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      ENGLAND, THE REIGN OF STEPHEN

       It was a mortal sin.

      To lust after one's brother's wife.

      Not that they were wed as yet... though soon enough they would be, and he had no license to burn as he did. It was the crimson she wore, he told himself, that set him afire. Dominique Beauchamp was ablaze as she rode through the gates atop her small palfrey. Her gown was rich crimson; her cloak, crimson, and her lips, as sumptuous a shade as the ruby jewel she wore at her breast. And her hair... it burned a shimmering copper beneath the late afternoon sun, a glorious mane that defied rule. Like some enchanted faerie creature, all of her seemed to glimmer with every stride of her horse. Against his will, his body quickened at the sight of her.

      She was bold, he decided with a shudder. Perchance too bold. Why else would she ride so fearlessly into their midst? What did she hope to gain? Whatever it was, it was other than she claimed, he was certain.

      She was dangerous, he sensed.

      Still he coveted her, and for the first time in his life, he coveted his brother's place—but only for an instant, and then he cast the unforgivable sin away to that black hollow deep within his soul.

      Hardening his heart against her, Blaec d'Lucy cast a glance at his brother, scrutinizing Graeham's reaction to the woman who had elicited such a profound response in him. Graeham stood impassive, seemingly unaffected by the creature riding so proudly into their demesne, looking every bit like a pagan sacrifice of old.

      Did she feel herself a sacrifice?

      He wondered, wishing he knew precisely what was in his brother's mind. Graeham's face revealed, if aught, a slight uneasiness, but little else. For his part, Blaec only wished he were equally undisturbed, and he couldn't keep himself from wondering how he might have responded were he the one receiving this barter-bride today.

      Impatient? Doubtful? Mistrusting?

      Certainly not indifferent.

      Had he been given his rightful place as heir... she would have, in truth, been his.

      Aye, he knew. He'd known for long. Confidences were rarely private with so many ears about. And yet it mattered not, for he was firstborn merely by a matter of moments, and if he was wounded by anything, it was the simple fact that his father had all but disowned him. Not only had he stripped him of his birthright, but the whole of his life had been spent without the blessings of his father. But it didn't matter. He valued his brother and he had sworn to serve Graeham, and serve him he would until his last waking breath.

      If any anger remained it was for the simple fact that their father had done Graeham an injustice, consigning him as leader, for either his brother knew naught of warfare, despite his years of battle training, or he held himself a death wish. Which of the two, Blaec knew not. Only one thing was certain: Graeham needed him. God's truth, but the fool battled with one leg e'er in the grave. His younger twin brother would never have survived this long without him, and Blaec had long made it his life's purpose to protect Graeham at any cost.

      Straightening to his full height, he turned to find the woman riding toward them still, her shoulders back, her posture erect, her eyes—she was close enough now that he could spy their color—deepest blue.

      And brilliant... as though with unshed tears.

      Reluctant, was the thought that first came to mind, and his gaze shifted to the man riding beside her upon his own steed, his dress as lavish as hers... and then back.

      Aye, he decided, 'twas reluctantly she'd come to do her brother's bidding.

      Nevertheless... she'd come, and with that knowledge came a surge of rancor.

      For in truth, he did not trust her. Most assuredly, he did not trust her treacherous brother.

      Like his father before him, William Beauchamp was to be suspected—despite that he offered peace between them. Most especially not when he offered his exquisite young sister in the bargain. Graeham was unwise to think it would end so simply. These two were involved in some intrigue, and whatever they were after, Blaec would uncover it, by God. That, he vowed as vehemently as he did that he would not—refused to—covet his brother's bride.

      A quiver raced down Dominique's spine at the sight of the stronghold that loomed before her.

      This, then, was to be her prison?

      On their approach Drakewich had appeared animated with preparations for their arrival—a flurry of movement upon the castle walls—only now that they were within the bailey, it seemed more forbidding a place than London had been to the Empress Matilda—and she had been driven from the city by an angry horde! Not a soul stirred, neither to greet them nor to spurn them, though for the latter, at least, she was grateful. Even the donjon itself seemed a formidable thing, with its dark, high tower windows. No wonder William had sought this alliance; never in her life had she seen the likes of Drakewich, so vast and so impenetrable did the stone fortress appear from within.

      Had she truly thought it modest from without? Had she dared deem Amdel its equal? Leaning discreetly toward her brother, she murmured beneath her breath, "They seem so... inhospitable."

      "Do they?" William replied.

      She looked at him incredulously. Sweet Mary, but how could he not have noticed the overly cool reception? Even outside the curtain walls, the villein had kept their silent vigils from the portals of their scanty wattle-and-daub homes.

      Frowning, William berated her. "You fret overmuch, Dominique."

      "Nay, William!" She cast him a despairing glance. "What if they will not accept me?"

      The look upon his handsome face was one of amusement rather than concern. "You cannot have expected they would receive you with open arms?"

      "Nay, but⁠—"

      "Hush. I promise it will change with time," he heartened, dismissing her protest once and for all. He gave her a conspiratorial wink. "Now cease your brooding, sister mine."

      Dominique nodded, catching her lip between her teeth, recognizing his tone. Lest she incur his anger, she left off at once and could only hope he was right. Instinctively, her gaze strayed toward the area before the donjon, caught by the figure of a man standing there, his stance proud, his countenance dark and she swallowed convulsively, recognizing him at once—the Black Dragon. He was unmistakable dressed in Danish black. God's truth, but she had tried not to imagine him when considering this union, tried not to think of him at all, but seeing him now, she could well believe every tale she'd ever heard recounted of his battle fury.

      And more.

      Though he appeared to be weaponless, he wore hauberk and chausses, and to her mind no one had ever appeared more battle ready. She tried in vain not to gape, but standing there, scrutinizing their approach, he reminded her of the barbarian Viking invaders of legend, his stance threatening even in his unaffected stillness.

      Fraught with anxiety, she cast another glance at her brother and found him watching her prudently. William smiled in encouragement, and panic rushed through her. There would be no deliverance this day, she knew. He coveted this far too much.

      With all her heart, she wanted to reel her mount about and flee before they could lower the portcullis, entrapping her forever, but she merely returned William's smile, reminding herself that she did this for him. For him and for peace, she reminded herself, trying desperately to calm the ruthless beating within her breast.

      How long had it been since William had smiled so sincerely? she chided herself. The truth was that he rarely smiled at all, and now—now that he found cause to—well, she could not fail him now. She observed him an instant longer and knew without question that it was the right thing to do.

      Nay, she would not fail him.

      Resolutely she turned toward her future, advising herself that she wanted this, too. After all, it had been far too long—too many battles fought, too much death, and too much enmity. She, too, needed it all to end at long last—for William's sake, for the sake of his soul, as well as her own. If her brother was willing to call a truce, so, too, was she. Too long had this vendetta consumed him.

      Still she shuddered... for how could there ever be peace in the very heart of the Dragon's den? The thought plagued her as she rode toward her betrothed.

      "Smile, Dominique," William commanded through clenched teeth. She turned abruptly to find him leaning toward her discreetly. "Smile," he bade her once more. "You look as though you ride to your death!"

      Perhaps 'twas because she felt so, but Dominique made a better effort for William's sake. "I... I was merely searching for my lord, Graeham," she lied, trying to sound eager. "Perchance do you spy him?"

      William gave her a sidewise glance. His blue eyes, so like her own, scrutinized her an instant, and then his brows knit as he indicated, with a discreet nod, to the very place Dominique had been staring so long. "There," he stated, lifting his chin slightly and glancing in the vicinity in which the infamous Black Dragon stood so ominously. "Standing aside his black-hearted brother."

      Dominique's eyes widened, but not at William's epithet, for he used it so oft, it seemed almost an affection. With a stifled gasp, she turned her gaze toward the man standing directly at the Dragon's side. Sweet Mary, how could she have missed him?

      Standing beside the infamous Dragon, her newly betrothed, Graeham d'Lucy, second Earl of Drakewich, was all but indiscernible. In contrast to his brother's darkness, he was colorless: Though his hair, as fair as sun-bleached flax, was the shade so many coveted, it did not stand apart. And his skin, though swarthier than most of his coloring, was merely pale in comparison. Though comely, his features alongside those of his ruthless brother called to mind those of a youth and not a man, for the Dragon's in contrast were harsh, with his black shoulder-length hair and towering height.

      At her side, William's voice was soft, thoughtful, as he remarked, "I thought you'd spied him already? You gaped long enough."

      His remark seemed to convict her somehow, and her cheeks heated fiercely. Averting her gaze, she plucked at her gold-threaded gown with suddenly tremulous hands. To her immense relief, she was saved from replying because Graeham d'Lucy started forward to greet them in that instant. The Dragon, on the other hand, stood his ground. His expression, she noted, was as grave as those of Drakewich's tenants, who observed from safe perches. A terrible sense of foreboding swept over her suddenly, but she inhaled deeply, bolstered herself, and tore her gaze away from his brother to meet that of her betrothed.

      "A hearty welcome!" Graeham exclaimed as he sauntered forward. Her mount shied a little at his approach, but she quickly soothed it, returning Graeham's greeting with a wan smile. His pale hair tousled softly in the breeze as he smiled up at her. His brother, on the other hand—well, she refused to look at him again, refused to even think of him. Lifting her chin slightly, she continued to smile serenely down at Graeham, despite the fact that she'd never in her life felt more ill at ease.

      "My lord," she said, with a gracious tilt of her head. Discreetly, she wiped her palms upon her gown.

      He reciprocated her nod and turned to address William. "Welcome, Beauchamp," he said. "And yet I fear we did not quite expect you."

      There seemed to be a question in his declaration, and William's face fell into a frown. "What say you? Did my messenger not reach Drakewich?"

      There was a moment of taut silence as Graeham glanced briefly toward his brother—the Dragon shook his head, almost imperceptibly—and then Graeham replied with a note of genuine concern. "He did not. Perchance when did you dispatch him?"

      William at once dismounted, his expression grave as he came to stand before Graeham d'Lucy. He glanced up at Dominique. "No later than midmorn, would you say?" Dominique thought he might be looking for affirmation, but the instant her lips parted to speak, his brows drew together in condemnation, and he averted his face. "Perhaps he was laid upon by brigands?" he reckoned, with growing distress. "I've heard tell you've been troubled with them of late?"

      Dominique's brows knit as she inspected their entourage, wondering who it was that her brother had sent ahead to announce their arrival. None were unaccounted for that she could recall. Nevertheless, if William claimed he had dispatched a messenger, surely he had dispatched a messenger. What reason would he have to lie about something so trivial? Whatever else she might say of him, her brother had never forsworn himself.

      "William," she ventured, hoping to set him at ease, "Were the herald laid upon by brigands, would there not have been signs of foul play along the way? We saw none," she pointed out.

      Like blue fire, William's gaze snapped up to meet hers, his eyes bright with ire—though at what, she didn't know. Perhaps he feared to have lost another man when Amdel could little spare another loss. And yet to her bewilderment, he simply glared at her an interminable moment, as though cautioning her to remain silent. She tilted her head, silently questioning what it was she'd said to anger him so easily, but he said naught, only glared at her with fire in his eyes.

      The silence between them lengthened.

      "Perchance he took another route?" a deep voice interjected.

      A shudder raced down Dominique's spine at the intense, slightly mocking sound of it. Without being told, she knew at once who had spoken, and her face flushed as she met the Dragon's gaze. For the boldest instant he held her eyes, as though he were appraising her. God's mercy, but she had the sensation of being seduced into their clear green depths—that if she did she not break free, she would be eternally lost. Then abruptly he glanced away, and his release of her was as physical as though he'd thrust her bodily aside.

      Shaken by his perusal, Dominique averted her gaze to her brother, and at once heard the Dragon call for one of his men to come forward.

      "Aye," William agreed, eyeing her wrathfully still. "Perhaps he took another route..."

      Unnerved, though not by her brother's glare—she'd weathered them afore—but by the Dragon's very presence, Dominique ran her fingers along the length of her mare's reins. She dared not glance up again for dread of meeting his eyes.

      Like a terrible blade, the sound of his voice sliced through the air, prickling the tiny hairs of her nape. He commanded his men, "Search every route between Drakewich and Amdel.

      "Take as many men as you require and search under every last blade of grass," he reiterated without the slightest pretense at civility. 'Twas evident to Dominique that he cared not a whit whether he offended them, or whether his orders seemed an underlying challenge to her brother.

      "Search the area thoroughly," he charged the man, "then report to me at once."

      Why would William lie? she thought again. Of course, it would make sense that her brother would send a man to herald their arrival. Why would William bear false witness about something so pointless?

      "I'd not have it said that we left a man—a guest at that—to die unshriven upon our lands," Graeham said. "You understand, Beauchamp," he appealed. "Perhaps you might even wish to send along some of your own men to aid in the search?"

      Once again William glared up at her, though Dominique kept her gaze averted, watching through her peripheral. She still could not conceive what she might have said to upset him so much.

      "Of course," William replied tightly, his gaze reverting to Graeham. "How obliging of you." And then he turned to the Dragon. "You serve your brother well, d'Lucy," he said, stressing the word "serve," and leaving Dominique to wonder whether her brother was baiting the Dragon. Surely not! Not when he'd lobbied so long for this truce? Still, this was a bitter pill for him to swallow, she knew, and her heart ached for him.

      The Dragon said naught, simply stood, and when she ventured a glance his way, she saw that his eyes were steely, no longer so bright a green, but darkened to gray. Lord, by the sight of him, the size of him, she thought it unwise for William to rouse him so recklessly. And judging by the feral look in his eyes, she thought he might pounce at William's throat any second. She wanted to speak up, to warn William to hold his tongue, but dared say nothing more.

      To her relief, it was Graeham who spoke first. "He serves me too well," he agreed with a modest smile, and his eyes were momentarily sad with the admission. He placed a hand upon William's shoulder. "Come now, Beauchamp," he bade her brother. "You and I have much to speak of." He glanced up at Dominique, his dark eyes kind. "Lady Dominique... by your leave?"

      She was certainly pleased there seemed to be some accord between her brother and Graeham, but she felt it rather indelicate to be dismissed so easily—and so directly! "Certainly, my lord," she managed. "I assure you I would be content to simply take my respite before the evening meal." Even more elated to remove myself from the Dragon's presence, she added silently. "If you would only be so kind as to direct me along my way?"

      Graeham nodded empathetically. "The ride from Amdel must have been wearisome," he acknowledged. "My brother would be pleased to see you to your bower, m'lady." And he gave her a smile, one with such sincerity that it took her an instant too long to realize to whom it was that Graeham had entrusted her, and then her heart leapt into her throat. But she had no chance to protest, for with that, her betrothed turned to go and William followed, leaving her entirely at the Dragon's mercy.

      She swallowed convulsively as she turned to face him, for she'd already determined that in Drakewich's Dragon, there was no mercy to be found.
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      Every terrifying tale Dominique had ever heard whispered of the Black Dragon rushed through her mind in that instant as she stared down into his piercing eyes. Like a half-wit, she sat upon her mount, her heart racing wildly, and she feared he must have guessed at her thoughts, for his lips curved a little contemptuously.

      "Contrary to what is said," he apprised, "I do not spew flames." His eyes mocked her as he stepped forward, offering his assistance. "And particularly not at innocent maids."

      He'd emphasized the word "innocent" as though it were a gauntlet pitched at her feet and Dominique sat, staring at his extended hand with something akin to horror. Of course she was innocent! She had no notion what he'd meant by the insinuation—if, indeed, that's what it was—nor did she wish him to touch her—not in this life or the next!

      "Demoiselle?" he prompted. One dark brow arched diabolically. "Have you plans to dismount some hour this day, or did you plan to take that respite upon your feeble mount?"

      Dominique bristled at his arrogance. Forgetting her dread of him for the instant, she pitched aside the reins and asked pointedly, "Are you always so ill mannered, my lord?"

      "Without exception," he replied, his lips curving yet a fraction more.

      In truth, Dominique thought he might have been grinning except for the wintry chill that remained in those disquieting, scathing eyes. She wanted to smite the condescension from his face.

      "Demoiselle," he persisted, "would you have me assist you, or nay? I do not have all day."

      Dominique cursed him beneath her breath, knowing it was within his power to make this difficult passage more facile for all. But nay! She had the distinct impression he would make it infinitely more difficult were the choice his own.

      To the devil with him! All that truly mattered was that Graeham d'Lucy should find her pleasing, she reminded herself. His wrathful brother could fling himself from the highest tower window!

      He advanced upon her abruptly and Dominique's heart vaulted into her throat.

      "I can manage to dismount on my own, thank you please!" Goaded into motion by the merest threat of physical contact—the thought of his hands upon her waist—she promptly slipped to the ground. But in her haste, the hem of her bliaut caught upon the pommel. One foot in the stirrup, the other midway to the ground, she froze the instant she felt the breeze upon her stockinged legs. Her gaze flew to his at once, and her eyes widened in horror at the dark look upon his face. He shuddered—in revulsion, she thought—and her heart tripped. "Oh!" she cried.

      He moved swiftly to aid her, as though he could not abide the sight of her an instant longer than necessary and her breath wedged painfully within her breast as she watched his fingers work deftly to liberate her gown. Only when it was free did she dare breathe again.

      But to her dismay, once he'd freed her gown, he merely held the hem, bringing it closer as though to inspect it. Dominique gave a startled shriek as her hem rose higher whilst he tested the fabric between his fingertips, examining it, his countenance darkening.

      "My lord, please!" she exclaimed. "Please!"

      As though recalling himself suddenly, he crushed the fabric violently within his fist and flung it down at her feet. The hem swished about her ankles as his gaze pierced her once more. Gooseflesh erupted upon her skin as she slid the rest of the way to the ground under his scrutiny.

      "'Tis a mighty fine cloth," he said, his eyes locking with hers.

      Sweet Mary, but they were so deep and dark a green—appearing all the darker for the sinister shadows that rimmed them. They suited him, she decided, for they were the eyes of a man who never rested, never trusted. They were the eyes of a dragon, she determined, and he'd lied when he'd claimed he did not spew flames. He did, but not from his mouth. His eyes burned her, consumed her—and still she could not tear her gaze away. She shivered, noting the telltale muscle that ticked at his jaw, and then abruptly he turned away. Dominique inhaled a breath, for his dismissal left her reeling.

      ‘This way, demoiselle!"

      For an instant Dominique stood, stupefied, watching him go, before she understood that he meant for her to follow. And once again she bristled. Arrogant cur!

      Why she suddenly felt compelled to defend her gown, she wasn't certain, but something in his tone seemed to accuse her. "My brother would have me look my best," she informed him, barely keeping pace with his long strides. "'Tis not every day a woman celebrates her marriage and peace for her people!"

      "Is that so," he mocked her, turning those sinister eyes upon her abruptly. "Then you rejoice in this union with my brother?"

      She lifted her chin. "Of course!" she replied. But he merely turned from her, continuing toward the donjon.

      Dominique practically stumbled over her gown in an attempt to keep pace, wishing fervently that she were a man so she could challenge him properly. Lord she would love to wipe the ill-begotten smirk from his face—straight from his eyes!

      "For the sake of peace, I presume?"

      He didn't bother even to glance back at her to acknowledge her response, nor even to be certain she followed—curse his hide! "Aye!" she snapped. "Why else, my lord?"

      "Perhaps," he countered, still without turning to acknowledge her, "that is something about which you might care to enlighten us, demoiselle?"

      "You do not trust us!"

      He halted before the stone steps that led into the great hall, and Dominique nearly collided with his mail-clad chest as he turned to face her. Stifling a gasp, she peered up at him, unnerved by his remarkable height. God, but she was tall for a woman, taller than some men even, but her head scarcely reached his shoulders.

      "Let us simply say I am not convinced so easily as my brother," he said. ‘So tell me, Lady Dominique..."

      A quiver sped through her at the way he spoke her name, deeply, sensuously, intimately, as though it were something to be savored and ravished at the same time.

      "What prompted you to come so long before the ceremony," he demanded. His voice lowered with enmity. "When even the banns have yet to be cried."

      Dominique's blush deepened, for it was the one question she'd asked of herself along the journey to Drakewich. The only explanation she could surmise was that her brother wished not to allow Graeham the opportunity to repudiate her before the ceremony. She knew how desperately he craved this union. "‘Tis plain you cannot begin to comprehend," she said, "but my brother is eager for peace!" She lifted her chin, gaining confidence with her conviction. "Not everyone relishes bloodshed as you seem to, my lord!"

      "Nay?" Once again his devil brow arched, and then his face twisted and some sound escaped him, something akin to a snarl. Dominique shrank from him—so much for her show of mettle, she berated herself. And without another word, he spun about and stalked away, this time without prompting her to follow.

      "Nay!" she exclaimed, and hastened after him. If he thought he could cast aspersions upon her and her brother without hearing her speak her mind, he should think again. "My lord, with every dispute, Amdel loses men-at-arms," she yielded angrily. "The butchery must cease! Can you not see that?"

      "Indeed?" He halted once more and swerved abruptly to face her.

      This time Dominique did collide with him, so agitated was she with his treatment. With a startled gasp, she drew away, as though scalded by the unexpected contact. She took a defensive step backward, straightening her gown with quaking hands. "God's love! H-Have you no courtesy at all?" she asked. Her knees felt suddenly too weak to stand, but she refused to cower before him.

      Ignoring her angry objection, he said, "As I see it, demoiselle, were Amdel in such dire straits, ‘tis doubtful you'd reveal such news to me. Nevertheless, you have the right of it, the butchery must cease, and to that end I am willing to accept you and your brother in good faith."

      He was willing to accept them in good faith?

      God's truth, but the man was despotic! Her eyes narrowed. "How obliging of you, my lord."

      He took a wrathful step toward her, closing the distance between them in a single stride, and it was all Dominique could do not to shriek in terror and flee. Bending till he nearly brushed her brow with his lips, he snarled at her. "Be that as it may, demoiselle, know this; I shall be watching both of you because nay, indeed, I do not trust you!"

      A quiver sped down the length of her spine.

      "Are we understood?"

      The look upon his face left no doubt as to the veracity of his words. God's breath, Dominique sensed he would slay even a woman to protect his accursed brother.

      Peace, she reminded herself. She was here for the cause of peace. And if she told this brute exactly what she thought of him, she would risk that tentative bond her brother was busy forging. "Aye," she answered, swallowing, trying to sound as fierce as she was able, but failing miserably. She swallowed her pride as well as her anger. "My lord... you shall find naught untoward with either of us, of that I assure you."

      His green eyes bored into her blue ones, again the invasion so tangible, she was forced to take another step backward.

      "Only time will tell, demoiselle."
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      Dominique tried in vain to calm her nerves.

      Pacing the confines of the chamber she was to call her own until the ceremony, she found herself seething over the way Blaec d'Lucy had all but accused her. Nor could she so easily forget the manner in which he'd abandoned her here within his bedchamber—aye, his bedchamber, curse him to damnation! How would she bear it, with all of his possessions amassed about her?

      "Pardon the inconvenience," he'd said with very little remorse, "but as you are already aware, we did not expect you so soon. There are no other accommodations available. Nonetheless, you must feel free to make my chamber your own as I have no need of it." His eyes mocked her.

      "I shall need my coffers," she'd informed him at once.

      "Of course," he'd said, sounding taxed. "Perchance you've yet another behest? Tell me, demoiselle, is there aught else I can do to assist in making my lady more comfortable?" Sarcasm dripped from his tone.

      She'd felt the condemned prisoner, given her last request in that moment. "Nay," she'd answered petulantly. And then, "Naught save to send me my maid."

      His fingers had tightened about the edge of the door, his knuckles whitening—evidence to his displeasure.

      "Please," she added.

      She could tell it pained him to aid her in any fashion. "Anything else, demoiselle?"

      "Nay!" she said, though, in truth, she wished she could think of something just to vex him.

      "Then you should have yourself a pleasant rest," he'd imparted coolly, and with that, withdrew, turning and virtually slamming the heavy wooden door in her face. The wrathful sound of it rattled her bones.

      Arrogant, misbegotten cur.

      When she was mistress here, she would speak to Graeham; Perhaps Graeham would enfeoff his brother and remove him far from her presence once and for all!

      And perhaps not... they did seem rather bound to each other, she reflected, nibbling irately at her lower lip. The very notion aggrieved her. Particularly so when she considered what little voice her mother had had in her own home. Truly she had hoped for more.

      Looking about wearily, Dominique couldn't help but note the simplicity of the chamber. Though it was large by most standards, all that occupied the room was a bed, a basin, and a brazier, along with a few coffers. Still, it was filled with him—all that he owned: his shield, his armor, his scent...

      But that was ludicrous! she reproved herself, shuddering at the notion. How could she possibly know his scent? And yet somehow, she did.

      She sat upon his bed, testing it, trying desperately not to think of it as his bed. Instead, she returned her thoughts to her mother. In truth, she scarcely thought of her mother—or her father, for that matter—for her mother had perished of fever when Dominique had been naught but a child. Her father died long before she came of age—murdered by the lord of Drakewich in a dispute over land in the eleventh year of Stephen's reign. She shook her head at the injustice of it all—to be offered now in wedlock to the son of her father's murderer! It was almost too much to bear.

      And yet she could not quite summon the enmity her brother bore the d'Lucys—at least not Graeham. Her betrothed seemed amiable enough, and she'd been much too young to feel, much less understand, her childhood loss. Nay, she could bear no hatred toward him.

      The Dragon was another matter entirely.

      For him, though she knew him not at all, Dominique felt little but enmity. Despite tales to the contrary, she imagined he was the spitting image of his despised father—if not in coloring, then in temperament.

      Be that as it may, she'd already determined to do what was necessary for the sake of peace. Too many at Amdel depended upon her. Moreover, she wanted her brother back—the William who had shared confidences with her, that sweet soul who had loved and laughed with her as a child, the boy who had lived for something other than revenge.

      The very last thing she intended was to allow the Dragon to muddle their plans. If he meant to look for cause to mistrust them, then she vowed he'd never find it. She would make absolutely certain all appeared as it should. And henceforth, till he found it within his heart to trust them, she would slay him with kindness.

      She only hoped he would feel reprehensible when the truth came to be known. Considering that, she struck the mattress with a clenched fist, thinking that the bastard Dragon probably knew naught of compunction, and she was likely wasting her time.

      With a heartfelt sigh, she fell back upon the massive bed to await Alyss and the arrival of her coffers.

      To her dismay, she waited a very long time.

      "M'lady!" Alyss exclaimed with surprise, peeping in hours later to find Dominique lying in silence, staring at the ceiling. "Ye're awake?"

      "Aye," Dominique said. "I could not sleep."

      Who could sleep surrounded by his effects?

      Alyss entered, closing the door softly behind her as Dominique sat up.

      Alyss was young and pretty, with dark hair that fell braided to her waist and a face that stole men's attentions, but she was no true lady's maid in truth. In fact, till merely a week before, she'd been her brother's leman, and neither of them were as yet at ease with the new arrangement, for neither had Dominique ever had the luxury of someone to serve her. Her brother, however, hadn't wished to leave Alyss behind, nor did he think it looked entirely proper for his sister to arrive without a maid.

      "Forgive me," Alyss entreated, her expression dejected. ‘They said you were resting and that I should not disturb you."

      Dominique sighed wearily. "I tried but could not," she repeated. And then, recalling the Dragon's parting promise, that he would send Alyss forthwith, she asked, "Did the Dragon not find and speak with you?"

      Alyss' face seemed to suddenly animate at the mention of Drakewich's Dragon. Her shoulders rose and she hugged herself like a lovelorn girl. "Oh, yea, m'lady! But William... er m'lord... as I said, he bade me not to disturb you." She came forward excitedly and seated herself upon the bed beside Dominique in a most familiar way. And though Dominique was slowly becoming used to the assuming way in which Alyss conducted herself, it took her aback. "Oh, m'lady!" Alyss exclaimed. "Is he not magnificent!"

      Dominique's brows knit and her face screwed. "The Dragon?"

      Clearly they were not speaking of the same man.

      "Aye!" Alyss declared. "That face!" She bit at her lower lip, and shivered. "He has the face of a true man, m'lady. And those eyes..." She smiled at Dominique. "Lonely eyes, is what they are—but compassionate too."

      Dominique's brow furrowed. "Compassionate?"

      Could they possibly be speaking of the same man?

      ‘Fie, Alyss! How can you say such a thing when you know him not at all? That man is a Philistine!"

      Alyss' brows collided. "A Philistine, m'lady?"

      "Aye, a Philistine—a—" Alyss looked so hopeful that Dominique shook her head in frustration, thinking it best not to enlighten her this once. She seemed too taken with the devil for Dominique to disappoint her. "Never mind," she relented. She was simply being contrary anyway, she decided, and the last thing she wished was to spoil Alyss' good humor. If Alyss thought the man compassionate, then so be it. She, herself, had thought him passionate. But passion was a far cry from compassion, she reminded herself.

      Shrugging, Alyss whispered, "Oh... to know a man so gentle." And her expression was wistful.

      Dominique thought it a strange remark to make when Alyss and her brother had been lovers so long. She'd never known William to be precisely cruel, and in truth she would have thought him to be gentle with his lover, for he could be so generous when he so wished. A prickle raced down her spine at the turn of her thoughts and she wanted to ask Alyss, but refrained, for she knew it an impertinent thing to do and she still didn't know Alyss well enough to speak so freely. Anyway, it was none of her concern, she told herself.

      "Well, now," Alyss entreated, leaping up from the bed. "What shall we do, m'lady? Shall we plait your hair, or what?"

      It never ceased to amaze Dominique, the fervor with which Alyss served her. It was as though this were a great adventure for her, though truth to tell, Dominique would have thought it a finer thing to serve the master of the domain, and an affront to be lowered to serving his sister. Still, Alyss never complained.

      And neither could Dominique, for Alyss tried so hard, and treated her kindly—much more like the sister she never had.

      "I suppose I should change for the evening meal?" Dominique suggested. The fact that her gown had displeased him so greatly had absolutely naught to do with her desire to change, she told herself. She simply wished to.

      "Oh, yea, m'lady!" Alyss exclaimed excitedly. "And we shall endeavor to make you absolutely irresistible for your betrothed. That's a handsome one, as well," she said, and sighed. "And you, m'lady, are a very, very fortunate woman, indeed!" And with that, Alyss proceeded at once to explore the coffers, searching for something suitable for Dominique to wear.

      Dominique was loath to disappoint, so she said nothing at all, but the truth was that at the moment she felt anything but fortunate. She allowed Alyss to choose the gown, and then to dress her, and then when she could delay no longer, she made her way belowstairs to the great hall, her legs trembling disgracefully at the mere notion of facing him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Be damned if the wench wasn't wearing a stolen gown! 'Twas no small wonder she'd glistened wearing that pillaged fiery, gold-threaded finery! It was all he could do to keep his mouth shut once he recognized it.

      Sitting at table, listening to William Beauchamp and his brother exchange pleasantries—something he never would have imagined—Blaec could scarcely credit the boldness of the wench—or that of her witless brother, for 'twas William who inevitably was the thief.

      Perhaps Beauchamp had thought the year long enough for Blaec to forget the cloth that had been plundered from his carts en route from London, but Blaec rarely forgot anything. But even if he had, the crimson samite with its gold points was unmistakable at a glance. He'd purchased the cloth from a London merchant simply because it was so extraordinary, and he'd not seen the likes of it since. It was unlikely William Beauchamp would have encountered the same merchant, nor did he feel William capable of procuring the funds for such fine wares, for he spent too much of his time and coin in mindless retribution against Drakewich. It seemed Beauchamp preferred inflicting his wrath upon the guiltless under cover of night like a cowardly whelp—apparently, the same way in which he acquired his wares.

      He set down his goblet, his senses too on edge to allow him to relax. He truly hoped Graeham was able to see through the artifice, though at the moment it certainly didn't seem as though he did. God's blood, but sometimes he worried about his brother.

      "... should you care to consummate the union beforehand," he overheard William suggesting, "I would not at all be offended." He made a charitable gesture with his hand.

      And for the first time since their untimely arrival, Graeham seemed as revolted as Blaec, for that proclamation managed to put an immediate lapse in the exchange between the two. His jaw going rigid, Graeham shook his head. "I.." He seemed at a loss and continued to shake his head, then choked upon his next words, coughing and stammering while William awaited his reply.

      As far as Blaec was concerned, there was no charity in the offer at all. Fury charged through him, for he was certain William was up to no good. Just what it was he was after, he could not quite fathom—yet—but he would before long.

      Graeham continued to choke.

      "Are you so eager to be rid of her?" Blaec interjected, his tone brimming with challenge. At once Graeham held a hand up to thwart him, but Blaec ignored it, pressing for an answer. It was his responsibility to uncover William's purpose, whether Graeham willed it, or nay.

      William straightened within his chair. "We are eager only for peace," he countered, sounding at once affronted by Blaec's insinuation. His eyes narrowed, and in that instant, Blaec was rewarded, for he saw in them the loathing he tried with such difficulty to conceal. No, without doubt, there had been no charity in his offer.

      "Of course," Graeham broke in immediately, having gained hold of himself at last. "We are all eager for peace." He gave one more discreet cough. "Are we not, Blaec?"

      Graeham sounded so hopeful, Blaec nodded, though reluctantly, but his gaze never left that of his foe. Aye, his foe—whether the fiend's lovely sister was to be bride to his brother, or not. Glancing down briefly at his goblet of wine, he lifted it slowly, then proffered it, raising it between them. Another challenge—may William's soul rot with the oath. "To peace," he said grimly. "May it come to⁠—"

      Like metal to a lodestone, Blaec's eyes were drawn to the entrance of the great hall. At the sight of her, it was all he could do to find his tongue, much less to complete his toast. No longer was she wearing the stolen ruby samite, but a gown of emerald sendal that shimmered and glowed by the torchlight as she wafted through the room. Neither gold thread nor silver embroidery could have enhanced the cloth more than she did, with her stately height and graceful, willowy form. Though if she was lean, there was naught left wanting in the fullness of her breast, for as fine as the sendal was, it clung to her bosom like an envious lover. The thought aroused him even against his will.

      Blaec covered his momentary lapse by clearing his parched throat. "—pass," he concluded gruffly. "May it come to pass." He brought the cup to his lips, swallowing the spiced wine, savoring it with his tongue, as he observed her over the rim of his goblet.

      Like a haughty queen, she caught his gaze, met it, lifted her chin, and then gave him an icy glare before lifting her skirts and making her way toward the dais. Truth to tell, he thought her well able to give the Empress herself a fight for the crown in that moment. She took great care, he noted, not to meet his eyes again. Though it would suit him just fine, didn't she realize, were she never to deign to look his way again.

      "Are you unwell, d'Lucy?" William asked with mock concern. "You seem so... tempered of a sudden?"

      Blaec shot him a glare, but didn't bother replying. It was all he could do to keep from throttling the bastard where he sat—or glancing up at his too beguiling sister as she drifted behind him. A shudder bolted through him as her gown whispered by, the sound of it as alluring as the scent of her that lingered once she passed. He alone gave her his back as Graeham stood along with William to greet her, but he was unable to keep himself from lifting his face to seek again the sweet but delicate fragrance of her. She smelled of... something too tempting to consider.

      He heard a kiss, and imagined William pecking her lightly upon her smooth, high cheek—his pulse quickened—and then another kiss, and he tensed at the reminder of whom she was to become.

      His brother's bride.

      Turning askance and closing his eyes briefly, he silently repeated the charge: Thou wilt not covet thy brother's bride.

      ‘"Tis lovely you are, m'lady," he heard Graeham declare, in his usual diplomatic tone. "I should count myself a fortunate man!" He guided her to where Blaec sat at his right, sharing his trencher with no one—as Blaec preferred. "Alas, we were not certain you would join us this eve, you seemed so fatigued earlier," he said by way of apology. "Your brother and I have already endeavored to share our repast. Perchance it would please you to share this once with my brother, Blaec, instead?"

      Stunned, Blaec turned in time to see her take a startled step backward.

      The last thing Dominique wished was to share a trencher with the devil himself. She'd as lief curse him to Hades, but all eyes were upon them, so she took a step forward, however aversely. But she could not quite bring herself to actually sit beside him.

      "I assure you, demoiselle, I do not bite," Blaec told her darkly, his voice low but resonant.

      Graeham chuckled with good humor. "Of course he does not," he reassured.

      "Just as I do not spew flames," Blaec added, his voice lowering. "Nor do I dine on tender babes... or, for that matter... sacrificial virgins." His lips curved slightly, and his green eyes slivered, deep and dark as emeralds, telling her without words exactly to which sacrificial virgin he was referring.

      Dominique gasped at his coarseness, but he didn't bother to apologize, nor did he rise from his seat as was customary. He merely glanced at his brother with something akin to disbelief—and disgust, if she read him aright. Well, she determined, casting him an affronted glance, it should occur to him that this would be no pleasure for her either! She thought to tell him so, but then recalled her vow—to slay him with kindness.

      God's truth, this was not going to be an easy task.

      Collecting herself, Dominique smiled wanly at Graeham. "Of course, my lord, it would be my pleasure," she lied, her heart tumbling violently as she seated herself at the Dragon's side.

      "Will it truly be your pleasure?" Blaec asked beside her, his tone bleeding with sarcasm.

      Graeham elbowed him discreetly, yet not so discreetly that Dominique didn't see it, and then he smiled at her apologetically. The Dragon did not so much as stir, much less to bother with an apology of his own, and to her dismay, Graeham remained only an instant longer to see that she was comfortably seated before once again abandoning her to the mercy of his unpalatable brother.

      For the longest instant Dominique was aware only of the enduring silence of the man beside her, for it seemed to permeate the width and length of the hall. Sweet Mary, but whether they were, or nay, she felt all eyes upon them.

      A young page came forward, his light brown hair neatly trimmed, and offered her water to lave with. Dominique promptly accepted, all the while making certain to keep as distant as possible from the man seated at her side. The mere thought of touching him left her stomach twisted in knots. As it was, she felt the heat of his body much too acutely.

      From the corner of her eye she watched his great hands slice the trencher in half, giving her an equal share, and she could not help but recall the deftness of those fingers as he'd liberated her gown earlier.

      Only once he'd set the trencher in front of her did she spare him a glance, but it was a mistake, she realized at once, for the look in his deep green eyes left no doubt as to his thoughts; he despised her as he did her brother, and would no doubt take great pleasure in finding them culpable. Of what, she knew not. But it seemed he was searching for something. Well, he'd not find it, she vowed.

      The hall itself, so orderly and clean—like the young page—was a far cry from that of Amdel. Her brother had never been one for fastidiousness, yet she could tell that Graeham d'Lucy was that and more, for the tables were set in perfect arrangement. The rushes beneath her feet were sweet with new herbs, and the bright-colored tapestries hanging upon the walls were immaculate. The Dragon, she knew, was inordinately meticulous as well, for the state of his bedchamber told her as much; the room, as large as it was, was completely devoid of clutter. And tonight even the evening meal was a simple but painstaking fare: cheeses, breads...

      "Mutton?" Blaec asked beside her, startling her. The deep tenor of his voice sent a quiver down her spine. God's love, but she had not realized the carver stood behind her. Like a fresh-faced maid, she blushed at her own inattention. But how could she possibly concentrate with Blaec d'Lucy sitting beside her?

      "Nay... thank you," she said with as much aplomb as she could summon, and her gaze was drawn momentarily toward the Dragon. She could not help herself—it was impossible to sit next to the devil and not feel him so profoundly. Her heart raced as she took in his swarthy complexion. He was so dark, he reminded her of the Saracen. And the scar high upon his cheek... she wondered how he'd received it, for she'd not noticed it before now. It could quite easily have been mistaken for a dimple were it not so high, for it seemed to appear only when he smiled.

      Dominique stiffened, realizing that he was smiling now, however sardonically though it might be, and very likely at her expense.

      "Lady Dominique?" she heard him whisper, saw his beautiful lips move, and her heart leapt into her throat. Those same lips curved so arrogantly. "If you are quite through gawking—" he gestured toward the carver "—the lad wishes to know if you'd care for aught else." He cocked a brow at her.

      Dominique's cheeks heated till she feared she would swoon. "Nay," she choked, and averted her gaze at once, thinking him the worst churl she'd ever known. Had she thought him the like of his father? Nay, the man was worse! Infinitely worse. One need only look at him, insultingly dressed for war at table, to know that.

      And she'd do well to remember it.

      She eyed him circumspectly. It was rumored he was bastard born—conceived on the same day as his fair-haired brother, though sired by another man—yet that Gilbert d'Lucy had accepted him despite that fact. She wondered if it was true. It seemed an incredible tale, yet, indeed, it was argued that it was possible for two men to impregnate a single woman at the same time... thus siring twins who bore little resemblance to each other upon birth. She wondered of that, too, for no two brothers could ever have been so disparate as were these two.

      She heard him chuckle beneath his breath—curse him again, a thousand times curse him!—the sound like thunder to her ears. It shook her to her very soul. Truth to tell, if she didn't know better, she'd think he'd guessed at her thoughts—though that was ludicrous. Still, the way he looked at her made her feel as though he knew her private thoughts.

      She cared not a whit for him, she told herself. If he'd led a cursed life, it was no more her concern than... well, than whether he trusted her, or not. Graeham seemed to, and that was all that mattered.

      The meal proceeded in discomfiting silence. Trying in vain to listen to her brother's discourse and endeavoring to ignore the man at her side, Dominique stabbed at her trencher with her bone-handled poniard. But no matter how hard she tried, she could not quite remove the Dragon from her thoughts. Sweet Mary, but when he chewed, she could hear the faint yet deliberate sound of it—and could not keep herself from imagining the strength in those very masculine jaws of his... the deceptive, soft-looking suppleness of his lips. The sound of his chewing only intensified with his brooding silence, until Dominique could little bear it. Her nerves were already fraught. And so the meal persisted until abruptly she felt the heat of his breath upon her neck, and she froze.

      "You might stop now," he informed her smartly. "I do believe ‘tis already deceased, demoiselle."

      It took Dominique an instant to realize what he meant, and then at once she cast her poniard down upon the table, chagrined to have been caught mutilating her meal. And again she heard him chuckle low and finally lost her composure. It was all she could do not to cry out as she rose from her seat. Never in her life had she been so affected by any man!

      Apologetically she glanced at William first, then at Graeham. "I—if you will forgive me, my lord—William... I-I find myself much too weary to dine this eve. I am simply not hungry."

      "Of course," Graeham allowed, his expression empathetic, if somewhat surprised. "Perhaps in the morn you shall feel more rested?" he suggested with concern.

      She nodded much too quickly. "Aye... perchance in the morn," she agreed.

      Graeham nodded and made a motion with his hand, dismissing her. "Blaec, see m'lady to her chamber."

      Blaec's gaze snapped about to meet that of his brother, his visage wrathful.

      "Nay!" Dominique exclaimed at once. ‘Thank you, but I am perfectly able to find my own way." She didn't bother even to linger until Graeham and William spoke to give her leave—nor did she pause to retrieve her poniard, so much did she dread his company.

      At table, they watched her impetuous departure with some bewilderment, and then when she was gone, William turned to demand of Blaec, "What have you said to her, d'Lucy?" He stood wrathfully, clapping his hand upon the table.

      Blaec said naught, merely sat, staring contemplatively at his brother and then at William.

      "Come now," Graeham appealed, standing as well, in an attempt to keep the peace. "I am certain my brother has done naught to offend the lady. Blaec, please reassure him."

      Blaec said naught, merely stared, his face an impervious mask. And then he was saved from responding at all, for in that instant a guard appeared, hastening to his side. With a sense of urgency, the man bent to whisper into his ear, and as naught else had been able to do, the whispered missive caused Blaec's face to pale.

      He stood abruptly, gripping the table with fingers that whitened with the potency of his anger. "It seems there has been yet another raid," he informed Graeham, casting William a lethal glare. "You will pardon me."

      "Certainly, I understand you must go," William interjected at once, the anger leaving his eyes in the face of the unexpected crisis. "Perhaps you could use my⁠—"

      "Nay!" Blaec exploded, casting a swift glance at Graeham, who returned a cautioning glare. At Graeham's silent behest, it took him an instant to temper his fury, but he did so. "Tis most obliging of you," he relented, casting back William's words with barely masked malevolence, "but you are weary, I am certain, and you will remain within the safety of Drakewich's walls."

      He didn't bother to specify just whose safety it was he was concerned with, but by his expression, it was more than apparent that it was not William's—nor, for that matter, that of his precious sister.

      William tensed visibly at what could be taken for nothing less than a command, and Blaec's eyes glittered. "As you have discovered yourself," he said in an effort to appease, for his brother's sake, "we have been troubled much with brigands of late... I would see our guests safe until we can hunt the bastards down. After all, you cannot know our lands as intimately as we do."

      William shook his head, his expression as fierce as that of Blaec; still he did not avert his gaze.

      Neither did Blaec relent. "I'm pleased we understand each other," Blaec said with the slightest smile, and with that scarcely veiled accusation, he pivoted about and stalked away.

      At once Graeham made his excuses to William, and hastened to catch Blaec's angry strides.

      William, for his part, merely watched them go.
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