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  Prologue


  Keira watched as the great beast circled slowly through the sky, blocking the sunlight for a few seconds on each turn. Fire spewed occasionally from its mouth, dissipating in the cool air before it could set anything alight. All around her people were shouting, grabbing their children and running for their homes, slamming the doors shut behind them before barring them from the inside. Keira shook her head in amusement. A mere door wouldn’t stop a dragon – it could just burn the house down! Anna was tugging on her arm, shouting at her to come, but Keira shrugged her off.


  The dragon had taken up residence in the mountains some six months back, and although it was regularly seen soaring above the village, it had yet to kidnap and devour a single innocent maiden. And there were no reports of girls snatched from the other villages, either. Keira knew the stories about the last dragon that had lived in the area. For many years it had peacefully inhabited its mountain lair, until one day it had suddenly turned on the village, burning down half the homes before being killed by some brave soul. But the only questionable thing this dragon had done was to take a few head of cattle and a couple of sheep. And since the dragon always left some form of payment for the animal taken – a small bag of gold, a few precious stones – the villagers didn’t complain too loudly. These payments always far exceeded the worth of the animal. But still, stories about dragons abounded, and the villagers were convinced that it was just a matter of time before the dragon set the village alight and snatched the village girls.


  “Come on, Keira.” Anna’s words broke through Keira’s thoughts, reminding her that her parents shared the same fears as the other villagers. “Mother will be furious if we don’t get back to the house now.”


  “Stop pulling me. I’m coming!” was Keira’s annoyed response. She glanced back at the sky one more time, admiring the way the scales of the dragon caught the light, throwing back a thousand rainbows against the sky. The dragon was heading away from the village, but before Keira looked away, it turned its head and seemed to look straight at her. Pulling her arm out of Anna’s, she drew herself upright and stared straight back, meeting the golden eye of the dragon before it turned its enormous body in a slow, fluid motion and lazily flew towards the mountains.


  


  Chapter 1 


  The day was sweltering as Keira sat on her low stool, the awning over the table offering little relief from the sun’s burning rays. It was market day in the village, an event that occurred every Wednesday and Saturday, come rain or shine, and Keira was minding the table that held her father’s carved wooden tableware. It was a task she shared with her mother, but as her mother had gone home to have her morning meal, Keira was at the table alone. She glanced around the marketplace, wondering what her younger sister was up to, but saw no sign of her. Of course not, Keira thought to herself. Just that morning she had suggested that it was time Anna started helping out at the stall, but their mother had been adamant in her refusal.


  “Anna is too young to mind the table,” Mother had replied, not noticing Anna in the corner where she stuck her tongue out at Keira.


  “Too young? She’s sixteen, Mother. Old enough to be married. I started helping with the stall when I was twelve.”


  “Now Keira!” her mother responded sharply. “Do not be so impertinent. I have said that Anna is too young, and that is the end of the discussion.”


  Keira sighed. Anna did not have a grain of responsibility in her, so it was probably better if she didn’t mind the market stall. But Keira could not quash the rebellious thought that if Anna was not so spoilt, she would probably be more responsible.


  Keira stood up and moved around the table, rearranging the wooden trenchers, bowls and cups carved by her father, carefully displaying the best pieces to their fullest advantage. The wood had been worked to a surface so smooth it felt almost soft to the touch, inviting customers to run their fingers over the different pieces. Keira’s father took great pride in his work, each item an example of quality craftsmanship, reflecting his position as Master Craftsman. His wares were sought out by the wealthier families in the surrounding towns and villages, and they even graced the altar of the closest cathedral. The Carvers owned a small house at the edge of the village, where Keira’s parents had enough land to keep a dairy cow and a few chickens. Along the edge of the house stretched the vegetable garden, which yielded enough to fill the root cellar and keep them through the winter. As a landowner and artisan, Master Carver was considered wealthy by village standards, the only other landowner in the village being the village reeve, Matthew Hobbes. And as the daughters of a landowner, Keira and Anna had had the good fortune to receive a basic education from a traveling tutor. He had spent a year in their home, sleeping in the tiny attic at the top of the house. In exchange for food, shelter and a few pennies a week, he had taught Keira and Anna their letters and numbers. It was this knowledge that enabled Keira to take her place at the stall, where she meticulously wrote down each piece that was sold, keeping a running tally of the numbers.


  As Keira sat back down on her stool, she noticed a stranger strolling through the market. That in itself was not cause for comment, the village being on a busy road that brought pilgrims, traveling bands of mummers and other wayfarers into the village. This stranger was not like those who usually passed through, however. He was tall, well built and clean – unlike the others, who were often scraggly and unkempt – and he was well dressed. Very well dressed, actually. He wore a blue velvet doublet over a shirt of silk, while his woolen hose, disappearing into heeled boots that reached up to his knees, were finely woven from gold thread. His hat, which perched neatly over one ear, was also made of velvet, with a feather curling down over his other ear; and a sword hung at his side, the sheath studded with jewels. The man was clean shaven and his tanned skin washed. Clearly a man of noble breeding, thought Keira. The man browsed the stalls as he made his way slowly down the length of the market, pausing to examine the different wares on display. Occasionally he would pull out a small leather purse, and Keira could see the weight of the contents dragging down the soft leather. She noticed a few of the other merchants eyeing the stranger, and a couple of them called out to him, willing him to spread his coin at their stalls. He stopped to banter with them, sharing an easy laugh at their expense.


  As he made his way closer, Keira could see that he was about thirty years of age. At twenty-two, Keira was already considered an old maid, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate his fine figure and confident, powerful stride. In fact, his every movement seemed to exude confidence and strength, and she noticed that she wasn’t the only maiden with her eyes glued to his handsome form.


  As he continued to weave his way through the market, Keira was amused to notice that his audience was growing. The villagers nudged each other as he went by, clearly out of place in the nondescript little village that Keira called home. She laughed to herself as her neighbors openly gawked at him, wondering whether he enjoyed being the center of attention. But if he noticed the stir he was causing, he paid it no mind. Instead, he continued to browse the stalls – buying little trinkets at some; replacing the items at others with a smile and friendly word. He was approaching Keira’s table when he looked up and caught her startled glance. She looked away hurriedly, embarrassed to be caught openly watching him, but not before she saw the smile that curved his lips. She could feel his eyes on her as she looked down, and she nervously smoothed down her simple, homespun kirtle, wishing she had dressed in something a little less plain. In two quick strides the man was at her table, where he looked down to examine the wares on offer.


  “Ah, plates and bowls. Just what I need,” he quickly declared.


  Keira cast him a speculative look. “Plates and bowls?” she repeated. “Whatever do you need plates and bowls for?”


  “Why, to eat from, of course,” he responded with an innocent smile.


  “But surely you have many plates?” she asked. In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he had plates made from pewter, imported ceramic or even silver. She had never seen such luxuries, of course, but she’d heard about them. And it was well known that Reeve Hobbes was in possession of a large pewter serving platter.


  “Well, yes, I do,” he explained, a little sheepishly, “but I have recently relocated into the area, and not all my possessions have arrived yet, so I need some tableware to tide me over.”


  “Wooden plates and bowls?” she asked again, her suspicions not yet allayed. As fine as her father’s craftsmanship was, she knew that it wasn’t wood that usually graced the tables of the wealthy.


  “Yes.”


  “But surely you have servants to take care of such trivialities?”


  “That’s true,” he said. “My steward is quite capable of taking care of such matters, but since I am here, there is no reason for me to not tend to it myself.”


  A moment’s silence filled the air as Keira considered his response. “And where have you taken up residence?” she finally asked. “I wasn’t aware of anyone moving into the village.”


  “Do you always interrogate your customers like this?” he said. “One would be inclined to think you don’t want anyone to buy your wares.”


  Keira raised her eyebrows, but when she didn’t respond, he continued.


  “I haven’t moved into the village, as you are clearly aware, but rather into Storbrook Castle, a few miles hither. Do you know it?”


  Storbrook Castle! The name sent a shudder down Keira’s back. The castle was hidden deep in the mountains, a good thirty miles away; and although few in the village had ever seen the castle, there wasn’t a child in the village who hadn’t shivered in fear and delight at its purported horrors. It was rumored that the caves in the mountains below the castle had been the home of many maiden-devouring dragons in days gone by. Children and adults alike whispered about the dark corridors where abducted maidens, held against their will, were forced to do unspeakable things at the dragon’s bidding, and where other heinous dealings occurred, too dreadful to be repeated. It had been over eighty years since a dragon was last seen in the village, but that dragon had been slain by a valiant villager, striving to protect a damsel in distress. Unfortunately, as the story went, the damsel’s life had still been forfeited, and the dragon had destroyed half the village with fire before being killed; regardless, the villager was celebrated as a hero for keeping further maidens from being kidnapped by the dragon.


  “Storbrook Castle,” Keira repeated, her voice dropping slightly. “They say the dragon lives in the caves below the castle.”


  The stranger laughed lightly. “I hate to disappoint you, but I haven’t seen sign of a dragon anywhere near the castle, and no half-gnawed bones in the rooms, either. I have heard about this dragon, though.” The man glanced around before leaning towards Keira, lowering his voice. “How many beautiful damsels have been snatched up by this dreadful monster?”


  “Now I must disappoint you,” Keira said. “No damsels, beautiful or otherwise, have disappeared from our village or any of the other villages in the area. Our dreadful monster doesn’t seem to be that dreadful at all!”


  “You don’t fear the beast?” he asked in surprise.


  “No, why should I? It hasn’t done anything fearful.”


  “But you must have heard terrible stories about the dragon that troubled this area in the past?”


  “Yes, I have,” Keira replied, “and I always wondered how much of the story is true. For one thing, doesn’t it seem strange that after living near the village for so many years, it would suddenly one day, for no apparent reason, decide to kill a maid and burn down half the village? Besides,” she added, “I rather like our dragon!”


  The man stared at her in stunned silence for a moment, before sweeping his hat off with a smile and delivering a courtly bow.


  “Please allow me to introduce myself. Aaron Drake at your service.” Without his hat, the sun glanced off his light brown hair, highlighting streaks of gold that shot through the brown. His hair had been pulled back to the nape of his neck, where it was held in place by a red ribbon. His eyes matched his hair, a light tawny brown flecked with gold, unusual in their lightness. And even his skin seemed to take on a light golden sparkle in the sun. Keira recognized the name Drake – Storbrook Castle had been owned by Drakes for generations. But there hadn’t been a Drake living there for many years. “And you are …” he prompted, when she didn’t respond.


  “Oh! Um, Keira Carver … milord,” she added as an afterthought, as she felt her cheeks flush again. There was a noise behind her, and she turned to see her mother, returned from her morning repast.


  “Keira,” said her mother, “I will help this gentleman. Why don’t you go back to the house – I have left your meal on the table.”


  “Yes, Mother,” Keira said, turning away. Her mother was already pointing out the subtle colors of the wood grain and the fine design of the various pieces displayed on the table as Keira moved from the stall, but before she left, she turned back to take one last look at the stranger. While her mother’s attention was directed at the items on the table, Aaron looked up and caught Keira’s eye, holding her in his gaze for a moment. The look he gave her promised future encounters, and she felt her heart speed up as she quickly looked away, a smile suddenly lighting her face.


  


  Chapter 2 


  “Mistress Keira.”


  Keira turned towards the voice, and smiled when she saw Aaron Drake approaching her.


  “Milord."


  “Just Aaron,” he said with an easy smile as he fell into step with her. “Where are you headed?”


  “I’m taking some jellies and preserves to Dame Lamb,” she said, indicating the covered basket on her arm. “She lives at the other end of the village.”


  “I’m headed that direction too,” Aaron said with a grin. “Perhaps we can walk together.”


  Keira lifted her eyebrows suspiciously but remained silent, accepting his company as she walked.


  “Have you seen your dragon lately?” he asked.


  “My dragon? Now why would you say that?”


  “Well, you seemed quite, um, taken with it,” he said. “And besides, if this dragon has a penchant for beautiful damsels, I’m sure you are at the top of his list.”


  “Milord!” said Keira, her tone dripping with disapproval. “You are being very …”


  “Forward?” he finished, laughter thickening his voice.


  “Yes, indeed,” she said, amusement threatening her own stern expression. “But to answer your question, yes, I saw the dragon just this morning. It is strange, but there have been more sightings of the beast in the last few weeks than any other time since it arrived. People in the village are sure it is a warning. They expect young maidens to start disappearing any day now.” Keira looked at the sky as she spoke, her eyes scanning the horizon in expectation as they walked through the village. When the sky remained empty she turned her gaze back to Aaron, startled to see him watching her with an unfathomable expression. The expression quickly smoothed away, and he gave a light laugh.


  “I think there is only one beautiful maiden the dragon may be tempted to abduct and hide in its lair,” he said. “I think you should take great care in future to hide away whenever that foul monster comes near your village, otherwise you could well be his first victim.”


  The color rose in Keira’s cheeks, and she glanced away to hide her blush. Aaron watched her with a grin, before continuing in a low voice.


  “What do you think its lair looks like? Is it dark and malodorous? Perhaps there are bones from its victims lying everywhere. And surely it is smoky, too – the walls are probably black from the hellish fire that emanates from the beast with every breath. And gold, we mustn’t forget the gold! I imagine that there are treasures piled everywhere, because everyone knows that dragons hoard wealth.”


  Keira laughed. “Aren’t the dragon’s caves below Storbrook Castle? Surely you must have explored them by now?”


  Aaron shuddered. “Sweet Keira, do you honestly think I should risk my life hunting for a dragon and its lair? You might think the dragon is harmless, but I would prefer not to become the fiend’s next meal. Of course, if the creature abducts you, I will feel honor-bound to try and rescue you, despite having warned you of the dangers of the monster.” Aaron looked at her with eyebrows raised quizzically, a grin tugging at his mouth. “I hope you will feel some small remorse at my early demise?”


  “Why, milord,” she said. “Do you mean to tell me that the simple villager who killed the last dragon would best you in courage if it comes to a battle against this one?”


  Something flashed in Aaron’s eyes, but it was gone in a moment.


  “Alas, I fear the answer is yes."


  “Well,” she said, “I don’t believe you have any reason to fear. As I have said before, this dragon does not seem interested in harming anyone, so perhaps he will spare your life when you stumble across his lair one day.”


  “I am very relieved to hear it,” he said, the twinkle in his eye belying his grave expression.


  Keira smiled in amusement. “Doesn’t Drake mean dragon, milord?” she asked.


  “Yes, unfortunately it does," he said. "One of my ancestors had the temerity to possess a nature as fierce and mean as a dragon, so he was known as Drake and, of course, the name was passed on to his sons. I would have much preferred it if he could have been known as Drake-Slayer. It has a far better ring, do you not agree?”


  Keira laughed and shook her head. “Don’t fancy yourself as Drake-Slayer anytime soon. I rather like our dragon. In fact, I think I feel a bit sorry for him.”


  “You do? How can such a dreadful beast evoke the pity of such a lovely young maid?”


  “Well, he must be rather lonely,” she said. “Imagine living all by yourself in the mountains with no-one to keep you company. And every time you come near a village in an effort to make friends, everyone runs away, screaming in fright!”


  “What makes you think the creature is coming in search of friends?” asked Aaron in amusement.


  “Well,” she said, “since he hasn’t taken anyone from any of the villages, I think we can rule out hunger as his reason for frequenting the area. So that must mean he’s looking for companionship,” she concluded with a satisfied air of certainty, but when Aaron laughed, she flushed in embarrassment. “You’re laughing at me,” she said sheepishly.


  Aaron hastened to reassure her. “No, no,” he said. “I’m not laughing at you. You have such a kind heart and a wonderful imagination. I was just wondering how a dragon would try to make friends with a screaming maiden.”


  Keira grinned in response. “With a bouquet of burning branches, of course,” she said with a laugh. She glanced around to see that they had reached the other end of the village.


  “Here is the home of Dame Lamb,” she said, waving her hand towards a small, wood-framed house, its bright whitewashed walls contrasting with weather-darkened timber beams. “Thank you for your company, and good day.”


  “Good day, sweet Keira,” responded Aaron, extending his leg neatly as he swept off his hat and delivered a courtly bow. Keira dropped a shallow curtsey in response, but before she turned away, Aaron caught her hand in his and lifting it to his lips, kissed her fingers, his gaze holding hers as he did so. His lips were warm, and Keira felt a tingle run down the length of her spine as his warm breath caressed her skin.


  He held her hand a moment before releasing it and turning away. He had only gone a few steps before he turned around again.


  “I look forward to our next encounter, beautiful damsel,” he said, then lifted his hat once more and turned away, leaving Keira staring after him in bemusement.


  


  Chapter 3 


  Keira glanced out the small window as she shifted her weight in the hard wooden chair. Beneath her feet the floor rushes rustled while fleabane and lavender, strewn over the rushes, released their sweet fragrances. Returning her regard to Dame Lamb, Keira took a sip of the watered wine from the cracked wooden cup she cradled in her hand, as the kindly lady continued her earnest oration.


  “You are getting on in years, my dear,” the older woman said. “And your father will not always be around to support you. You have always been a good, dutiful daughter, so you must see the necessity of choosing a respectable man and getting married. There are many men right here in our village that would make admirable husbands. Didn’t I hear that young Edmund has his eye on you?”


  Keira suppressed a sigh, recognizing that the woman’s words were kindly meant. This concern for her future was not a new one. It was a constant irritant in her relationship with her parents, especially her mother. She thought back to the last conversation they’d had on this subject, only a few days prior.


  “If you wait much longer, you’ll be too old to interest any man,” her mother had railed in frustration. “It’s not as if you have a lack of men to choose from. Widower Brown has expressed his interest many times over the past five years, and he would be able to provide comfortably for you.”


  Keira had shuddered at the thought. Widower Brown was at least thirty years her senior and suffered from gout. His breath was always foul, and it was well known that he was frequently deep in his cups. She doubted he’d bathed once in the last five years, and she dreaded to think what creatures might reside in his long, bushy beard.


  If Mother had noticed her shudder, she ignored it, instead continuing her rant. “And what about Edmund? You know that his mother and I had hopes that the two of you would form an alliance. Even though he’s younger than you by a couple of years, Edmund would make a perfectly acceptable husband. It’s quite reasonable to expect that he will be elected as the village reeve when his father finally steps down. In the meantime, the reeve is a wealthy man, who will ensure that Edmund lacks for nothing.”


  The thought of Edmund as a husband was almost as repugnant to Keira as Widower Brown. Although they grew up together, she had always felt a little wary of him. In his games he was always just a little too rough, a little too arrogant and a little too selfish to make her feel comfortable around him. And at the annual harvest festival the previous year, he’d pulled her into the shadows and tried to kiss her, his hands fumbling painfully over her breasts as he tried to pull down her dress, all the while forcing her lips apart with his tongue. Just the memory of that night made her want to rinse out her mouth with vinegar and mallow. She’d managed to get away from him, but harbored no doubts that he would have robbed her of her maidenhood if she hadn’t.


  Dame Lamb’s gentle patting of her hand brought Keira back to the present. “Just don’t wait too long, dear,” she said, finishing up her lecture. “You don’t want to find you’ve gone from ‘desirable’ to ‘on the shelf’.”


  Keira smiled absently before taking her leave. The truth was, there was no-one in the village that she could imagine spending the rest of her life with. She wasn’t fanciful enough to expect a love match, but she did want to like the person she would be sharing a home and raising children with. She was fortunate that her parents had not yet forced her into marriage, leaving the choice to her, but it was just a matter of time before they took matters into their own hands. Lately the possibility of taking holy orders had been growing more appealing. As a bride of Christ, she would not be a burden to her parents, and her life would have some purpose and direction. She had never felt the calling, but perhaps, she reflected, she had not been listening? And a life of prayer and contemplation was infinitely more attractive than the idea of marrying Edmund.


  She had just taken a few steps down the path when the sound of her name being called made her heart sink. She turned around to see Edmund strutting towards her.


  “Keira. Where are you going?”


  “Good day, Edmund,” she said.


  “I saw you walking with that stranger earlier on. What did he want with you?” A slight emphasis on the last word turned the question into an insult, which Keira chose to ignore.


  “We were headed in the same direction, so he offered to walk with me.”


  “Well, I don’t like him,” he said. “You should stay away from him.”


  Keira could feel her ire rising as she struggled to keep a steady tone. “Well, since you don’t know him, there is nothing for you to base your dislike on.”


  Edmund glared at her before replying, his voice sullen. “He’s too sure of himself. He walks through our village as though he can do whatever he pleases.”


  Ah, yes, Keira thought to herself, you see someone who is in every way your superior, and you don’t like it. “He seems nice enough to me,” she said.


  “Well, stay away from him,” Edmund snarled. “I won’t have my future wife lusting after that cad!” He turned on his heel and walked away.


  Keira shook her head as she watched him go, wondering at his confidence that they would be married. Clearly he thought he had some claim over her, but nothing would ever induce her to marry a man such as him. She turned towards home, and hurried on. The sun was already dipping low in the sky, and there were chores to be completed before this day ended.


  


  Chapter 4 


  Keira sighed in frustration as she threw handfuls of grain on the hard ground along the side of the house, chickens clamoring around her feet. The sun was just starting to show its face behind the mountains, large and looming in the early morning light. Grabbing her basket, she stooped down at the chicken coop, running her hand carefully over the shelves, looking for newly laid eggs. Her fingers curled gently over the first smooth surface as she pulled it out from the straw and placed it in her basket.


  Feeding the chickens and collecting eggs were Anna’s chores, but the vexatious girl had disappeared before the first rays of sun had lightened the sky. The cow also needed to be milked, and one glance at the creature standing miserably in the field told Keira that the chore needed to be done sooner rather than later. It was a task usually done by Mary, the serving girl, but the girl had been ill of late and the chore fell on Anna’s shoulders in her absence.


  Keira finished collecting the eggs, working as quickly as she dared without risking the fragile shells. Her plan had been to slip away to the small lake hidden in the woods for a quick swim before the morning meal, but as soon as she saw Anna’s empty bed, she knew the futility of such a hope. Anna would probably stay away all morning, confident that Keira would complete her chores for her. Keira had been tempted many times before to just leave Anna to the consequences of her shirking, but her sense of responsibility always won out over her desire for retribution.


  Keira took the basket of eggs into the house before grabbing a stool and pail and heading over to the cow. It was a docile creature, used to the morning routine, and it stood patiently as Keira plunked down the stool and placed the pail beneath its udders. Hitching up her skirts, she sat down on the stool and leaned her head against the animal’s large flank. The sound of the milk hitting the pail soothed Keira’s frustration, and after a few tugs she settled into a steady rhythm of pull and release. The pail was full when she finished, and she swatted her hand against the cow, encouraging her to move away.


  Picking up the pail in one hand, grasping the stool in the other, she turned back towards the house – then stopped as a flash of color caught her eye. Against the wall opposite the house stood Aaron, leaning nonchalantly with his arms crossed over his broad chest, covered in a dark red tunic. His legs were covered in blue hose which disappeared into tall leather boots. A slow grin spread over his features as he pulled himself up and sauntered over to where Keira stood struggling between amusement and annoyance.


  “Mistress Keira,” he said, his expression smug as he bowed with a flourish.


  “Milord, what a surprise.” She eyed him narrowly. “How long have you been standing there?”


  “Long enough to appreciate a well rounded rump,” he replied, his lips twitching as he held back a laugh. Her eyebrows rose.


  “On the cow, of course,” he quickly added. “And it’s just Aaron,” he finished.


  “Hmph,” Keira said. “Is there something I can help you with, milord?”


  “Oh, no. I was just walking by, admiring the sights.”


  “What sights?” Keira asked, looking around to see what he could be referring to – before the meaning of his words sunk in, and the color flared in her cheeks. “You are taking liberties, Milord Drake,” she retorted. “Now please excuse me.” She turned towards the house but Aaron quickly stepped in front of her, blocking her path.


  “Please, Keira, don’t go. I’m sorry for teasing you. But I did come this way in the hopes of seeing you.” Keira stopped to look up at him, her expression puzzled, and he went on. “You are a beautiful young woman, Keira, and I enjoy talking with you.”


  “Why are you in the village so early in the morning?”


  He shrugged. “I have business in the village, and I’m an early riser. There seemed no point in waiting until a later hour to conclude my business.”


  “But where’s your horse?” she asked, glancing around.


  “I left him tethered in the woods – I prefer walking the final few miles.”


  Keira regarded him curiously. “Why did you decide to move to Storbrook Castle after all these years?” she asked. “I’ve never seen it, but it sounds very remote.”


  “And you’re wondering about the rumors,” he concluded, voicing her unspoken thoughts.


  “Well, yes, I suppose so,” she said. “There are many stories about Storbrook Castle.”


  Turning his head slightly, Aaron gazed into the distance for a moment before returning his attention to Keira.


  “I came to Storbrook Castle because it is one of many Drake properties,” he said. “I wanted to check the estate and ensure that all was in good order.”


  “How long do you plan to stay?” she asked, glancing at the ground as she waited for his answer.


  “Well," he answered slowly, "that all depends on how my business here progresses.” She glanced up at his reply, startled to see an intense look in his eyes as his gaze captured hers. She stared at him, unable to look away, until he finally closed his eyes, breaking the spell.


  “I need to go inside,” she whispered, her voice shaking. He nodded his head in silence, watching her as she picked up the pail and stool and slowly turned away.


  As she neared the house, she turned back to look at him one more time. He hadn’t moved, his eyes remaining on her as she moved towards the door. She smiled hesitantly at him, then turned back towards the building and disappeared inside.


  The rest of the morning passed in a state of stupor, Keira’s mind filled with the stranger who seemed intent on disturbing her peace. Aaron. She repeated his name softly to herself, feeling the sound roll off her tongue. Remembering the way he had looked at her made her stomach flutter. She wondered how long it would be before she saw him again, even as she chided herself for reading too much into his look. He’s a man of the world, she told herself, and you are a naïve village girl. You will be nothing more than a passing fancy, quickly forgotten. She repeated the words, willing herself to put him out of her mind, knowing she was fighting a losing battle.


  


  Chapter 5 


  Market Day dawned bright and fair, and Keira hummed softly under her breath as she watched her father load up the cart with his handiwork. He had crafted some new pieces, beautifully carved with intricate designs of birds and flowers, and these were carefully placed next to the plainer, more utilitarian pieces already in the cart. Keira smiled to herself when she saw them. Aaron Drake had proven himself to be a loyal customer, and had already bought dozens of plates, bowls and cups, and she knew that her father was hoping he would be enticed to part with further coin to purchase these superior pieces. Once the cart was loaded, Father walked Nelly down the road, steering the aging horse towards the marketplace where he would unload the merchandise before returning back home with the horse and cart. Keira followed a few paces behind, exchanging greetings with her neighbors as she walked by. Despite the early hour, the villagers were already up and about, used as they were to hard work and long days. Like Keira, most of the neighbors had been born in the village, and she knew them all by name. A few children ran out to greet her, and she stopped to give them a hug or sympathize over a scratch or scrape.


  It was busy at the marketplace when Keira arrived with her father, with merchants milling around as they set up their displays. Keira greeted the other merchants with a smile and a wave as she started arranging the stall, carefully finding a spot of prominence to display the new pieces. By the time she was satisfied with the display, customers were already starting to file past the market stalls, and Keira took up her place behind the table. Her mother would not be coming for another few hours, and Keira enjoyed the small freedom this gave her. At this time of morning, most customers coming to market were there to buy their fresh fruit and vegetables, or to visit the butcher with their meat order for the week, so she was not surprised when her display received no more than a few cursory glances. Instead of watching for customers, she leaned back against the table and allowed the sun’s rays to warm her face, letting the sounds of the market wash over her.


  The sound of a cat yowling in pain brought her to startled attention. It had come from the lane behind the market, and she leapt to her feet, determined to discover the cause of the cat’s distress. As she rounded the corner, the sight of three boys tormenting the animal drew an angry shout.


  “What are you doing?” She pushed the boys aside and pulled the terrified creature into her arms. “That’s Dame Lamb’s cat!”


  It clawed at her arm, hissing in anger, but she continued to hold it close, stroking its fur and murmuring under her breath as the cat slowly calmed down. Its fur was matted with blood, and as she looked more closely she was horrified to see a piece of string tied tightly around its tail, ripping through the tender flesh. Clumps of fur lay on the ground, and Keira could smell smoke on the animal – she shuddered to think what the poor animal had endured. With the cat still in her arms, she rounded on the boys as they stood glowering in defiance against the alley wall. She was not surprised to see Matthew, Edmund’s youngest brother, among the boys.


  “How dare you treat an animal like this?” she hissed at them, her voice low with anger.


  “It’s just a cat,” muttered Matthew, staring at the ground as he stirred the dust with a grubby toe.


  Keira shifted the cat in her arms to her side, clasping it with one hand as she pulled on the ear of the boy with her other. “This is one of God’s creatures. How would you like to be treated like this? And you,” she said, releasing Matthew’s ear and pointing her finger at the other two boys, “you are all horrible little boys to treat a helpless animal like this.” She was about to say more, when a voice from behind cut her off.


  “How dare you speak to my brother like that?” Edmund snarled. Keira turned around to see him motion Matthew over with a jerk of his head. Matthew moved over to his brother, relief evident on his face, and his friends quickly followed him.


  “He was torturing a cat, Edmund,” she snapped through clenched teeth. “He deserves to be whipped.”


  “Don’t be so stupid,” Edmund said. “You’re the one that should be whipped for being such an interfering busybody. They were just having a bit of fun.” He advanced towards her as he spoke, his hands raised with the intention to strike, and Keira took a step backward, stopping when she felt her back against the wall. Wriggling free of her arms, the cat darted away, disappearing around the corner. The menace on Edmund’s face sent a sliver of fear through Keira, and she glanced around, wondering if there was a way of escape. Seeing none, she pushed herself up to her fullest height and stared straight at Edmund.


  “Your brother is a bully, picking on a helpless creature, and so are you, Edmund Hobbes. If you strike me it will just increase the contempt I have for you!”


  Her eyes widened as he pulled his hand back, and as his fist swung through the air she closed her eyes and braced herself for the blow. But at that moment the sound of a savage growl reached her ears, followed by a dull thud. Her eyes flew open in time to see Edmund flying through the air before hitting the wall opposite, crumbling to the ground in a heap. Next to her stood Aaron, his eyes blazing as he glared at Edmund.


  “Get up, you coward,” he ordered. “Keira is right, you are nothing but a bully. And only a coward would ever strike a woman. If you come near her again, I will make sure it is the last thing you ever do.”


  “Keira is mine,” Edmund hissed as he pushed himself up from the ground. Aaron stared at him for a moment, astonishment etching his features, before he threw his head back and let out a loud laugh.


  “Not only are you a coward and a bully, but I believe you are also deluded,” he said. “I seriously doubt that Keira will ever shackle herself to a man such as you, but perhaps we should ask the lady herself.” He turned to Keira, his face suddenly serious. “Mistress Keira, what do you have to say to this?”


  Keira looked at Aaron for a moment before slowly turning her face to Edmund, her expression contemptuous.


  “I will never be yours,” she ground out. “Now go. Get out of my sight!”


  “You heard the lady,” said Aaron, when Edmund didn’t move. “Go!”


  With an ugly expression of abhorrence, Edmund glanced from Keira back to Aaron before turning and stalking out of the alley. As he disappeared around the corner, Keira slumped back against the wall, her legs trembling.


  “I fear I’ve made an enemy for life,” she whispered, struggling to hold back tears.


  “Don’t be fearful,” said Aaron, moving to stand in front of her. “Edmund knows that going after you will incur my wrath, and he is too much the coward to take that risk.” When Aaron reached out for her, Keira allowed herself to be pulled gently into his arms. She leaned her head against his chest, reveling in the feeling of safety she found in his strong arms. His hand was soothing on her back as he rubbed small circles between her shoulder blades. She lay in his embrace for a few more moments, before reluctantly pulling herself away.


  “How did you come to be here?” she asked.


  “I heard you yelling at the boys,” he said, “so I came to lend you my support. I almost lost all control when I saw Edmund about to hit you. If he had managed to land that blow, he would not have walked out of this alley alive,” he added darkly, turning his face away. His jaw was clenched in anger, and Keira felt her heart racing as she realized that his threat was completely serious, and just what a formidable adversary he could be.
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