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Prologue
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Keira watched as the great beast circled slowly through the sky, blocking the sunlight for a few seconds on each turn. Fire spewed from its mouth and dissipated in the cool air before the flames reached the ground. All around her people shouted as they grabbed their children and ran for their homes. Doors slammed shut and locks slid into place as buildings were barred from within. Keira shook her head in amusement – a mere door wouldn’t stop a dragon! 

“Come,” Anna yelled, tugging on Keira’s arm, but Keira shrugged her off and stared at the monstrous beast flying above the village. 

The dragon had taken up residence in the mountains some six weeks back, but it had yet to kidnap and devour a single innocent maiden. But people had long memories, and the stories about the last dragon that had lived in the area were not easily forgotten. For many years it had peacefully inhabited its mountain lair, until one day it had suddenly turned on the village. Half the homes had been destroyed by flame before the creature was killed by some brave soul. The only questionable thing this dragon had done, however, 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 or a few precious stones – the villagers didn’t complain too loudly, despite their fears of a grisly death. After all, the payments always exceeded the worth of the animal. But the villagers remained 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 return to the house now.”

“Stop pulling me. I’m coming!” Keira glanced at the creature once more, admiring the way its scales caught the late afternoon light and threw a thousand rainbows against the sky. The dragon was heading away from the village, but as Keira was about to follow Anna, it twisted its long neck and looked down at her, meeting her gaze with bright golden eyes, before turning its enormous body in a slow, fluid motion and lazily flying towards the mountains.
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Chapter 1
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The day was sweltering as Keira sat on her low stool, watching the crowds milling between the narrow lanes. The awning over her table provided little relief from the sun’s burning rays, and she pulled the damp fabric of her bodice from her skin in an effort to find some relief. 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 and wondered, not for the first time, what her younger sister was up to. She saw no sign of her, but that was hardly surprising. Just that morning she’d suggested that Anna should help out more at the stall, but their mother had been adamant in her refusal.

“Anna is too young to mind the table,” Mother had replied. She hadn’t noticed Anna standing in the corner where she made a face at her sister.

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

“Now Keira!” her mother responded sharply. “Don’t be impertinent. I’ve said that Anna is too young, and that is the end of the discussion.” 

Keira sighed. Anna did not have a grain of responsibility, 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 rose from her seat, and surreptitiously lifted her skirts in an effort to cool her ankles as she walked to the front of the table that displayed her father’s wares. He was a Master Craftsman, and the pieces reflected both his skill and the pride that he took in his work. Each piece had been sanded to a surface so smooth it felt almost soft to the touch, inviting customers to run their fingers over the different items. 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. They had been displayed to show off the quality workmanship, and Keira rearranged some of the plates to exhibit the natural beauty of the wood. She glanced around the marketplace as she worked – it was a riotous assault on the senses, where colors, smells and sounds competed for notice. Sellers shouted their wares, adding to the cacophony made by animals penned at the back of the square, while customers raised their voices above the din as they strove to negotiate the best prices. Merchants displayed their goods in every available corner of the square, leaving shoppers only a few feet to negotiate between the stalls as they pushed and shoved past each other. Keira always felt a moment of relief when the market closed for the day and she could escape to the solitude of the forest. 

As Keira returned to her stool, she noticed that something had caught the attention of the other merchants, and she turned to see a stranger making his way between the stalls. That in itself was not a cause for comment, as the village was on a busy road that brought pilgrims, traveling bands of mummers and other wayfarers, but this stranger was not like those who usually passed through. 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, with finely woven woolen hose that disappeared into heeled boots that reached to his knees. His hat, perched neatly over one ear, was also made of velvet, with a feather that curled over his other ear; 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. He continued to browse the stalls as he made his way slowly along the narrow path, pausing to examine the different wares on display. Occasionally he would pull out a small leather purse, and Keira could see how the contents weighed down the soft skin. Some of the merchants called out, willing him to spread his coin at their stalls, and he stopped to banter with them as they pointed out their wares. 

As he made his way closer, Keira guessed 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 powerful stride which exuded confidence and strength. She wasn’t the only maiden with her eyes glued to his handsome form, she realized with a self-conscious smile. 

He continued to weave his way between the stalls, and Keira was amused to see that his audience was growing. He was clearly out of place in the nondescript little village that Keira called home, and the shoppers nudged each other as he walked by. She laughed to herself as they openly speculated about the weight of his purse, but he paid no attention to the stir he was causing. Instead, he continued to browse the stalls – buying little trinkets at some; replacing the items with a smile and friendly word at others. He was almost at 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, 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. He picked up a bowl and ran his finger over the smooth surface, then lifted his gaze to meet Keira’s.

“This is just what I’m looking for,” he said.

Keira cast him a speculative look. “You’re shopping for plates and bowls?” she said. “Why?”

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

“But surely you have many plates?” 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. 

“You’re right,” he replied, “I do, but I’ve recently moved 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. Her father’s craftsmanship was fine, but she knew that it wasn’t wood that usually graced the tables of the wealthy.

“Yes.”

“Don’t you have servants to take care of such trivialities?”

“I do,” he said. “My steward is quite capable of handling such matters, but since I’m here, there’s 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? One would be inclined to think you don’t want anyone to buy your wares,” he said with an amused smile. “I haven’t moved into the village, as you’re 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 spine. The castle was hidden deep in the mountains, a good thirty miles away; and although few in the village had ever seen the mountain fortress, there wasn’t a child who hadn’t shivered in fear and delight at its purported horrors. It was rumored that the castle had once been the lair of a maiden-devouring dragon that had roamed through the mountains 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. 

“Storbrook Castle,” Keira said. “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 any half-gnawed bones around Storbrook. I have heard about this dragon, though.” The man glanced around before leaning towards Keira, his hands on the table as he lowered his voice. “How many beautiful damsels have been snatched up by this dreadful monster?”

The man’s warm breath washed over Keira’s cheek, and she shivered slightly. “None,” she said, her voice matching his. “No damsels, beautiful or otherwise, have disappeared from our village or any of the other villages in the area. Perhaps our dragon isn’t quite so dreadful after all.”

“You don’t fear the beast?” he asked in surprise, straightening to his full height.

“No, why should I?” she said with a smile. “It hasn’t done anything fearful.” 

“But you must have heard about the monstrous creature that lived here before?”

“I have,” Keira replied. “People say that it lived peacefully in the mountains for many years before attacking the village. But it seems rather strange, don’t you agree? Surely something must have provoked it to make it attack so suddenly.” She glanced towards the mountains. “As for this dragon, I rather like it!”

The man stared at her in stunned silence for a moment, then swept his hat off with a smile and delivered a courtly bow.

“Please allow me to introduce myself. Aaron Drake at your service.” The sun glanced off his light brown hair, highlighting streaks of gold that shot through the brown. It was held in place by a red ribbon, tied at the nape of his neck. His eyes were a light tawny brown flecked with gold, unusual in their lightness. Even his skin seemed to take on a golden sparkle in the sun. Keira recognized the name Drake – Storbrook Castle had been owned by Drakes for generations, but it had stood empty for years. “And you are ...?” he prompted, when she didn’t respond. 

“Keira Carver ... milord,” she said. She glanced over her shoulder when she heard footsteps, to see her mother returning from her morning repast.

“Keira,” she said, “I’ll help this gentleman while you go home and have your meal.”

Keira turned away as Mother began to point out the subtle colors of the wood grain and the fine design of the various pieces, but before she left, she glanced over her shoulder 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 lighting her face.
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Keira lived with her parents in a small house at the end of the village, where they owned a few acres of land. As a landowner, Master Carver was considered wealthy by village standards, and he had ensured that his daughters received a basic education from a traveling tutor. The man 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 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.

The only other landowner in the village was the village reeve, Matthew Hobbes, who served the manorial lord by upholding his interests within the village and maintaining law and order in the surrounding area. The appointment was made at the lord’s discretion, and the villagers had little say in who was chosen. 

As Keira headed home, she pushed her way through the crowded market and past the village church that overlooked the square. Beside the church was a small, shadowed churchyard, and behind that was a large field with a well-worn path that led into the forest at the foot of the mountains. Keira knew the path well – it also led to a small lake that was a favorite swimming hole for the villagers. Arriving at the house, Keira skirted around the building and entered through the kitchen where Mary was stirring a large pot over the fire. Keira greeted Mary with a smile as the housekeeper bobbed her head.

“Morning, Mistress. ‘‘Ere for your dinner? It’s fish pie.” 

“Wonderful, thank you, Mary.” 

For as long as Keira could remember, Mary had been mistress of the Carvers’ kitchen. Each morning, she arrived just after sunup to take command of the household, and did not leave until after dark, when the pots in the kitchen shone like new. She delivered her directives to Bess, the young housemaid, in an imperious voice that had the girl running from room to room in fright, but Keira knew that Mary had a soft, motherly heart. When Anna and Keira were younger, she’d scolded them many times when they returned with muddied gowns or torn aprons, but she always slipped a treat into their pockets before sending them on their way once more. 

Sometimes, if Keira awoke before Mary arrived for the day, she’d invite the woman’s censure by creeping into the kitchen and lighting the fire so that the heat could begin to warm the bedroom above. She’d endured many a scolding about doing work beneath her station, but she knew Mary was secretly pleased at her display of independence.

She slid into the bench at the large kitchen table and waited as Mary placed a bowl before her. A wonderful aroma of fish, herbs and spices, cooked within a crispy pastry, assailed her nose, and her mouth watered as she slid her spoon into the lightly browned shell. 

Half an hour had passed when Keira left the house and headed back to the market. In the distance loomed the mountains, stretching as far as the eye could see in either direction. Keira had never been beyond the mountains, and she often wondered what marvels could be seen there. Her tutor had told her once about a large city where hundreds of people lived, and where anything could be bought for a price. Keira’s mind wandered back to the stranger at the market. Perhaps he’d lived in the big city. How strange to leave that behind for a remote and mysterious castle in the middle of the mountains. Especially if the dragon really did live in caves nearby. There were few who were not terrified of the creature, and fewer still, Keira guessed, who’d want to live so close to such a dangerous beast. Keira thought of the first time the dragon had flown over the village, some three months earlier. The villagers had fled to their homes in terror, but necessity had forced them from their hiding spots a few days later. It had taken a few more weeks before people began to resume some semblance of their normal lives, but even then, they’d scurried for shelter every time the dragon had flown overhead. 

Keira supposed that the reaction of the villagers shouldn’t be too surprising. Eighty years may have passed since a dragon had last inhabited the Northern Mountains, but when it died, it had left behind a village frightened and scarred. It had lived in its mountain lair, so the story went, for many years without bothering a single soul. In fact, some even argued that the villagers were quite happy to have a dragon living close by. If ever the village were attacked, they thought, perhaps the dragon would assist them in their defense. But that had all changed when the dragon tried to abduct a maiden from the village. The story was a little murky on the details, but all agreed that the dragon would certainly have killed her if it hadn’t been for the young man who’d bravely – and single-handedly – attacked the dragon so he could rescue the maid, then raised the hue and cry that brought others to his side. The dragon had burnt down half the village and killed some of the villagers before finally breathing its last. The woman’s fate was unknown, but everyone agreed that dragons were dangerous. As though drawn by her thoughts, the dragon glided over the village as Keira reached the market, making the villagers clutch their children closer as it climbed into the mountains.

Keira often saw the dragon soaring through the sky in the days that followed. When it first came to the mountains, the sightings were few and far between, but now it regularly flew over the village, soaring low as if to see what the villagers were doing. Sometimes it flew so close, Keira could hear the massive wings as they cut through the air, and feel the heat that emanated from the beast. She always stopped to watch as it soared past, admiring the way its golden wings cut through the blue sky, holding its huge frame as though it weighed no more than a feather. Its golden gaze would catch hers, and she’d hold her breath as she stared back, marveling at the dragon’s beauty. It was, she decided, more splendid than anything she had ever seen. 

A week passed before Keira saw Aaron again. She was at the market, negotiating the sale of a dozen cups when she looked up to see him standing a few feet away, his light eyes watching her as she worked. He nodded in greeting, but stayed away until she had completed the sale.

“Good morning, Mistress,” he said when the customer moved away. “I’ve come to make another purchase.” 

“Milord,” Keira said, “I understand you’ve already purchased enough plates and bowls to feed a large household.” 

“My cook tells me we need a new platter.” 

“Your cook? She discusses such matters with you?” 

Aaron smiled. “She told my steward, and since I was coming into the village, I offered to make the necessary purchase.” 

Keira picked up a platter and handed it to him. After all, what the man did was his own concern. “Is this the size you’re looking for?” 

Aaron frowned. “I’m not sure. I didn’t think to ask her the size. I’ll take it, and if it’s too small, I’ll come back for something larger.” 

“Or send your steward.” 

“Oh, I’m not sure about that. I rather enjoy making my own purchases. I meet such interesting folk! People in the city are so dull and conventional, always doing and saying what polite society demands.” His tone was amused, but Keira didn’t miss the teasing barb hidden within his comment.

“I’ve never been to the city,” she said, “so I don’t know how people act there. I prefer to be myself and speak my mind.” 

Aaron laughed. “Yes, I already know that much. I didn’t intend an insult – you’re like a refreshing breath of air.” 

Keira pointed at the platter. “Are you purchasing this or not?” 

Aaron smiled and pulled out his purse. He handed her a few coins, waving away her protest that it was too much. “Consider it a down-payment on my next purchase,” he said, and walked away.

“Who’s that?” 

Keira turned to see the son of the reeve walking towards her. Edmund Hobbes was a year younger than her, and Keira had known him all her life; in fact, they had practically been raised together. Their mothers had been great friends, until Mary Hobbes had died a few years before. 

“Master Drake. He’s moved into Storbrook Castle.” 

Edmund whistled. “Indeed! Why would anyone want to move into that place, I wonder?” 

Keira remained silent, wondering the same thing. Edmund watched the retreating figure for a moment, then turned back to Keira, his blue eyes capturing hers. He was a good-looking man, Keira acknowledged, with high cheek bones and a strong jaw. His lips were full, giving him a slightly sensual look. He leaned closer, his eyes narrowed and his mouth grim. “You aren’t becoming too friendly, I hope. He looks like a dangerous man.” Before Keira had a chance to respond, he pulled away again and looked over her shoulder. “Madam Carver,” he said as Keira’s mother drew near, “Shouldn’t you be inside on such a hot day? I’m sure Keira would be happy to mind the table alone, although, of course, I’d be glad to offer whatever assistance she requires.” Keira groaned quietly to herself. The last thing she wanted was Edmund’s company.

“Oh, Edmund, you’re so kind,” Mother replied, her hand fluttering lightly at her chest. “You’re right, of course, it is a frightfully hot day, but I couldn’t possibly leave Keira to manage all on her own. Mistakes can so easily be made!” Keira took a deep breath and turned away. 

“In that case,” Edmund said, “I’ll leave you to your work.” He gave her a charming smile. “Good day.” 

Keira watched as Edmund walked away. He stopped to exchange a few words with Sarah Draper, then waved at Gwyneth Jones across the way. They laughed and giggled, pleased at the attention.

“Edmund is such a lovely young man,” Mother said. “Always so considerate.” 

“Where’s Anna, Mother?” Keira said.

“Anna? I saw her earlier. I think she was with Jane. Why?” 

“Well, perhaps Edmund is right – you should be inside. Anna could help me here, and maybe learn a little more about the business.” 

Mother waved her words away. “Anna’s young. Let her have her fun. I’m happy to stay here and make sure everything runs smoothly.” Keira smiled tightly and reached beneath the table to place Aaron’s coins in the strongbox.
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Keira pulled away from the huge cauldron over the fire and wiped the back of her hand over a sweaty forehead. She was helping Mary pickle the first cucumbers of the season, and it was hot, tedious work. Delaying it would mean that the fruit was ruined, however, so Keira had resigned herself to the unpleasant task, glad, at least, she had Mary to share it with. Bess was outside, washing the dirty laundry, and as for Anna – well, she’d poked her head in once and reluctantly helped to turn the massive ladle, but when she’d been sent to draw fresh water, she had disappeared, leaving the empty bucket beside the well.

“Ah, that child,” Mary had said, shaking her head in dismay when the bucket was discovered.

“She should be dragged back here and tied to the table,” Keira said angrily.

“P’rhaps. She’s a young’un.” 

“She’s not a child anymore,” Keira said. “People shouldn’t indulge her.” 

“Well, you can’t blame ’er for taking advantage when no one stops ‘er, can you?” Mary said. “And we both of us know it’s not up to you to say no.” 

Keira sighed. “I know.” She fanned away the scalding steam as Mary added more water to the pot. It had been incredibly hot for days now – a heat wave, Aaron had called it. He came to the market regularly, always stopping at the wood carver’s store for some item or other. Keira had stopped asking him about his steward – for whatever reason, he preferred to make the purchases himself. Keira hadn’t missed the fact that he usually came by when she was alone, and she smiled to herself. Clearly, he was a creature of habit, who did the same things at the same time each day. There were times, of course, when Mother returned before he left. At first, she’d been delighted to have a new customer – especially one who spent so lavishly – but lately she’d begun frowning when she saw him talking to her daughter, and her manner had become abrupt and terse. As if noticing her discomfort, Aaron did not linger over his shopping, but left as soon as the transaction was completed, with a smile in Keira’s direction. 

Keira let go of the ladle and rested her hands on her hips for a moment. Knots were forming in her back, and she twisted around, trying to loosen them. It would take all day to finish the preserving, and she was already starting to ache. She glanced at the door, wishing she could leave her responsibilities behind as Anna so carelessly did, before taking the ladle once more and stirring the bubbling contents.

The hot weather had still not broken when, a week later, Keira headed out of the house with a basket over her arm, heavy with jars of preserves. They were a gift for Dame Lamb, an elderly, but sprightly widow who lived at the other end of the village. Keira couldn’t remember her husband, he’d died so long ago, but she had many fond memories of the old lady. As a child Keira had sat at her feet as she pedaled the spindle, listening in delight as she told her tales of days gone by, when fairies and brownies still showed themselves to the humans of the world. Keira had listened in fascination, eager to know more about the magical little creatures. If only she had wings like a fairy, she could explore the whole world! When she’d told Dame Lamb, she’d shaken her head. 

“There are other things out there, my dear,” she said. “Other creatures that aren’t so friendly and kind. Monsters that are cruel and vicious. Best to stay close to home.” Keira disagreed. One day, she told herself, she’d see what lay beyond the mountains. 

“Mistress Keira!” 

Keira looked around in surprise, jolted from her musings. She smiled when she saw Aaron Drake. “Milord.”

“Milord is very formal,” he said. “I think we’re well enough acquainted for you to call me Aaron. Where are you headed?”

“I’m taking these to Dame Lamb,” she said, lifting the cover off the basket to show him the contents. “She lives at the other end of the village.”

“Really! What a coincidence. I happen to be headed that direction too,” Aaron said. “Perhaps we can walk together.” He fell into step beside her. “Have you seen your dragon lately?” 

“He’s my dragon now, is he?”

“I’ve noticed how you watch it whenever it passes over the village,” he said. “I think you’re quite taken with the creature.” 

“He is rather handsome.” 

“Handsome? A dragon! Are you sure you aren’t befuddled?” Keira laughed as he continued. “Although, if this dragon has a penchant for beautiful damsels, I’m sure you’re at the top of his list.”

Keira blushed. “Milord!” she said. “You are being very ...” 

“Forward?” he finished with a grin.

“Absolutely.”

Aaron watched her for a few moments. “You haven’t answered my question,” he said.

“What question?” 

“Have you seen the dragon much?” 

“Actually, I saw him this morning. It used to be that we never saw him, but lately ...” Her voice tailed off. “Some villagers are waiting for young maidens to start disappearing.” Keira looked at the sky as she spoke, her eyes scanning the horizon as they walked through the village. There was no sign of the dragon, however, and she turned her gaze back to Aaron, startled to see him watching her with an unfathomable expression. It 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, otherwise you could well be his first victim.” The color rose in Keira’s cheeks, and she glanced away to hide her blush. “What do you think its lair looks like?” Aaron continued in a low voice. “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’d prefer not to become the fiend’s next meal. Of course, if the creature abducts you, I’ll 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’ve 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’m 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?” 

“Yes, I’m afraid it does,” he said. “One of my ancestors had the temerity to possess a nature as fierce and mean as a dragon. His friends called him Drake and the name stuck. 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 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 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.

“Since he hasn’t taken anyone from the village, 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 she caught Aaron’s grin, she flushed in embarrassment. “You’re laughing at me,” she said sheepishly.

Aaron hastened to reassure her. “No, no. I’m not laughing at you. You’ve 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 glanced around to see that they had reached the other end of the village. 

“This is the home of Dame Lamb,” she said, stopping in front of a small, wood-framed cottage, its bright whitewashed walls contrasting with weather-darkened timber beams. Bright blooms, wilting in the sun, clung to the wall, and the front stair was swept clean. “Thank you for your company, and good day.”

“Good day, Keira,” Aaron said, 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 and lifted it to his lips. They brushed against her knuckles, and a tingle ran down the length of her spine. “I look forward to our next encounter, beautiful damsel.” He dropped her fingers and turned away, leaving Keira staring after him in bemusement.
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Chapter 4
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The front door to the little house was open, and Keira called out a greeting. 

“Come in, come in.” Dame Lamb hobbled to the door, smiling when she saw Keira standing at the threshold. “How lovely of you to come and visit.” 

For as long as Keira could remember, Dame Lamb had been old. Her white hair was neatly tucked away at the nape of her neck and hidden beneath a lacy cap, while long, bony fingers clasped the shiny knob of a walking stick which wobbled slightly as she shuffled towards the door.

She nodded at the basket in Keira’s hand. “What’s that you have, dear? Have you brought me some of those wonderful preserves Mary is so renowned for?” 

“Indeed, I have.” Keira pulled the cloth off the basket, revealing the contents.

“Wonderful!” The old lady tapped her stick on the ground. “Well, don’t just stand there, girl. Come inside and sit down.” 

Keira followed her obediently, taking a seat on a stool which rocked precariously. Beneath her feet the floor rushes rustled while fleabane and lavender, strewn over the rushes, released their sweet fragrances. She glanced around the room, taking note of the bed that had been placed near the large, open fire. 

“Your father moved my bed downstairs for me,” Dame Lamb said. “I couldn’t manage the stairs any longer.” 

“I’m sorry.”

“Tsk, don’t be! We all have to get old sometime, child. I’ve outlasted my husband by twenty years. It’s about time I moved on.” 

“Don’t say that,” Keira said. “Who would tell us about the faeries if you weren’t here?” 

Dame Lamb’s eyes sparkled merrily. “You, of course, my dear. Why do you think I told you all the old tales?” 

Keira laughed. “I thought you were just diverting my attention so I wouldn’t interrupt your spinning.” 

“Well, that too!” she said dismissively. “Now pour us some wine, child. You know where to find the cups.” 

Keira headed over to the heavy wooden cabinet in the corner. The shelves were sparse, with just a few cracked wooden bowls and plates, and two clay cups. She took them down and filled them with watered-down wine from a pitcher on the table. 

“Not too much, child,” said Dame Lamb. “Wine is dear these days.” Keira returned some of the wine before handing the old lady a cup. She took a sip, and puckered her mouth. “Dreadful stuff,” she said. She placed her cup on the table and turned to look at Keira. “Now, my dear, when are you getting married?” 

Keira spluttered out a mouthful of wine. “Married, Dame Lamb? I have no plans to get married.” 

“Well, why not? I was married at fifteen, you know, and like me, you’re also getting on in years.” She grinned, revealing a gap between her teeth. “It’s about time you got married and relieved your father of the burden of providing for you. What about young Edmund? I seem to recall your mother saying once that you were intended for each other.” 

“Dame Lamb,” Keira protested. 

The old lady held up a hand. “I know you don’t want to discuss this, child, but someone needs to talk some sense into you. What is your objection to Edmund?” 

Keira turned to look out the small window. Dame Lamb was not the only one concerned about her future. 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.

“What are you waiting for?” her mother had railed in frustration. “Reeve Hobbes has spoken to your father about finalizing a marriage contract between you and Edmund.” 

“I don’t want to marry Edmund, Mother,” Keira had said.

“If not Edmund, then who? Widower Brown? He’s expressed a desire to take you to wife many times over the last five years. He doesn’t have Reeve Hobbes’ fortune, but he does have some money.” 

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. 

Mother nodded, noting Keira’s shudder with satisfaction. “Edmund will make a fine husband, Keira. He’s charming and thoughtful, and will give you a comfortable life. One day he’ll replace his father as reeve, and you’ll have the chance to expand your social circle beyond our little village. You know it was the dearest wish of his mother and I that you two would form an alliance.”

Keira sighed. It was true that Edmund was charming and thoughtful – when he chose to be. But he had a mean streak that Keira could not ignore. She thought of young Jamie, a boy from the village. He was sweet and kind, but a little slow in the head, and walked with a gait. She had come across Edmund and his friend Alan teasing Jamie once, poking him with a stick to get him to move faster. She’d quickly intervened, stepping between Jamie and Edmund. Edmund had laughed, but he’d narrowed his eyes in a way that sent a sliver of fear through Keira. A few days later, someone had thrown Jamie down the well. He was rescued a few hours later, sobbing and incoherent, but when he’d finally calmed down, he refused to name his tormentor. Keira had no doubt, however, that Edmund had been responsible. 

That wasn’t her only complaint about Edmund. At the annual harvest festival the previous year, he’d grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her into the shadows of the churchyard. He’d stroked her face, then grabbed her chin when she tried to pull away. He’d kissed her then, forcing her lips apart with his tongue, and when she resisted, he slapped her across the face. “You’ll be more obedient when you’re my wife,” he’d snarled, before turning and stalking away. 

As she’d stood before Mother afterward, Keira rubbed her hand over her mouth, trying to erase the memory of the kiss. “Edmund’s not the person you think he is,” she said.

“Nonsense,” Mother had said briskly. “All boys have their youthful foolishness. But he’ll make a fine husband.” 

Keira was brought back to the present when Dame Lamb patted her hand. “There are worse things than being married to that boy, my dear,” she said. “Starving at the side of the road would be far less tolerable. If not Edmund, settle on another man and secure your future.” 

Keira smiled absently. The truth was, she could not imagine spending the rest of her life with anyone from the village. 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. The image of Aaron rose in her mind, but she pushed it away forcefully. He’d probably be gone in a matter of months, if not weeks, back to the city. She was fortunate that her parents had not yet forced her into marriage, but it was just a matter of time before they took matters into their own hands. Lately the possibility of taking holy orders had become more appealing. As a bride of Christ, she would not be a burden to her family, and her life would have some purpose and direction. She’d 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 took her leave of Dame Lamb a few minutes later. She’d only gone a few steps when she heard someone call her name, and she turned in dismay to see Edmund walking 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.”

“Don’t forget you’re intended for me, Keira,” he said. “I’ll not be made a fool of.” 

“Until we’re betrothed, you have no say in the matter, Edmund,” Keira said, turning away from him. He caught her by the arm and spun her back to face him.

“You think you have a choice, Keira, but you don’t. That man would never be interested in the likes of you. We both know you’d never be more than a
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