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It was early winter, but already the weather was cold. Snow lay on the ground, and the rivers and lakes were covered in a thick layer of ice. Keira stood at the edge of the frozen river watching the five wolves on the opposite bank. She and Aaron, her husband of three months, had just been in the village, visiting her parents, but they had stopped in the forest before continuing their journey home to Storbrook. The wolves were huge; big gray beasts, with yellow eyes that stared at her alert and unblinking in the dull light of dusk. They watched her with an intense hunger, but made no move to cross the icy wasteland. At the front of the pack stood the alpha male, his posture tall and erect, while a smaller female stood at his side. They were gaunt, the deprivations of winter obvious in their dull coats. The male growled low, his eyes focused not on Keira, but on the creature that stood behind her. The breeze shifted slightly, blowing away from Keira and towards the wolves, and the ears of the male rose upright as he bared his teeth, his growl becoming louder. The female moved nervously at his side, her gaze intent on Keira, and after a moment she took a tentative step forward. The male’s growls grew louder, but the she-wolf ignored him, moving cautiously across the ice. 

Keira could feel the hot breath of the wild beast standing behind her, its hulking presence an impenetrable barrier to her escape. It was infinitely more dangerous than the wolves, but Keira felt no fear. Instead, her attention was completely focused on the small pack across the river, and she watched them curiously. The alpha male was watching the beast nervously, but the female, clearly not familiar with the threat, continued to pick her way across the ice. Keira was well aware of her precarious position – if the wolves managed to reach her, she could be ripped to shreds. But she knew that the beast behind her would attack the wolves before they got that close. The she-wolf was growing bolder, her tentative steps becoming more confident as she stood near the middle of the river, where a thin channel of water cut its way through the ice. A low growl rumbled through the air behind Keira, and the female paused, her eyes seeking out the threat as she sniffed the air. She glanced back at her mate, still standing on the riverbank, but before she had a chance to retreat, a burst of flame shot over Keira’s head. The blaze caught the wolf’s coat, and with a yelp she turned and ran, bounding between the other wolves and disappearing amongst the trees as the rest of the pack bolted after her. 

“You set that wolf alight,” Keira said, her eyes still on the retreating forms.

“Don’t spare it too much pity,” the dragon said. “It would have killed you if given a chance. Besides, it will soon seek relief in the cool snow, which will put out the flames.” 

Keira turned to look at the dragon. “Like other wild beasts, it was just looking to assuage its hunger.” 

“That is true,” the dragon replied, “and if it had set its sights on any other creature in this forest, I would not have interfered. But it was hungering after you, my sweet, and that is quite unacceptable.”

Keira smiled as she stretched out a hand to stroke the smooth scales on the dragon’s neck. “I love you,” she said.

The dragon smiled, revealing a mouth of sharp, pointed teeth. His scales glimmered and shone a pale gold in the dull light, while huge wings lay folded across his broad back. A tail, armed with fierce spikes, curled around his body, the tip stretching beyond where Keira stood and curling around her protectively. He bent his long neck, lowering his massive head with its sharp horns which stood stark against the light, and brought his eyes down to her level. They were blazing as brightly as the fire that had streamed from his mouth, and his breath was hot and musky. “And I love you, my beautiful wife.” 
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Keira looked down at the list in front of her, tapping the shaft of her quill against the pot of ink. A streak of sunlight fell from the window across her shoulder, highlighting the rich chestnut browns of her hair. She adjusted the quill and added something more to the list, before setting the instrument back in its stand and nodding to herself. It was the season of Advent, and with the Christmas Feast Day fast approaching, Keira wanted to make sure nothing had been overlooked. The menus for the Christmas season had already been planned with Cook, while Thomas had been tasked with finding a troupe that would entertain the residents and guests at Storbrook Castle. It would not be a large gathering – Keira’s family would be the only guests for the season – but it was the first time she would be celebrating the feast with Aaron, and she wanted everything to be perfect. 

Keira smiled to herself as she leaned back in the chair, then jumped in surprise a moment later when a pair of warm hands descended lightly on her shoulders. She looked up with a smile into Aaron’s tawny eyes as he stepped around the chair, his warm lips descending on hers for a quick kiss. When he pulled away a moment later, the color of his eyes had been swallowed up in a blaze of flames, reminding Keira that the man she had married was not like other men, for just beneath the surface of his human guise burned a creature of such strength and power that just the mention of the beast made people hide themselves in fear. The thought excited Keira, and she reached up to pull the beast back to her, opening her mouth to him as he responded hungrily. His hands were tangled in her hair when he pulled himself away with an audible intake of breath. He pushed himself upright and leaned his weight against Keira’s desk. 

“You seemed very intent in what you were doing.”

“Just putting some finishing touches on my plans for Christmas,” she said. “Thomas has found a troupe willing to risk their lives and provide entertainment at Storbrook.” In fact, most people refused to venture anywhere near Storbrook Castle, where a dragon was rumored to have its lair. What they didn’t know was that the dragon could disguise himself in human form, and often walked amongst them. 

“Thomas is certainly resourceful,” Aaron replied, “and seems to have no qualms about spending gold from the dragon’s hoard. I wonder how much this entertainment is going to cost me.” In Aaron’s tone there was a grudging respect for his steward, one of the few people who knew the true identity of the dragon. Keira stood up and slipped her arms around Aaron’s waist.

“Is the dragon really so miserly that he begrudges a few coins spent on the entertainment of his guests?” she asked. The dragon laughed, and pulled his wife hard against his firm body.

“The only thing the dragon truly treasures is you,” he said, his eyes glowing as he kissed her. He pulled away a moment later, resting his forehead against hers. 

“It looks like we’ll have another guest for Christmas,” he said, drawing away to look into her eyes. 

“We will? Cathryn and Favian?”

“No. Max.”

“Max? Who is Max?” 

“Do you remember Beatrix and James?” he asked, and Keira nodded. Beatrix was Aaron’s aunt, and she and her husband James had been at Keira and Aaron’s blood-binding ceremony a few months before. “Do you remember me telling you that James had fathered two children before he met Beatrix?” Again Keira nodded. “Max is James’s son. From what I’ve heard, he is earning quite a reputation in the city as a rake and a cad. It must run in his genes,” Aaron added cynically. “Beatrix has asked me to send for him in the hopes I can convince him to give up his foolish ways.” 

Keira pulled herself out of Aaron’s arms. “Can you?” 

“I can only try. As Master, it falls to me to bring him into line.” 

“All right. So tell me about him. How old is he?” 

“He’s thirty-five, charming and handsome. Women adore him, his friends admire him, and his enemies, which includes most of the husbands in the city, are jealous of him. He treads a fine line between recklessness and caution, and it is amazing he hasn’t spilled the secret of what he is over the whole city. Or maybe he has, but his friends have been too drunk to give it any attention,” Aaron added dryly. 

“So you think that being away from the city will help?” 

“I’m not sure, but Beatrix thinks I will be able to influence him where others have failed.”

“Why?” 

Aaron turned away and stared out the window at the mountains surrounding Storbrook. “Because my own past has been rather checkered,” he finally replied.

“Yes, but Aaron, you rejected humanity. You stayed away from people. You didn’t drink and carouse with them.”

“You are right, but only partly,” Aaron said, turning around to face her. “For many years I did shun all humanity. But for a while, after Favian tracked me down and forced me into the human world, I went to the opposite extreme. Part of it was because I could – humans are attracted to dragons without knowing why. And part of it was to prove that I was right all along – that people are selfish and irresponsible, and that love makes you weak. I used people, and they allowed themselves to be used. I took advantage of all that the women had to offer, both giving and taking a momentary pleasure that their married lives did not afford.” Aaron smiled grimly. “They loved me for it!” 

Keira eyes widened and she drew in a steadying breath as he went on. 

“I drank with their husbands, matching drink for drink, and they thought I was a great sport even though I trounced them at cards. And the women could not stay away from me – I could ask for anything and they were happy to give it. So you see, I know what Max is doing – I know how powerful and important it makes him feel, and I know how meaningless it all is.” Keira took a step back, holding up her hand when Aaron moved towards her.

“I knew you had been with other women, Aaron, but married woman?” she said. “How many?” 

“Keira, they did not mean anything to me. And I certainly didn’t mean anything to them either.”

“Really? Did you just sleep with them once, or did you have ongoing affairs?” 

“Keira, please.”

“Tell me, Aaron.” 

“Sometimes once or twice, other times more. But Keira, that’s in the past. They meant nothing to me.” 

“But you still slept with them. How do I know that I’m not as meaningless to you as they were?”

“The fact that I married you should tell you that!” Aaron said sharply. He took a deep breath, and ran his fingers through his hair. “I love you, Keira,” he said, his tone softening. He reached for her hands, grabbing them when she tried to move away, and took a step towards her. 

“I cannot take back things I have done, as much as I may wish to,” he said. “But believe me when I say that you hold my heart, and there is no-one else I have ever loved as I love you.”  

Keira stared up at him, her mind spinning with these revelations, but when Aaron wrapped his arms around her, she let him to pull her close, resting her head against his chest. It stung a little, knowing there had been so many others before her, but she could not doubt the love he had for her. They stood in silence for a few moments until she finally pulled away. 

“So you want to invite Max for Christmas?” 

Aaron nodded. “But only if you are comfortable with him being here.” 

“What about Anna?”

Anna. The name hung between them as the memories of what had happened came rushing back. Anna had been abducted the previous autumn by Edmund, who had planned to kill her as revenge against Keira and Aaron. They had found the teenage girl before Edmund could carry out his threat, but ever since the attack she had become even more difficult and self-absorbed than she had been before. 

“Anna is far too young and naive to interest a man like Max,” Aaron said, “and Max is too worldly wise to allow a rude and distrustful girl like Anna to get under his skin. I would never do anything to place Anna in harm’s way. I have failed her and your father once, but I will not do so again. However, I suspect she will ignore Max, and he will do the same.”

“You are not responsible for what happened to Anna, Aaron. If it hadn’t been for you, we would never have found her in time.”

“If it hadn’t been for me,” Aaron responded wryly, “Edmund would never have turned his sights on her. It was my presence that flamed his jealousy for you, and when he turned his anger on Anna, it was only because you were beyond his reach.” 

Keira shook her head, knowing the futility of continuing the argument. “Go ahead and invite Max for Christmas,” she said. “It will be nice to have more company over the festive season, and if he is as charming as you say, he will be a welcome diversion through the dreary months of winter.”
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Anna pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders as she slipped out the side door and picked her way through the snow towards the distant corner of the gardens. The air was frigid, and she curled her hands into fists within her mittens in an effort to maintain the warmth in her fingers. Before her the gardens were covered in a shimmering blanket of silver-white, while behind her the pristine covering had been marred by the trail of her fur-lined feet pushing through the snow, a record of her passing. The trees had long since lost their leaves, and hoar frost clung to the bare branches, the delicate feathering sparkling in the weak rays of winter sun and presenting a stark contrast against the deep blue of the sky. Silence hung in the air, with just the faintest voice occasionally drifting on a wayward breeze from the direction of the towering heap of stone that formed the walls of Storbrook Castle. To Anna, the walls of Storbrook seemed at times to be more like a prison than a sanctuary, and it was at these times that she felt the need to escape the thick walls, dark passages, and smoky halls. Treading through the snow, she filled her lungs with the cold air, then released it slowly, watching as it hung in a small cloud for a moment before dissipating. Peace flooded her mind with each breath, blowing away the dark, depressing thoughts which so often plagued her. 

There was a wooden bench in the far corner of the garden, and it was to this that Anna made her way. The seat of the bench was buried under three inches of snow, smooth and unspoiled until Anna swiped her hand through the thick powder and pushed it onto the ground below. She sat down cautiously – the seat of the bench was cold – before slowly relaxing against the backrest. At her approach, a robin had flown into the branches of a nearby tree, but after a few moments it fluttered back to the ground, foraging around the base of the tree as Anna watched. The winter sun was shining feebly on the glittering landscape, and she lifted her face so she could feel the warming rays on her cheeks. She closed her eyes and allowed the serenity of the moment to filter through her mind. 

A shout in the distant courtyard startled her, nudging open the door that held back the memories of her abduction the previous autumn. They no longer had the power to terrify her, as they had at first, but they still managed to bring a mild sense of panic. She had been nothing more than a tool in Edmund’s hands – an opportunity for him to exact his revenge against Keira for her rejection, and when Anna had stumbled across his path that fateful day, he had seen in her the means by which he could obtain his retribution. Anna no longer recalled the individual events of that terrible afternoon, at least not in her waking hours. The way he had dragged her, pulling her stumbling through the woods, was now just a blur, but she could not forget the terror of those hours. And although she could not recall the exact moment when Aaron had arrived, pulling Edmund from her, she remembered the flood of relief when she realized she was free from him, and that her persecutor was dead. 

It had been Aaron who had saved her that day, but in the deep recesses of her mind Anna could not help blaming him and Keira for all that had happened. After all, it was Keira’s rejection of Edmund that had made him focus on Anna. And surely Aaron should have realized her predicament sooner. If he had, she would not have suffered as much. And the blame didn’t stop with Aaron and Keira. Perhaps if Father had spoken more forcefully against Edmund, once he realized Edmund’s true character, events would have played out differently. 

But it was Mother’s actions that hurt the most. Long before he set his sights on Anna, Edmund had attacked Keira, but Mother had clung to the belief that the son of her dead friend was a man worth defending, even when it meant denying her own daughter. Perhaps if Mother had stood by Keira, Edmund would not have persisted in his belief that she belonged to him. And Mother still did not know how evil Edmund truly was. Father had chosen to protect her by keeping her in ignorance of the terrible events that had affected Anna so deeply, and so she knew nothing about Edmund’s plan to kill her daughter. Father knew Mother would be devastated that the son of her closest friend could have done such terrible things. Edmund’s mother had died years earlier, but as she lay on her death bed, Mary had begged Mother to watch over her boys. Anna guessed that if Mother admitted Edmund’s true character, she would feel that she had failed her friend. Her thoughts returned to the attack, and she shivered slightly. She had not forgotten the feeling of helplessness she had felt when Edmund had taken her; the surety that she was going to die, and there was nothing she could do about it. She never wanted to feel that helpless again. Never wanted to find herself at the mercy of a man again. 

Anna clenched her teeth, grinding them together in annoyance at where her thoughts were leading her. All this reflective thinking was making her miserable once more, and Anna was sick and tired of feeling miserable. She wanted to leave all of this behind her, but where could she go? She knew she could never go back to life in her little village. She had outgrown it, somehow. The girls she had grown up with seemed silly and immature now, thinking only about boys, marriage, and children. 

If she was honest with herself, Anna had to admit that in unguarded moments she wondered what it would be like to be in love. To have a man love you the way Aaron loved Keira. But then she would remember how it was the actions of a man that had made her suffer so much, and she would push the thoughts away. There was no point chasing after a rainbow that only promised an illusion of happiness. She would never be able to trust a man enough to spend the rest of her life with him. She would rather remain a spinster forever. When she had told Keira, her sister was horrified.

“But Anna,” she had remonstrated, “you cannot measure the behavior of all men against that of Edmund. His actions were not the norm, and he received his just desserts for his behavior.” 

“Are you so sure?” Anna had retorted. “What about Widower Brown? Some say he murdered his last wife, although I’m not sure how he managed that since he is barely ever sober. And Gwyn’s father beats her mother.”

“Yes, but look at Father,” Keira pointed out. “He has never raised an angry hand to Mother, and Aaron would never hurt me.”

“Two, Keira!” Anna had shot back. “You can only name two worthy men! And Aaron doesn’t count! So one man. That is hardly a glowing recommendation!”

“There are plenty of others, Anna,” Keira had argued, but Anna remained unconvinced. 

“Maybe there are, Keira, but I would prefer not to risk my future happiness on that chance.” 

Anna shivered again as a slight breeze ruffled her hair. Although it was still early afternoon, the sun was already dropping towards the western horizon, giving way in defeat to the long winter night that followed closely on its heels. Her toes were starting to feel numb through the thick fur-lined boots that wrapped around her feet, and she wiggled them against their confines to get the blood moving once again. Pushing herself up from the bench, she retraced her footsteps, the light glowing in the windows of the castle a beacon that promised a warm fire to chase away the chill.
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It was a clear winter’s day one week later when Keira left the confines of Storbrook, venturing past the castle walls into the snowy landscape beyond. She had convinced Anna to join her as she went in search of boughs of greenery to decorate the castle for the coming season of Christmastide. They were accompanied by Garrick, Cook’s nephew, who lived at Storbrook, helping around in the yard or stable as needed. At sixteen he was a tall lad, but the lack of weight on his gangly frame reminded Keira of an ungainly colt. His sandy hair was cropped short, while his nose and cheeks were scattered with freckles. He didn’t say much, but he had a quick and easy smile that crinkled his blue eyes at the corners. 

Garrick walked apace with the two women, guiding the large, bad-tempered mule that pulled a small sleigh behind it. Keira noticed that Garrick often glanced their way, his eyes falling on Anna as she trudged through the snow which reached almost to their knees, sometimes spilling over the tops of their boots as they hitched up their skirts. 

They had entered the forest when a flash of red caught Keira’s eye, and she pushed aside some branches to see crimson berries, their color bright against the virgin snow on the ground. Waxy leaves of green protected the berries with sharp thorns, and edging closer through the deep drifts, Keira leaned forward to grab the branch. A tall tree stood sentinel over the holly, its thick branches laden with snow, and as she pushed past a branch that stood between her and her goal, the snow slipped off the needles and landed on Keira’s head, covering her neck and shoulders as it slid beneath the neckline of her gown. She shrieked, jerking around in sudden shock, causing more snow to dislodge and fall over her, where it settled around her legs. Anna let out a whoop of laughter, stumbling backwards when Keira narrowed her eyes. Garrick turned away, his shoulders shaking with silent laughter, as Keira gathered a handful of snow, and pressing it into a ball, threw it at her sister. 

The snow splatted against Anna’s chest as Keira lobbed another snowball, this time hitting the unsuspecting Garrick squarely between the shoulders. Keira laughed and he spun around, staring at her in shock; but when another scoop of snow from Keira splattered over his face, he gathered a handful of the white powder, bent on revenge. Laughter rang through the forest as snow sparkled in the air like fairy dust, covering the three players in a fine sprinkling of white that quickly melted into small droplets of water against their hair and cheeks, until finally Keira held her hands up in surrender. 

“Stop,” she gasped, “enough.” Another ball of snow thumped her on the shoulder, and she sank to the ground, laughing, and the other two quickly followed suit. A shadow passed overhead, and Keira glanced up to see the form of a dragon high in the sky. As it circled around them, Keira squinted into the sunlight to try and make out the color, but the creature was silhouetted against the light, and she finally gave up the attempt. Her attention was called back to her companions when Anna’s voice broke the silence.

“Careful, you fool! You’re going to do me an injury!” 

Keira looked up to see Garrick glaring at Anna, a pair of shears in his hand. 

“You shouldn’t have moved,” he said. 

“And you should have been more careful!” she retorted.

“Children, please,” Keira said, holding up her hands, grinning when they both turned to glare at her. Garrick quickly dropped his gaze with a mumbled apology, but Anna continued to glare at her sister for another moment, finally turning away in a half-hearted huff.  

“Garrick, can you cut that pine branch?” Keira said, pointing to the once snow laden bough. “And also some branches of holly.” She directed Garrick to the branches and stems she deemed suitable for her purposes, with Anna soon joining in as she added her own opinion on which specimens were the best, and by the time they were done, the sleigh was a jumble of greenery, with crimson berries breaking the sea of green. 

“Perfect!” Keira said, surveying Garrick’s handiwork, before turning to her sister. Anna’s cheeks were red from cold and laughter, and strands of hair that had worked loose from her braids framed her face. Her eyes were sparkling, and it occurred to Keira that she had not seen her young sister so happy in a long time. She linked her arm into Anna’s, and turned in the direction of Storbrook.

“Are you going to help me decorate?” she asked.

“Definitely not!” Anna replied. “I’m going to go find a warm fire and thaw out my toes.”

“Come on,” Keira coaxed, “it will be fun. You’ll start to feel warmer as soon as we’re back inside.” 

“In that heap of stone? The only place that is warm is directly before a fire!”

“I’ll send for a nice, warm cup of mulled wine,” Keira promised.

Anna sighed. “Fine,” she said, “but it better be warm. And one cup might not be enough!”

The three were shivering by the time they reached the gates of Storbrook, their clothes stiff with cold. 

“Go change into something warmer,” Keira said to Anna, “and I’ll meet you in the solar.” 

Anna nodded as Keira turned to Garrick, instructing him to carry the branches to the hall. 

“Yes, Mistress.” Garrick turned away, leading the mule across the courtyard.

Keira pulled her cloak closer around her as she headed for the doors that opened into the low hall, quickly crossing the floor and mounting the stairs that led to the top of the castle and the chambers she shared with her husband. She could hear voices as she passed the second landing, and remembering the dragon she had seen flying overhead, she hurried on, anxious to remove her damp clothes and make herself presentable. She had just finished twisting her hair into a neat braid when a knock sounded on the door, with a message from Aaron to join him in the solar.

When Keira pushed open the door to the private sitting room a short while later, she was not surprised to see a second person in the room with Aaron. The newcomer looked to be in his early twenties, although Keira knew he was at least a dozen years older. Thick, brown hair curled loosely around his face, while dark gray eyes regarded her curiously. Aaron rose to his feet and crossed over to her.

“You’re cold,” he said, rubbing her hands between his heated ones.

“Anna and I were collecting greenery in the woods,” she explained. “If you think my hands are cold, you should feel my feet.” 

Aaron grinned and leaned towards her, his mouth close to her ear as he whispered huskily. “I look forward to warming not just your feet, my sweet, but we will have to wait until later. Right now we have a visitor.” 

At his words the color sprang into Keira’s cheeks, and she threw a quick glance at their guest – then hurriedly looked away, her heart sinking. The amused grin that he wore confirmed her suspicions that he had heard their exchange. 

“Keira, this is Max,” Aaron said, and the man rose to his feet. Gaining mastery over her emotions, Keira turned and met his amused gaze steadily. 

“Madame Drake,” Max said, executing a neat bow. “I am glad to make your acquaintance. Please accept my humblest apologies for not attending the celebration of your blood binding, but unfortunately I was detained by, um, unforeseeable events.” Keira glanced at Aaron during this speech, to see him looking at Max with a quizzical expression. 

“Very nice, Max,” Aaron said. “Do I dare enquire what, or who, took precedence over your Master?” 

Max flashed Aaron a grin. “That would be telling, Master,” he said as Aaron snorted in response. Max turned back to Keira.

“Thank you for inviting me to celebrate the feast of Christmastide with you. I look forward to the pleasure of your company. And,” he threw Aaron a sly look, “Aaron’s too, of course.” 

“You are most welcome to Storbrook,” Keira said with a smile, turning to seat herself near the fire. “Was that you I saw earlier on?” she asked as Max took the seat opposite the door.

“When you were playing in the snow?” Max said with a laugh. “Yes, that was me. Who were your companions?”

“My sister Anna and Cook’s nephew, Garrick. We were collecting greenery to decorate the castle.”

“Ah! And your sister is also visiting for the feast?”

“No, she lives here at Storbrook.”

“Oh?” Max threw a surprised look at Aaron.

“Yes, she knows what I am,” Aaron said. “It doesn’t matter how she came by this knowledge, but since then she has been cruelly mistreated by a young man who wanted to harm her. She has lived with us since that time. She is young, just seventeen,” he added, his gaze intent on Max, “so I know you won’t show her the slightest attention beyond that which you would show any young relative.” 

“Of course not,” said Max, returning Aaron’s look with a cynical smile. The two men gazed at each for a moment, until Aaron finally nodded. 

“Good. Keira, my sweet, will you please pour us some wine?”
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Anna walked quickly along the cold passages of the stone castle, eager to reach her chambers where a fire would be blazing. But despite the cold, she felt more invigorated and alive than she had in a long time. For a moment, all her cares had been forgotten as she rolled clumps of snow in gloved hands and threw them at Keira and Garrick. She had seen the shock in Garrick’s face when Keira threw the first snowball, but it had only taken a moment for him to lose his inhibitions around his Lady, returning as many volleys as he received. Anna had noticed Garrick watching her, and she knew that he liked her. It amused her to think that she had an admirer, although Garrick was just a boy, even younger than herself. Certainly not someone to be mistrustful around, with his boyish looks and ungainly limbs.

Anna pushed open the door to her chambers, grateful to feel the warmth that had spread from the blazing hearth. A fur pelt lay on the floor beside her bed, and pulling off her damp boots and stockings, Anna sunk her toes into the thick pile with a sigh of pleasure. Plucking the ties of her gown free, she slid the wet garment off her shoulders, allowing it to fall in a heap around her ankles. The damp had also soaked through her chemise, and she went to stand in front of the fire, turning slowly in an effort to dry the thin garment. Her hair had started coming loose from her braid, and tugging the ribbons free, she used her fingers as a comb to separate the damp strands, reluctant to leave the warmth of the fire to fetch the hairbrush beside her bed. 

She had warmed up slightly when she finally moved away from the flames and headed over to the large chest that stood in the corner of the room, in which her gowns were neatly folded. A pink gown of fine wool lay near the top of the chest, and she pulled it out quickly, before hurrying back to the fire and pulling the garment over her head. The cloth was cold after being in the chest, and she shivered as it settled over her frame. A pair of slippers had been placed near the fire, and she pulled these onto her bare feet, grateful that they were a little warmer than the gown had been. With deft movements she twisted her hair into a braid and secured it once more with a ribbon, before leaving the room and heading in the direction of the solar. 

As she neared the room, she could hear Aaron and Keira’s voices through the door, but a third voice made her pause. It belonged to a man, but not Thomas. A visitor, maybe? The door was slightly ajar, and pushing it open, she entered the room, pausing once more when she saw the stranger sitting in a chair directly across from the doorway. She barely heard Aaron speaking as she stared at the man slowly rising to his feet, his gaze locked on hers. A slight smile played around his mouth, while his eyes held a challenge that Anna could not decipher. Perhaps it was the bold stare, or the challenging smile, or the graceful way he pulled himself up to his full height, but whatever it was, a wave of dislike for this stranger swept over her. She stared back at him, her eyes narrowing as his smile grew wider, taunting her, as though he were fully aware of the immediate, intense and irrational reaction towards him. The smile was meant just for her, she knew that straight away, a silent communication between them, and she disliked him even more for it. And she knew, with unerring instinct, that despite his appearance of youth, this was no inexperienced boy who could easily be dismissed. This person standing before her was the fulfillment of her deepest fears. A man who could easily gain mastery and control over any woman he chose. This knowledge was based on intuition, rather than rational thought – all she knew in that moment was that she hated him.

As though speaking from far away, Aaron’s voice addressed her. 

“Anna, this is Max.”

“Max?” With an effort Anna pulled her gaze away from the man standing before her, but not before she saw his lips twist with arrogant humor. 

“Yes. Max Brant. He will be staying at Storbrook as our guest.”

“I see.” Anna nodded as she turned back to the guest. “Max.”

“Anna.” He was still staring at her, and she dragged her eyes away, biting her lip. Her name rolled off his tongue with an air of familiarity which she immediately resented, but before she could think of an adequate retort, he was speaking again. “I saw you playing in the snow earlier today,” he said. His words made her glance back at him. Was he laughing at her? 

“Yes,” she said. She sat down near Keira, who was watching their exchange in silence. 

“You looked like you were having fun.” This time she met his gaze with narrowed eyes. He was definitely taunting her. 

“Tell me,” she said, “how long will you be visiting Storbrook?” 

Once again Max grinned at her, but it was Aaron who answered. 

“As long as he wishes.” 

“I see.” Anna turned to Keira. “When do you wish to start decorating?” she asked. But before Keira could respond, Max was speaking again.

“Why do I get the feeling you wish me gone, Anna?” he asked. Out the corner of her eye, Anna could see both Keira and Aaron look at Max in surprise. 

“I have no idea,” she said. “Just stay well away from me, and I’m sure we will get along famously!” 

Beside her Keira gasped softly.

Max’s smile widened. “Well, that shouldn’t be a problem. I have no desire to keep company with a shrew!” 

Flushing with indignation, Anna leaped to her feet. “And I don’t fancy being burned by a dragon!”

With one swift step, Max closed the distance between them. “Perhaps, darling,” he said, “a little burning is exactly what you need! You might even enjoy it!” 

There was a resounding slap as Anna’s hand connected with Max’s cheek. He didn’t move, but his expression turned mocking.

“Is that all you’ve got?” 

Anna gasped, and spinning on her heel, stomped away. She had only gone a few steps when she paused, then stalking back to Max, poked her finger into his chest. 

“Don’t ever call me ‘darling’ again,” she ground out, before turning once more and marching out of the room. Her legs were trembling as she walked, while her hands shook with rage. The arrogance! The insolence! 

Aaron’s voice rang from the room, his words making Anna stop in the passage to listen. “Max! Just what game do you think you’re playing?” 

“Do you always allow your guests to be treated with such rudeness?” she heard Max respond. 

“She’s a young girl, and you certainly played your part in provoking her,” Aaron said. 

“That is no young girl,” Max said. “That is a young woman who needs to grow up.” 

Anna turned away with a scowl and stalked down the passage in the direction of her room.

She hastened her flight when she heard footsteps behind her, and the sound of Keira calling her name. She was already at her chambers when Keira caught up. 

“Anna! Just what do you think you are doing? How can you be so rude?” 

“Me, rude? Did you hear how he was talking to me? That is the most arrogant, conceited man I have ever met!” 

“Max is here as our guest and is a member of Aaron’s clan. No matter how he provokes you, you need to treat him with courtesy.  You cannot allow him to goad you into unwomanly behavior, Anna.”

“Fine,” Anna snapped, before closing the door in Keira’s face. After a few moments, she heard Keira’s footsteps fade away, and she sunk down on her bed. There was no excuse for her behavior, and she was completely mortified. It was no wonder that Aaron considered her a child when she could not even control her reaction to a stranger. But just the remembrance of his cool arrogance and mocking smile had her grinding her teeth in annoyance. Somehow, she had to remain civil to this rude stranger, but for the life of her, she had no idea how.
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Chapter 6
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Keira made her way slowly back to the solar, wondering at Anna’s response to Max. Anna could be hot-headed and immature at times, but this had been ridiculous. As she approached the room, Keira could hear Aaron and Max talking, but the conversation ceased as she crossed the threshold. Max rose and walked over to where she stood.

“My apologies, Mistress Keira,” he said with an abashed look. “It was my provocation that caused your sister to act as she did.” 

“Thank you,” Keira said, “but Anna’s behavior was inexcusable. I trust she will behave with more decorum in future.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Max replied with a grin. “Decorum might be rather dull after that spirited performance.” 

“Max,” Aaron said warningly, and Max threw him an amused grin.

“But I know my boundaries.”

Supper was served soon after, with Anna seated at the opposite end of the table to Max. The main table, where the master of the estate sat with his wife and guests, was placed on a raised dais at the end of the great hall, overlooking the benches where the servants ate their meal. An occasional laugh or shout rang through the hall over the friendly babble of conversation, but at the main table, Anna sat stiff and silent. After a few attempts at conversation, Keira turned away, ignoring her sister as she leaned forward to talk to Thomas and Max. 

A fiddle was produced by one of the servants when the meal was done, and the benches were pushed to the walls as the diners rose, eager for an impromptu dance, each grabbing the hand of a partner as a circle was formed. Aaron pulled Keira to her feet and led her into the dance, his hand warm around hers. As they swung around the room, Keira saw Garrick approach Anna, and a moment later, she was being led into the circle, laughing and smiling. Max was left alone at the table, but he did not seem perturbed, and after throwing back the contents of his cup, he rose and interposed himself between two serving maids, who giggled, blushing, as he took their hands. 

A few dances later the fiddle was put away, and the servants laughingly cleared the halls of the remnants of supper and turned to their last duties of the evening. Anna had already slipped from the room, and Keira wished Max a goodnight before leaving the hall, Aaron close on her heels.

“Do you think Max will behave himself?” Keira asked as they entered their chambers. 

Aaron shrugged. “He knows he will earn my displeasure if he doesn’t.”

“I wish your displeasure meant as much to Anna,” Keira said with a sigh. “I cannot believe how rude she was!” 

“She’s young. But Max is right – she’s no longer a child, but a young woman. Perhaps Max being around will help her grow up.” 

“You’re not suggesting that Max –” 

“Of course not. But unless she wants to remain in her chambers every day, she will have to learn some restraint and manners in Max’s presence.” 

“Well I hope Max can show some restraint as well,” Keira retorted. “He should not have provoked her the way he did.” 

“No, he shouldn’t have. But he knows that, and I believe he will be more cautious in her presence.” 

“My parents arrive tomorrow. Maybe that will help.” 

“Tomorrow? Then we had better make good use of these few remaining hours before they arrive.” Aaron took a step towards her, his tawny eyes starting to glow slightly. “Of course, there are plenty of places in this pile of stone where we can hide away from prying eyes. A dragon always manages to find a place where he can devour his beautiful victims.” 

“Victims?” Keira said, meeting his gaze in amusement. “And just how many victims do dragons usually hide away?” Aaron bent his head closer to hers.

“It depends on the dragon, my sweet, but in this case the answer is only one!” 

Keira and Anna spent the following morning decorating the castle with the greenery they had collected the previous day, filling the halls and chambers with the fresh scent of pine as they waited for their parents, Richard and Jenny, to arrive. It was a thirty-mile journey on horseback through the mountains, and the light was already failing by the time they reached Storbrook. 

A light meal soon revived them, and they sat with Keira and Aaron in the solar, where the light of a roaring fire flickered against the stone walls. Anna had also joined the little party, but of Max there was no sign.

“How are your wounds, Father?” Keira asked. Richard had been accidentally injured a few months earlier when a group of villagers attempted to draw out and kill the dragon. The wounds had been the inadvertent result of a villager, not the dragon, and although the injuries were near-fatal, dragon blood had worked wonders in healing the wounded man.

“Completely recovered!” Richard replied. “I owe the dragon my life, and will forever remain in his debt.” He glanced at Aaron as he said the words, but Aaron was already shaking his head.

“You owe the dragon nothing,” he said, his voice low. “If anything, the dragon failed you by failing to protect your daughter!”

Richard leaned forward, his reply just as low as he met Aaron’s gaze. “A dragon is not omniscient, son. You did what you could, and for that I am grateful!” 

“How is the reeve?” Keira asked, her voice pulling the two men from their low intercourse. The door of the solar opened, admitting a maid from the kitchen, a tray of sweetmeats weighing down her arms, which she carefully placed on the table before leaving the room.

“He’s recovering slowly,” Richard replied, “but the nature of his injuries means he will no longer be able to serve as reeve. Lord Warren will appoint someone else in the coming months. In the meantime, Edmund is still missing, and the reeve fears his son is dead.” Keira swapped a quick glance with Aaron as she remembered Edmund’s last few moments on earth. He had been killed by the dragon after kidnapping Anna and threatening her life, and the dragon had ensured that there were no remains to be found. 

“It’s very sad,” Jenny said from the cushioned bench where she sat. “You know, his mother, Mary, and I were best friends when she was alive. I’m sure Edmund would have turned out to be quite a fine young man. After all, his mother was such a wonderful woman. So gentle and sweet. Edmund may have made some mistakes, but he was his mother’s son.” Keira and Anna both stared at Jenny in disbelief as she made this speech. Although she had no knowledge of what Edmund had done to Anna the night he died, all indications were that he had taken after his father, who was cruel and proud, rather than his mother. Keira opened her mouth to protest, but Aaron grabbed her hand as both he and Richard shook their heads to silence her. Keira slid a glance over to her sister, but Anna seemed intent on examining her feet, her brows drawn together in a scowl.

“Did you hear that some in the village want your father to become the new reeve?” Jenny continued, oblivious to the heightened tension in the room. 

“No,” Aaron said, glancing at Richard. “I think you would make a splendid reeve. Do you have the favor of Warren?” Although the reeve served the people in the village, it was as the representative of the lord, and it was he who made the appointment. 

“The freemen of the village sent a delegation to His Lordship advocating my appointment, and I believe he will give their proposal due consideration,” Richard said. 

“Excellent.”

Jenny turned her attention to her daughter.  “Keira, I understand that you have a visitor here at Storbrook.”

“Yes,” Keira replied. “Where did you hear that?”

“Jane Tanner told me. She met him at market.” 

Next to her Anna harrumphed. “Probably strutting through the village, making sure everyone takes notice,” she mumbled beneath her breath.

“What’s that, dear?” Jenny asked, but Keira quickly responded before Anna could say anymore.

“Yes, Mother. Max is a distant relative of Aaron’s, and he is staying at Storbrook for the present time.”  

“Really? And how old is he?” she asked, casting a quick glance in Anna’s direction.

“Oh, um ... Aaron?” Keira turned to look at him.

“I believe he will be joining us any moment, so you can ask him yourself,” Aaron said with a grin. Sure enough, the door to the solar opened as the man in question entered the room, and all eyes turned to look at him. Scooting forward in her chair, Anna straightened her back and lifted her chin, refusing to meet his gaze, which traveled around the room to take in the other occupants.

“Aaron, Keira, I see you have guests,” Max said. 

“Max, these are my parents, Master and Madame Carver. They will be staying at Storbrook during Christmastide.” 

“I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Madame Carver,” he said with a smile at Jenny. He turned to Richard. “Master Carver, I believe I saw some of your wares when I stopped at the village market yesterday on my way to Storbrook. I’m sure we will share a very merry Christmas season together. I understand that Keira has organized some wonderful entertainments for her guests. I’m sure,” he added, turning to Anna, “you will enjoy that, Anna. You seem like someone who enjoys entertainments.” 

“Certainly,” Anna said, “when in the midst of genteel company.” Max bowed his head with a mocking smile as Jenny interjected.

“What could be more genteel than the company of family, Anna? And being the only child in our midst, you are bound to enjoy all the distractions that Keira has to offer.” 

Anna’s lips thinned, but she remained silent as she glared at her hands. 

Max helped himself to a sweetmeat on the tray, before taking a seat across from Keira. “What entertainment do you have planned for us, tonight, Keira?” 

“Since my parents are weary from their travels, I thought we could pursue a more sedate activity.” Reaching down, Keira produced a book from beneath her seat. “How about a story?” she said, carefully holding up the precious volume.

“What story?” Anna asked, leaning forward to see the leather-bound manuscript. 

“Guy of Warwick,” Keira said with a grin in Aaron’s direction as he raised his eyebrows at her. 

“I’ve heard of it,” Jenny said. “What is it about?” 

“Guy of Warwick has to prove his worth in order to marry the woman he loves,” she explained. “To do this, he battles all kinds of horrible and fantastic creatures, like huge boars, giants, and dragons.”

“He kills dragons?” Anna said with a glance at Max. “It sounds like a fantastic story! Who is going to read for us?” 

“Max,” Keira said, holding the book in his direction, “would you do us the honors? I am quite convinced you would be an excellent reader.” With a grimace in Aaron’s direction, Max took the proffered volume, and opening it to the first page, started to read.

Anna watched Max closely as he read. He had only delivered a few sentences when he stopped, demanding a drink before continuing. Anna tucked her legs beneath her as she waited, curling her toes to keep them warm. She cradled a goblet of wine in her hand as she listened to the flow of Max’s voice.

Valiant he was, sooth to say

And earned great prizes in every play

As a knight of great valor.

Out of this land he went his way

Through many diverse country

Beyond the sea.

Max’s voice
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