll his eyes skyward when the faces turned toward him relaxed and a soft, collective sigh floated around the room. “You’d think I was a tyrant,” he muttered.

      “Sir?”

      Jaye turned to the young man who had paused statue- like with one flower shaking slightly while suspended in mid air. The already perfect arrangement followed the swirl of a flowing ice sculpture. “Just talking to myself. Nothing to concern yourself with. The arrangement looks fine.” The young man smiled tentatively, the flower still trembling in his fingers. “Oh, carry on before you shake that flower to death.” Jaye turned away and did roll his eyes toward the ceiling.

      “What do you expect? Everyone is in awe, amazed at the good fortune of being able to work with the great Jaye Zeroun, event planner to kings, to the stars, to the world. In fact, to the universe.” Jaye’s brows came together and he turned toward the laughing voice.

      “Enough, Tommy.” The stern voice and stiff posture couldn’t hide the twinkle in his eyes when he faced his assistant. “Anyway, this event will be history in a few hours.” Jaye relaxed slightly.

      “You should take a vacation. Have some fun. You’re definitely looking stressed.” Tommy smoothed his impeccable shirtfront and looked down, fiddling with a button. “Honestly, Jaye. You’ve worn me out. The whole crew could use a rest.”

      Jaye smiled. “I know. I’m such a slave driver. Here. Take a look at the calendar.” Jaye pulled the company’s ever-present day planner from under one arm and passed it to his assistant. Tommy kept his hazel eyes glued to Jaye’s face while he ran his finger along the edge of the planner and felt for the plastic ruler marking the day. Finding it, he looked down, eyes growing wide when he scanned empty, crossed-off pages, counting to himself as he flipped through them. He counted through the pages twice in growing disbelief.

      “Two weeks? You kept two weeks open? Weeks? Are you feeling okay? We’ve been so busy lately I haven’t even taken the time to check the upcoming events.” The young man stopped to take a breath. “Hey, this isn’t a joke you’re playing on your long-suffering assistant, is it?” Tommy’s gaze rose hopefully to Jaye’s face.

      After lifting one finger to quiet Tommy, Jaye turned to face the room again. He cleared his throat. Instantly, all activity ceased. Jaye snorted softly, shaking his head. “It would appear,” he began slowly, “that there has been a scheduling, ummm, problem.” The staff glanced at each other warily. “But, a problem which is easily solved. For whatever reason, there have been no events scheduled for the next two weeks. Since there will not be work to keep you all busy,” Jaye paused for effect, “you will be forced to take a two week vacation.”

      Jaye turned back to Tommy as a low murmur of disbelief raced around the room. “Satisfied?” Tommy could only nod, disbelief at the good fortune coloring his expression.

      Jaye crossed to the wide doorway where he stopped and hit his forehead lightly with his palm. He turned back to the assembled staff. All eyes were still focused on him. “With pay, of course.” He slipped quickly from the room with a smile pulling at the corners of his lips.

      Late that evening, Jaye stood packing the last of his special glasses into padded carrying cases. He sighed and lifted the heavy container to the top of the stack on the handcart. After a quick glance around the small service room, he nodded with pride. The crew left the area spotless. Grunting softly, he pushed the handcart to one side, stashing the carriers away from the main traffic flow. Hotels provided their own distinctive fine china but he would, more often than not, use his own specially designed stemware. Jaye Zeroun was very particular and had the growing reputation of his business to consider.

      The ballroom received a final quick glance when he wandered through. Another satisfactory wrap-up job. The staff would be complimented on their thoroughness--after the two-week vacation. One sharp nod and he could delay the inevitable no longer. It was time to return to the room he had reserved on a whim for the weekend. What am I going to do for two weeks? He didn’t need to look at the calendar left in the storage area to know the next two weeks were highlighted and empty. No parties, no receptions, no nothing. Jaye was not accustomed to an empty calendar.

      He wandered the deserted hotel reception area, nodded briefly at the bell captain, who brushed at his ornate uniform and nodded in response before picking up the phone. Jaye ambled off. It was even too late to stop in the bar for a drink, and he didn’t feel like leaving the hotel to look for a 24-hour eatery.

      So he took off his jacket and threw it casually over one shoulder. He wandered the common areas of the hotel, peered into empty rooms and silent waiting areas, critiqued the décor and furniture placement in each room and stopped to sketch a flower arrangement on the back of an envelope.

      In one large meeting room a young couple were arranging tables, chairs and boxes. Jaye watched for a few moments from the doorway before wandering over to the pair. Moving behind them, he peered over their shoulders at the pile of brochures on the table.

      “Oh, my God.” The young woman jumped when Jaye’s sleeve brushed her bare arm. “You scared the heck outa me.” She glared up at him and then glanced down at her watch. “What’re you doin’ here anyway? Registration doesn’t start for another six hours. Now, go away.”

      Her companion laughed. “Calm down. Maybe he just wants to make sure he gets a place for the good presentations.” His eyebrows lifted when he glanced at Jaye’s formal attire. “But you will have to wait for registration to start.”

      “Registration for what?”

      The young woman snorted. “Why, for the Con, of course.”

      “Con?”

      “Yes”, she said slowly, “the Con. The Sci-Fi and Fantasy Convention. It starts tomorrow at 8:00 a.m. Well, registration does anyway.” The young man held up a brochure and waved it slowly back and forth. She grabbed it roughly, but smiled at him before turning the smile on Jaye. “Sorry, sir. We just have so much to do before then. The rest of the committee won’t be here until morning. Here’s the info about the Con. Come and enjoy yourself.”

      Jaye returned the smile. “I’m sorry to have startled you. I’ve been wandering the hotel, trying to work up a tired feeling so I can get some sleep. But, no luck yet.” He shrugged and looked around at the piles of tables. “You know, I have a little experience setting up tables. Would you like some help?” When the young couple looked skeptical, he added quickly, “To make up for the scare?”

      After a glance at each other they both turned in unison to Jaye and nodded happily. Producing a hastily drawn diagram, the young man directed Jaye in table placement and the distribution of brochures, forms and other papers for the Con.

      

      Two hours later, the room set up was complete. Jaye had tactfully offered suggestions for improving the traffic flow and opening the gathering areas within the room. Stretching and rolling his sleeves back down, Jaye promised he would be back for at least part of the convention. The pair waved happily and turned away, involved with each other.

      Jaye thought he might finally be able to rest, so he headed for the elevators. When he passed the hotel bar a small piece of paper balancing precariously on the edge of a large potted palm caught his attention. He reached down, swiped up the paper and glanced at it. Pale yellow in color, the words Bedtime Story were printed across the top. A low chuckle rumbled through him. It was one of those romance coupons popular around Valentine’s Day. But it wasn’t even close to February.

      He ran his fingers over the surface of the thick paper. Circle one it read, listing Romantic, Funny, Sexy and Traditional. “I wonder which one I’d choose?” he asked himself.

      “Sir?” A night custodian paused, duster held high in his hand.

      “Huh? Oh, nothing. Have a good night.” Jaye retreated into the open elevator and pushed the button for his floor. The custodian was still watching him as the door shushed closed. Amused, Jaye shook his head. When he reached into his pocket for his key card, the coupon slipped from his fingers.

      

      Much to his surprise, Jaye did wander into the convention early the next day. Leaning against the wall, he watched the wide variety of participants. Although he thought there would be only teenagers or college students attending, from what he could tell under some of the wild costumes, all ages were represented.

      Jaye registered for a couple of seminars at the insistence of the couple he had helped during the night. Before the first was scheduled to begin, he visited the sales room and chuckled under his breath at some of the strange items convention goers were buying. He couldn’t believe all the booths selling alien masks and fantasy weaponry.

      Making his way around the room, he stopped here and there to examine an object or chat with one of the participants. A strange, continual pull tugged him toward one far corner of the room. Trying to shake the feeling off as an overactive imagination, he turned away. But before long he would find himself heading in that direction again. He fought the impulse, slipped his hands into his jeans pockets, and pretended interest in the tiny pewter figurines on the table in front of him.

      Finally, unable to defy the pull any longer, he stomped to the small corner table and glared down at the display. A collage of hand-drawn Celtic designs covered the surface of the table--the swirls and spirals of the patterns flowing from one design to the next. Jaye relaxed and smiled, his inner artist appreciating the effectiveness of the display. Perhaps it was a good thing he had come to this end of the room after all.

      Occasionally tracing a plastic covered design with one long finger, he slowly scanned the display. All at once, a design at the furthest corner of the table popped into sharp focus and seized his attention. He snatched up the ink drawing, peered at it closely and gasped.

      “Something you like?” A soft female voice asked.

      “Where did you get this design?”

      “It’s one of my own. As is every design on my table.”

      “That can’t be.” Jaye rubbed absently at a sudden itch on his leg. “It’s exactly like a tattoo I just had done.” Jaye looked up. A pair of deep violet eyes watched his hand as he rubbed his thigh. Embarrassed, he jerked his hand away, using it instead to gesture at the drawing. “I drew this design for the tattoo myself.”

      Light brows lowered in speculation and the woman lifted a delicate hand to nibble on her thumbnail. She sighed, looked at her thumb and brushed the end of her red-gold ponytail back over her shoulder. Twinkles of humor lit her eyes when her gaze met Jaye’s. A jolt of recognition spun deep into his belly before fading quickly away. He wondered at the amazing eye colors achieved with contacts. The drawing vibrated when she reached out and touched it lightly.

      “I’m sure they may be similar, if you used the basics of Celtic design. But exactly the same?” She cocked her head and looked at him.

      Jaye shook the drawing at her. “It is exact. I’ll show you.” Dropping the drawing, his hand slapped to his thigh. A sheepish grin crossed his lips and he looked around, suddenly conscious of the milling crowds edging toward the far doors.

      She laughed; her tinkling giggle made him smile. “Umm, not now.” She giggled again. “I’m signed up for a seminar anyway. I’ve got to go. The room will be closing, too.” She came from behind the table and walked away. Jaye watched the sway of her long floral skirt and the bounce of her hair, his lips stretching further into a silly grin. Denying the rise of emotion, he shook his head to clear it.

      “Wait. I want to buy this.” Jaye held the drawing out to her when she turned back. “How much?”

      Crossing her arms, she closed one eye in thought before lifting her shoulders in a graceful shrug. With a quick wave of one hand she turned away. “It’s yours.”

      “No. Wait. I really want…”

      The skirt swirled around her legs when she turned to face him again and jammed small fists against her hips. “I said it’s yours. Since you say it’s the same as your tattoo, then the drawing should be yours also.” She waved away the proffered artwork.

      “Now,’ she paused, and then continued, spacing each word as if explaining to a wayward child, “I have a seminar to lead. You undoubtedly have somewhere to go.” One eyebrow lifted in speculation.

      Jaye held the picture to his chest for a brief moment then moved forward. “Since you’re giving me presents, I’m Jaye Zeroun.” A faint floral scent filled his nostrils and he inhaled deeply when he passed her. “Coming?”

      Accustomed to having his name recognized, Jaye didn’t think further about the slight narrowing of her eyes at his name. She fell into step beside him. “I’m Allyn. Allyn Keely.”

      

      In spite of his misgivings Jaye enjoyed the two seminars he attended. Of course, the focus was on Celtic art, a personal passion. When he discovered Allyn Keely was the facilitator of both sessions, he was doubly pleased. Jaye learned more of the history, styles and creation of Celtic knot work than he would have thought possible in two short hours.

      Their eyes met repeatedly during the seminars, and Jaye was sure her eyes rested on him in speculation when he wasn’t looking. But that wasn’t too often. He enjoyed looking at Allyn Keely. The sureness of her hands when demonstrating a knot pattern on the whiteboard entranced him. By the time he had almost decided her eyes were truly violet, not enhanced by contacts, the second seminar was over.

      He needed to talk with her about the design he still carried carefully, about the seminars, about her. So he remained in his seat while other conventioneers pressed forward with continued questions and admiring comments.

      Jaye studied the design they had both drawn. The longer his eyes were fastened to Allyn’s drawing, the more he was convinced the designs were the same. So convinced, he felt tiny prickles of hair lifting on the back of his neck.

      Retreating voices became softer until the room was filled with silence. Jaye looked up and everyone was gone, including Allyn. Rushing to the door, he paused to look around. The hall was filled with milling conventioneers, but no Allyn. Knowing he would be able to find her in the thickest crowd, he swiveled his head from one side to the other. Her image, deeply imbedded in his mind, led him on a torturous path through the mass of people. He found his way at last to the sales room. The doors were locked; no one was visible through the sidelights.

      His shoulders slumped and he leaned his forehead against the glass panel. Did he misread the interest in her beautiful eyes throughout the day? “Okay, Jaye,” he told himself softly, “chasing after a violet eyed woman who obviously doesn’t want to be chased is not your style. Buck up, man.” But Allyn’s image, her shoulder length ponytail of golden red hair and wide violet eyes, continued to haunt his thoughts.

      He laughed, but the humor sounded false in his own ears. Shrugging, he started toward the main lobby. Perhaps he would go out for pasta tonight.

      

      Jaye leaned over the sink in the small hotel bathroom and stared into the mirror. A disgusted glance fell to the watch lying on the counter. Two in the morning. Once again sleep escaped him. Passing a comb through his disheveled hair moved the waves into some semblance of order. He yanked on the closest pair of slacks, grabbed his key card, left the room, and hoped he could wander the hotel again until he was tired enough to fall asleep.

      His lonely supper was spent daydreaming about Celtic knots surrounding Allyn and pulling her to him. Many of the restaurant’s female patrons tried to capture his attention, but none of them had violet eyes. Jaye punched the elevator’s lobby button fiercely. She just disappeared. A young man sat at her booth when he’d checked the sales area after his meal, but Jaye refused to ask after her. Damn his pride sometimes.

      Jaye leaned against the doors with both hands as the elevator sank to a stop and waited for them to open. Thick carpeting cushioned his bare feet when he stepped into the lobby. Across the open expanse of space, Allyn sat in a deep chair, watching the elevators. Jaye thought--hoped-- she was waiting for him.

      The first impulse was to rush across the lobby like a love-struck teenager and fall at her feet. He stopped in his tracks. Love-struck? Jaye Zeroun? Nah. Debating his feelings while he crossed the lobby, he came to no answer before he sank into the chair next to Allyn.

      Her soft voice filled him with surprising contentment. “Can’t sleep?”

      Almost afraid to speak, afraid of what he might say, Jaye shook his head and took a deep breath anyway. “You?” Was that a slight crack in his voice?

      Allyn lay her hand on his. “I’m a night person, especially these nights when the moon is dark.”

      “Oh, a vampire.” Jaye cringed. Smooth conversation. She’s gonna think I’m a total nutcase.

      Allyn laughed. “Not even close. I simply enjoy the quiet and solitude of the night. Sometimes large groups of people, like at these Cons, are distressing to me. And, I get some of my best ideas at night.”

      Jaye willed his voice to stay in one register and took another deep breath. The touch of her hand was playing havoc with his raw nerves; his skin tingled and burned with the contact. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping lately. Ever since I got the tattoo, I just can’t seem to get any rest. It’s not that it hurts and the itching is almost gone. In fact I really don’t think my not sleeping has anything to do with the tattoo. Both just happened around the same time. I, well, I just can’t even seem to explain it.”

      “I understand. Have you tried--?”

      Jaye interrupted, voice unintentionally sharp. “I’ve tried everything anyone has suggested.” He glanced sideways at Allyn. “Sorry, I’m a little touchy about it, too. I refuse to resort to sleeping pills. I’ve tried relaxation techniques and visualizing times when I haven’t had any problems with sleep. Until it’s nearly dawn, but I just can’t stay asleep.”

      Allyn clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Well, when you remembered good sleep in the past, what stands out most? Maybe you should try that.”

      With his long legs stretched out in front of him, Jaye shrugged and leaned back in the chair. He slipped his hands into his pockets and felt a crumpled piece of paper. A mischievous grin spread across his face when he pulled it out and smoothed the pale yellow scrap on the arm of the chair.

      “I remember one of my foster moms reading bedtime stories. Allyn, do you ever use coupons?

      “Coupons? What do they have to do with…?”

      Jaye leaned forward eagerly. “Do you ever use coupons?”

      “Well, sometimes.” She giggled. “When I remember I have them.”

      “Okay. Now, if you were a store,” Jaye lifted a hand to stop the comments obviously hovering on Allyn’s lips. “Just play along with me here. If you were a store, would you accept coupons?”

      Allyn shrugged. “Oh. I suppose so.”

      “Good.” Jaye picked up the scrap of paper and held it in both hands. “Here is a coupon. I would like to redeem it.”

      Allyn looked at him, rolled her eyes and tentatively reached out her hand. Taking the slightly crumpled coupon, she pursed her lips and blew out a long, slow breath. Jaye shivered.

      Cautious, Allyn looked down at the paper in her hand. Once again her tinkling laughter flowed through the large lobby, knotting and twining itself around Jaye’s heart. “A bedtime story?”

      Before he could answer, Jaye had to pause and catch his breath. His hand trembled slightly and he fought to control the tremor. Allyn lay the coupon on her knee and smoothed the wrinkled paper.

      “One of my foster moms used to read or tell me stories to help me go to sleep. Just imagining it didn’t work. Maybe a real story will. I’ll bet you know lots of stories.”

      “Where did you get this?”

      “I found it last night.”

      “Yeah. Right.” She leaned forward to hand the coupon back to him.

      “Really. Please, won’t you accept my coupon? Help me out.”

      Allyn looked deeply into Jaye’s eyes and he wondered if she was searching for his soul. Something inside opened to her willingly. Surprise touched her eyes before she blinked and sat back. Glancing again at the coupon, she took a few moments to fold it carefully and put it into her skirt pocket. “This isn’t a very good place for a bedtime story.”

      “You’ll do it?” Jaye jumped to his feet.

      “Yes. To help out a friend.” Allyn smiled up at him, took the hand he offered and let him pull her out of the chair. “You need to be in a familiar space. I suppose your room would be the best.”

      Jaye eagerly pulled her toward the elevator. Abruptly, he stopped, turned to her and rested his hands on her shoulders. It was difficult to resist the urge to knead them gently. “I have no ulterior motives, Allyn. I really just need some sleep.”Reaching up, she patted one of his hands. “I wouldn’t agree if I thought otherwise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Once in his room, Jaye stepped into the bathroom to ‘slip into something more comfortable’. Allyn pulled a chair closer to the bed rearranging the room. His silly grin greeted him from the mirror when he heard her fluff the pillows.

      When he padded into the room, Allyn was fiddling with the tangled drapery cords. She spoke without turning. “If I can get these opened just a bit, the courtyard lights will shine in. Then we can turn the room lights off so it will be more conducive for sleep. There.” Flinging the cord away, she pushed at the partially opened drapes before turning to face Jaye. “Oh.”

      Jaye shifted uncomfortably and shrugged. “This is what I sleep in.” He looked down at the baggy, cut-off sweatpants and ragged tee shirt. “Not very glamorous, huh?”

      “Well, it looks...comfortable. Now, crawl into bed.”

      “Wait. I want to show you my tattoo. Your drawing is on the dresser so we can compare.” Jaye stepped into the light from the table lamp and reached down to pull one leg of the cutoffs up to his hip.

      A large Celtic cross covered the outside of his thigh, nearly to his knee. Subtle gray shadings accented knot- work flowing through and around the cross. Allyn knelt, held her drawing beside the tattoo and leaned closer to Jaye’s leg. “Amazing! It’s unbelievable. The designs are exactly the same.”

      Jaye felt Allyn’s breath softly moving the fine hairs on his leg. The warmth stirred more than his leg hairs. He pulled his lower lip in between his teeth and bit hard, hoping to redirect his thoughts. A shudder trembled in his belly making him clench his eyes tightly. Taking a deep breath, he let go of the pant leg. A disappointed sigh made him look down.

      Allyn shook her head as the material covered most of the tattoo. A deep, rosy flush crept up her neck and over her face as her gaze traveled up his body. Without rising, she looked up into Jaye’s face.

      Burning with the heat of her gaze, he cleared his throat, stepped back and stumbled into the dresser. “See, the designs are the same.” His voice cracked.

      The liquid softness of her eyes returned to the drawing in her hand. Leaning heavily on the end of the bed, she stood. While replacing the drawing on the dresser, she kept her face averted. “Maybe we can sort it out later. Now, I have a job to do.” She squared her shoulders, turned back, pointed a finger at Jaye and jabbed the finger toward the bed. “You. There.”

      Jaye waggled his eyebrows suggestively. “Oops, sorry. I’m going.” He sat on the edge of the bed and looked around. Allyn still stood far across the small room, her eyes wide and luminous. Unable to withhold the unusual emotions, Jaye sighed. Allyn jerked slightly and shook her head. Her lashes lowered and she turned away.

      She switched off the table lamp and the bathroom lights before moving toward the bed. Soft light shone through the partially opened drapes and bathed the room with a cool glow. Allyn settled into the chair. “The coupon gives you a choice. But, I must warn you. I do the traditional style story best. I don’t know if I could tell a different type.”

      Jaye lay back and pulled the sheet up to his waist. “Mom’s stories were traditional, too. That’d be best.”

      “I suppose I should start with once upon a time.”

      “You really don’t have to.” Jaye punched the pillow and propped it behind his head. “Start however you want.”

      Eyes twinkling merrily, Allyn folded her hands in her lap. “In a time long before this one…”

      “That’s nice.” His eyes closed and the lilt of her voice washed over him. It wasn’t possible, but he would forever swear his muscles relaxed at the mere sound of her voice. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Whatever relaxed him, it didn’t matter.

      “Hush. In that time long before this one…” She shook her finger at Jaye’s one open eye and glared at him menacingly until it closed. A playful smile pulled the corners of his lips.

      “Third time’s a charm.”

      “In a time long before this one there lived a large, black dog. His young master had given him a strange name--even in this day people would wonder at it. He was called Noid.

      “Noid followed the boy everywhere he went. They took great joy in just being together. However, the times Noid liked best were the quiet evenings when the boy would sit at his Grandmother’s fire. Noid would lay his head on the boy’s leg and listen to the old woman’s wavering voice spin tales of Faerie. Noid’s tail would wag slowly, his dark eyes gleaming as if he could see the fey folk.

      “Best of all, Noid loved the tales of the Great Hunt. His muscles would tense, preparing to bound after the Faerie hounds. He would pant in excitement, his tongue hanging from one side of his mouth. The Hunt invaded his dreams. The boy would giggle when Noid whined softly while his feet ran along the paths of dreams.

      “Noid was an intelligent animal. He remembered the tales, especially the signs foretelling the time of the Great Hunt. At night he would stand in the yard and wait for the moon to appear. Noid watched the moon so often he began to feel the waxing and waning in the flow of his blood. Even with a cloud-filled sky, he knew when the moon was full. With each full moon that passed, he knew the changing of the seasons. The dog knew, deep in his heart, deep within the very sinew of his body, which precise night was the night of the Hunt.

      “Noid had listened well to the Grandmother’s tales. In order to join the Hunt, he had to find a place where his world and the world of the fey met. As the moon of the Hunt grew rounder, he found what he was looking for in a forest glade near the homestead. A ring of mushrooms sprouted there. Many of the small fungi were hidden within the deep grasses but his sensitive nose scouted them out. Just this day he had found the last mushroom.needed to complete the circle. Tonight the moon would be full. Tonight, Noid, a simple farm dog, would join the Faerie Hunt.

      “The sun moved slowly overhead. Noid was impatient, pacing in front of the small shed. Even playing with the boy held no interest for him. He ate well when the boy brought him scraps from the table, and rolled over after he licked the trencher clean so the boy could rub his belly. Finally, the boy and his family entered the small house. When he heard the latch being drawn inside, Noid rushed from the farmyard into the nearby forest. He slid to a stop at the edge of the glade, nose quivering in anticipation.

      “Noid moved to the center of the ring and sat, ears pricked forward. There was a ritual the old woman said was necessary to open the doorway between worlds. The canine mind did not understand ‘ritual’, so instead he wished with all his might, wishing to join the Hunt, wishing to run with the Faerie hounds, baying with them at the full moon. Noid stared into the sky as the moon rose over the trees and wished for the Hunt.

      “Slowly, the air around him changed. His fur felt like it did when the boy rubbed him and sparks flew in the dry air. The ridge of hair along his back fluffed out to stand on end. Soon strange smells floated past his muzzle and he breathed them in greedily. Looking around, his dark eyes glinted in the moonlight. The soft baying of hounds came from far away, along with the tinkling jingle of tiny bells and the muffled thud of horses’ hooves. Gay laughter floated on the fragrant breeze.

      “The air around Noid began to shimmer. His tense muscles twitched but he did not move. The sounds grew louder, the air fresher, the light brighter. And he knew. He knew he was in the Otherworld, the world of the Hunt.

      “Noid stood ready, watching the glimmering spot where he knew the Hunt would appear. The shimmer parted and the hounds leapt through. Sleek, long legged, the colors of their coats ranging from the palest white to the deepest black, the hounds rushed into the glade. Noid jumped with joy and whirled to follow the lead dog, his thick legs pumping furiously to keep up.

      “Panting with the pace set by the ethereal hounds, Noid’s heart flew. He was part of the Hunt. The Faerie hounds let him join the Hunt. His deep voice lifted in a joyous howl, mingling an earthly voice with the sounds of the Otherworld.

      “Noid ran until he knew his heart would burst. Then still he ran, the exhilaration of the Hunt filling him. When the hounds slowed, he raced forward, turning his head to urge the others on. The hounds did not respond so Noid returned to the pack, panting happily. Together they milled about until the riders neared.

      “Each hound greeted a rider as they leapt from their lathered steeds. Noid watched in envy. Although he knew he could never give up his boy, he only wished for a pat, a word of praise from the soft-voiced Faerie.

      “A richly dressed Faerie woman looked his way. ‘And who is this fine animal to have joined my Hunt?’ she asked in a soft, musical voice. ‘Come, my friend. If you have found your way to the Faerie Hunt, you are welcome.’

      “Noid watched the beautiful woman draw closer. He blinked in surprise. If this were her Hunt, then she was the. Faerie Queen. Noid bowed his head as she moved gracefully across the clearing. He did not raise his eyes until he felt her light touch smoothing the windblown fur between his ears. Golden-green eyes locked with his for a long moment as she cupped his muzzle in her slender hand.

      “‘It has been many human years since one of your race felt the call of the Faerie Hunt. Yet, I see you do not wish to remain in my realm. There is a boy? A human boy you wish to return to?’ She turned to her companions and called out. ‘He would rather return to a human boy than stay within the Otherworld.’

      “Noid hung his head; he did not wish to displease the Queen. He could stay, but visions of the boy filled his mind. ‘No, my friend. Do not be ashamed of your earthly desires. It is as it should be.’ The Queen smiled sadly. ‘It is the fate for us both.’

      “Then she shivered elegantly and turned back to the waiting Faerie with a wide smile. ‘This one shall join in the feast, for his tracking of game has earned him a place of honor among the hounds. With the dawn, he shall return to the earthly life he longs for, without passage of time. I would not have him grieve for a boy grown old.’ She leaned over and placed a kiss on the top of Noid’s head. ‘With this I grant you the Hunt. You will pass between our worlds with only one night gone from the life of your boy.’

      “With her hand gentle on his head, the Faerie Queen led Noid to a feast where a choice portion of meat was offered him. He took the offering but did not eat, for despite the Queen’s words, he remembered the old woman’s warning. Should one eat within the Faerie Realm, that one would be lost in Faerie time. The fey did not seem to notice, so Noid happily watched the feasting and dancing until dawn’s light began to filter through the heavy forest canopy. Noid’s dark eyes grew heavy. He shook his head and struggled to watch the retreating Faerie, until at last his muzzle lowered to his paws and he slept.

      “The sound of the boy calling him woke Noid. He stood and stretched, glancing at the glade around him. There was no evidence of a feast, no remnants of the Hunt. But he knew. He knew the touch of the Faerie Queen, the joy of her blessing. Noid rushed to the boy’s side and with unusual joy and energy began their daily chores.”

      The words faded into the dimly lit room and Allyn watched Jaye. His breathing was slow and even. But when she moved to leave, he mumbled sleepily. “That was a good story. Is there more? I’m not quite asleep yet. What about the boy?”

      Grinning, she shook her head and reached to touch Jaye’s hand lightly. The tips of her fingers lingered, barely brushing against the back of his hand. “There is more. Do you want to hear it now?”

      “Yes. Tell me about the boy.”

      Allyn took a deep breath and let her hand cover Jaye’s, her fingers curved around his. “The boy grew into a young man. Noid remained his constant companion, except for nights of the Hunt. Everyone marveled at Noid for he still behaved like a young dog and no white hairs showed on his muzzle. In fact, others of his litter had long ago died including a brother who had survived twelve years. But still, Noid romped in the fields and guarded the homestead with the vigor of a young dog.

      “The man often wondered about this. He knew Noid disappeared during certain full moons, always to be found sleeping soundly in the forest the next morning. Resolved to follow Noid, the young man began to watch the moon himself, standing in the farmyard staring into each night sky. Long nose pointed skyward, Noid sat beside him. But when the moon was full and the night of the Hunt came, the man slept and did not wake when Noid left for the forest glade.

      “The man would try to stay awake, practicing many nights. Even though he could stay awake those nights, the nights of the Hunt found him fast asleep. Finally, one night he managed to stay awake, listening to Noid rustle about the room. When it was full dark, the dog stood silently by his bed and breathed softly into the man’s face. Noid backed away as the man’s eyes slid shut and his breathing fell into the sleep rhythm the dog knew so well. Noid was soon gone to the forest and the Hunt.

      “One night the man held his breath when Noid came to breathe into his face. Once the warmth of the dog’s breath cooled, the man took a deep breath ending in a sigh, pretending sleep. Noid turned back once to peer through the darkness at him, but he held himself still, remembering to keep his breathing even.

      “Noid ran from the homestead and into the forest. The man slipped from his bed, pulled on his shoes, and raced after the dog. Without the light of the full moon, the young man would not have been able to follow the black dog through the forest shadows. Noid reached the glade and, with ears lifted in alert watchfulness, took his accustomed place near the center of the Faerie ring.

      “At the edge of the glen, the man paused, waiting in the shadows of the trees, watching in amazement as the air about Noid began to shimmer and the dog’s form wavered. The man thought he could hear the baying of hounds and the shouts of clear voices. Then Noid stood and turned to follow the distant baying.

      “The man leapt after the dog and closed the distance between them in a heartbeat. He reached out and was able to grab the hair at the very end of Noid’s long tail, just as the shimmer closed around the dog.

      “There was a difference in the air. The man heard the distant thunder of galloping hooves and the baying of coursing hounds. Noid stood beside his man, quivering in anticipation and fear. He didn’t know how the beautiful people of the Hunt would feel about the man.

      “The Faerie troop surrounded them, holding their horses and hounds at bay. The Queen dismounted and stood before Noid, small hands planted against her slender hips. ‘You have brought a Human to the Hunt?’

      “Noid hung his head. The Queen knelt before him and with her hand under his muzzle, lifted his eyes to hers.

      ‘No, my dark-furred friend, do not worry. It is not unheard of for a Human to join the Hunt. There is great pleasure for us when an Outworlder joins us.’ She stood and turned to the man. ‘And how are you called? We can not call you Human.’

      “The young man swallowed and licked his dry lips. ‘I am Stephen, Lady.’

      “Her laugher was a golden, tinkling sound. ‘Well met, Stephen. Come, ride with us.’ The Queen motioned to a nearby rider who pulled Stephen up onto a moonlight- colored horse. Noid jumped and danced at Stephen’s side and then rushed to join the hounds.

      “Stephen threw his arms about his fellow rider when the horse leapt after the hounds. He closed his eyes against the wind and held tightly to the rider. The only other time he had been on horseback was on a slow-gaited beast of burden. The Faerie rider laughed and shouted into the wind. ‘Open your eyes, man. Enjoy the beauty of the Hunt.’

      “Stephen did open his eyes and felt them grow wide as the wonders of the Faerie land flew by. The gait of the steed was smooth and Stephen relaxed and loosened his hold. All too soon the Hunt ended and he was lifted down from the horse.

      “Then he discovered the wonders of the Faerie feast. Long tables bent under the weight of platters of savory meats and delicate pastries. The rich smells assaulted Stephen’s nose and his mouth watered in response. He turned one way and yet another, trying with all his might to see everything at once, for even at his laird’s manor, he had never seen such extravagance.

      “His riding companion led him to a bower. From there he could watch the dancing and entertainments and see the Queen’s table. He marveled at the fuss she made over Noid. The faerie at his side removed a small cap and shook out a thick curtain of dark hair that fell rippling to her waist.

      “Stephen gaped at her. He could not believe he had not.known he had ridden behind a woman. She laughed at him and pushed him onto a pile of thick cushions, offering him tidbits of breads, fruits and roasted meats. Like Noid, he remembered his Gran’s tales and did not eat or drink.

      “He soon forgot the dancers, the feast, and the Hunt. The beautiful Faerie who tempted him held his full attention. When she could not persuade him to eat, they talked instead. She told him about her land and he spoke of his.

      “They found themselves in each other’s arms, sharing the soft whispers of lovers. A cold nose pushed its way under Stephen’s arm and into his face. Hot canine breath flowed over him. The Faerie pulled away from him, jeweled tears glistening in her eyes. ‘The night of the Hunt is over. You must return.’

      “Stephen pushed Noid away and reached for her once more. ‘I cannot,’ he said, ‘for I love you, Kelene.’ But even as he spoke, a shimmering surrounded him. Noid huddled close and with his low whine the Faerie world disappeared.

      “Stephen woke in the forest glade, Noid’s nose in his face. The large, dark tongue left a slobbery trail across his cheek. Stephen ruffled the fur on Noid’s head, stood and looked around. He sighed one word before he turned away from the glen. ‘Kelene.’

      “Time passed slowly for Stephen. Nearby villagers murmured among themselves about his distraction. The matrons thought he was ill. He completed his work, but without his usual cheer. Often he would be found staring toward the forest, Noid at his side. Every night he whispered to the black dog, ‘Return me to the Faerie land.’

      “One day he was called to his Grandmother’s side. The woman was old, very old, and could no longer leave her bed. But her mind was clear and she saw much that others could not.

      “Stephen sat at her side and held her frail, dry hand. Softly, he traced the blue veins beneath the thin skin.

      ‘Gran, tell me again the tale of the Faerie’s Hunt.’

      “‘Tis a tale for children, Stephen, not for a man grown.’ She peered at him, recognizing his determined, earnest expression. ‘But I will tell the tale, if I remember it.’

      “‘Remember it Gran, please,’ Stephen begged. His Gran nodded and began the tale. Stephen listened intently, Noid’s head resting on his leg. The old woman watched Stephen with sharp beady eyes while she told the tale.

      “When she finished, Stephen stood, absently kissed her cheek and left her small alcove. A tear slipped from her eye and was caught for a moment on her wrinkled cheek.

      ‘Faerie glamour ‘tis what it is, Faerie glamour. Fare you well, my Stephen.’

      “Stephen and Noid watched the sky’s swirling patterns of stars and waited for the full moon of the Hunt. Finally the night came. Noid pulled on Stephen’s sleeve as the time to leave grew near. Stephen turned a slow circle in the middle of the yard, saying silent good-byes. He thought he saw his Gran’s face at her small window, so he blew her a kiss.

      “Together Stephen and Noid entered the glen and sat, each calling upon the Faerie world in his own way. The air shimmered about them and the Hunt appeared. Once again the Queen welcomed them. Noid ran with the hounds and Stephen rode behind Kelene.

      “But this night Noid accepted a haunch from the kill and gnawed happily at the meat and bone. When the first platter was offered to Stephen, he took a large portion. Looking into Kelene’s eyes, he took a bite. Then another, and still another, until he had cleared the platter.

      “He took Kelene in his arms and they began their lives together in the land of the Faerie.”

      Allyn paused. A slight smile lingered on Jaye’s lips and his breathing was calm and even. She pulled a blanket over him and then stood. Gently, barely touching him, she brushed a stray lock of hair from his forehead.

      Turning away and concentrating, Allyn’s eyebrows drew together as she closed her eyes and held her hands toward the wall. A faint glimmer appeared and a long fingered hand reached from the center of the glow, palm up, waiting. Allyn opened her eyes and touched her fingers to the hand. When she turned back toward the bed, her gaze was full of questions.

      The hand grasped hers lightly, pulling steadily until she disappeared into the glow.
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      Jaye woke late the next morning, rested and bursting with energy. He yawned, stretched and wiggled his toes from under the covers. Looking around the room, he did not expect to see Allyn, but hoped she might be there anyway. Feeling strangely disappointed when he realized she really was gone, he sprang from the bed and in a matter of moments was in and out of the shower. Humming, he slathered lotion on his tattoo and dressed. With a wide, jaunty grin at his reflection, he patted his pockets to confirm he had the essentials, and left the room.

      The bounce in his step caused more than one hotel patron to smile after him and shake their heads. Jaye bounded off the elevator and headed toward the sales room. The room was crowded and conference goers continually stepped into his path. Anxious as he was to see Allyn, Jaye waited patiently for crowds to thin and pathways to open.

      When he was almost to the far corner of the room, he began leaning to one side trying to see around people, and then to the other, hoping for a glimpse of Allyn. He pushed through the crowd--to an empty booth. No Allyn, no Celtic art, no sign anyone had ever occupied the space. Jaye froze while people surged around him, staring in disbelief at the deserted booth before turning abruptly to the neighboring table.

      Jaye caught the eye of a young man selling fantasy art posters. “Where is the artist who was in the booth next to you yesterday?”

      A shrug answered him. “Don’t know. Wasn’t here this morning. Too bad, too. She brought lots of business to this corner.” The kid smiled. “You could check with the organizers.” He turned back to a customer, explaining limited editions and low run numbers.

      Jaye spun on his heel and headed to the information table near the entrance. This time when he crossed the room, the crowds parted before him and he arrived at the entrance in record time.

      The young couple Jaye had helped set up the room were seated cozily at the table. The young woman’s bright smile turning to concern, she looked up at him. “Hey, Jaye. What’s wrong?”

      “The Celtic artist in the far corner, Allyn Keely, where is she?” Hands planted firmly on the cracked, laminate top, Jaye leaned over the table.

      “Umm. Oh, yeah.” The young woman smiled again. “She could only be here for the one day. Her work is always such a draw, we were so lucky to have her even for a short time.”

      Barely controlling his frustration, Jaye spoke slowly. “How can I find her?”

      “We can’t give out addresses, even if we had one.” The young man reached into a bag and pulled out a folder. He shuffled through the messy papers and pulled out a pale blue business card. “Ms. Keely is a very private person. She won’t even give her address to conference organizers. If she wasn’t so good, no one would invite her. Not with all her eccentricities.”

      Jaye scowled and leaned further over the table. The young man held out the card. “This is all I have, Jaye. Take it, and good luck.” Jaye snatched the card, shoved the rectangle into his shirt pocket without looking at it and stalked away. “You’re welcome.” The young man called after him before turning to his companion. “Man, is he a case.”

      As soon as he left the sales room, Jaye’s shoulders slumped. He leaned against the wall, conventioneers milling obliviously around him. She disappeared again. No word, no goodbye, no nothing. Jaye thought they might have become friends, especially after her kindness last night. But no, like everyone else, she was gone. He shook his head to clear his thoughts. Enough of that. That’s what you get for chasing after...after someone wonderful.

      Jaye returned to his room, pulled his bag from the shelf and started throwing his clothes into it. Allyn’s drawing was propped on the dresser. He picked it up and ran his fingers lightly over the surface. Upending his bag on the bed, Jaye carefully lay the drawing flat on the bottom. After repacking neatly, he picked up the bag, and left.

      

      Three days later Jaye sat in his office, hunched over a keyboard, mouse moving restlessly under his hand. He.gazed at the monitor, not seeing the screen, but rather the blue business card he had taped to the housing. Allyn Keely, the card read. Keltic Art Originals. No address, no phone, just an e-mail address.

      Throughout the morning Jaye had tried every search engine he could think of, every person locator on the web, to find Allyn. It’s as if she doesn’t exist. He tapped the mouse in frustration. Of course, wanting to find out something, anything, about her first, he hadn’t tried just e- mailing her. Maybe he could figure out why she kept disappearing on him. And why he even cared.

      Not that he was concerned, or interested, he told himself. Leaning back in his chair, he stretched cramped muscles, lifted his arms toward the ceiling and rotated his wrists. With a sigh he hunched back over the keyboard.

      Hours later, Tommy stepped into the office and stopped short at the sight of Jaye, arms crossed over his chest, leaning back, glaring at the computer.

      “Uh, hi?”

      Jaye didn’t move a muscle or turn from the screen. “You have two weeks off. What are you doing here?” His voice was harsh and emotionless.

      Tommy crossed cautiously to Jaye’s desk. “I just came in to get my tux. I hope that’s okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Well, I’m gonna wear it for something other than work.”

      “So?”

      “Jaye, what’s up?” Tommy perched on the corner of the desk. Under his assistant’s watchful eye, Jaye attempted to force the hard line of his mouth to relax.

      “I stayed at the hotel after the reception. I went to a Science Fiction and Fantasy convention.”

      “Cool.”

      “I suppose.” Jaye shrugged. “Well, it was interesting. There was an artist there, a Celtic artist.”

      Tommy focused on the drawing Jaye placed against the far wall and pointed. “Is that where you got that?” He jumped from the desk and crossed the spacious office. Turning back to Jaye, he asked, “May I?”

      At Jaye’s gesture, he picked up the drawing and peered closely at it. “Hey, this looks like your tattoo.”

      “Exactly like it.” Jaye’s monotone drew Tommy’s attention from the drawing.

      “So, what’s the problem? Two artists often have similar ideas. Especially when dealing with such a common and ancient art form.” Tommy carefully returned the drawing to its place.

      “The two are not similar, Tommy, they are exact. But, that’s not all. I can find no record of the artist anywhere. No address, no phone, nothing. Just her damned e-mail address.” He flicked the business card with his finger.

      “Her? Woohoo, finally fell, huh?”

      “Fell?”

      “You met a woman and now you’re obsessed with her. But you can’t find her. It’s driving you crazy, isn’t it?”

      “I am not obsessed.” Jaye shoved the keyboard to one side. “I just need to talk with her about that design.”

      Tommy grinned wickedly and shook his finger at Jaye. “Oh, but you are. I know all the signs.”

      Piercing the air with his stiffly held hand to accentuate each word, Jaye angled toward Tommy. “I am not...” He sat back and finally smiled at Tommy. “Besides, what would you know about being obsessed with a woman?”

      Tommy’s grin turned sheepish. “Well, maybe not a woman. But I do understand how it feels to desperately want someone you can’t have, wanting to the point of distraction.” Tommy’s eyes unfocused and he gazed past Jaye’s shoulder to a blank space on the wall. He closed his eyes briefly before he looked into Jaye’s face. “But believe me, friend, things can work out. You just have to keep faith.” He spoke earnestly and finished under his breath, “And maybe be a little sneaky.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing, boss.” Tommy glanced at the desk clock. “Oops, I gotta get going. Derrik has tickets to the Out and About Ball. And,” Tommy shivered delicately, “he’s wearing his uniform.” The grin returned. “You know how I love a man in uniform, trite though it may be.”

      Jaye’s grin widened to a full smile. “Get going then. Wouldn’t want to keep your dream man waiting.”

      “Do you have a better perspective now, boss? Are you going to use that e-mail address?”

      Jaye reached for the mouse and moved it to click on his mail program icon. “The mail is practically sent. And Tommy? Thanks.”

      The young man gave a jaunty wave and crossed to the closet. When he pulled his suit bag from the hook and flipped it over his shoulder with a wide flourish, a stack of files fell from the desk to the floor. Immediately contrite, he tossed the garment bag onto a chair and knelt to gather the scattered pages.

      Jaye cleared his throat. Tommy hunched his shoulders and lifted the now messy files toward Jaye, his eyes puppy wide, tears forming in the corners. Jaye kicked the pile of papers with the toe of his shoe, scattering them about the room. Lifting a hand, he pointed to the door. “Get out of my sight. Now. Leave, you shameless hussy.” Deep laughter exploded, followed by Tommy’s clear chuckle.

      “Okay, Jaye. But seriously, remember what I said.”

      “I will. I’m doing the ‘you’ve got mail’ thing now. Have fun tonight.”

      Tommy waggled his eyebrows. “You bet I will. See you later.”

      Jaye stared at the blank e-mail form for a few minutes, took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He entered the address from Allyn’s card one letter at a time, with a long pause after each letter. A silent wish he didn’t even want to consider filled each pause with wild anticipation.

      

      The smoky haze of deep woods incense lingered over a small pottery bowl. The power of the essence filled the crowded room. Allyn sat quietly on the floor. Breathing deeply, she centered her thoughts, gathering them as they flowed inward. Her mind’s ear caught the sound of distant rhythmic drumming and her pulse slowed to match the pervasive beat. Leaning forward slightly, her head dropped towards her chest.

      The woodland scents grew stronger, filling each slow breath with springtime promise. The drumming grew louder, increasing in tempo until a lively dance rhythm pounded in Allyn’s ears. Soon, she heard the sound of a flute whistling above the drumbeat. Below it rumbled the deep whine of a lone bagpipe.

      Allyn smiled, lifted her head and opened her eyes. Bright light filtered through the high branches of the trees surrounding her. Rough bark poked into her back through her light, gauzy shirt. After struggling for so many years, trying to return to the Otherworld, she never ceased to be amazed at how smooth the transfer through the portal was now. Only after she accepted assistance from the Alastriona was she able to visit anytime she desired.

      She waited patiently for the first of the Faerie host to step into the small clearing. Bowing her head to their regal beauty, she kept it lowered until the dancing troop passed through the glen. A hand appeared in her lowered gaze, cupping her chin to lift her face. Recognition brightened her confused, scattered emotions. “Stephen.”

      The young man let go of her chin and shook his finger at her. “You have been told not to bow to the Faerie. Only to the Queen, and she is not with them this day.”

      “I know, Stephen.” Allyn glanced around the silent glade. “Sometimes, I’m humbled in the aura of all this beauty. However did you get used to it all?”

      “All Faerie glamour pales when next to my Kelene. I can see nothing else, not even the Faerie Queen.”

      Allyn chuckled. “Ever the romantic mortal. Where is Kelene and that big black goof of a dog?”

      She took his offered hand and let herself be pulled to her feet. She took a step forward and stopped with a lurch, a flash of pain crossing her features.

      “Your knee?”

      After a nod, she straightened her shoulders and let out a quick breath. “It always stiffens when I sit on the floor. Sometimes it’s very difficult to get to my feet without assistance.”

      Stephen steadied her until she was ready to walk again. “The Faerie healers could...”

      Allyn lifted her hand to Stephen’s lips. “…fix me. I know. But, it grounds me to my mortality. The years you have been with the Faerie don’t show. You haven’t suffered the mortal agonies of aging.”

      “Aging, Allyn? You are not old enough to be concerned about aging.” Stephen smiled, grabbed her hand once again and placed it in the crook of his elbow. “You are young as springtime itself.”

      Allyn gave her opinion of Stephen’s statement with an unladylike snort. Then she grew sad. “If that were only true. I am older than I’ve been told I appear and definitely older than I act. But I am also old enough to know better than to act, or feel, the way I do now.”

      “And how do you feel?”

      “Like a teenager. Discombobulated.”

      Stephen stopped short. “Discom…?

      “Dis-com-bob-ulated. Confused. Pulled in different and conflicting directions. Not knowing where my life is going anymore.”

      “And this is now how a teenager feels? Interesting.” They walked for a short while in silence before he glanced sideways at her. “Why do you feel this way?”

      A deep breath was necessary before she answered. “I don’t know.”

      Stephen turned to face her, one hand lifted to her shoulder. “You do not tell the truth to me, or to yourself, my friend.”

      Closing her eyes, Allyn tried to brace herself for questions she was not ready to answer. There was a subtle, welcome change in the air and she opened her eyes. The sudden appearance of Stephen’s mate at his side effectively stopped his probing questions.

      “Kelene.”

      “Welcome, Allyn.” Kelene’s soft musical voice calmed Allyn’s raw nerves and her shoulders drooped as if she suddenly realized how tense she’d been. She gave the Faerie a pleasant smile.

      “It’s so good to see you. It’s been far too long.” Allyn’s gaze drifted to the large bulge in Kelene’s slender form. “Hmmm, and I can guess why.”

      Kelene clasped Stephen’s hand between both of hers and lifted it to her heart. “No guessing and no riddles. We are soon to have another child. I am hoping for a daughter.”

      Drawing them both into a fierce hug, Allyn felt a powerful wave of happiness wash over her. “That is so wonderful. I know how long you’ve wanted another child. May I?” Allyn held her hand toward the faerie’s rounded belly. At Kelene’s nod, she softly rested her palm against the firm distension, closed her eyes and searched. Happy tears stung the back of her eyes. “A daughter? I think perhaps two. And very soon.”

      Whooping loudly, Stephen twirled Kelene around until she laughed and slapped him repeatedly on the shoulder to force him to stop. Breathless, she turned to Allyn. “Truly?”

      Stephen took Allyn’s hand, but looked into Kelene’s bright eyes. “If she says it is true, then it is.” He turned to face to Allyn. “My wife would not go to the Faerie seer. She would wait only for your touch, your seeing.”

      Allyn bowed her head humbly. “I am honored, Kelene, Stephen. I only hope my feeling is correct.”

      “It has not failed yet, Allyn.”

      “At least not for others.” Allyn spoke softly and stared past Kelene’s shoulder.

      Stephen shook her slightly to focus her attention. “I have been with the Faerie a long time, but I still recognize true human emotions. But even if I were blind and without your hints, I would know something is wrong.” Panic crossed his face, haunting his dark eyes. “Naught is wrong with the search?”

      “Oh no.” Allyn tried to ease his sudden concern. “As far as I can tell everything continues as expected. My problem is more with me than with anything, or anyone else.”

      Kelene cocked her head and peered at Allyn through squinted eyes. Slowly, she smiled and waited for Allyn to continue.

      “The problem is with me, and my feelings. After all this time being alone, self-sufficient, and I thought happy, I find myself attracted to someone totally inappropriate.”

      Kelene’s smile flashed, lighting her fair features. Then she schooled her expression to a mask of concern, but the twinkling in her eyes gave her continued joy away. “And why is this person…inappropriate?”

      Arms akimbo, Allyn spun in a slow circle. Finally, she slapped her hands on her thighs and turned to face Kelene. But she could not look her Faerie friend in the eye. The words came in a rush. “Oh. He just is. He is successful and very talented. He’s an artist, too. He’s very handsome with dark wavy hair and the darkest brown eyes. When he’s happy his eyes shine with a twinkle I just can’t resist.” Allyn paused and looked down, watching her toe make patterns in the dirt. “I think he might be interested in me too.”

      Confusion darkened Stephen’s expression. “Then, what is the problem?”

      Allyn stomped her foot and winced at the injudicious movement. “Well, for one thing, he’s younger, by quite a few years.”

      Stephen was not convinced. “I still do not see a problem.”
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