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      “He is the devil!”

      Draven de Montague, Earl of Ravenswood, laughed aloud at the conviction in Hugh’s voice as they stood before the throne of King Henry II while Draven’s brother and one of Hugh’s men stood a few feet behind them. ‘Twas an epitaph he’d heard more times than he could count.

      With a snide glare, he quickly agreed with the old earl. “Spawned of hell and suckled on the teat of a demon. I make no claims to anything else.” It was, after all, his reputation they spoke of. And in this land of chaos, Draven was the undisputed champion.

      Two guards, who stood as still as statues, flanked the throne where the king sat. Henry looked less than pleased as he darted his gaze between his two noblemen. Even though Draven had shed his own blood, and spilled even more to secure Henry’s crown, he knew the limits of his monarch’s tolerance, and at this point, the king had been pushed too far.

      Hugh took a careless step toward Henry’s throne. “I want him to leave my lands alone, Majesty. Surely he has enough land to pacify himself with that he can leave off Warwick.”

      Henry Plantagenet was not a man one approached recklessly.  He was a man made by his own determination and raw courage, a man who had much in common with Draven, and better still, he was a man indebted to Draven.

      The look on Henry’s face was one of hell wrath and brimstone.

      Finding a moment of sanity, the earl stepped back and cast his gaze to the cobbled floor.

      Henry looked to Draven and sighed. “We do not understand how this conflict started. Draven, you say he attacked you and Hugh, you say he attacked you, and neither of you claims to have instigated the matter. This reminds us of two ill-bred children fighting over a toy while they both scream injustice. We particularly expect better from you, Lord Draven.”

      Draven did his best not to show the anger coiling through him. He had served Henry faithfully for more than half his life. Even so, he was no man’s fool or pawn. Draven lived life on his own terms and no one would ever dominate or take advantage of him.

      No one.

      Draven dared to meet the king’s gaze as an equal. “As you know, my liege, I do not cower, nor will I bow down before this man as he attacks my peasants and raids my fields. If Hugh wants a war, then by God, I am definitely the one to deliver it to him.”

      Henry looked upward as if seeking the holy saints to aid him. “We grow weary of our lords battling amongst themselves. We realize the years under Stephen were lax, but those days are gone. ‘Tis I, Henry, who rules this land and we shall have peace in it.” He looked straight at Draven. “Do you understand?”

      “Aye, my liege.”

      His look then turned to Hugh, whose gaze still examined the floor at Henry’s feet. “And you?”

      “Aye, Sire.”

      Henry’s stern features relaxed a degree. “‘Tis good then. But since we know better than to trust two mice left afield while the cat is occupied elsewhere, we must set this deal in a more permanent fashion.”

      A sick feeling of dread settled in Draven’s gullet. He knew his king well enough to know this would not be to his liking.

      “Since neither of you seems to know how this started, we have a way to settle this here and now. If you both have possession of something the other cherishes, then mayhap you’ll think twice before committing any further hostilities.”

      “Majesty?” Hugh asked, his voice carrying the weight of his own trepidation.

      Henry stroked his beard. “You have a daughter, do you not Lord Hugh?”

      “Aye, Sire, I have three still living.”

      Henry nodded, then looked to Draven, who met his gaze with impertinent directness.

      “And what of you, Draven?”

      “I have a wastrel brother I have longed to be rid of for years.”

      Said brother sputtered in indignation from ten paces behind him, but wisely kept his silence before his king.

      His face perplexed, Henry thought the matter over. “Tell us, Simon,” he directed to Draven’s younger brother, “what does Draven hold dearest on this earth?”

      Draven turned slightly to see his brother squirming beneath the attention of his king. With his head sedately bowed, Simon glanced up from under his brows as he addressed King Henry. “In truth, Your Majesty, ‘tis his honor only that he treasures. He would die to protect it.”

      “Very well,” Henry said. “We demand Draven swear on his honor that he will not raid or harass Hugh, and Lord Hugh is to hand one of his daughters over as pledge for his good conduct.”

      “What!” Hugh bellowed so loudly that Draven half expected the rafters to fall down around them. “You cannot be serious.”

      Henry shot to his feet and directed a heated glare to Hugh.  “Sir, you forget yourself. ‘Tis your king you address and treasonous ground you tread upon.”

      Hugh’s face was redder than the crimson surcoat Draven wore over his armor. “Your Majesty, I beg you, do not ask this of me.  My daughters are gentle creatures unused to hardship or the company of men. My eldest is to marry one month hence, and her sister is sworn to St. Anne’s. Surely you cannot demand that they relinquish their oaths to be held hostage for an indefinite term?”

      “You spoke of a third daughter?”

      Complete and utter horror was etched on Hugh’s face. “Sire, Emily is the gentlest of all my daughters. She quivers at the slightest scare. An hour with Ravenswood and she would die from her fear. I beg you, please do not demand this.”

      “We wish the two of you had left us with a choice. But alas, we grow weary of the constant complaints and accusations of our lords. Hugh, you are the one who beseeched the crown to intervene lest you lose your lands to Draven. ‘Twould seem to us a daughter would be naught compared to your lands.” Henry retook his seat. “Nay, Lady Emily is to be handed over to Draven for safe keeping.”

      A lady in his home! Draven could feel his lip starting to curl at the thought. It was on his tongue to tell Henry to forget the whole matter, but one look and he knew better than to question the king’s dictates.

      Then the most incredible thing happened. Hugh went down on his knees before Henry’s throne. He bowed down and touched his forehead on the cold stone floor. “Please, Majesty,” he begged, his voice quivering. “You cannot take my daughter and then ask only for Ravenswood’s oath. I beg you. Emily is.... she is my life. You may have my lands, but please leave my daughter be.”

      For an instant Draven almost felt sorry for the man, until he recalled the village that had been burned in the dead of night. The women who had been raped and butchered in their beds.

      As much as he dreaded having this lady in his home, he knew it would guarantee Hugh’s benevolent behavior.

      He held no doubt he could end this feud with one battle, but Draven had long grown weary of fighting. He wanted peace and solitude. And if this would end the matter...

      As always, he would do as his king commanded.

      Henry stroked his beard in thought as he listened to Hugh continue to implore his mercy. “On your feet, Hugh.”

      Hugh stood, his eyes shining bright from unshed tears.

      “We hear your plea, and we can assure you Draven takes his oaths most seriously. We have seen him execute his duty to us with acts of unquestionable loyalty. However, since you have been known to recant your oath, we must ensure that this time peace is kept.”

      The king referred to the fact that Hugh had once promised to support Henry’s claim to the throne, only to turn around two months later and join King Stephen’s forces.

      Hugh was not one to be trusted. Ever.

      “If your Majesty so doubts my loyalty, then why do I still have my lands?” Hugh asked.

      Henry’s eyes narrowed. “Rather than ask our motives, you should be grateful for our continued mercy and should act with appropriate gratitude.”

      Draven met Henry’s gaze and knew without being told the king’s reason. An enemy known was much better than one unknown. So long as Hugh held lands from Henry, he owed a debt of gratitude to the king, but should Henry remove the earl, then Hugh would hell-bound to retaliate, and would soon find himself as a conspirator against the crown. The maintenance of Warwick was such that Hugh had little time for conspiracy, and it kept him away from London and the political machinations of Henry’s enemies.

      Henry looked back to Hugh. “Draven shall hold her for one year. That should be long enough for your tempers to cool.” Henry motioned for his scribe to write down his decree. “Should you attack Lord Draven or any of his people or lands, your daughter will be his do with as he pleases.”

      Hugh slid his gaze to Draven. “And if he should harm her for no cause, Sire?”

      Henry’s face hardened. “As the right hand of the crown, Draven knows firsthand what we do to traitors. We have trusted our life to Lord Draven and we will accept his pledge on the bones of St. Peter that he will not harm her.” Then to Draven he said, “Lady Emily will be considered our ward. Any harm done her will be done to us. We trust you will guard her accordingly?”

      “Aye, your Majesty. I shall guard her with my life.”

      “‘Tis good then. Now go and make preparations. Draven seek out our priest and make your oath.”

      Draven gave a slight bow to Henry, who was now looking to Hugh. “Draven will ride home with you to secure your daughter. Should our royal messengers return from Ravenswood with news she is not there, we shall not be pleased.”

      Simultaneously, they bowed and walked backward from the throne room.

      Once the heavy wooden doors were closed behind them, Hugh whirled on Draven. “One way or another, I shall see you dead over this,” he hissed.

      “Is that a threat?” Draven asked with a hint of laughter in his voice. The last thing under heaven Draven feared was death, indeed it would come as a welcomed relief.

      Simon grabbed Draven and pulled him back from Hugh. “The king lies within hearing,” he said. “Does either of you wish for another conference with him?”

      Hugh’s eyes flared and then he spun on his heel and stalked off.

      “Fear not, Hugh. I shall make your daughter most welcome.”

      A curse echoed in the hallway, but Hugh never looked around, and it was only after the earl was out of his sight that Draven allowed his face to show just how ill he felt inside.

      No lady had been inside Ravenswood in almost a score of years. Closing his eyes to blot the memory, Draven wished he could also block out the screams of terror and pleas for mercy that echoed through his head.

      And now another lady was coming.

      “It’s only for one year,” Simon whispered.

      Draven shook his head. “Need I remind you brother, of the curse.”

      “You are not your father.”

      He arched a brow. “You think not? Am I not his equal in speed and battle? Does not everyone remark that I am truly his image?”

      “You are not your father,” Simon repeated.

      But Draven didn’t hear it that time either. For he knew the truth. He was his father’s son and unlike Simon, the curse of that man’s fetid blood pulsed through his veins.

      To bring a well-born woman to Ravenswood was to sign the order for her execution, and Draven was about to swear his holy honor on a lady’s welfare.

      Fate was indeed a cruel bitch and she was laughing mightily at him this day.
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      “All a woman ever needs know about men is that they are creatures of their codpieces. They live their lives by their male organ and through that a woman can both control and conquer them.”

      Emily sat on her bed beside her sister, Joanne, trying not to offend Alys by cracking a smile at her proclamation. She pressed her fist to her lips to hold back her mirth.

      Then, Emily made the unfortunate mistake of looking at Joanne, and the two of them burst out laughing. The image was really more than Emily could take without laughter, especially given the over-exaggerated codpiece Joanne’s betrothed preferred to wear.

      Why, Niles paraded around like the god Priapus at a virgin festival.

      Her maid, Alys, however, didn’t look so pleased by their merriment. Clearing her throat, Emily pressed her lips together and did her best to sober.

      Alys set her hands on her hips and grimaced at them. At barely five feet in height, the maid was hardly one to intimidate. Still, they had been the ones to ask after the matter. The least they could do is listen without laughing.

      “I thought my ladies were serious about this?” Alys asked.

      “Forgive us,” Emily said, clearing her throat. “We shall behave.”

      Indeed, they had no choice for they were conspiring to gain Emily a husband, and since neither sister had any idea how to seduce a man to marriage, Alys had been the only woman at the castle they dare ask. Any other would have made straight for their father with the news. But luckily, the earthy and often corruptible Alys could be counted on to remain loyal to the ladies she served.

      Alys flipped her black braid over her shoulder and shrugged. “Well, as Lady Joanne can attest to, the seduction part be easy enough. ‘Tis the keeping part that is difficult.”

      Joanne’s face flushed deep red, highlighting her blue eyes. “I did naught but enter the room. Niles was the one who seduced me.”

      Alys raised her hand, palm upward, in triumph. “As I said, the seduction⁠—”

      “But what if he doesn’t want to be seduced?” Emily asked, interrupting her.

      She returned her hand to her hip. Though Alys was in fact two years younger, she had been around all sorts of men and was considered an expert by all the young women in the shire.  “Milady,” Alys said, her face one of studied patience, “I had my flower plucked when I was scarce more than a girl, and I can assure you there’s not a man born who isn’t randy. The only reason you’ve never had to fight them off is because of his lordship’s careful guardianship — and sharp sword.”

      Emily couldn’t argue that. Her father kept watch over his daughters as if they were his prized heifers, and he dared any man to look.

      And if one dared to touch...

      Well...

      She was quite surprised Niles had anything left beneath his codpiece.

      Another thought struck her. “But what if I want him and he wants another?” Emily asked.

      Alys sighed. “Lady Emily, you are always so full of what ifs, ands, and buts. Let us say for argument that he might have interest elsewhere. All you must do is keep yourself in his presence. Flash him a little smile, a little ankle, a⁠—”

      “An ankle!” Emily gasped. “I should be mortified.”

      “Better mortified than an old maid.”

      Perhaps there was some truth to that and at this point in her life she was becoming desperate. Her father wouldn’t listen to reason and if she had any hope of finding herself a husband, then she’d best be on with it.

      “A little ankle,” Emily repeated, her face growing hot at the mere thought. “Anything else?”

      “Always make him wait,” Alys said. “Anticipation makes a man appreciate you all the more.”

      Emily nodded. “My mother said as much to us.”

      “And your lady mother was quite right.”

      Joanne folded her arms over her chest. “Now, the next question is where do we find this man?”

      Emily frowned in frustration. “Aye, that would seem to be the crux of the whole seduction thing, wouldn’t it? How can I make a man marry me when there’s no man to be found?”

      “Well,” Alys said, “my mother always says you’ll find your rose where and when you least expect it.”
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      Later that day, Emily left the kitchens and headed back to the donjon. She’d no more than taken two steps when she found her way blocked by Theodore, the cousin of her sister’s betrothed, and the man they had disaffectionately dubbed the demon from the devil’s most odoriferous pit.

      They must have inadvertently summoned him with their words that morning, for Alys had no sooner finished her lecture than Niles and Theodore had shown up on their doorstep.

      Niles had taken Joanne off on a picnic and left his cousin behind. From the moment her sister and Niles had vanished, Theodore had done nothing save make a nuisance of himself as he hung about her skirts trying his best to get beneath them.

      Emily’s patience had long worn thin and all she wanted was peace from her pestilence.

      If Theodore be the rose Alys had referred to earlier, then Emily decided spinsterhood had great possibilities.

      He rushed to her side and immediately reached for her hand, sending a wave of revulsion up her spine.

      Why could he not leave her in peace?

      The man might be considered passably handsome, if a woman were desperate enough. And Emily prayed she never became that desperate.

      But he lacked basic hygiene. If it was true that cleanliness was next to godliness, then this man had to be a heathen through and through, for his balding blond hair looked as if it seldom saw a comb and had never known soap. His clothes were eternally rumpled as if he slept in them, and by the stains marring the fabric she would say he cleaned them about as often as he did his hair.

      And when it came to his teeth, well, she’d seen better looking pumpkin seeds.

      “Are you ready to give me my kiss now?” he asked.

      “Uh, nay,” she said, trying to step around him. “I fear I have many, many chores to do.”

      “Chores? Surely my company is far more desirable than any old chore.”

      Emily bit her lips to keep from saying she’d personally rather clean the cesspit and garderobes.

      He stepped in time with her, cutting off her escape. “Come now, sweet Emily. I know how lonely you are here. Surely you dream of a man to come and claim you for his own.”

      Aye, she did, but the key word was man. Since she could barely classify Theodore as a bed bug, he would never be the one she dreamt of at night.

      He reached out and touched her veil to the side of her face in a familiar gesture that made her cock her brow in censure. He disregarded her look. “You’re fast passing your prime, milady. Perhaps you should consider doing as your sister did in order to find yourself a husband.”

      Emily didn’t know what part of that offended her most. The insult to her age or the reminder of her sister’s shame at being caught abed with Theodore’s cousin.

      “I can find my own husband, thank you,” she said icily. “And without any help from you.”

      Anger darkened his gaze.

      “I will have you.” He wound his fist in her veil.

      Emily clenched her teeth in expectation of pain as she stepped out of his hold. The pins that secured the veil to her head tugged at her hair, but luckily released their hold and allowed her to escape. She rushed across the bailey, hoping to reach the crowded donjon before he caught her again.

      She was not so lucky.

      Theodore tossed her veil to the ground and this time grabbed her arm to pull her to a stop.

      Emily winced at the way his fingers dug into her upper arm as she tried to pull away. For the first time in her life, she wished her father home. No man ever dared such insolence while looking at his fierce countenance, and wherever Emily went, her father’s watchful gaze always followed. Never before had she been grateful for her father’s unwavering attention. But right now, she would welcome it with relish.

      “I will have a kiss, wench.”

      She would sooner kiss a leprous mule! Panicking, Emily looked about for some way to escape him.

      A flock of chickens rushed out just then, gathering about their feet. As Theodore kicked at them, she was suddenly hit by inspiration.

      She turned to face her pestilence with a charming smile as she recalled Alys’ earlier advice.

      “Theodore?” she said in her softest voice.

      It worked. The anger left his face and he released her arm to take her hand and place a slimy kiss on her palm. “Ah, Emily, you’ve no idea how many nights I’ve lain abed dreaming of you and your soft sighs. Tell me, how much longer must I wait before I sample the fruit of your succulent thighs?”

      Until the devil’s throne turned into icicles.

      Emily barely caught the words before they escaped. She couldn’t believe her luck, she finally found a man to whisper poetry to her and it was the most offensively obscene poetry she could imagine, and came from a man who was barely one step up from a warted troll. And not even a full step at that.

      She forced herself not to let her distaste show on her face as she wrested her hand from his cloying grip.

      She heard horses approach. Assuming they were her men-at-arms returning from patrol, she didn’t even bother to look behind her as they entered the bailey.

      Instead, she coyly wiped the slime on her hand off on her skirt. “At last you have won me over, milord.”

      The arrogance on his face was unbelievable as he postured before her like some pathetic peacock. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist me, milady. No woman ever has.”

      He must make it his habit to stay in the company of women who’d lost their ability to see, their ability to judge. And most of all, their ability to smell.

      “Close your eyes, Theodore, and I shall give you what your tenacity deserves.”

      A sly smile curved his lips as he closed his eyes and leaned forward with what she assumed he thought was a seductive pucker.

      Wrinkling her nose at the awful face he made, she seized one of the red hens at her feet and lifted it to his lips. Theodore gave a loud smooch as he kissed its neck.

      Then it must have dawned on him that his lips were against feathers and not flesh, for he opened his eyes and met the curious gaze of the hen.

      His eyes widening, he gave a mighty shriek of surprise.

      The frightened hen squawked back in reprisal. It raised its wings and flapped about in Emily’s hands as it fought for freedom. Emily let go only to have it launch itself at Theodore, who raised his arm to ward it off as her sister hens joined the fray. The hen he’d kissed pecked at his head, leaving tufts of his thin, greasy hair sticking straight up while the others gathered about his feet, tripping him up.

      Both chicken and man tumbled backwards in a cacophony of curses and clucks.

      With a curse to shame all others, Theodore stumbled into a water trough where he landed on his backside. Water splashed up all around him and she had to take a step back to keep from being doused. The chicken screeched, then shot to the edge of the trough where it buried its head in its feathers in an effort to smooth the damage Theodore had done.

      As Theodore came sputtering up from the water, the chicken moved to rest upon his head.

      Emily burst into laughter.

      “The gentlest maid on earth? Hugh, your lies know no bounds.”

      That deep, resonate baritone was not the voice of her men-at-arms. And the only man at Warwick named Hugh was her father. Her laughter dying in her throat, Emily turned about to see her father in a company of fifteen men. By his face, she could tell the depth of her father’s displeasure.

      Still, relief overwhelmed her at his presence. At last she would have to tolerate Theodore no more.

      She took a step and her gaze went to the left of her father. On the back of the whitest stallion she had ever seen, sat a knight wearing a red surcoat emblazoned with a black raven. Even though she couldn’t see the man’s face, she could feel his gaze upon her like a blistering touch.

      She stopped dead in her tracks.

      Never had she seen his like. He sat tall in the saddle as if he and the horse were one creature united in power and in form.

      His mail armor draped most sinuously over a body rock hard from years of training. His shoulders were thrown back with pride and the mail only emphasized the breadth of them.

      This was a man who commanded attention. A man used to control and authority. It bled from every part of him.

      As she watched him, her gaze unwavering, he reached up and removed his great helm.

      Her heart stopped beating an instant before it pounded. Never in her life had she seen a man so handsome. Eyes so light blue they seemed to glow stared out from a chiseled face surrounded by his silver chain mail coif. The black brows that slashed above his eyes told her his hair must be the color of a raven’s wing.

      There was something mesmerizing in his gaze. Deep intelligence shone there along with a guarded look that kept his emotions well hidden. She had the impression that nothing escaped his attention. Ever.

      For all his handsomeness though, there was a hardness to his features that told her a smile was all but alien to this stranger.

      He raked her with a bold, assessing stare that set fire to her blood as he cradled his helm beneath his arm. She couldn’t tell what he thought of her, but as his gaze paused over her bosom, she felt her breasts tighten in response to it. A foreign warmth ripped through her, pooling its heat at the core of her body.

      “What goes here?” her father demanded as he dismounted and moved to her side.

      She jumped at his thundering tone, grateful for the distraction from the strange things the knight’s gaze had done to her.

      Theodore shooed the chicken from his head and climbed out of the trough while trying to look dignified.

      “I think you should ask your daughter if it is always her habit to attack any man who annoys her with a chicken,” the handsome knight said with a hint of amusement in his voice. His face, however, showed nothing.

      “Silence, Ravenswood,” her father snarled. “You know nothing of my daughter, nor her habits.”

      “That will change soon enough.”

      Emily cocked a brow at the comment. Whatever did he mean by that?

      If she didn’t know better, she would say it bespoke of a possible betrothal. But that was about as likely as her giving Theodore a long, passionate kiss.

      Her father had always refused to have his daughters leave his home and had Joanne not been caught in the midst of naughtiness with Niles, she, too, would be forced to live out her days at Warwick.

      Emily wouldn’t have thought it possible, but her father’s face turned even redder, his eyes darker. It was only then she caught the handsome knight’s name.

      Surely he wasn’t the Draven de Montague, Earl of Ravenswood; the man her father had gone to the king to have Henry censure?

      Why on earth would they be riding together? Given her father’s hatred of the earl, she couldn’t imagine it.

      Something odd was afoot here, and she couldn’t wait to get her father alone to find out just what was going on.

      Her father’s eyes softened as he looked at her. “Did Theodore hurt you, Em?”

      Theodore stiffened. “I would never harm a lady.” His eyes, however, told another story. She could see pure malice there, and she silently vowed to make sure he never caught her alone again.

      Still, Emily was never one to be intimidated. She could handle him well enough, with or without a chicken.

      “I am fine, Father,” she assured him.

      “‘Tis the chicken he terrified,” the earl said wryly.

      Emily bit her lip to keep from laughing again as she gazed past her father’s shoulder to see the earl, whose face bore no trace of humor.

      Her father’s nostrils flared.

      Emily threw her arms around her father and hugged him tightly. The last thing she wanted was for him to be angry the instant he came home. He’d spent far too much time brooding and miserable. Besides, she hated to see anyone unhappy. “I’m so glad you’re home. Did you have a pleasant journey?”

      “A journey to hell would have been more pleasurable,” he muttered.

      Her father cast a feral glare back to the knights on horseback. “You might as well stay the night. You can leave first thing on the morrow.”

      Lord Draven narrowed his gaze on her father. “I make it my habit not to lie down with my enemies. We shall camp outside your walls.” His gaze turned even icier. “We will leave at first light. I would counsel you to have everything in order.”

      And with that, the earl wheeled his horse about and led all but two royal messengers and her father’s three knights from the bailey.

      Theodore excused himself and made a dripping trail toward the stable.

      Emily looked to her father. Something wasn’t right about any of this. “Father?”

      He sighed and draped a weary arm around her shoulders. “Come, my precious Em. I needs speak with you alone.”
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      Draven and his men found a small clearing just beyond the castle’s gate where a small stream provided fresh water. Left alone as was his preference, he brushed his horse while his men prepared tents and his brother, Simon, started a fire.

      Still, he couldn’t get the sight of Hugh’s daughter from his mind. All he had to do was close his eyes and he could see her as plainly as he had when she’d stood before them, her face alight and smiling, and her dark green eyes shining in mischief.

      And the chicken...

      He almost laughed in spite of himself. Until her smiling face drifted before him again. Grinding his teeth, he tightened his grip on the brush.

      Beautiful didn’t do the girl justice. There were truly no words to describe what he’d just witnessed. She was slender with a wealth of curly blond hair that fell to her hips. He doubted if the very angels in heaven had a face that was so soft and alluring. No wonder Hugh had balked at the thought of letting her go. A treasure so priceless should be guarded with care and in spite of himself, he felt a tiny degree of respect for a man who would try to protect his child.

      Goliath reared his head and snorted.

      “Sorry, boy,” he said as he realized he’d been brushing the same spot far too long. Draven gave a gentle pat to the horse’s flank to soothe his thoughtlessness. It wasn’t like him to be careless with his animals and he hoped he hadn’t caused a sore spot by his daydreaming.

      Pushing the girl from his thoughts, he continued his chores.

      He was adding oats to his horse’s feed sack when Simon approached.

      “Not what you expected?” his brother asked.

      “The feed sack?” he responded in a deliberate effort to keep his brother from broaching a most disturbing subject. “‘Tis the same as it ever was.”

      Simon rolled his eyes. “I have no interest in the sack as well you know. ‘Tis the lady I speak of. Can you believe the daughter of Lord Big Nose, Horse Face was so comely? I can’t recall the last time I saw a lady so well-formed.”

      “She is the daughter of my enemy.”

      “And the woman you’ve sworn to protect.”

      Draven looped the sack over the horse’s head. “Why do you bother me with trivial facts I already know?”

      Simon had a devilish look about him, and if it were any man save Simon, that teasing quality of his would have been laid to rest long ago.

      But Draven put up with Simon’s unique idiosyncrasies. Why, he had no idea, but for some reason he had always allowed Simon latitude he allowed no other.

      Simon grinned at him. “You know, I so seldom get to see you squirm that I rather enjoy the novelty of it. It makes you seem almost human.”

      Draven stroked Goliath’s forehead, then moved to retrieve his saddle and saddlebags from the ground before heading back to his men.

      He paused by Simon’s side. “Whatever humanity ever existed in me, I can assure you it was beaten out long ago. You of all men should know that. I will protect her because my king ordered it. Beyond that, she will not exist for me.”

      “As you say.”

      Draven narrowed his gaze. “It is as I say.” He headed toward the fire.

      “One day, I hope you learn, brother, that you are not a monster borne of hell, and that there is happiness in this world that doesn’t bring tragedy.”

      Draven ignored Simon’s whispered words. In truth, he envied his brother’s optimism. It was a rare gift their mother had given her younger son. But he had not been so lucky, and fate had never been kind to him. Holding on to dreams and hopes only emphasized just how vacant his life had always been. He wasn’t a fool to think anything would change.

      It never had and it surely never would. This was his lot and he would survive it just as he had always survived every blow dealt him.
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      The wee hours of the morn found Emily alone in her bower with her sister as they finished packing Emily’s things. Disbelief still filled her—at long last, and for the first time in her life, she was leaving home.

      “I can’t believe you’ll be gone in just a few hours,” Joanne whispered, her voice filled with tears.

      “Nor I,” Emily agreed. “I know I should be afraid, but⁠—”

      “You’re excited,” Joanne finished for her, giving her a tenuous smile. “I would be, too. I can only imagine leaving this place for an entire year. I know how much you’ve always wanted to.”

      Emily nodded, her heart pounding at the thought. “Like you, I had always hoped it would be my husband who led me away. But I fear I lacked the courage you had to make father allow me to marry.”

      Joanne’s face became a mask of horror. “Nay, I would not wish my experience on you. I daresay I thought father would kill Niles and me after he found us.”

      “But at least it got you a husband.”

      Joanne reached out and touched her hand. “I know father is difficult. But it is only his love for us that makes him so protective.”

      “Loves us so that we are treated like the birds in his mews. Forever kept locked in a cage without hope of freedom.”

      Joanne squeezed her hand. “He is a harsh, unyielding man, but his heart is good. You can’t fault him for that.”

      Emily cocked an eyebrow at her sister’s words. “This from the woman who railed against him just months ago when he refused Niles’ offer for your hand?”

      Joanne smiled sheepishly. “You are right. I hated him then, for I knew if Niles got away, there would be no other man to offer for me. I am long past a marriageable age.”

      “And I am fast passing it myself. How many men would have a bride at a score and two years?”

      “Not many,” Joanne agreed.

      “Aye, not many.”

      They sat in silence for several minutes while they finished packing her last trunk. Emily allowed her thoughts to drift.

      All her life she’d had but one dream—to be a wife and mother. Her father’s adamant refusal to see her wed had long vexed her. But for the coming year, she would be out of her father’s direct control and if she–

      “What?” Joanne asked, her voice thick with apprehension.

      Emily blinked at the intrusion on her thoughts. “What?” she repeated.

      “What were you thinking?” Joanne asked. “By the look on your face, I would say ‘tis not something you should have been thinking.”

      “Meaning?”

      “I know that look, Em, ‘tis the same one you had just before you locked poor Godfried in the garderobe.”

      “He deserved it,” she said defensively, even though she took pride in the memory of the deed. Her cousin, Godfried, had only been in residence a sennight when they had declared war on one another. She had never cared for him, and to have him fostered at her home where he had been free to mock her at will...

      Well, his two-hour stint in the garderobe had taught him well she wasn’t one to be picked on with immunity. He had treated her much more kindly from that day forward.

      “‘Tis also the same look you had just before you set father’s prized gyrfalcon free.”

      Now that had not turned out so well. No older than five, she still swore she could feel the sting of her father’s hand across her backside. He had not been happy when he learned she had felt sorry for his caged falcon and set it loose.

      “Every time I have seen that look upon your face, mischief always followed. I can only shudder at what it heralds this time.”

      Emily dismissed Joanne’s words with a wave of her hand. “Perhaps it heralds a way to have what I have always wanted.”

      Joanne frowned. “How is that?”

      “Do you think Lord Draven as evil as father claims?”

      Joanne looked askance at her. “What are you thinking?” she asked again.

      Emily shrugged. “I was thinking that Lord Draven might be the rose I’ve been seeking.”

      “Oh, sister, please I beg you. Do not think that which I know you are thinking. You have heard the stories same as I. They say he killed his own father just for pleasure.”

      “But you said yourself that father is a harsh man with a kind heart.”

      “Harsh, aye, but I have heard the Earl of Ravenswood is mad. You have heard such tales yourself. That he is a demon who never sleeps. They say the devil himself has cleared a spot to the right hand of his throne in expectation of the day Lord Draven will join him.”

      Emily felt her body deflate as she considered it further. “Nay, you are right. ‘Tis a foolish idea. I shall spend a year with a madman, then return here to finish out my life in solitary company.”

      A single tear fled down her cheek.

      Joanne reached out and brushed the tear away. “Don’t cry, Em. Someday your rose will come for you on the back of his white charger. He’ll face father’s wrath and triumph, then take you away from here just as Niles is doing with me.”

      “But I want children,” she whispered. “If he waits much longer, I shall be too old to enjoy them, or to see them grown. It’s so unfair!”

      Joanne pulled her into a tight hug. “I know, little sister. I wish I could spend the year in your place. But the time will pass and I promise when it does, I shall beg father to let you come stay with me for a time. We will find you a husband then. I promise you.”

      Emily nodded as she hugged her sister tightly. “I hope so. But tell me, do you honestly think father will wait out the year?”

      Joanne froze, then let go of her. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      They sat in silence for several minutes, until Emily heard footsteps shuffling outside. “I will kill him, if it is the last thing I do! I shall gouge out his eyes and grind them to dust. No man shall have my Em. No man. Ever!”

      She cringed at the sound of her father’s voice through her door as he made his way to the garderobe.

      Closing her eyes, Emily realized how futile it would be to hope her father would wait out the year. There was no way under heaven he would ever leave her in the clutches of his enemy with nothing more than that man’s oath to secure her welfare. He loved her too much and trusted Lord Draven too little.

      They locked concerned gazes.

      “What are we to do?” Joanne asked fearfully.

      “I will have to find some way to get Lord Draven to marry me before father attacks him.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “I have to.”

      “But Emily⁠—”

      “But nothing, Joanne. If father attacks, he’ll lose everything. Including your dowry.”

      Joanne covered her mouth with her hand as the full horror dawned on her. “We’ll be outcasts,” she whispered. “Niles will cast me aside without my dower lands.”

      “Aye, and we’ll have no one to shelter us. Already the king hates father for what he did under King Stephen’s reign. I should think he’d like nothing better than to see us all out on our ears.”

      “Oh Lord, Emily. This is too frightening to contemplate. You can’t marry a madman.”

      “What choice have I?”

      Joanne shook her head. “There must be another way. Besides, why would Lord Draven want you?”

      Emily dropped her jaw, offended to her very core at her sister’s words.

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” Joanne said quickly as she folded Emily’s under-kirtle. “But you know what father says of him. The man has never married and to my knowledge no woman has ever caught his eye. It does bear mentioning that he may not be bent to feminine company, that he prefers other men.”

      Emily shook her head. “Nay, I don’t think so. Not from the look he gave me this afternoon.”

      “And you’re the daughter of his enemy,” Joanne continued. “Not to mention that if Lord Draven touches you the king will have his head for it.”

      Emily considered it for a moment. “Do you believe the king would kill him for touching me?”

      “Why should I doubt it? Henry is a man of his word.”

      “Perhaps, but would he dare take the life of one of his champions over a mere dalliance? Father betrayed him far worse than that, and the king did nothing more than fine him and confiscate part of his holdings. Do you not think Lord Draven could petition the king for my hand and be forgiven?”

      “The king did more to father than just a little fine and confiscation, Em.”

      Joanne sat back on her heels as she thought the matter over. “I don’t know if the king would forgive him. ‘Tis possible, perhaps.”

      “What choice do we have?” Emily asked. “You know as well as I that father is no match for Lord Draven. Why else would he have petitioned the king when Lord Draven attacked instead of marching against him?”

      “But Em, do you understand the full impact of what you’re thinking? Lord Draven is an enemy to father. To the father who has sworn he’ll never allow you to marry and leave him.”

      “Aye, I understand. But I want a husband and I want children.”

      “And if Lord Draven wants no wife?”

      “Then I will make him want one.”

      Joanne gave a short laugh. “You are so very stubborn. I pity Lord Draven for having to contend with you. But promise me one thing?”

      “Aye?”

      “If you see he is cruel, then I beg you rethink this scheme. I know how much you want children, but the last thing I would have is you married to a man who beats you. Better I should be thrown to the streets of London than see you sacrificed to a monster.”

      Emily hugged her tightly. “I promise.”
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      Dawn came all too soon to Emily, who met it with a mixture of tiredness, hidden tears, and excitement for the unknown. She entered the great hall where her father waited, still awake. Drunk, but awake.

      Never had she seen him look more exhausted and it was the first time in her life she had seen him in his cups. At this moment, his face bore all the traces of a man who had lived a warrior’s hard life.

      She approached the chair where he sat on the raised dais. “I’ll kill him!” he slurred as he focused a blood-shot gaze on her. The stench of ale almost overwhelmed her. “If it’s the last thing I ever do, I will tear down his walls and hang him from the tallest tree I can find. I’ll carve his heart out and feed it to the... the wolves... or maybe mice.” He hiccupped and looked at his favorite hound, whose head rested in his lap. “What would hurt more? A mouse or a wolf? If a wolf⁠—”

      “You need to get some sleep,” she said, interrupting him.

      “I won’t sleep until you return.”

      “I know,” she whispered. Never in her life had she doubted the fact that her father loved his daughters, nor the fact that he would die to protect them. She just wished he had learned to let them go.

      Joanne entered the room from the small door to the right of the table. She held a large basket in her hands and her eyes were red and bright from her tears. None of them had slept and Emily wondered if her own eyes had the same purple ring beneath them.

      “I know ‘tis only a day’s ride, but still I packed you something to eat for the trip.”

      Emily smiled at Joanne’s kindness as she took the basket from her. She was quite sure her sister had used her usual diligence and had prepared enough food to feed a small army. “I shall miss you terribly.”

      Joanne hugged her close and Emily held on to her. She and Joanne had never been apart before. They were closer than just sisters, they were best friends. “It will be all right, Joanne, I swear it. You shall see, in a year we will laugh over this.”

      “I hope so,” Joanne breathed. “It won’t be the same without you here.”

      Tears stung the back of her eyes, but Emily refused to let them fall anymore. She must be strong for her family. Though the youngest, she was the one who had always been strong for them all.

      “Just think,” she said in an effort to cheer Joanne, “in a month’s time you won’t even be here to miss me. You’ll have your own household to run. Now, please, make father go to bed.”

      Joanne nodded, then pulled back. Tears streamed down her face again, and she could tell her sister had passed the point of being able to speak.

      Her own throat tight, Emily brushed a stray tendril of blond hair off Joanne’s temple. “May God watch over you while I’m gone.”

      Joanne grabbed her hand and wailed as if her heart were breaking. Wishing she could give such reign to her emotions, Emily kissed her sister’s cheek, then gently extracted her hand. “All shall be fine, you will see.”

      She turned to wish her father well only to discover he had finally passed out. Approaching his chair again, she touched his grizzled face.

      “I know you love me, father. I never doubted it. But we are grown women and you must let us live our lives for ourselves,” she whispered. “Please forgive me for what I do. I’d never do anything to hurt you, and I hope one day you’ll understand.” She brushed her lips across his forehead, then turned about and left the hall.

      With a deep breath to fortify her courage, Emily made her way to the door, then down the stairs where her entourage waited.

      One of the king’s messengers came forward to help her mount her horse.

      Thanking him for the kindness, she watched as her maid, Alys, climbed aboard the first wagon and took a seat.

      The messenger returned to his horse and once he mounted, they were on their way.

      Lord Draven and his men were waiting for them on the other side of the gate. His helm was in place and she found it disturbing that she couldn’t see his face.

      She could, however, hear his muffled curse as he spied the three wagons behind her.

      “Did you pack the entire castle?” he demanded.

      “I packed what was necessary.”

      Laughter rang out from the knight to the right of Lord Draven. His black surcoat bore a golden raven that was only slightly different from Lord Draven’s.

      “Shut up, Simon, before I run you through,” Lord Draven snapped.

      The one called Simon removed his helm and cast a glowing smile in her direction. He was every bit as handsome as Lord Draven, but his looks were entirely different. His red hair was just a shade darker than a pumpkin and his blue eyes twinkled in easy-going friendship. He wore a small, well-trimmed beard.

      Kicking his horse forward, he paused by her side. “Allow me to present myself, milady,” he said charmingly. “I am Simon of Ravenswood, brother to the ogre, and your most fervent protector for this journey.”

      “Wonderful,” Lord Draven said dryly. “And pray tell who will protect her from your drool? Should I have my squire fetch rags now, or should I wait until she starts to drown?”

      Simon leaned forward ever so slightly, then spoke in a low tone for her ears alone. “His bite is nowhere near as bad as his bark.”

      She cast a quick glance to the man whose name was synonymous with death. “That is not what I have heard.”

      “Aye, but you’ve heard from those who have faced him in battle. There, he is a champion to be feared like a charging lion. But away from battle he is a fair man with a loud bellow.”

      “And a sharp sword for those who pester me,” Draven said in that bellow Simon had just mentioned.

      Lord Draven turned to his men and ordered them to start the journey.

      His men rode to the front and back of her while Lord Draven took the lead. Simon kept apace with her, and Alys followed in the wagons.

      Emily tried to study the man she had vowed to marry, and was unsure now if she could truly carry the deed off. She’d heard much of Draven de Montague from her father and others who had visited her home.

      He was a man known for unequaled prowess in battle and tourney. No one had ever defeated him, and he had once saved the king’s life. The few ladies she had met who had seen him had not lied about his good looks. He truly was handsome and fierce.

      No wonder maids giggled and sighed at the mention of his name.

      He sat straight in his saddle and moved in rhythm with the horse. Anyone could tell that Lord Draven felt at home on horseback and from what she’d heard, he had spent much of his life on campaigns.

      Yet, it was strange to look at him now, knowing that he might one day be her husband. That they might share a bed together where he would see her as no man had, touch her in places no one had.

      And kiss her in the wee hours of the night.

      Heat crept over her face. She’d never thought of a real man that way before. After Joanne had spent her first night with Niles, they had talked at great lengths about what went on between men and women in country matters. How it felt when a man claimed a woman with his body.

      Since then, Emily had imagined a fair-haired man with humor in his eyes and laughter always on his tongue. She had let her fantasies loose at night where no one could see the blush that was currently blistering her cheeks.

      As a girl, she’d naturally assumed her first would be the husband her father chose. And only in her wildest imaginings had she dreamed she would love the man who took her virginity. At best, she had hoped to be fond of him.

      Now, the moment would soon be at hand, and Lord Draven would be the one...

      She trembled at the very thought of the fierce warrior taking her. Of his mouth claiming hers in her very first kiss. Would he be tender, or would he ravish her and leave her aching and in pain?

      Her maid, Alys, had warned her a woman could never tell simply by looking at a man how he would treat her in the privacy of their bedroom.

      Emily wasn’t so sure.

      “Is it true your brother earned his spurs before he first shaved?” she asked Simon.

      Pride shone in his eyes. “Aye. He was my father’s squire in King Henry’s army. When my father died in battle, he seized his sword, then protected Henry’s back. He was knighted on the battlefield by Henry Plantagenet himself.”

      “How lucky for him that Henry became king.”

      “With my brother by his side, he couldn’t lose, milady.”

      It gave her hope that a man who appeared so kind as Simon idolized his brother so much. From the tales she’d heard, she half expected Lord Draven to be a monster with horns who ate small children for pleasure.

      Surely such a monstrous man wouldn’t tolerate his brother’s teasing.

      Nay, there was much more to Lord Draven than she’d been told. At least she hoped that was true. It would be much easier to give her future over to a man who could be kind than it would to a cruel man.

      They rode in silence until late morning when Lord Draven decided to stop for a rest. Simon helped her down. She followed him to a shaded spot while Lord Draven and his men tended the horses.

      Simon spread a cloak out for her to sit on the ground beneath a large oak tree. “Would you care to share what my sister packed for my journey?” she asked as she sank to the ground.

      Simon looked as if she had just offered him ambrosia. “Aye, milady. I have grown so ill of dried beef and cheese that I could just...” He smiled. “I truly appreciate your offer.”

      As he poured the wine and she cut the bread and mincemeat pie, Lord Draven returned from the stream. He’d removed his helm and coif, and his hair was damp as if he’d washed his face in the stream, then raked his hand through the ebony waves.

      Never had she seen a man so handsome.

      His features were more relaxed now than they’d been yesterday, and his face held an almost a boyish charm to it. Except for his eyes. They remained stern and sharp and unyielding.

      Unlike Simon, whose hair was clipped short in the latest fashion, Lord Draven had allowed his to grow just past his shoulders. The red of his surcoat heightened the dark tan of his skin and she wondered how much of the breadth of his chest was padding from his aketon and how much of it was the man.

      “Draven,” Simon called to him. “Would you care to join us?”

      He paused, glanced at her, then declined by shaking his head. “I doubt your guest would care for my presence while she eats.”

      “I harbor no hatred of you, milord.” She couldn’t afford to, not if she were to succeed with her plans.

      She smiled coyly. “There is plenty enough to share.”

      “Hear that,” Simon added. “Come and eat something before you waste away.”

      She arched a brow at Simon’s words. Draven was a large man, at least six foot four with a sturdy frame. It would take him quite some time to waste down to even Simon’s more conservative size.

      Lord Draven approached and for some reason she couldn’t fathom, her heart raced at his nearness.

      With his coif removed, she saw a long, jagged scar that ran from below his left ear and disappeared beneath his armor. It looked as though someone had once tried to cut his throat.

      Was it from battle?

      The rigidness returned to his face as he studied the ground by Simon’s side. After a moment’s hesitation, he knelt down slowly, then sat.

      She caught Simon’s concern as he watched his brother. “Is your leg stiff again?”

      “My leg is fine,” Draven snapped in a rabid tone that frightened her.

      Simon, on the other hand, appeared unperturbed by Draven’s rancor.

      For the first time, she met Draven’s gaze. Something warm and wicked flickered in his eyes an instant before a veil fell over the pale blue, turning his eyes icy.

      Emily’s lips parted slightly as an unexpected thrill shot through her. She’d never had the presence of a handsome man affect her like this. Her hand actually shook as she prepared him a small meal of her bread, roasted chicken and mincemeat pie.

      She wanted something witty to say to him, something to mayhap bring a smile to those well-shaped lips of his. But for some reason, she couldn’t think of anything. All she could do was watch the way his strong, masculine hand curved around his goblet, then lifted it to his mouth.

      She couldn’t imagine why he had never taken a bride. He appeared to be a score and five years, and had been landed since his teens. Usually such men were eager to secure their holdings by making a strategic marriage and begetting heirs.
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