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  Dedication and Content warnings


Thanks go to the SVR/NCRW writing sprint Zoom group, which gave me three times a week to focus on my own books in the middle of the pandemic. With advice and encouragement and beta reads of blurbs and of this book, they’ve been a lifeline. Thanks, Brenda, Dorajane, Cindy, Ellie, Debbie, and Tanya! 
Also, thanks to Rebekah, Ambre, Laura, and Stephanie for helping Mike run down the hill (though Stephanie wanted a honey badger) in a long-ago bit of hilarity on social media. And to various other online friends, old and new, who helped name characters, asked me how it was going, and “liked” it when I finished the first draft several years ago.
To my husband and kids, who eat a lot of pizza and live in an unclean house, though mostly because I don’t take the time to nag the kids to do their chores.
To my mom, who instilled in me a great love of reading, even if she doesn't much like romance novels.


Content warnings and author's note
Children and animals in danger. 
Guns, knives, swords, and jousting lances. 
Kidnappings and car accidents.
Also: I know very little about any actual Renaissance Faires held in or near Stockton or Reno and the swordfighting and jousting exhibitions they have there. I have basically invented them with no intention of stepping on toes. I took what I saw at the Ren Faires I have attended and magnified it, pretending one could come close to breaking even by going from Faire to Faire all summer with a whole team and several horses. 
I also meant to do a more in-depth study of fifth-wheel campers, but have instead decided to keep Mike and Phil’s living quarters vague. 







  
  Chapter one

Eloisa Woods sighed heavily and sat in the arena stands to watch the sword fighting competition. Left side of the main aisle, third row from the bottom: exactly where her cousin had told her to sit. Eloisa frowned at the dirt. It was vaguely damp, like someone had watered it a short time before, but she figured she was going to have a new layer of dust stuck all over her sweaty skin anyway. At least the vibes rising from the bench, the imprint of the mood of the people who had sat there recently, were excited and happy. She perched on the edge anyway, because the metal bench was in full, blazing inland California sun and she could have grilled her dinner on it, never mind her legs. Maybe I should have worn a long Renaissance Faire skirt after all.
“And just how am I going to ogle their butts if they're in armor?” she’d asked not a quarter hour before, in Delilah's incense-filled fortune telling tent.
Her cousin smirked. “Most of the guys are in tights and short doublets with a little chainmail, silly.”
Remembering her younger cousin's enthusiasm, Eloisa sighed again. Too bad Delilah hadn't come along to the knights' tournament, but she was draped in scarves and running her booth down on the main concourse. Delilah had been traveling from one Renaissance Faire to the next all summer, barely earning food and gas money by giving tarot and crystal ball readings and selling charmed candles. Delilah really did have visions of the future and was a decent businesswoman under the theatrics. Even the candles and incense were the real deal, since Eloisa's mom had enchanted them, but it didn’t look like anyone got rich playing the Faire circuit, much less a fortuneteller.
Just then trumpet players at the bottom of the steps began a fanfare and everyone in costume – and several who weren't – surged to their feet, shouting “Huzzah!” and turning toward the top of the stands.
Eloisa didn't get up, lacking proper Renaissance enthusiasm in her shorts, long-sleeved shirt, and broad-brimmed hat meant to keep her pale skin from burning in the late-summer sun. She turned and leaned out into the aisle to see the top of the stairs and was almost knocked over by a guy carrying a banner on a pole.
The knights came down one by one, armor clanking and chainmail hissing and sparkling, red tunics, and – oh yeah – tight leggings. Another group of men in armor and blue tunics clanked down the other aisle. The loudspeaker squawked “Sir Something of the Moor” and “My Lord Blah-Blah of the Straits” and crap like that.
Eloisa sipped from her water bottle and wished she had stayed home instead of coming to the stupid Faire in a heat wave.
Though she had to agree Delilah had been right about the hot guys. Lots of fine shoulders and legs going by. She cringed a bit at her own gawking, since none of these guys were much over twenty. Way too young for her.
Finally, there was an extra rumble of excitement. “Captain of the Reds, Sir Philippe of the Wolves and his lieutenant, Sir Gris.”
She looked up at the two men at the top of the steps. These guys were a lot over twenty, men as compared to the boys who had passed. “Wow,” she whispered. 
Magic flowed through her: the sense of premonition she’d never been able to interpret precisely, much to her grandmother's chagrin.
The woman next to her said, “Mmm-hmmmm. Wow is right.”
Eloisa started at the woman's voice. She had set a mild avoidance spell on herself, as she always did in crowds, so it was weird the woman heard her whisper. Some people are immune, her mother's voice warned her.
The man with greying hair gestured for the guy with dark hair to precede him on the worn, concrete stairs. The younger guy bowed slightly to him and started down. They wore red capes and the older one wore chainmail and a few strategically placed plates of armor, but the younger one was head to toe gleaming armor. Two of the young, strong guys in tunics descended one step ahead of him, glancing back to be sure he didn’t fall. Stairs couldn’t have been easy in however many pounds of armor he had on, not that he looked particularly burdened by it.
The knight looked hot: tough and powerful and virile, but also very, very sweaty. Now she thought about it, they probably warmed up outside the arena, but it was easily a hundred degrees out and the sun was deadly, even without full body armor. It was hotter than normal for the Inland Valley in September. How many pets with heatstroke had they seen in the vet surgery in the last few months? Just that week? A disgusting number, to be honest, and even she couldn’t always save them once their organs started shutting down. 
As Sir Gris, the one in shining armor, passed her, he turned his head and looked straight at her. His pale grey eyes widened. He paused and bowed to her. Damn avoidance spell's defective. He looked familiar, but she couldn't place him. Magic whispered through her. She nodded back and smiled slightly.
He grinned – Wow, she thought again – then went on down the stairs.
Sir... uh... Whatever, the captain of the Reds, caught her eye as well, just a glance, curious. He looked away and waved again to the crowd. A little band of merry musicians danced in the middle of the arena, honking on weird recorder things instead of the trumpets they’d played before. The red knights already in the ring started up a chant of “Phee-leep! Phee-leep!” and a group of reenactors next to Eloisa took up the chant, which solved the mystery of the older guy's name.
The woman next to her sat down and bumped shoulders with Eloisa, “Do you know them? Can you introduce me?”
Eloisa hated being touched – her magic zinged unpleasantly in automatic defense. She leaned away, looking the woman over. Completely normal, or at least not magical. Eloisa could only see a person's aura if they had magic or were in the throes of powerful emotion. Apparently, her interest in the knights wasn't powerful enough to make this woman's aura flare. Eloisa tried to be friendly. “The younger one looks familiar, but I don't know why.”
“He knew you.” The woman’s Ren Faire costume showed way too much cleavage as she leaned forward, smirking. “Or he wanted to get to know you. It's the uncle I like. I've been at every swordfight and joust for the last two weekends and he's never noticed me. He's over forty and I'm thirty-six, so he should be looking at us old farts, not you young things.”
Eloisa had to laugh. “I'm twenty-nine, it's not like I'm jail bait. The uncle doesn't look familiar, just the nephew.”
“Listen.” The woman grabbed her arm. Eloisa froze and was tempted to zap her with a no-touch spell. “I'm Sophia. It's even my real name, not a made-up Faire name like some people. Now you know me. So when you figure out why you know them, introduce me, OK? We could go down to see them after.”
Eloisa eased her arm away. “I wasn't actually going to go down...”
“Listen.” This time, Sophia meant listen to the loudspeaker.
The knights will seek favors from the ladies, said the announcer.
Sir Gris was coming back up the steps, eyes intent on her. She felt a shiver of fear – no, not fear, but premonition again – and reached up to touch the protective charm on the chain around her neck, drawing on it for a little calm.
He knelt heavily with a clunk, and bowed his head down.
“May I have a token, Lady Eloisa?” He raised his head and met her eyes with fierce greyish blue ones.
He knew her name? Her stomach turned. She glanced above his head and could detect an aura of power, which triggered something in her memory.
She leaned in. “Garfield?”
He nodded slightly. “Garfield College.”
She took a deep breath. “Ohhh. French 201.”
“Prof Dupont.” He smiled and turned even redder than his impending heatstroke, which gave her a pleasant shiver.
The memory of sitting in the early morning class, watching the black-haired guy two rows ahead. “Michael Grey.”
He really grinned then, surprised and pleased. “So a token?”
“Oh! I don't think I have anything.” She rummaged through her tote bag. “My cousin told me to tie a red ribbon on my hat, but I didn't. Here, have my water. You're overheating.”
She handed him her water bottle and he drank half of it after a quick “Thanks.”
Sophia leaned across her, waving a red ribbon. “This is for your uncle, not you.”
Michael put the lid back on Eloisa's bottle before he took the ribbon, turning to wave it at his uncle who shouted, “Come on, Mike!”
Heat and magic pulsed through her protective charm. Eloisa knew what to give him. “Wait. My necklace. Will that work? It's not obvious or anything.”
She undid the clasp and held it out.
He looked at it, frowning – it was a daisy on a thin chain, not even vaguely manly – then held up his armored hands. “Could you put it on me? Not a lot of fine motor control in gauntlets.”
He leaned down, his neck bare where the helmet would cover him later. She had a shiver of fear then, not of him, but for him. His neck needed protection.
She swung the chain round his neck and fastened it. She grasped the charm and sent a pulse of magic into it, murmuring, “Good luck charms can be freely given, but never stolen.” She slid the flat daisy under the edge of his armor, then sent a little wave of power straight into his neck.
He flinched and his eyes narrowed, his aura flaring out as if trying to touch hers. She immediately regretted the pulse of magic.
“Be careful out there.” She patted the heated metal covering his shoulder.
He smirked. “When you're bold, you don't have to be careful.”
“Be both.” She pulled her hand away.
He bowed slightly to her. “It will be hard to find you in the crowd after. Come down to our tents to get it back?”
She nodded. He turned and clunked down to the arena.
“Ooooweeee,” said Sophia. “He knew you all right.”
“Turns out we went to college together.” Eloisa blushed.
“Not the kind of guy you're likely to forget. Oh look, he's giving my ribbon to Sir Philippe.”
Sophia got up and waved her little red banner like a maniac, boobs jouncing, when Sir Philippe turned in the direction Michael pointed. He bowed before tucking the ribbon into the edge of his armor with a flourish.
“And now we're both going to have to go down there so I can get my ribbon back.” Sophia squeezed Eloisa's arm again and shook it.
In college, Eloisa had sensed something about Michael Grey she didn't understand, some shimmer of magic in him that called out to her magic. She had transferred into Garfield, a tiny college in Ohio with a good biology program, her junior year as a commuter student. She had a few friendly acquaintances from classes and labs, especially the ones in her major, Pre-Vet Biology, but no one she kept in touch with after graduation. She was pretty sure Mike had graduated from Garfield only a semester after she arrived, so their interactions were limited to her staring at his profile in French class, wondering.

      [image: ]Mike bent backward in a move that would have been a graceful backbend if he hadn’t been wearing fifty tons of plate armor and another fifty of chainmail. Everything shifted and he had to stagger back two steps to keep from falling over. Bastard Bobby’s strike slid off of his left grieve and snagged the faceplate of his helmet, jerking it sideways by a centimeter. Bobby grunted something that might have been a laugh.
Mike used a nice, manly cussword, pissed at himself that the bastard had got in over his guard. He caught his balance, shaking his head, trying to get the headgear to line up with eyes again. The tiny breeze told him his sweaty neck wasn’t protected. He got his sword back up in guard position and was about to raise his left hand to signal the ref for a time out, but Bobby came at him again. He ducked just a second too late, catching the blade on the side of his head, bouncing the metal against his cheek, which shot pain all over his head and jerked his neck to the side. 
He staggered back another couple steps, expecting the ref to intervene, since headshots weren’t allowed, but this guy was new and apparently not paying attention or else thought these swordfights were faked for shits and giggles and family entertainment.
Bobby stepped forward again, his longsword swinging at Mike’s head again.
Oh.
Hell.
No.






  
  Chapter two

“Shake it off, Mikey,” grumbled Phil. 
Uncle Phil was the only person who still called him Mikey and only when he was being sarcastic. Not even his mom was informal with him anymore. Phil had insisted at the beginning of the summer that he drop the “Uncle,” maybe so he could feel younger. He was only twelve years older than Mike, but acutely conscious of his impending senility. Or whatever.
Mike put his feet up on a rickety folding table outside their Robin Hood-ish command tent and held the ice pack to his cheek. The sun was going down but it was still as hot as hell in the middle of California. He had thought it was going to be chilly and foggy like nearby San Francisco and had been unhappily surprised back in June when they came down the mountains into the interior of the state to find it parched, dried-out beige hills with dusty trees and shockingly green lawns and farms. Wyoming was arid too, mostly brown and scrub where he had grown up, but not hot like this. The locals assured him it was hotter than normal for September, which did nothing to cool him off. Or to understand why anyone would live here.
“Bastard Bobby was aiming for my neck. You think I can't tell?” said Mike. “An inch lower and it wouldn't have been a dented helmet and a bruised face, it would have been bye-bye Mikey.”
“The sword wasn't sharp, you know that. It would have hurt like hell and if he'd got your jugular or your spine... We've got to bang the dents out and get a better fit between your helmet and your shoulders. It was bad luck, but you still beat his ass.” Phil watched, eyes narrowed and natural scowl in place, as his troupe goofed off and flirted with girls. 
At their first team meeting a week before hitting the road, Phil had put all the guys on alert that if he smelled one whiff of bad behavior, including but not limited to pressuring a woman into sex, not using birth control and protection against STDs, lying, cheating, stealing, or driving under the influence of drugs or alcohol, the accused party would be off the team and, if not liable to be arrested, on a Greyhound bus back to Wyoming so fast he would think he’d been teleported. Oh, and disruption or mockery of Phil’s good luck routines would be met by extra chores. The guys learned pretty quickly that the morning warm up and the specific order of the donning of armor pieces were sacrosanct.
Mike sat back, pleased in spite of his swollen face. “I could only see him out of one eye. The sound echoed wrong. I could still smell him, though. Shit, if I could have shifted and ripped his throat out... Still might tonight after dark. Bobby's such a thorn in my ass.” 
Mike knew he never would – the ramifications of coming out in public and scaring the shit out of an arena full of people would be staggering. Besides, he wasn’t a killer. He had the potential to hunt and kill, every human did, but predatory shapeshifters held it closer to the surface.
Just as importantly, Mike would have lost the bout because he couldn’t exactly hold a sword with paws. But at the precise moment when it looked like Bobby was trying to kill him, Mike could feel his wolf leaping and it was a toss-up as to whether it would go for the kid's neck or use its instinctive grace to dodge. He dodged and went for the kid’s arms, torso, and legs until he knocked him down and the ref called the fight.
The kid, Bastard Bobby, was younger than Mike and his equal in the ring. A cocky, swaggering ass who had beat him as many times as Mike had won and who, apparently, decided today was the day to bend the rules. “And furthermore, we are not hiring that fucking ref again, are we? Bad calls all day. We get Jake back tomorrow, right?”
“Shhh.” Phil turned his head sharply to the right.
Mike stilled and heard what Phil had. A woman's voice said “Philippe,” and footsteps approached the command center tent where it sat in the middle of the cluster of more prosaic Red Team pup tents.
He touched the flower on the thin, gold chain and hoped Eloisa from Garfield was coming to see him. He believed in instinct and wild impulse, but not magic. OK, so shifting to his wolf form required magic, but he understood that, more or less, having lived with it forever. Nonetheless, he was pretty sure the charm had zapped him and helped him flinch in time to avoid the sword slicing toward his exposed neck.
The flower heated under his fingers as Eloisa and the woman who had been next to her in the stands came around the corner. Eloisa stopped ten feet away and looked him over warily, but the other woman, a little older and wearing a Renaissance dress, leaned over him. He had to force himself not to look down at the cleavage pushed up practically under her chin.
“Does it hurt?” This strange woman pointed at his face.
“Just bruised.” He looked past her at Eloisa, who glowed in the late afternoon sun. “The life squad guy wanted me to have an X-ray, but conceded it was a couple teeth loose. I have tomorrow off and I heal quickly.”
She said something about taking Advil and keeping ice on it, but he wasn't paying attention because Eloisa was walking toward him. Eloisa with a shimmering aura not quite like a shifter's. 
“Mike, this is my new friend, Sophia.” Eloisa looked like she wanted to roll her eyes.
He said hello. His family had trained him up to be polite, even if they had pushed him out before he was grown. “And this is my Uncle Phil. Eloisa from college, who gave me the token. And her new friend, Sophia, who gave you the ribbon.”
Phil shook Sophia's hand, holding it much too long. Mike grimaced at the smell of pheromones. Uncle Phil's getting lucky tonight.
Eloisa was smiling at Sophia and Phil, too, but she turned back to him and shrugged in apology. “I met her in the stands an hour ago.”
He grunted. “I guessed. Uncle Phil doesn't seem to mind. He's not married or seeing anyone, so what he does with his dick, um, free time, is up to him.”
He'd spent way too much time around the young guys – eighteen- to twenty-two year-olds – that summer and knew he should try harder to filter his language. “Sorry, I don't usually cuss in front of women.”
She smirked.
The silence between them grew awkward. “Have a seat. Would you like a drink? We've got water and beer.”
“No authentic mead? No homemade wine?” She eased down onto the folding chair next to his.
He laughed, then grimaced because it hurt his face. “No. We're not hard-core reenactors, just hard-core fake knights.”
Eloisa laughed and touched his arm gently. Something radiated across his skin and took his breath away. She snatched her hand away, her smile suddenly forced and wary. “So what do you do these days? Besides travel and have fake sword fights?” 
He sniffed. Her scent was of a normal human, not the wild scent of a shapeshifter. There was a shimmer of a powerful aura around her, but not like any he had ever seen. He tried to remember if he'd been close enough before to see her golden glow. Maybe he had a concussion? He glanced at Sophia and didn’t see a glow, at Phil and it was his usual faint shimmer like heat on pavement, then back at Eloisa with definite gold.
He shrugged. “I got downsized in the spring. Computer hardware stuff, mostly. Uncle Phil's been bugging me for years to come on the tour with him, but I always had a job. The hours are good, but the living conditions and wages are deplorable.”
Phil narrowed his eyes at him, then turned his back to better chat up Sophia.
Eloisa leaned forward. Pity her t-shirt didn't show any cleavage. “And they're real sword fights. I shouldn't have said they were fake.”
He smiled. “Most of the ones I do are real. We do demo fights on jousting days and more general demos a couple of times a day out in the grounds. Some of the Faires, we hang around all day, giving mini-lessons. The swords are dull and we're protected and, but they still can hurt like a biii... like crazy. Sorry.”
She grinned. “Bitches can be very hurtful.”
He laughed, which shot pain through his upper jaw again. He put the ice back on. “What do you do? I mean, I don't even know what you majored in.”
She'd been in his French class senior year and he'd spotted her around campus, but couldn't find anyone at Garfield College who knew her. It was like seeing a ghost and no one believing you. And then he’d graduated and almost forgotten her. Almost.
“Biology, like half of the people at Garfield. I'm a vet,” she said. “I'm almost done with my residency in Sacramento.”
“Near here, right? We've traveled so much this summer that I can't remember where we are half the time.”
She chuckled, which got his body's attention. “It's about thirty miles up the interstate, yeah. I came to see my cousin. She's the fortuneteller.”
He frowned. “Delilah's your cousin?”
Daffy Delilah, as the guys on his team called her, was traveling around the Ren Faires, too, giving tarot readings. The guys made comments about how hot she was and, in the same breath, about how weird she was.
Eloisa held up her hands in surrender. He winced because he had probably let his disbelief seep through. Then winced again because wincing made his face hurt like a bitch.
“My family doesn’t get out this way to see me, so I jumped at the chance, even if it means sleeping on the ground with Delilah.”
He nodded.
“No, that sounds harsh. Delilah's the closest thing I have to a sister. She has a hard time with strangers. None of us thought she should do this Ren Faire thing, but...”
He nodded again. “It's OK. I don't know her well, but she seems nice.”
Nice was such a weak word. He could tell Delilah was hurt when people laughed at her. But she was so earnest and odd. And spooky.
Eloisa looked at her hands.
“She's family, right? Uncle Phil's a bit wack, but he's my family.” Mike looked up oh-so-innocently at Phil, who glared.
Mike set the ice pack down and fiddled with the necklace until he found the clasp. “You want your charm back?”
She leaned over and touched his knee just below the leg of his basketball shorts. He stilled at the jolt.
“Let me see your face,” she said. “I'm trained as an EMT, too. I kept thinking that if I came across a car crash with a person and a dog and I only knew how to save the dog, I'd feel terrible.”
He hesitated for a moment, as both a person and a dog, then lowered his head slightly and turned halfway in his chair, baring his neck to her. She could have no idea of the power he gave her. He was submitting, dammit, and didn't know why. He glanced at Uncle Phil whose eyebrows were high in surprise, though the rest of his face was impassive.
Mike felt the jolt all through his body as Eloisa's fingers touched his cheek. She held her hand there for a few heartbeats, barely skimming his beard stubble with hot fingers. Finally, she smoothed her fingers across his face, making his whole head tingle with static. His skin tightened like it did when he shifted to wolf. He inhaled deeply.
She took her hand away from his face and touched the flower where it lay against his neck. It pulsed warmth.
“Keep the necklace.” Her voice was soft and husky. “I can get another.”
“Maybe.” His voice sounded weird, like it was coming from inside a cave.
“My family is really superstitious.” She sat back in her chair. “Unless you have another good luck charm, I'd like you to keep this one. Unless you know someone who needs it more.”
A different kind of heat flowed through him. The lust had surged when he saw her in the stands and it was growing, but respect was there, too. She’d given him water and good luck, even if he didn't believe in luck the way Phil did.
He chuckled and realized his face barely hurt. He prodded it and winced because it still ached, but the sharpness of the pain was gone. He probed at the loose teeth with his tongue and found they were tight and didn't hurt. What had she done to him? He stared at her fiercely. Her eyes flitted around his head. Could she see his shifter aura? 
Finally her eyes met his and she blanched. She got up with a little wobble. “I should go.” 
He stood and touched her arm. A shiver ran through her. “Who are you?” he whispered in the ultra-quiet way shapeshifters used with each other, so only others with extra-sharp hearing would hear.
“What?” she said. “Sorry?” She really hadn't heard.
He cleared his throat. “Sorry. Frog in my throat. Would you like to stay for dinner? Come back for dinner? I picked up hamburger this morning before the tourney.” He pointed at the camper parked behind the tent. The meat was in the fridge, not that she could tell from him pointing. What a dork. He dropped his hand. “We're grilling out with the team.”
She hesitated. “I'm supposed to go out with Delilah as soon as the Faire closes at seven. Until then, I need to rest. The heat really drains my energy.”
“You could bring Delilah.” He winced as Phil darted him a look from where he was listening intently to Sophia, who was using her charms to her advantage. 
Eloisa’s eyes flicked to his ear on the injured side. She did look tired: there were circles under her eyes he hadn't noticed before. Finally, she nodded. “If Delilah wants to, OK.”
“Let me know,” he said. “Wait. Let me give you my number.”
They exchanged cell phone numbers. Two regular thirty-ish year olds who might or might not see each other later. She walked away unsteadily with a smile back over her shoulder. He almost went after her to give her a hand, make sure she got back to her cousin's tent. 






  
  Chapter three

“He went to Garfield with you? Mike Grey? Red Team? Sir Gris? Lieutenant of the Wolves?” Delilah was astonished. 
“Yes.” Eloisa felt her patience slipping. “We recognized each other. I gave him my good luck charm as a token for his fight.”
“Your daisy? You gave him your daisy?” Her cousin clapped her hands like a child. “Wait, wait. Let me get you another charm. Unless he's going to give it back?”
“I told him to keep it. I think... OK, maybe it was coincidence, but when he asked for a token...”
“In the arena? For the show?” Delilah unlocked her footlocker and pulled out a jewelry box.
“Yes. We saw each other as they came down, because I sat on the aisle where you said...”
“The cards told me to tell you,” her cousin said, “but I didn't know why.”
“Right. I had a bad feeling about the fight. I didn't have anything else to give him and felt it was meant for him.”
Delilah nodded and sifted through the box. From what Eloisa could see, it was mostly flashy, cheap strings of beads.
Eloisa relaxed a little. If there was anyone who would believe in premonitions and charms, it was her odd family of magicians. “And when I put it on him...”
“He exposed his neck to you?” Delilah's head shot up and she dropped a chain back into her box. “That's big.”
Eloisa stared at her. Some members of her odd family of magicians were odder than others. “He bowed down like I was the queen. It took my breath away, all right?”
“They usually get down on one knee for a favor, but never expose their soft points.” Her cousin tilted her head in concentration. “None of the knights do, but some of the guys on the Red Team are extra on guard.”
“Right.” Eloisa didn't roll her eyes. “Anyway, I could tell his neck was in danger. I could almost see the hit under his left ear, see him falling, and I sent a little wave of protection into his skin. And then in the battle, the other guy almost got his neck right where I saw, but at the last moment, Mike flinched and it dented his helmet up instead.”
“Sir Roberto? Bobby the Bastard. He fights to kill, even though it's just pretend.” Her voice was strange. Delilah glanced at the thin trickle of people passing by and went back to her jewelry box. 
“They're real fights, Del.” She had said a similar thing to Mike, hadn't she? It sounded callous now.
Delilah waved one hand in dismissal. “OK, yes. They're really fighting, it's not choreographed. Sometimes Roberto wins, sometimes Gris. There's a lot of betting over who's going to have more wins for the whole summer. Gris, I mean Mike, doesn't seem to care overall, but he goes in every time to win. Bobby gets a little crazy whenever Mike gets two or more fights ahead.”
“Mike won today,” said Eloisa.
“Three in a row. No wonder Bobby went for his neck,” said Delilah.
“The woman next to me in the stands said the referee deducted points for aiming at his head, but should have stopped the fight to give Bobby a warning. I didn't notice, because I was watching Mike go wild. He took Bobby down in about five seconds.”
Delilah smirked. “Sexy.”
Eloisa shivered. It had been…feral. And sexy. She blushed. “It was scary and then I was relieved he was OK. I touched his cheek and did a little healing. Hairline fracture. It freaked him out, but I tried to act like nothing happened.”
Delilah stared at her some more, eyes darting once, twice to Eloisa’s aura.
“OK, stop staring. Just say it,” she said.
Delilah glanced around again. “He's got a huge, prickly aura and he's sensitive about getting close to people. Like you are. He has to have noticed.”
They looked at each other for several seconds, thinking of the secrecy their family had drilled into them since birth. Eloisa shivered. 
Del pulled herself up onto her stool and set the jewelry box on her table with her left hand, a thin, gold-colored chain in her right. She pinched the pendant for a few seconds with a long exhale, then handed it to Eloisa.
“A love heart?” Eloisa wrinkled her nose.
“It was from my first boyfriend.” Delilah shut her jewelry box and set it back in her footlocker, then drifted across the tiny tent where she did her readings. “Remember Allen from high school? I cleansed it when he broke up with me, of course, and almost never wear it. It's only gold-plated, but it's the best I have with me and will hold a charm until you get home. There are a couple of jewelry makers with nice pendants if you want to look around tomorrow.”
“No, this is good. Thanks.” Eloisa looked at the tiny heart twirling on the chain, glowing with the fresh spell.
“And maybe you need to be careful of your heart.” Delilah swirled her skirts and sat in her fortuneteller chair. She shuffled the pack of tarot cards.
Eloisa sighed. “You don't need to do my reading.”
“Sure I do. I'll do mine first, though. See if we should go have burgers with the Red Team.”
Eloisa knew most people could make a decision about a cookout without consulting the cards, but knew from a lifetime with fortunetellers not to rush it.
Del hummed to herself and laid out three cards facedown. She stared at them for a few seconds before flipping them over. Her eyebrows rose and she blinked once before saying, “Looks good, but I have to check yours.”
As her cousin handed the cards to her to shuffle, their hands brushed and Eloisa felt a ripple of something odd. “Are you OK, Del?”
Delilah didn't look up from the cards. “What makes you say that?”
Eloisa rested her hand on her cousin's. “Broken heart?”
Del shrugged but left her hand under Eloisa's. “Not broken.”
“Hurting, then.” Eloisa said. “You know I'm better at physical health. Tell me about it.”
Del sighed. “He came to me for a reading right at the beginning of the summer. I knew he was the one the cards had told me about and he would be important. I did an extra-long reading for him and he went away mad.”
“A hopeless crush, then? Your vibrations are off.”
Delilah looked away. “It’s this whole summer. I thought... I thought I would have friends by now. They call me Daffy Delilah behind my back. The Faire people do. This guy didn't really believe, then I told him he should lose.”
“Bobby the Bastard?” Eloisa really hoped it wasn't Mike Grey, anyway. The twinge of jealousy should have surprised her, but somehow it felt perfectly normal.
Delilah slumped. “That's why I've been down at the tournament so much. I told him he'd have to make a choice, but doing the right thing would lead to him losing. It was a bit of a jumble in my head, all the possibilities in his future. I didn't even know who he was then. I mean I didn't know he was one of the knights. The cards told me he would win next year and every year after if he was humble. But if he won this year by cheating, he would never compete again. He's only in his early twenties like me.”
“He didn't seem like a very humble guy.” Eloisa thought of how Bobby had stomped out in a huff when Mike won the bout.
Delilah pulled her hand away to comb through her hair where there was a dent in it from her renaissance headdress. “The thing is, he keeps looking at me like he's thinking about it, but if I catch him looking, he scowls.”
“Are you sure it's if he wins or loses the tournament?” asked Eloisa.
“I...” said Delilah, her voice whispery, “I think so.”
“Maybe he thought you were saying he should give up.”
Del sighed. “Maybe. It looked like he had to decide what to do when his opponent was already losing. He might maim or kill...”
Eloisa realized she was holding her breath. Maim or kill Mike.
“I'm sorry, El.”
Eloisa let out a big breath. No one else called her El. El the big cousin, Del the little. They were the same height now, though Del was curvier.
“I hardly know him.” Eloisa was more rattled than she should have been. “Roberto could have maimed or killed him today.”
“You should travel with me. With them. Fix injuries.” Delilah sat forward and grinned, warming to her tangent. “The summer’s almost over, so I just have Reno, then one in Colorado, then Kansas, Minnesota, and then home.”
“I'm only a resident in the vet practice,” said Eloisa. “Low woman on the totem pole. Barely a step above the vet techs. It was awkward juggling three days in a row off. I can't take several weeks of vacation.”
Delilah sighed, disappointed. “I don’t even know if the knights are going through the Midwest. They might be done after Reno.” Finally she tapped the tarot deck. “Quickie reading. Shuffle and cut and lay out three.”
Eloisa did as she was told.
Delilah looked at the cards for a full minute before saying, “Completion. The Moon. The Tower. No wands and cups and minor arcana for you. I would have thought at least a Queen of Pentacles. Wow.”
It reminded of her “Wows” about Mike Grey, Eloisa shook her head. “You know the cards don't talk to me.”
“Something is ending. I can't see what it is – innocence or inhibitions or a blindness you've had. When it ends, everything will crumble. You know the Tower: things falling apart. And the Moon. You'll be getting in touch with your wild side, confronting it. Could be romantic, could be toppling your illusions. I feel fear and worry.” Delilah sighed. “You know I never see clearly for you or anyone I'm related to, right? But I'm seeing Sir Gris as this wolf here, baying at the moon.”
Eloisa touched the wolf and felt a shiver. She could see Sir Gris as a wolf, too.
“Or I'm thinking of him and you and I'm projecting.” Delilah smirked.
“Maybe,” said Eloisa. “And maybe the lobster coming out of the water is about to pinch Sir Gris' butt. I'll brace myself for the tower to crumble and see what happens.”
Delilah smiled at her. “Let's go eat burgers and see if Sir Gris howls.”






  
  Chapter four

The guys snickered when Mike told them Delilah was coming to dinner. He glared, so they backed down. It was good to be alpha sometimes. Not that he was the top dog in the group, deferring most of the time to Uncle Phil, but he certainly outranked everyone else. Except maybe Dane, a cougar shifter who, like most cats, lived by his own rules and his own hierarchy. Dane, a lantern-jawed guy Mike had practiced swords with and against since they were eight, was home after a stint in the Marines and hardly spoke at all. His glare was enough to kill you, though, when you called him Great Dane. 
When Delilah arrived with Eloisa, she was subdued, not her usual scarf-waving, mystical self, trying to drum up business or approaching random people on the concourse and making weird little predictions. Brandon the coyote sat down next to her and mentioned the heat and they had a perfectly normal conversation, as far as Mike could tell.
He wasn’t paying close attention, because as soon as Eloisa appeared at the end of the row of pup tents flying red team banners, he tuned everyone else out. A long red skirt flowed around her legs and hips with every step. She had on a different t-shirt, not a Renaissance top with the lace-up stuff, but plain white and a bit tight. Her blonde hair was down around her shoulders. Her aura sparked with golden heat and he could almost see her as a wolf.
Just out of curiosity, he glanced at Delilah's aura and noticed it glowed silver.
He almost kissed Eloisa, almost pulled her into the camper right then. Instead, he took her hand and squeezed it as the jolt of desire flowed between them, startling her. He dropped her hand, not wanting to seem overeager and wondering why every time he touched her was like when he was ten and touched the electric fence on Uncle Phil's ranch, though without as much nausea.
“Would you like a hamburger? I think they're almost done.”
She smiled. “Just a bun and cheese, please. I don't eat much meat.”
He smirked a little at the unintended innuendo, but remembered too much time with college-age guys and didn't mention it. “Since we're all guys, we have bags of those baby carrots for salad. Ranch dressing. Doritos.”
“Your mothers must be so proud,” she said blandly, but her eyes were smiling. 
He laughed. His mom was a werewolf, too. “Mine's glad I get enough red meat.”
Eloisa glanced around at the guys who were looking her over. Mike felt a rush of possessiveness and put his hand on her arm. “Why don't I introduce you around first?”
“Oh! Yes.” She looked worried.
He felt a little zap of power and pulled his hand away. “What...” he started to say, but just shook his head. He’d save questions for someplace more private.
None of the guys looked away from her face. These were young guys with more testosterone than sense, generally, so he was grateful. Eloisa lingered for a moment longer with each shifter, looking at their ears or maybe their auras. When Brandon looked like he was going to ask her outright if she was a shifter, Mike shook his head.
A couple of young women, more Ren Faire regulars, came over from their tents with wine. The chimp shifter juggler and his bull shifter boyfriend/acrobat partner stopped by and they and Dane sat with their heads together, talking intensely.
“Tomorrow is mostly horse stuff, jousting. Uncle Phil does that with some of the other guys,” said Mike, waving at the men crowded around the food table. “The other guys are doing the fake sword fighting, demo stuff in the arena and up on the main concourse. It was my turn yesterday, so I sort of have the day off, mostly.”
“Jousting?” She looked worried. “Delilah mentioned that.”
“Yeah. Phil wanted me to learn it since I do OK on horses, but I've never jousted before this summer.”
She nodded. “I've never ridden a horse.”
“Did you grow up in Ohio? I don't know anything about you.”
“Yeah, near Youngstown. My grandmother has a candle shop in a mall. She does tarot and palm reading, like Delilah. We worked there since we were kids.” Her eyes darted away, like it was only part of the truth. “I can't live near them anymore.” She looked a little sick.
“I grew up in Wyoming. I did trail rides with Phil as a kid and then worked for him. It's only the last few years he got into jousting to go with the swords and martial arts and trail rides. We always lived in the city. My older brother...” He had to stop as the old anger welled up. His brother John was the star of every sport possible. By the time Mike was old enough to play organized sports, he was being dumped at Phil’s half the time so he ended up choosing swords over football.
“Uncle Phil taught me to ride. He taught me swords because all you need to practice is a decent stick. I can't live near my family anymore, either.”
When Granddad died, Phil and Mike's dad fought over who would be alpha of the werewolf pack. It hadn't come to blood and guts, luckily, but they both came away battered. Phil moved out to his ranch full time with a few other pack mates and started to accumulate other species of shifters as ranch hands. And he got Mike on weekends in an informal custody arrangement; Mike's mom drove him out every Friday and Phil took him to school on Monday. Most of his school breaks were spent on the ranch.
“Are you OK?” asked Eloisa. She put her hand on his arm and some of the anger drained out.
He looked at her and her eyes went wide at whatever she saw in him. He forcibly toned down his urge to shift and fight. “Sibling rivalry. Phil and my dad don't get along. My older brother and I don't get along. So Phil and I are out of favor and he was a better dad to me than my dad. You have any siblings?”
She shook her head. “It was just me, Grandmother, my mom, my aunt, and Delilah, but Del's quite a bit younger than me and by the time I was ten, I was too cool to be seen with her.” She took a breath before going on. “Do you mean you're not allowed home or that it's not much fun?”
He stared for a while before deciding to trust her. “A bit of both. We stay on our side of the city and they stay on theirs. It's easier for everyone if we only visit on major holidays. If we need to be in town, we stay at Grandma's house.”
By the end of the evening, Mike was even more intrigued by Eloisa. He sat in the lawn chair next to hers, their knees bumping. Delilah sat on the other side of her, looking more relaxed as the evening went on and the guys were polite and friendly. He wasn’t sure why they had never invited her to their cookouts before, except that she never seemed interested in them.
When the dusk was fading to complete darkness, the two women stood to leave. Mike walked them back to Delilah's tent, its sides tied down.
“Do you sleep here?” he asked as they approached it. Many of the other vendors slept in normal tents at the perimeter of the fairgrounds, locking away their wares and leaving bare tables and easy-ups.
Delilah shrugged. “I can't afford to rent a campsite, too. I’ve slept in my van a few times when I felt like I needed more solid walls or it was cold. When it's just me, there's plenty of space. With two of us, it’s a bit squeezy.”
Mike looked at the dark tents all up and down the row. “Doesn't it bother you to be alone?”
She frowned. “I can take care of myself.” She lifted the flap and went in.
He turned to Eloisa. “I didn't mean to offend her. It seems lonely and, yeah, a bit dangerous. She doesn't really hang out with anyone in particular. I've seen her at a lot of the tournaments.”
“She likes checking out hot guys,” Eloisa covered her grin with her hand.
“Anyone in particular?” He smiled at the idea of Delilah checking his men out.
“Well, she thinks Sir Roberto is hot, but her cards said he would lose something this summer. If he played by the rules and lost, he would win for many years to come. Something cryptic and vague. It was before she knew he was a knight in the tournament.”
“It leaves the door open for him to win fairly, right?” Mike asked.
“Maybe. It's not an exact science
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