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      The devil was on his heels, and the gates of hell yawned open before him, luring Stefan de Bar closer to the dark, foreboding structure of Breckenridge Castle. It was a mistake to go in there. He felt it in his bones. Something evil lay in wait for him, but his sense of loyalty to his family moved him forward. Turning back was not an option. The trail led here, and he wasn’t about to stop searching now.

      “She’s in there,” he said under his breath to his younger brother, MacKay, who’d accompanied him on his quest to find and bring back their sister, Rapunzel. Stefan was the eldest of the seven de Bar siblings, and also the least reckless of the bunch. Stefan felt it was his responsibility to watch after his siblings and see to their safety.

      Raising a hand in the air, the entourage of two dozen soldiers that followed him in this pursuit fell back and waited for his next command. He felt time was of the essence and something bad was closing in on him. It was an unsettling, odd feeling that settled in the pit of his stomach and burned like a hot poker against his gut. It was as if his pursuit was not only to find his sister – but also to find something else. He was chasing, yet it felt as if he were being chased. He was running toward his sister – yet somehow felt as if he were also running away . . . from himself. He didn’t understand it, nor did he have time to ponder the thought. His mission was to find his sister and bring her home safely. He needed to focus on his intent since he had a small group of his brother’s men under his command.

      Rapunzel had, at one time, been protected in a nunnery – having been put there by their father for her own safekeeping. But recently, the old witch, Hecuba, had abducted her. Could things possibly get any worse?

      “Are you sure she’s in there?” MacKay asked, holding his sword at the ready. MacKay wasn’t as tall as Stefan’s height of well over six feet. Stefan also outweighed him. MacKay’s dark hair was more like that of their twin brothers, Arnon and Hugh, while Stefan’s hair was a tawny brown and down to his shoulders but not nearly as long as the twins’ hair that reached to their waists.

      The night was dark and the chill of the air bit at their skin, feeling like the sting of an adder foretelling of something awful to come. They’d followed the trail of the old witch to Breckenridge. From the word of several witnesses, they had proof that a young woman with a long, golden braid of hair that hung well past her feet was traveling with her.

      “I’m almost certain,” replied Stefan. “However, I’d feel better if we had Hugh here to help track the witch’s scent.” Hugh was their brother who had the little problem of shapeshifting into a wolf at night, thanks to their father’s ex-lover, Hecuba, cursing him. She’d also cursed their brother, Arnon, who had shapeshifted into not only a wolf – but also a frog at one time.

      “The gates are wide open, and I hear fighting,” said Stefan’s squire, Trumble. Trumble was nearing the age of knighthood and was one of the bravest men Stefan knew. However, the boy was restless with bloodlust in his veins – a lot like MacKay. He liked to attack first and ask questions later, but Stefan didn’t operate that way at all. “I say we storm the castle now,” said Trumble eagerly, peering through the darkness. There was a field between them and the castle. A slight fog rose up from the warm, swampy waters of the moat.

      “I agree,” added MacKay, siding with the young squire. MacKay was five years younger than Stefan’s age of nine and twenty years. Only the twins, Arnon and Hugh, were married, but they also had castles and soldiers who were loyal to them. Stefan had served as his brother Hugh’s steward after King Edward III gave Hugh a castle. And Arnon had gained his castle through marriage after marrying a witch of the swamps. Stefan had no wife, nor did he have a castle or men who answered to him. No matter how hard his father tried to urge him to storm a castle and take what he wanted, Stefan wasn’t sure that was the right thing to do. He fought loyally for his king as well as for his brother, but he’d only been following orders. Giving orders to plunder, kill, and pillage for no other reason than greed was not something he could do with a clear conscience, no matter what the bounty was in the end.

      “Nay! We don’t know who’s in there nor who they’re fighting or why. I don’t like it.” Stefan’s eyes moved back and forth as he scanned the grounds. “It could all be a trap set up by Hecuba. She could be making it seem like a battle when there isn’t one at all.”

      “God’s eyes, Stefan, I can hear people screaming and swords clashing,” said MacKay. “Someone in there might need our help.”

      “Or we could be walking into what brings about our own deaths,” rallied Stefan. “We need to find out more before we go rushing inside the castle walls.”

      Breckenridge Castle was old and worn but, still, a possible strong fortress, constructed of stone and not wood. It had an iron portcullis that was open, and the massive, wooden drawbridge was down and ready for entry, stretching across the eerie, green moat. The smell of the water almost made him retch as the stench wafted through the air around them. Uneasiness and anxiousness hung heavy amongst the men. Stefan couldn’t blame them at all.

      He didn’t want to lead his brother’s men into the midst of a battle and would never even consider it if he hadn’t had the feeling his sister was being held prisoner inside. Rapunzel could be in trouble.

      MacKay started to move his horse forward, but Stefan’s hand shot out and grabbed him by the wrist to still him. MacKay looked at him in confusion. The light from the half-moon shone in his green eyes. “You’re serious? We’re not going in?”

      “We need to be more cautious,” Stefan told him. “I have an uneasy feeling about this. We need more information first.”

      “By the rood, Stefan,” growled MacKay. “You are being overly cautious again. Now stop it.”

      “No one knows we’re here,” chimed in Trumble. “We can take them by surprise. Then we’ll find your sister and get out of here quickly.” He brushed a long blond curl of hair away from his forehead as he spoke.

      “Mayhap, we can take the castle for ourselves,” added MacKay. “So, what are we waiting for?”

      “Nay. There’s no need to be reckless,” Stefan tried to convince them but, as always, it only made the others think he was weak. “If our sister is in there, we can’t do anything that might jeopardize her life.”

      “You are always worrying. Now, stop it and start acting like a warrior,” said his brother. “Let us attack.”

      “These are Wolf’s men who follow me,” Stefan said, using the name that everyone called his brother, Hugh. “I am responsible for them, and I’ll not make hasty decisions.”

      “If you ever have your own castle and soldiers someday, I pity those in your service.” MacKay shook his head.

      “I’m sorry I’m not as bloodthirsty as the rest of you, but I’m in command now, and you’ll follow my lead.”

      “Look in the tower window,” said Trumble pointing up into the night sky. “There’s somebody up there.”

      Sure enough, in the high west tower there was a slight movement, and then the flicker of candlelight as well.

      “It’s Rap,” said MacKay, using the name they called their sister, Rapunzel. “She’s with someone.”

      “Hecuba,” spat Stefan, spying the witch holding a candle, illuminating the distraught face of their frightened sister. Rap’s long, golden hair was braided and wrapped around her waist twice before it was flipped up and over one shoulder.

      Hecuba loved to curse the children of her past lover. Hair that kept growing at a tremendous rate was the curse the witch bestowed upon his sister, Rapunzel. If she tried to cut the hair, it only grew faster and got thicker in the process. It was long and heavy and very burdensome.

      Hugh and Arnon’s curses were even worse – shapeshifting into wolves and a frog. Some of the de Bar siblings had yet to feel the wrath of the vengeful woman. Stefan hoped he and his other siblings would never have to live through one of Hecuba’s curses.

      “That should be enough motivation for you.” MacKay started forward again. “Let’s go get our sister.”

      “Someone approaches,” shouted a soldier from just inside the gate as he spotted Stefan and the men. “Fast, regroup yourselves, men.”

      “Let’s go,” said Stefan, against his better judgment, but having no choice now. They’d been spotted, and there was no chance for retreat. His sister was inside and he would do whatever it took to save her.

      Stefan led the way on horseback with his sword raised high in the air, being followed by his brother and squire. The foot soldiers and knights followed behind them as they charged over the drawbridge.

      With weapons at the ready, they rode up to the open gate. In the dark, it looked like the gaping mouth of a monster waiting to swallow them whole. Stefan was a strong warrior and had no qualms about taking an enemy’s life, but it was in his nature to be cautious. Too cautious, or so his brothers always told him. Wolf had even said that, someday, that caution would be his downfall. Hopefully, that time wouldn’t be today.

      The fog enshrouded them as they entered the bailey. Then as if someone had removed a veil with the swipe of a hand, the fog was gone, and visible was a battle in progress. Swords clashed, men fell, and servants screamed and ran in fear. Stefan didn’t know what was going on, or which side to help.

      “Defend yourselves,” he called to his men. Two sides were fighting here, and they were now standing in the middle. He wasn’t even sure which side occupied the castle. Dead, broken, and bloodied bodies littered the courtyard of the inner ward. Fires burned in the back of hay wagons and chaos erupted all around them.

      A blade came toward him. Stefan raised his sword just in time to block the blow. As he and his men fought the others, he realized this was even worse than he thought. Decapitated soldiers with their swords still in their hands covered the ground. Carts were overturned with items thrown everywhere. Chickens and goats scattered in fear as the battle continued.

      “God’s eyes, it’s a massacre,” said his squire from atop his horse at Stefan’s side. “I’m not even sure who we’re fighting.”

      “I’ll find the leader and put an end to this,” growled Stefan, scanning the courtyard from atop his horse until he saw a man on the ground dressed differently than the others. One army wore tunics with the crest of the castle upon them. But the other army, he realized, was dressed simply, with no identifying crests at all. This man, however, seemed to have richer clothes, and jewelry that identified him as the leader of the unidentified soldiers. He slit a soldier’s throat and threw him to the side, then proceeded to go through the man’s pockets before moving on.

      “You bastard!” Stefan knew now which side were the attackers, and hopped off his horse, cutting down men on his way toward their bloodthirsty leader. “Call off your men,” he shouted to the man.

      “Who are you?” asked their leader, not waiting for an answer before swiping at Stefan with his sword.

      Stefan fought like a madman, his rage growing with the sight of so many of his brother’s soldiers falling to the ground. There were probably no less than a hundred of the enemy soldiers. As Stefan’s sword clashed against the attacker’s, he realized there was a good chance he and all of his soldiers would die since they were outnumbered.

      He heard a female voice call out his name, and turned toward the keep to see his sister, Rapunzel, being held tightly by the old witch. They struggled through the crowded courtyard. When Rap almost managed to pull out of the woman’s grip, there appeared a green puff of smoke and they both disappeared.

      “Nay!” he cried out, knowing the witch had the power of transporting and taking someone with her. Once again, he’d been so close to saving his sister, but now she was gone. That split second of taking his attention away from the fight also proved to be a mistake.

      “Die, you fool!” growled a voice just before the enemy’s blade came toward his head. Stefan tried to block the blow, but it was too late. The sharp edge of the man’s sword fell across his face, sinking into his flesh. He cried out in pain as he felt the deep cut above and below his right eye. His vision blurred and blood ran down his face. He slashed out with his sword, stabbing for the bastard, but one of the man’s guards protected him. Stefan’s blade sank into the guard’s heart instead.

      Stefan could only see out of one eye now, but he only needed one eye to see the face of his attacker. The man’s dark eyes and crooked sneer were things that would be embedded in his mind forever. And when he held his sword up high, Stefan focused on the man’s gold ring with the big, square, blue stone – a ring like none he’d ever seen before.

      He lunged for his attacker again but, this time, was headed off by two more enemy soldiers as their leader disappeared into the crowd. The sound of clanking swords, shouting men, and arrows splitting the air overwhelmed him and made him crazy. He fought like a berserker, taking down man after man with one powerful blow of his sword after another as he cleared his path. His focus was on the man he intended to kill.

      In the process, he received another gash. This time the wound ran across his left cheek, but he didn’t let it slow him down. With his path finally clear, his attacker stood before him. Stefan would have killed him but his brother shouted for his help. He turned to see MacKay on the ground with three warriors coming for him with their swords drawn. With no thought for his own safety, he spun on his heel and charged for the men.

      He killed them all, managing to save his brother, but in the process got grazed in the back with an arrow. Then another arrow embedded into his leather gauntlet and this one was on fire.

      His squire shot out of nowhere, tackling him. Stefan hit the ground hard, rattling his brain as he fell back against a rock, gashing his skull this time.

      “Squire, what the hell are you doing? I’m not the enemy,” he ground out.

      “I’m saving you from the flames.” Trumble proceeded to kick dirt at him next in an attempt to put out the flames of his tunic. Stefan pulled the flaming arrow from his body and threw it to the ground in frustration. Then he coughed and wiped the dirt from his one good eye, seeing the man with the gold and blue ring hauling another man onto his horse. Stefan couldn’t let him get away. There were still too many men to fight, but Stefan decided before he died he would do his best to take down their leader.

      Getting to his feet, he jumped over the dead bodies and made a beeline for the man. But before he got there, his squire and brother tackled him to the ground.

      “Let go of me, you fools!” he shouted.

      “You’re the fool, Stefan,” said MacKay. “You’re already mangled and going to get yourself killed.”

      “You’re going to bleed to death if you don’t get some help,” added Trumble.

      Then came the sound of a trumpet and the announcement from a man near the gate.

      “More troops approaching,” called out the soldier.

      “Retreat,” said their leader with a wave of his arm. His men followed him out the gate, leaving death and destruction in their wake. When Stefan looked out the gate he saw a band of men on horseback coming through the woods with weapons raised. By the way the attackers dispersed, Stefan realized the men approaching were allies and coming to their aid. When Stefan got to his feet, a wolf was licking his hand.

      “Wolf, is that you?” asked MacKay from behind Stefan.

      “Aye, it is our brother,” said Stefan, running his hand over the wolf’s head in gratitude. He heard his father’s voice next.

      “Stefan, thank God you’re still alive. I was afraid we’d lost you.” Lucio de Bar made his way on foot, coming from inside the castle walls, not from the woods with the rest of the army. Lucio had dark hair, was in his fifties, and was a warlock. He was also the only one of the family who had any magical powers – the rest of them were just cursed. “I tried to save Rapunzel, but Hecuba knew I was coming and transported out of there before I could stop her.”

      “Father, the enemy is leaving,” shouted his brother, Arnon – Wolf’s twin. “Should we follow in pursuit?”

      “Nay, let them go,” said Lucio waving his hand through the air. “There’s been enough death here today; we don’t need more bodies to burn or bury. Besides, we need to tend to the wounded.”

      “I’m going to hunt down that bastard and kill him if it’s the last thing I ever do.” Stefan took a step forward and winced in pain. His face and head were split open, his clothes were bloodied and burned, and if the pain of his skin hadn’t been so horrendous, he wouldn’t have let his family stop him from going after the man.

      “Arnon, have the men round up any survivors and bring the wounded inside the great hall,” his father gave the order. “Hugh – we need you in human form now.” At his words, the wolf hunkered down and started to shapeshift right there on the bloodied earth. Then the naked form of his brother, Wolf, got to his feet, taking clothes from his squire and donning them as he spoke.

      “What happened, Stefan? And who were you fighting? This doesn’t make any sense,” said Wolf, tying back his long, dark hair that hung down to his waist.

      “Why did you follow us?” Stefan asked instead of answering his brother’s question.

      “Hecuba is dangerous, and I really couldn’t let you face her alone,” said Lucio. “I had a feeling you might need help.”

      “But we left over a sennight ago,” said Stefan, ripping away a piece of his sleeve to see the burned flesh of his arm.

      “Aye,” agreed his squire. “You would have had to have left right after us, or rode like the wind without stopping to rest.”

      “It was a little of both,” said Arnon, dismounting his horse.

      Stefan wasn’t stupid. He knew what was going on. “You didn’t trust me,” he said to Wolf. “You didn’t think I’d be able to keep your men safe.”

      “Was I wrong?” Wolf shook his head in disgust, looking at all the dead men scattered over the ground. “I just lost some of my best warriors, and for what? We still don’t have our sister back. My soldiers’ deaths were for naught. You didn’t protect them.”

      “I’m a better warrior than you and Arnon put together,” said Stefan, so angry now that he pushed aside his pain. He wasn’t going to let anyone accuse him of not being able to protect the others. Blood continued to run down his face, and he couldn’t see out of one eye. Still, he wasn’t about to show weakness in front of his brothers who always saw him as the flaw of the family.

      “You might be a great warrior, Son, but you know as well as the rest of us that when it comes to leading an army you might not be the best choice.” Lucio glanced the other way when he spoke, not able to look Stefan in the eye. That action told Stefan that his father was behind this issue of mistrust.

      “That’s not true!” Stefan wiped the blood away again, feeling lightheaded and like he was about to retch. He tasted the coppery tang of blood on his tongue from his split lip.

      “So, are you saying you gave the command to attack or were you waiting and being cautious again when it happened?” asked Arnon.

      “A little of both,” MacKay answered for him.

      “My God, it looks like I’ve lost over a dozen men under your command, Brother.” Wolf scanned the grounds, shaking his head.

      “It was the witch. She brought us here,” protested Stefan. “It would have happened to any of you had you been in my place.”

      “It’s over now, so let’s take care of the dead,” said Lucio.

      “What a waste of soldiers,” Wolf mumbled and followed his father.

      The words reverberated in Stefan’s ears, causing a part of him to die inside as he fell to the ground from the intense pain. He might have been cautious but he’d also fought like a beast today. But his family couldn’t see that. It was all Hecuba’s doing and not his fault, however, they didn’t see it that way. If the witch hadn’t lured him here, none of this would have happened. If he lived through this, he swore from this day on his family would see a different side of him. He’d start being more like his brother, MacKay. Reckless. He wouldn’t be so cautious, but instead more eager to fight . . . like a beast.
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      Lady Bonnibel Harcourt gripped tightly to the sides of the uncovered wagon as it crashed over rocky terrain, carrying her from the docks of Sandwich back to her home in Breckenridge in Kent. A guard escorted her from France, but she had no handmaiden with her since her father had said her betrothed would supply her with all she needed.

      For five years, she’d been living with her older sister, Claribel, in France, and for three years before that, she’d lived with her younger sister, Oribel, being fostered in Scotland, right after the death of their mother. But both her sisters were married now, and her father told her it was her turn to wed as well. He’d decided to betroth her to Lord Tostig Armestead of Wickhambreaux. She’d never heard of the man and could only hope he was witty and young, and not old enough to be her grandfather.

      She was already twenty, and way past marrying age. By right, she should have gotten married at thirteen or fourteen, but her father had been so distraught by the death of her mother that he’d almost forgotten about her. She wondered if her father would even recognize her. Then again, would she recognize him? It had been so long. She hadn’t been home to Breckenridge for eight years now. Bonnibel felt nervous about not only marrying a man she didn’t know but also because when she’d left, she and her father were not on good terms. Never had she wanted to leave Breckenridge and certainly not before her mother’s body was even in the ground. But her father had sent them away quickly – and they hadn’t even gotten a proper goodbye.

      “Driver, can’t you go faster?” she asked, feeling an urgency to get back home. The day had started out as sunny, and the ship’s journey across the channel had been smooth. But as soon as she’d stepped foot on shore, the sky darkened. Thunder boomed in the distance and lightning flashed overhead. This had to be a bad omen.

      She raised the hood of her cloak to cover her long, blond hair. When it started to drizzle, she tucked her book beneath her cloak. Le Roman de la Rose, or The Romance of the Rose was her prized possession, given to her by her mother while she still lived in Breckenridge. It was an allegorical poem speaking of the art of chivalric love, told in the form of a dream. The colorful, illuminated pages held such beauty that even some of the beasts inside were fascinating to gaze upon.

      Books were not common, and most books consisted of recordings of wars, battles, births and deaths. The clergy had more books than anyone. They were written and illuminated by the monks in the monasteries. The Romance of the Rose spoke of courtly love and secret gardens. She hoped her marriage to Lord Wickhambreaux would enable her to find love like the dream written about in the book that she now cradled in her arms. Truth was, she didn’t want to get married. Marriage frightened her – or at least marriage to a man she didn’t know. She planned on talking her father out of this betrothal and convincing him to let her decide for herself whom she would marry, all in good time.

      “We’ll be there soon, my lady,” said the dockman who was serving as her driver. “But are you sure you want to go to Breckenridge Castle?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. It’s my father’s castle. My home. Why wouldn’t I want to go there?”

      “When is the last time you visited there?”

      “It’s been eight years. Why do you ask?”

      “Things have changed in the past eight years, and the castle might not seem . . . quite the way you remember it.”

      “What are you saying? I’m sure it’s just as grand as it was when I left.”

      “Don’t be so sure,” the man mumbled under his breath, making Bonnibel feel uncomfortable.

      “Please, hurry, and I advise you to hold your tongue. If you say anything else like that about my home, I shall have my father flog you for such insolence.”

      “Yes, my lady.” The driver whipped the horse and the cart jerked forward almost causing her to fall backward off the seat. The guard reached out and grabbed her arm to steady her.

      “My
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