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  To Joseph Leon Patzer




  You are my favourite boy




  Always and Forever




  Chapter One




  Duke Amoro Dragone galloped his stallion at a furious pace. Sparks flew behind each rhythmic strike of hooves against the old cobblestone road. Spume escaped the creature’s mouth. Its nostrils flared scarlet with each breath that streamed ribbons of mist into the cold, night air.




  Amoro glanced over his shoulder. His guards raced to keep up with him, but still, he felt they were not travelling fast enough. One of the men carried his standard, a scarlet dragon on a black background, and it snapped vigorously against the wind. He turned his head to face the road ahead of him, urging his mount to gallop even faster.




  Flames from thousands of torches illuminated the port city of Genoa, but on this night, Amoro’s penetrating grief blinded him to its beauty. Riding at a frantic pace, he navigated the narrow streets by rote, ascending steep hills deep into the heart of the city. He must reach his home and deal with the trouble that awaited him.




  Before long, Palazzo Dragone loomed up before him - the three-storey rose-coloured marble and balustrade complex where his family had resided for centuries. It looked so tranquil on the outside; a contrast to the turmoil hidden behind its walls. He cantered his horse over the open drawbridge into the bailey with his guards trailing close behind. The clatter of so many hooves on the wooden structure emitted a tremendous noise. Young stable lads rushed forward to aid the newly arrived men. Amoro dismounted and tossed his horse’s reins to the stable master. “Tend to him with extra attention. The stallion has more than earned it.”




  The man nodded and immediately set to work loosening the stallion’s girdle and replacing the bridle with a halter. The well-muscled beast panted, its head low to the grounds, legs trembling with near exhaustion.




  It distressed Amoro to have pushed his most cherished mount so hard, but there had been no choice. The urgent circumstances demanded it. No better stable master than Mario existed. His stallion was in the best of hands. He gave the equine a hearty pat then sprinted up the keep’s steps keep two at a time.




  The spurs of his boots jangled against the marble floor as he passed through the massive oak front entrance doors. Once inside, two guardsmen who stood on either side of an arched entryway of the great hall snapped to attention as he hurried past them.




  A crowd of people dressed in sombre colours filled the room. Subdued weeping and the crackle and sputter from a blazing fire in the hearth were the only sounds. All heads turned to stare at him. A hush fell over the mourners who stepped aside to make room for him.




  Shock halted Amoro. Straight ahead, at the room’s centre, his father, Duke Bartolomeo lay upon his funeral bier. Heaps of blossoms, aromatic herbs, and pine boughs surrounded him. His father, so active in life, looked unfamiliar in death. His grief-stricken mother, Caterina, dressed in the black of mourning, sat in a chair beside the bier. Her head rested on his father’s arms and her body convulsed with each sob.




  At the sound of his footsteps coming up behind her, she turned her tear-stained face to him. She hurled herself into his arms and wept.




  Amoro embraced her, driven by all the love he could impart to her in their mutual grief. Words jammed his throat as she sobbed inconsolably against his chest. Amoro’s heart constricted to see her so anguished. His arms still about her, he helped ease her back into the chair then raised her hand to his lips and kissed it.




  Caterina ran a hand down his cheek then turned her swollen eyes to the black and red dragon standard that covered her husband’s body.




  The Archbishop, an old family friend, hovered over his father muttering a solemn prayer. His expressionless face, pale with sorrow, contrasted with his brilliant purple vestments. A mutual admiration had existed between his father and the Archbishop. Across the room, attendants whispered and emitted muffled sobs. A peculiar chill suffused the room.




  In a million years, I would have never anticipated this. My own father, murdered. Amoro swallowed back his grief. He dropped to his knees next to the bier. In death, his father looked waxen and cold instead of the warm-hearted, boisterous man he had always been. He touched his sire’s hand and pulled the stiff fingers to his forehead in one last obeisance, one last farewell.




  Amoro could not contain himself any longer. He plummeted into a void of despair. Theirs had been a bond strong from birth. From the moment he could walk, he had rarely left his father’s side. His father had been a man of honour, beloved and respected, admired by all. His loss was more than Amoro could bear. The sound of his sobs overwhelmed all other weeping. After he shed his initial grief, he slowly crossed his father’s lifeless hands atop the red and black pall and let his hand linger there until he regained his composure.




  “Did he receive last rites?” Amoro said, his voice raw with emotion as he looked up at the Archbishop.




  The tall, lanky cleric nodded. “Your father shall rest in peace.”




  “I am grateful to you.”




  “It is as God wished.” The Archbishop made the sign of the cross over Amoro and glanced back at Caterina. “I’ll keep you both in my prayers.”




  Amoro turned to his mother. “They told me he was ambushed and then murdered. Is this true?”




  She stared at him with lustreless eyes clogged by shock, unable to respond.




  Amoro looked beyond her and raised his voice to those who had assembled. “One of you, answer me. Was he ambushed?”




  Roberto, the commander of his father’s guards, stepped forward. “It is true.” His gravelly voice shattered the shocked silence.




  Amoro clenched his jaw. “How did this happen?”




  “We accompanied your father to Savona to collect a debt. On the way home, a band of brigands accosted us. They outnumbered us. One slashed your father across the belly with a broadsword. We tried to quell the bleeding and dress the wound, but he lost too much blood. He died before the sun set.” Roberto’s broad, wrinkle-carved, and sun-weathered features contorted with anger.




  Amoro swallowed hard. “And what of the man who felled him?”




  “Dead by my own sword.” Roberto’s nostrils flared in fury, yet his green eyes glimmered with satisfaction at the redress.




  Amoro stepped towards his father’s most trusted friend, and led him away from his mother, so she could not overhear further questions. “Did you know the man?”




  Roberto shook his head. His mouth dipped into a frown and his eyes blazed. “After I killed him in the skirmish, I ordered the man’s body to be drawn and quartered. The bastard’s head is impaled in the main square.”




  Amoro closed his eyes. It would have been better to interrogate the man first to discover the motive behind the murder. Nonetheless, he could not fault the man who had been his father’s must loyal confidante for decades who had defended him with his life. For that, he owed the man his gratitude.




  “You have been ever faithful to my father, Roberto, and to our entire family. I am proud to name you among my friends and shall see you well rewarded.”




  “My lord, there is something more you should know,” Roberto said, his eyes gentled by compassion. “As your father lay dying, he asked me to speak to you about something.”




  The extent of Amoro’s loss churned at his gut.




  Lines of concentration deepened along Roberto’s brows.




  It shocked Amoro to see the brawny, courageous man yield to anguish.




  “Continue, Roberto, please,” Amoro urged.




  “Your father wearied of the feud between your family and the House of Monterossa.”




  Amoro’s drew his brows together. “I weary of it. We all weary of it. Father rued the day his father dishonoured a daughter of the Monterossa family by refusing to marry her. Ever since, the wrath of that family’s vengeance denies us any peace.” He paused as something occurred to him. “Do you suppose one of the Monterossa murdered my father?”




  Roberto’s mouth dipped into a deep frown. He shook his head. “We have no proof it was them. We removed the disguise from the face of the lout we killed, but none of us recognized him. Your father’s men searched from town to town to find the rest of the band. I doubt we will ever learn the identities of the assassins.”




  Anger replaced Amoro’s grief. Try as he might, he failed to keep it contained. “I swear to hunt down the bastards who did this. When I find them, they will suffer a worse fate.” Anxiety roughened his voice.




  “What else did my father say?”




  “He placed all his hopes onto you. He wanted you to end the feud and atone for the past.”




  Amoro shook his head. “And how can I possibly do that?”




  “By honouring the marriage contract broken so many years past and taking Contessa Morena Monterossa of Portovenere to wife.”




  “Marry the daughter of our enemy.” Amoro closed his eyes and shook his head. “Father never spoke of such a thing to me.”




  “Nevertheless, that is what he told me.”




  Amoro stared hard at Roberto. Thoughts of Laria, his lover, came to mind. To his knowledge, his father had not yet arranged a marriage for him. Yet, now he learned his father wanted him to marry a woman from a family that had brought no end of trouble to their lives, someone he would never consider. He turned to his mother. “Did you know of Father’s wish for me to marry one of the Monterossa?”




  Caterina nodded. “He mentioned it the night before he left.” Her voice cracked with emotion. “He wanted to end the feud and for you to strengthen the Dragone family with sons. He sent a messenger to the king to propose the match and to acquire his permission.” Caterina pulled a small scroll from the pocket of her over-tunic and handed it to Amoro.




  Amoro’s eyes studied the tight script. There could be no mistaking the king’s seal at the bottom. “The king indeed sanctioned the match.”




  A tense silence enveloped the room as he handed it back to his mother. Hands clasped behind his back, it took Amoro only a few strides to reach his father’s side. He glanced pensively down at the lifeless face then looked away, shaking his head. What could have possessed his sire to burden him with such a fate – to wed the enemy? An uncomfortable political marriage that he feared would be fraught with discord. He clenched the edge of the pall with his fists and raised it to his face.




  Raging emotions shook his body. To wed a woman sight unseen? What if she behaved as a shrew or bore an ill temper? And if Umberto Monterossa, her father, refused the match? How could he honour his father’s request then?




  He swung around and stared first at Roberto then at his mother. “The idea of wedding the daughter of our vilest enemy is absurd. I do not believe my father would force this upon me.”




  Caterina rose from her chair and rested her hand upon his arm.




  “Amoro, if that is the woman your father wanted you to marry then doubt him not. No man was more astute at judging the character of men and women than your father. Besides, we have all heard talk of her virtuous nature and beauty. Don’t turn away from an opportunity to wed a well–dowered woman.”




  Amoro returned to the bier. Thoughts spun like a whirlwind in his mind. “Morena.” He tested the name. A torrent of indecision and despair churned in his gut. To wed the enemy; his parents doomed him by making such a ludicrous demand.




  His father’s favourite proverb haunted him. Figlio mio, one day you must rise to your station. Do your duty and the balance will take care of itself. By the bowels of hell, what had his sire demanded of him?




  




  




  




  Amoro looked down over the city of Genoa and onward past the port. The wind blew over the sea and twisted its surface into thousands of broken ripples. Anchored barges rocked against rising tides. The blustery weather whipped through the cypress trees.




  “Even in such weather, Genoa is beautiful.” Laria Malacresta enfolded her arms around his waist and pressed her head against his back. “I have missed you these past few days. I didn’t think your journey to the marches would take so long.”




  When he did not reply, she sighed. “I regret the loss of your father. I know you loved him well.”




  He lifted her arms away and turned to face her. Lush ginger curls dangled about her beguiling face. Mischievous blue eyes sparkled above a delicate nose. Amoro studied the woman who had warmed his bed and captured his heart these past months.




  The memory of when they first met two summers ago flooded his mind.




  He and his men had been riding through a forest when they first saw her. Someone had left her for dead, naked, beaten, and bloody, like a piece of refuse. He carried her to Castle Dragone and summoned a healer. Later, he learned she had lost the child she had been carrying. A bond developed between them during the weeks she convalesced. As the days passed, she began to reveal more of herself. He learned she was a noblewoman. Her second cousin was a wealthy count who died childless. Trouble had befallen her when she became infatuated with the unscrupulous son of a rich merchant who impregnated her. Her family cast her out in shame. In desperation, she turned to her lover who spurned her and denied the child. Her dire circumstances gave rise to a profound need within Amoro to protect and care for her. Before long, he had surrendered to his desire for her. What a temptress. Her carnal appetite matched his. They indulged in each other’s flesh often and the time he spent with her in his arms were some of the most pleasurable hours in his life.




  As his father’s heir apparent, Amoro understood that he must wed to increase his family’s wealth or political standing. A marriage to Laria could never be. Not because she lacked noble blood, but because she could not enhance his family’s political standing. He pondered keeping her as a mistress, but mistresses brought discord between a man and his wife and he desired contentment in wedded life.




  He had not expected the day of their parting to arrive so soon. The worst of it would be to see her face crumble at the news that he must send her away. Amoro swallowed and fixed his gaze upon hers. “I loved and respected him well. My father will be missed by many.”




  “Time heals, Amoro. No one knows that more than I.”




  “My life from this day forward will change.”




  She caressed his cheek with her hand. “You are your father’s heir, Genoa’s grand duke now. Of course it will be different.”




  Amoro turned to face the sea, Laria at his side. They stood in silence for a few moments.




  “Laria, there is something we must discuss.” He turned to face her.




  Laria forced a smile. “Tell me, my love. There is nothing we cannot say to each other.”




  “I must marry.” It broke his heart to see hope come to life in her eyes.




  He knew she loved him and secretly hoped to become his wife, but her ruination prevented such a union. How he hated himself for hurting her. He inhaled a deep breath. “Before my father died, he made it known he wanted me to marry Contessa Morena of Portovenere. I leave in two days to honour his wish.”




  Laria paled. She furrowed her brows and tilted her head. Tears filled her eyes.




  “Laria, I - “ Amoro reached out to her.




  She raised her arm to stop him and turned away.




  Amoro waited, unable to ease her hurt. Moments passed. He watched as she squared her shoulders and raised her head to face him.




  Ruddiness burned in her cheeks and bitterness blazed in her eyes. Pain etched her expression.




  “Laria, I’ll see to it you are well cared for. You will want for nothing.”




  Laria’s face contorted. “You believe I want your money!” Her voice grew shrill. “It is you I want. I believed that you overlooked my lack of chastity. A union between us would have restored my respectability. These past months you took your pleasure and now you discard me? I believed you to be different from other men, but I erred. You are no better than those who preyed on me and left me for dead.”




  “I don’t have a choice, Laria. I never made you any promises.”




  “No, you did not. Even so, I hoped that you loved me enough that when you became duke you would discard convention, make your own decisions, or break whatever protocol to do what is right.” Laria hurled the words at him with fury. She drew a breath and paused. Her chest heaved with emotion. “I blundered in harbouring such thoughts.”




  “I understand how you must feel, how this must hurt you.”




  “Hurt? You know nothing about hurt.”




  “Try to understand. I cannot disregard my father’s last wish. I loved him.”




  “And I love you. If you presume to rid yourself of me that easily, you are wrong. Seek this woman, but remember this – we belong together, and if I must fight to keep what is mine, and so be it.” Laria picked up her skirts and fled the palisade.




  




  




  




  Two days later, in the dark crypt of his ancestors, Amoro stood alone beside his father’s tomb. The air in the underground catacomb smelled musty and dank. A sole torch lit the vast chamber. The stone coffins of his ancestors rested in niches on either side of a long corridor. He placed his hand on the cold marble and clutched the hilt of his sword to his heart. Since his father’s death, he had barely left his mother’s side. After he had placed her in the care of life-long servants and kin, he bid her farewell and promised a swift return.




  How he envied the love that existed between his parents. Never had they spoken an acrimonious word between them. Kindness and respect had always ruled their time together. Laughter had filled the air when they strolled in the evening together. His father always hoped to arrange a marriage for him that would lead to a love like theirs. It confused him that his father thought it could be possible with such a bride. Could love bloom in the cold heart of an enemy? If a Monterossa murdered his father, how could he not seek retribution for his father’s murder? How he wished he could speak to his father one last time to help him fully understand. He had always trusted his father. Now, in death, he could do no less. The time for grief had passed and the time for action was at hand.




  “I pledge my oath upon your grave, Father. I swear to avenge your death and fulfill your final wish to end the feud with the Monterossa.” The words seared his heart. “I will marry Morena Monterossa.”




  The rasp of his sword as it glided back into the scabbard broke the silence.




  After a final sweep of his hand over his father’s tomb, Amoro strode away down the long corridor and back outside to where his bodyguards waited, already mounted. He inhaled a deep breath of the fresh sea air to chase away the crypt’s foulness that lingered in his lungs.




  Amoro took the reins from Roberto and leapt onto his horse.




  Roberto shouted a command for the cavalcade to ride forth.




  Amoro galloped away, entourage in tow, a cloud of dust in their wake. The horses of his cavalry wore black and scarlet blankets with ornaments of silver that dangled. Every item of his wardrobe and that of his bodyguards, from the black silk tunic to the luxurious scarlet cape trimmed in gold leaf, sparkled with rubies and sapphires. As they road, villagers stopped all activities and lined the road to view the spectacle. Children scrambled into the street to collect any silver ornaments that fell as he and his men thundered down roads and through meadows.




  Fragments of doubt about his future bride swirled like a maelstrom in his mind. Could he stand firm to the oath he just foreswore on his father’s grave if she was unfair of face, or if plagued with a physical ailment? He must, because he valued his word as much as his life.




  For years, he had avoided his mother’s attempt to see him married. She had paraded maiden after noble maiden before him, but he paid scant attention.




  Now, fate doomed him to wed the daughter of the enemy and he must do his duty.




  By the time they rode into Portovenere, an afternoon sun filled the sky. Amoro rode with a white flag of peace. Crowds of people, all silent and tense, lined the streets to watch their arrival. Cobblestones disappeared and the road withered into dirt with boulders strewn on either side. The road ended at the edge of a very large hill. Another road to the right led up to Monterossa Castle.




  Amoro halted the men and studied the fortress. An azure sea sparkled like a brilliant gemstone in the background. Poised on the tip of a peninsula of rock, the structure soared above a landscape of breathtaking beauty. The Ligurian Sea surrounded the castle on three sides. He admired the fact that no enemy could arrive by sea unnoticed.




  The fortress had stood sentinel over the sheltered harbour for centuries. Amoro understood why so many legends abounded about the ancient stronghold. The rose-colored edifice sat upon land and rocks, alone and regal. Rumours of a Roman casket filled with unimaginable treasures buried somewhere beneath its turrets and walls intrigued Amoro most of all. For a pastime, he collected ancient Roman. To discover the treasure would be an additional benefit to wedding.




  He appreciated the sweeping vistas of snug wood and stone houses with terraced gardens, abundant orchards, and three small islands in the nearby waters. A cool mist blanketed the fortress in an amethyst haze. The morning sun descended over tides and white-foamed waves while delicate clouds streamed across the sky.




  Beneath the white standard of peace, Amoro led his men over a bridge to the gatehouse. Two large towers sat at either end of a portcullis. The roof of a large keep hovered behind, higher than the walls. They rode into the barbican and stopped before the locked gates.




  Loud shouts and the urgent blow of a trumpet sounded from within.




  “Who goes there?” A voice called from somewhere above.




  “I am Amoro, duke of Genoa,” he shouted back and looked upwards. The afternoon sun blazed in his eyes. He could not make out who spoke. “I come in peace to speak with Umberto Monterossa.”




  The sounds of men scurrying into place resounded from inside.




  Amoro shielded his eyes against the sun and looked up at the bastion.




  The hot sun beat down hard as he waited.




  The voice shouted down at him again. “Umberto Monterossa refuses to see you.”




  Amoro clenched his reins tighter and shouted. “Then I’ll wait.”




  A heavy silence fell. Amoro held his ground as if he commanded each moment. The lack of response convinced him they were scrambling to find another method to rid themselves of his presence. Amoro could not prevent the grin that touched his lips as he called out, “Advise Contessa Morena I seek an audience.”




  Time passed.




  “The Contessa is indisposed and cannot see you,” the same voice shouted.




  Amoro ignored the snickers from behind the castle walls. The corner of his mouth twisted. “Inform the Count and his daughter I shall return on the morrow, and every day thereafter, until one or the other speaks with me.”




  There came no response.




  Amoro clenched his jaw and reined his horse around. Entourage in tow, he departed.




  




  




  




  Amoro returned the next day with a small wooden casket bejewelled with coral and pearls. Secreted within was a parchment upon which he wrote some kind, persuasive words. An intaglio brooch of multi-coloured rock set in a golden shield bordered with twisted gold and engraved with two Roman goddesses lay upon the document. It was the most exquisite piece in his collection of ancient Roman jewels. He had recently purchased it from a shrewd Venetian merchant after much negotiation and cost.




  Before he could announce his presence, a voice shouted down.




  “Contessa Morena will not see you today.”




  Amoro recognized the voice as the same one as the day before. He gritted his teeth and inhaled a hearty breath. “I brought her a gift.”




  “Leave it outside the gate. I’ll take it to her.”




  “Do you take me for a fool?” Amoro shouted upwards. “I wager she will not see it. No, I’ll tarry for her personal response.”




  The castle gate creaked open. A round-faced man with bulging toad-like eyes and a mouth fixed in a stone-like frown, walked out, and halted two paces in front of Amoro. He drew in a ragged breath to speak.




  Amoro waved him to silence. “I’ll not tolerate any further stalling.




  See to it that you place this into the hands of the Contessa. I await her answer.”




  The man sneered.




  Amoro’s eyes narrowed as he passed the man the casket. He held it longer than necessary before he released it. He fixed his eyes on the man’s back as he lumbered back to the castle and the gates slammed shut behind him.




  Amoro waited. An eternity passed before the gates creaked open and the same man strode out. In a hardened voice with no vestige of sympathy, the man shoved the casket back at him. “The Contessa refused your gift.” His eyes shifted when he spoke as if he guarded a secret.




  Amoro lifted the lid of the casket to examine the contents. All appeared intact. He raised his eyebrows and suppressed angry words.




  Casting a venomous glare, he held the man’s gaze. When the man could no longer bear it, he looked away.




  Satisfied, Amoro leapt onto his horse and cantered off.




  




  




  




  Amoro dispatched a parade of messengers to Monterossa Castle.




  Each bore extravagant gifts: pearl necklaces, bracelets of fine Saxon silver, a lock of Saint Peter’s hair, a Psalter illuminated with inks of purple and gold, a velvet mantle lined with ermine, and numerous gemmed garments of silk. Each gift carried a well-crafted note that proposed marriage and described his desire of peace. Each endowment returned to his hands unopened.




  He took residence at a nearby inn where the innkeeper and his wife treated him well. They befriended and encouraged him. The couple practically salivated over the many gifts he sent to Morena and shook their heads at each refusal.




  Word of Amoro’s benevolence spread. The villagers soon took notice and their wariness towards him faded. Each day, townsfolk gathered in greater numbers to watch his liveried messengers depart for the castle with new, extravagant gifts. They cheered his campaigns to win the heart of their Contessa.




  If only they knew the truth, that the lady would have nothing to do with him. Let them think him a forlorn romantic for it mattered naught.




  




  




  




  A fortnight passed, and still, Amoro made no progress. He sat alone at a corner table in a crowded, raucous inn, and brooded. He had just finished a meal of roasted venison and fresh bread and downed his second goblet of red wine when a man approached.




  Amoro stared at him with deliberate sternness. In no mood for trouble, he poised his hand on the sheathed dagger on his thigh.




  The tall muscular stranger with fair hair and brown eyes gazed back at him. “May I sit?”




  Amoro looked around the room. “I see several unoccupied chairs.




  Take one of them.” He returned a dark gaze to the goblet in his hand in dismissal.




  “I believe you will be interested in what I have to say.”




  Amoro glared at him.




  The man did not waver.




  The display of confidence impressed Amoro. He studied the man’s face to judge his trustworthiness. “Say what you have come to say, then be gone.”




  “I know of your intentions to wed the lady Morena.”




  “Hah. That is no secret.” Amoro raised his goblet to toast the comment. He downed a swallow and looked away to dismiss the man again.




  “I can help you.”




  Amoro twirled the stem of his goblet. He leaned back into his chair.




  “How?”




  The man grinned. “My reasons are my own, but suffice it to say that I would rather see the Lady Morena marry you than that scoundrel, Ernesto of Savona, to whom she is betrothed.”




  “Betrothed?”




  “A betrothal document exists already, made many years before.”




  “Then why do you wish for the lady to marry me?” Amoro leaned forward. Perhaps something this man knew might release him from the trap of marriage that hung over his head.




  The man stopped a serving-maid who walked past with a tankard and two empty goblets. “I’ll take one of those.”




  He grabbed one of the cups and held it out for her to fill. He raised the vessel to her and returned his attention to Amoro. “I owe Umberto Monterossa a great debt. As a lone child, after the murder of my parents, he took care of me as if I were his son.” He sighed heavily, his voice filled with anguish. The tragedy etched composure and dignity into his face.




  “And you want to discharge your debt by seeing the lady wed to me?”




  “If she marries Boccanera, she will suffer.”




  The man captured his full attention. Amoro gestured with his arm to the empty chair across the table. “Who are you?”




  The man grinned as he straddled the chair and leaned forward. He looked to either side to ensure no one could overhear. “My name is Massimo Baronno. I’m a close friend of the Monterossa family. I know of a secret door into Monterossa Castle.”




  Chapter Two




  The storm broke with unsurpassed fury. With Massimo, Amoro and his band of guardsmen waited outside the stone walls of Monterossa Castle.




  A month had passed since he and his men had settled at the inn. In that time, he received rejection after rejection by Morena Monterossa.




  His men bided their time and shielded their faces from the foul weather. Amoro studied the sky. The tempest forced everyone indoors.




  No sentries walked the battlement wall-walks. It was a perfect night to gain entry into the castle.




  A bolt of lightning followed by a shattering quake of thunder agitated the horses and one reared. The beast panicked and tore the reins then galloped off into the darkness.




  Amoro didn’t understand why Morena continued to refuse him. He had made it clear to all that he came in peace. He hated having to steal into the castle to gain an audience with her. A terrible start for a first encounter, but she left him no alternative. He paced with fists clenched, the long wait testing his tolerance as he stood in the bucketing rain and howling wind.




  Over the din of the storm’s raw fury, Massimo met Amoro’s gaze.




  “It’s time. Are your men in position?”




  Amoro nodded and roared his command, “Circle the castle. Remain out of sight and wait for my orders.” The fierceness of the gale smothered his words. The taste of salt water lingered in his mouth.




  Lightning spiked the sky and cut through the churning clouds.




  Undaunted, the drenched men took their posts. Their mantles flailed and twisted in a howling wind that blasted mercilessly.




  Amoro tightened his mantle. The rain chilled to the bone. He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. His wet leggings and tunic clung to his body as he followed Massimo. He narrowed his eyes against the deluge and scrutinized the dark skies above. Strands of ebony hair thrashed without inhibition in the wind and whipped into his eyes. Another bolt of lightning illuminated the world in a dissonant grey light.




  Amoro shouted to Massimo. “The devil curses us with this storm, but it will not be enough for he has met his match with the likes of us.”




  As if to dispute his claim, the rain descended ever more potent. The wind increased in turbulence. The cold burned his skin. “Take me to the cursed door. I have a lady to charm.”




  




  




  




  Morena of Portovenere jolted awake. Relentless pounding pierced the night.




  “My lady, a band of men surround the castle,” a woman’s voice called out from the corridor outside her bedchamber.




  More urgent pounding ensued.




  “My lady, awake.”




  Morena’s heart drummed with apprehension. Cristina leaped from the pallet in the corner of the bedchamber. Morena wrestled the embroidered bed covers aside. Her fur-lined night rail tangled about her legs as she lunged from the warm bed. She stubbed her toe against a dowry chest. The brass candlestick atop it wobbled. Morena grabbed it before it fell and scuttled to the hearth. She lit the candle with an ember and sheltered the flame with her hand.




  Cristina, eyes wild with fear, grabbed a poker from the hearth.




  Together they rushed to the door of the bedchamber. With ease born of practice, Morena pushed up the latch and shoved the door open with her shoulder.




  Silvia stood in the corridor and grasped her mistress’ hand. “Hurry, the captain of your father’s guards urges us into the secret passage.”




  Morena trusted the captain, a family friend and cautious warrior. He would only make such a demand if certain of some threat. “Did he say who the men outside are, Silvia?”




  “No, he told me to rouse you and go forthwith into the passage. He said he will fetch us when it is safe.”




  A tremor shook her body. Sweat drenched her palms. Her father had left several days prior to deal with a matter in a nearby town. Although a contingent of guards had remained behind to protect her, she never felt safe in the absence of her father. Did something happen to him? Is that why a group of strange men surrounded her home? Morena’s thoughts raced. Her breaths increased, her muscles tightened. She seldom used the secret passage. Her teeth chattered as she entered the corridor and led the way through the darkness toward the end of the passage where a tapestry masked a secret door to an underground tunnel.




  “Hold the candle.” Morena handed the tallow stick to Cristina and pushed the tapestry aside and reached for the latch.




  “Hurry,” Cristina whispered while her body trembled in obvious fright.




  Panic gripped Morena, but a will to flee overcame all other thoughts. Morena jostled the latch hard. It lifted. A loud clack sounded and the door creaked. She shoved it open all the way and waited for Cristina and Silvia to pass through before her then she pulled on the latch. The door’s hinges screeched and swung shut behind her. Cristina returned the candle and Morena led the way down a series of stone steps.




  The icy blackness of the ancient Roman passage swallowed them. The flame from Morena’s candle shed inadequate light. Cold stones chilled her bare feet and cobwebs brushed her cheek. Beside herself with fear and disgust, she waved her arm to wipe them away. A damp musty smell and years of grit forced her breath to come in gasps. She sucked in a breath and forged into the depths.




  Fear drove her forward. She found it near impossible to manoeuvre in the darkness. Twitters of vermin and the odd flash of little eyes reflected red from the candlelight repulsed her. Her legs trembled and cold dread clenched her gut, but she fought to keep her wits about her.




  Above all, she must keep Cristina and Silvia from succumbing to panic.




  Half running, half walking, holding up the hem of her nightdress, she led them through the cold darkness of the confined passage to the deep underbelly of the castle. They soon reached a small wooden stairway. “We’re almost there.” When Morena placed her foot on the first step, it crumbled. She toppled over and dropped the candlestick to the ground. The flame perished in the blackness.




  “My lady, are you hurt?” Silvia’s voice cracked with dread as she grasped for Morena’s arm in the darkness.




  “No, I’m fine. Please help me up. The stairs are rotten from disuse. Be careful.”




  She positioned her feet on the sides of the steps near their support boards instead of the center. At the top of the steps, a short corridor led to another door. She found her way to it and gripped the latch with her fingers. Safety resided just beyond. With urgency, she heaved on the rusted handle. “The door is stuck.”




  “Here, try this.” In the darkness, Cristina handed her something cold.




  The iron poker.




  The fear in her maidservant’s voice propelled Morena into action.




  From deep within herself, she mustered a hidden reserve of strength and pounded at the latch. Success. It moved, but when she lifted the iron bolt, the door refused to budge. A stab of anger overcame her.




  How dare the fates go against them! She muttered a curse, placed both hands against the wood, and thrust with her entire might. The door remained stuck.




  “Let me try, my lady,” Silvia offered, but the exit failed to yield.




  With clenched jaw, Morena braced herself, stepped back several paces, and thrust her body hard against the door. It crashed open.




  Morena plummeted forth. Cristina and Silvia tumbled behind.




  Brutal winds and harsh rain pelted her. A bolt of lightning split the sky. The silhouette of a group of men flashed before her. One man turned his head and noticed her. Another bolt of lightning revealed the ugly scar on his face above his red beard. Her scream resonated above the storm. Step by step, he approached. She struck and kicked the brute.




  An onslaught of his comrades surrounded them. Morena fought to escape. Terror gave way to a desperate will to survive. She swung the poker and struck flesh with a sickening, but satisfactory thud. Cristina flailed her arms to clout the unknown marauders. Morena pounded the man with every morsel of vigour she possessed. Anger surpassed her fear. The situation remained hopeless. She fought, wild with terror.




  A massive guardsman loomed over her. Helpless, she reached out with trembling arms to block him, but clashed with his brawny muscle.




  He grabbed her arms. She pitched forward to escape, but the attempt failed.




  He jerked her around to face him. A gush of breath, stale with wine, flooded her nostrils. Morena thrashed to escape his grasp. The more she struggled, the more severe his efforts to subdue her became. With all her strength, she kicked and flailed. She stumbled and fell to the ground. Her heart raced, gripped by the urge to flee. Frantically she grabbed at the ground and tried to crawl away. He pulled her back.




  Morena cast a wild glance around. Cristina and Silvia suffered similar fates. The men entrapped them too. She could do nothing for them just as they could do nothing for her. Survival became an individual responsibility.




  Battle-roughened fingers tore at her soft flesh. The man kept her restrained with weight and muscle. As she struggled to escape, her cries turned into screams the storm consumed. Raw instinct fired her resolve.




  His menacing face drew near. Morena opened her mouth and bit him hard on the side of his neck. The coppery taste of blood infiltrated her mouth and burned the back of her tongue. The taste caused her stomach to heave. A fist crashed down on her head. Morena’s world turned black.




  




  




  




  Amoro came upon the skirmish between his guardsmen and the three women. He bellowed with rage. To see women manhandled thus incensed him beyond comprehension. One of the men struck the woman who fought the hardest and she slumped to the ground.




  The sight ignited Amoro’s fury.




  He dashed forward, sword drawn. “Halt!”




  The men stopped. The women remained in their grasp.




  “I ordered no one harmed. Take these women into the castle and see to their care,” Amoro commanded. The men obeyed and carried the women away unmindful of their continued struggles.




  Amoro levelled his stare at the man who knocked the third woman unconscious. A bright streak of blood flowed from his neck. “What happened?”




  “My Lord,” the man looked downward. “I tried to ascertain her identity. When I approached, she fought like a hellion and bit me. I reacted without thought.”




  Amoro turned his attention to the woman on the ground. He bent over, slid one arm beneath her shoulders, the other beneath her hips, and raised her to his chest.




  “Who is she?” Amoro asked of Massimo.




  Massimo’s eyes widened. “She is the one you seek, Contessa Morena.”




  “Dio mio,” Amoro muttered. “This entire ordeal has gone awry. Take me inside so that I can see to her.”




  Massimo led the way. Amoro and Roberto hunched down to enter the dank passageway and stairs. Their spurs clicked against the stone.




  They kept their swords raised to brush away the cobwebs and stumbled as the steps crumbled beneath their weight. The passage led to an upper corridor in the castle keep.




  Amoro followed. The woman’s nightgown dangled over his arm.




  An exposed breast appeared through a rip in the garment. Unbound, fawn coloured hair cascaded over his arm and trailed on the cold floor. A thin streak of blood seeped from her right eyebrow and onto her cheek where a bruise formed. Her full lips fell open and her eyes remained closed. Bare feet peeked out from the bottom of a white fur-lined night rail.




  His heart lurched with regret. Anyone who harmed a woman deserved the harshest punishment. Visions of Laria’s rescue revisited his thoughts; he could never forget the months of mental anguish as she healed. He could not abide any man who hurt a woman, whether indirectly or not.




  He glanced at her again. So, this is the illusive Morena. Beauty and fighting spirit. Well worth the effort. Such courage would have pleased you, Father.




  Roberto checked each room to ensure no sentry lurked.




  “All clear,” he declared.




  “Over here, my lord.” Massimo waved him to an open door to Amoro’s right. He entered ahead of Amoro and stoked the fire. He removed a candle from the mantle and lit it with the blaze in the hearth.




  Shielding it with his hand, he brought it to the small table beside the bed.




  Amoro laid the woman down on the bed and slid his arm from beneath her. He covered her with the tousled bedcovers and looked around. He guessed it was her bedchamber as he studied the feminine room. Its simple elegance lent an air of comfort: Persian tapestries of restful flower gardens decorated the walls. At the opposite end of the room were several large chests, one with the top open. Inside he caught a glimpse of rich silk tunics and kirtles in brilliant colours.




  Caskets overflowed with an array of gemmed ornaments worthy of a queen. Jewellery spilled over onto the top of a carved table that flanked the room’s window. An embroidery frame with a partially completed tapestry, its needle pinned to the edge, sat beneath the window. Two small tables flanked the bed. A psalter with a decorated cover lay open upon one of them. A small lace-covered prieu-dieu rested in the far corner.




  “Now what?” Massimo asked.




  “We wait.” Amoro grinned. “I prefer a woman to be conscious when I propose marriage.”




  Massimo smiled, shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Are you sure you don’t wish to reconsider? Of the three women, she fought the hardest, like an untamed animal with a taste for blood. She is infamous for her unusual boldness that borders on outrageousness and impulsiveness. I know her father would have been proud to see her fight with such courage.”




  Amoro turned away from Massimo’s banter to admire the woman’s beauty. He caressed her face with the back of his fingers and brushed a loose curl from her forehead. With his finger he trailed a path over her bruised eye and bloodied cheek.




  “Leave me and close the door behind you.”




  Massimo’s eyes widened at the impropriety, but his look of neutrality returned by the time the two walked to the door.




  “I’ll be outside should you need me,” Roberto advised as he followed Massimo through the door and latched it behind them.




  Amoro removed his mantle and flung it onto the foot of the bed. He slid into a chair. Alone, he examined his prize with practiced scrutiny.




  “Exquisite,” he murmured. A beauty to savour to its fullest. He looked upon a goddess, innocent and vulnerable, youthful, but mature.




  Her upturned nose rested between rose-colored cheeks.




  He sucked in a deep breath. An aroma of lavender and roses emanated from her. He leaned closer to study her wounds. The long nick on her face didn’t appear to require stitching and it would heal with no scar.




  A beauty so striking, he never imagined. His heart constricted at the thought of the harm he indirectly caused her. He cursed the fates.




  Amoro eased himself onto the bed to listen to her soft breaths. He imagined the feel of her breath upon his ear and body and how it might feel to hold her flesh against his.




  Amoro picked up the drying cloth on the night table beside the pitcher. He dampened the linen scrap, wrung the excess water out, and washed the dried blood and dirt from her face and neck.




  A flash of gold caught his eye. A golden pendant with a large bloodstone nestled between her breasts. He lifted it and examined the filigree of gold that surrounded it. Mysterious specks of reddish brown that resembled splatters of blood marred the large green gemstone.




  Men who lived by the sword carried such a bloodstone, but never one so unique. He allowed the prize to linger in his fingers and held the curiosity aloft. He examined the jewel against the light from the hearth.




  Of exquisite quality, the stone befit a noblewoman. He turned the pendant around. Ancient Roman writing decorated the back, but he could not make out the words in the dim light of the bedchamber.




  Chapter Three




  




  




  Morena hovered between sleep and wakefulness. Every muscle in her body ached. Pain thundered in her head and beat an uneven rhythm across her temples. Through the fog in her mind, she recalled the inclement weather that forced her to retire to bed early. She remembered the urgent knock on her door that incited their flight through the secret tunnel. A sudden flood of memories flashed vibrantly through her mind in instant recall. Her eyes sprang open.




  Sprawled on a chair beside her bed, a man slumbered. Terror swept through her. Morena stifled a scream to avoid rousing him and glanced at the door. Could she pass without waking him? She scanned her bedchamber for a weapon. A bronze candlestick sat upon the mantle.




  She raised the covers of her bed and slid her foot to the floor.




  The man moaned in his sleep and flung out his arm. It settled on her lap. Panic like she’d never known before welled in her throat.




  A fire in the hearth cast eerie shadows. It added menace to the man’s presence. Richly garbed, he wore an elegant wine-coloured mantle lined with black wool that pooled at his feet. The garment smelled damp from the storm. Blood red rubies encrusted the hilt of his dagger. Long black hair softened the harsh lines of his handsome face. The man looked every bit a warlord.




  Morena laid still. She uttered no sound as she scanned her captor’s well-muscled legs and arms. His clothing appeared more elaborate than that of the men she had struggled with last night. Who could he be?




  What is he doing here?




  The man stirred, opened his eyes and rose higher in the chair. He flexed his arms to ease their stiffness and ran his hands through his hair. His eyes met hers. She noticed their startling green lustre, translucent as a shallow pool of seawater.




  Ruggedness carved his features – the arrogant jut of his jaw, the cleft in his chin. A slight smile danced across his lips as he rose and loomed over her. With wide shoulders, narrow hips and muscular thighs, he moved like a powerful hunter. He came so near she believed she heard the very beat of his heart.




  “You are awake.” The tone of his voice resounded deep and strong, yet pleasant. He reached over to the small table by her bedside and poured water from a pitcher into a bloodstone encrusted goblet. “Here, drink this.” He handed her the vessel and watched her sip. “I apologize for last night’s encounter. Punishment awaits the man who harmed you.”




  He seemed sincere. She relaxed under the covers. “My maidservants?”




  “They are unharmed.”




  “And the castle guard?”




  “Alive and well. When your men discovered us, a few resisted. Some suffered minor injuries, but my men are tending to them.”




  Morena remained alert for any danger, spoken or unspoken. “Who are you? What do you want from me?” She strove to keep her voice neutral.




  “You don’t know my name?” He spoke the words with an air of regret and raised his brows.




  Morena shook her head. “No. Should I?”




  The animation left his face and he inhaled an exasperated breath.




  “You neglected to answer my earlier question. How do you feel?”




  “You should tell me your name first.”




  “In due time, but my concern is for you at this moment.”




  “My head feels as though a horse kicked it. Every part of my body screams with soreness. A man I do not know is in my bedchamber and you dare speak of your concern. Thank you, but it is because of you and the brutality of your men that I suffer,” she bristled.




  The man recoiled from her acid tone. The muscles of his throat constricted as he swallowed hard, but he made no move.




  She settled back on the pillows and scrutinized him. “I suppose it matters naught to you that your men rape and pillage to amuse themselves.”




  His eyes narrowed dangerously and he pursed his lips. “I regret to disappoint you, but my men are innocent of your accusation. I neither condone nor permit such brutality.”




  “By their actions, I think otherwise.”




  He levelled a penetrating gaze on her. “Once again, I apologize. I reprimanded the men. No one will come to any harm. You have my word.” An aura of restrained authority emanated from him. He regarded her with a speculative gaze. “Had you not refused to see me and had you accepted my gifts, I would never have taken such drastic measures to seek your audience.”




  She inhaled in utter astonishment. “Gifts? You asked to see me?”




  A shadow of annoyance crossed his features. “You wish to play innocent?”




  “I never treat visitors to my castle with such rudeness. No one informed me of your arrival – or your gifts.” Morena kept her eyes firm beneath his gaze. He seemed to believe her because his expression softened. “I still don’t know who you are.” She kept her voice controlled.




  He ignored her question and added a log to the dying fire. With the easy grace of a wild animal, he sauntered to the window to open the shutters. A dismal light flooded the bedchamber. Last night’s storm evaporated into the grey dimness of a rainy morning. When he turned round, he continued to intimidate her with his brooding, stern face.




  The stranger studied her before he returned to her bedside. After he pushed the chair closer to her bedside, he sat. His presence unnerved her. Morena resisted the urge to shrink back against the bed board. She opened her mouth to speak. Only a hoarse croak sounded from her constricted throat. Quickly, she mustered her most commanding voice.




  “Send my ladies to attend me.”




  “I’ll summon them in a short while. First, let us talk.”




  His placid tone served to put her a little more at ease. Morena closed her eyes in relief and opened them again. “Tell me what you want.”




  “In good time, I promise you will come to know everything. First, I must be assured you are well.” He smiled. His even white teeth contrasted with his black hair and olive complexion. His refusal to answer her question and his aloof manner irked her. “Take me to my ladies,” she said.




  A spark of interest lit his eyes then faded. “That is twice you have commanded me to bring your ladies to you. I already promised to summon them. Allow me a few moments first.”
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