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Every lover is a warrior,
And Cupid has his camps.
—OVID

A Note from the Author
A kingdom in turmoil . . .
When King Henry I of England died in 1135, his nephew, Stephen of Blois, usurped the throne from Henry’s daughter Matilda and plunged England into a civil conflict that lasted nearly two decades. Mighty earls and barons chose sides and waged private wars for land and power, until even King Stephen’s supporters decried the anarchy and lawlessness of his ineffective rule.
At last defeated by superior forces, Matilda retired across the Channel to Normandy, where she continued to plot to regain the English crown for her eldest son, Henry Plantagenet of Anjou. Young Henry made several unsuccessful attempts to claim his throne, but not until 1153, when Stephen named Matilda’s son as his heir, was a peace agreement reached.
Yet not all of England’s ruling nobility approved of the plan. Although most swore oaths to Henry (now duke of Normandy) as their future king, some rebellious barons supported Stephen’s brother, while others thought to raise Stephen’s bastard son to the throne. Thus, upon King Stephen’s death the following year, England was once more plunged into turmoil. . . .

Prologue
Claredon Keep, England: June 1150
His gift of a rose bewildered her. Bloodred, perfectly formed, the fragile summer bloom seemed too delicate for the ruthless warrior’s hand, which could wield a sword to deadly effect. The Black Dragon of Vernay had plucked the bud for her as they strolled in the castle garden, and now stood offering it to her in his long, sinewed fingers.
Startled by the tender lover’s gesture, Ariane gazed up at the powerful, harsh-visaged Norman knight who towered above her. Amber eyes as piercing as a hawk’s surveyed her intently beneath heavy black brows, a question in their golden depths.
“Have I rendered you speechless, my lady?”
She felt color flush her cheeks, yet she raised her chin bravely. “I . . . was merely surprised.”
When she did not immediately accept his gift, he shook his head. “Ah, but I overlooked the thorns,” he murmured, his deep, masculine voice soothing and low.
Ariane watched in amazement as Lord Ranulf slipped the dagger from his belt and trimmed the savage thorns from the flower’s stem in silent concentration. Scarcely daring to breathe, she studied the man who was shortly to become her betrothed.
Sun-bronzed and starkly chiseled, his proud features were striking rather than handsome, his thick, untamed raven hair overlong and falling nearly to his shoulders. But one forgot even such notable considerations in his formidable presence. Superb in physique, awesome in his raw power, the Black Dragon possessed a commanding bearing that would alarm and intimidate his enemies and arouse respect and confidence in his allies.
In all her fourteen years, Ariane had never met any man quite like him.
The ladies and serving women of Claredon alternately envied her and trembled for her, although this morning envy had begun to prevail. Ariane was inclined to tremble. She was the one who would celebrate her betrothal in merely a few short hours. She was the one who would someday take this dark stranger as her lawful husband. Who would receive him into her bed and body and bear his children.
When Ranulf looked up to meet her watchful gaze, her heart fluttered.
“Do you fear me, demoiselle?” he asked softly, as if reading her thoughts.
Did she fear him? Ariane wondered. Until this moment she would have said yes. Ranulf was a fully grown man, nearly ten years her senior. His great height and powerful, broad-shouldered frame towered over other mortals, while his exploits in battle and tourney were already legendary. But it was his fierce repute that alarmed her most. Spoken of in hushed tones, the Black Dragon of Vernay was the subject of fearsome tales and scandalous rumors that had followed him across the Channel from Normandy.
She would have preferred not to leave the safety of Claredon’s great hall or the vast number of guests that were already gathered there for the betrothal celebration. But when the lord of Vernay had invited her to walk with him alone in the garden, she hadn’t dared refuse. To her dismay, she who had often been scolded by her lady mother for her bold tongue and irreverent wit could think of not a single word to say, clever or otherwise.
He will wonder if he is to wed the village idiot if you continue to remain speechless, Ariane scolded herself as she gazed up at him.
To her complete surprise, Ranulf lifted the rose to caress her cheek, brushing the velvet petals along her skin with a gentleness that seemed totally incongruous coming from such a man.
“Such innocence,” he murmured almost absently, his gaze far away. “I wonder how long it will last.”
She was not certain if he spoke of the rose or herself—but then the powerful knight seemed to collect himself. “I believe you have not answered my question, demoiselle.”
“Q-Question, my lord?” she repeated, caught by the quiet intensity of his amber eyes.
“Do I frighten you?”
Yes, she wanted to answer. She understood why men trembled in fear of him. She would never forget her first sight of Lord Ranulf yesterday as he approached Claredon. Mounted on a massive destrier, dressed in full chain mail armor, he was a forbidding figure with his banner and shield that bore his feared device, a black dragon rampant on a scarlet field. Since his arrival, his manner had seemed distant, even unwelcoming; until this moment, she had thought him cold, hard, dangerous. But he did not seem so fierce or ruthless when he was wielding a rose instead of a sword.
“No, my lord, you do not frighten me,” Ariane replied finally, and realized with surprise that it was true.
“Then will you accept my humble gift of a flower?” A faint smile curved his lips as he made her a courteous bow. “You must, demoiselle, if only to protect me.”
“Protect you?”
“Aye. The theft of a noble’s rose is considered a crime in most parts, but if I give it to you, then I have no need to fear reprisal.”
Her eyes widened in startlement. Was he teasing her? Yet it made her smile to think of so mighty a knight needing her protection from anyone or anything.
“That is much better,” he said with soft satisfaction.
She took the rose from him and buried her nose in the scented velvet petals to hide her flushed cheeks, grateful for his effort to ease her fears. “I thank you, my lord,” Ariane murmured. “These roses are my mother’s pride, but I am certain she will not begrudge you a single bloom, since we are soon to be betrothed.”
It even seemed natural, then, for her to voice the question that had been preying on her mind as they turned to continue their stroll along the garden path. “Was there some reason you desired my company, my lord?”
He seemed to hesitate before casting her a brief, enigmatic glance. “Yes, demoiselle. I have a question to put to you.” Another pause. “Is a marriage between us what you wish for your future?”
“I am not certain I understand what you mean.”
“Are you in full agreement with the betrothal?”
Her eyes widened slightly. “Yes, my lord. I know my duty. I am prepared to obey my lord father.” When Ranulf frowned, Ariane realized her answer was apparently not the one he sought. She hastened to add, “I understand that Claredon needs a strong lord. And now that my brother is . . . gone and my father no longer has an heir, he wishes to make provisions for when he is no longer able to rule—to leave his lands in capable hands, as well as to give me the protection of a strong husband.”
“That is not what I asked, demoiselle. I understand Lord Walter’s reasons for promoting the union.”
She gazed up at Ranulf, not knowing what he wished to hear from her. She had been raised to put duty and responsibility above personal consideration, and her brother Jocelin’s death earlier this year had made her the heir to Claredon, with all the solemn obligations such a vaunted position entailed. If her father wished her to make a political marriage to ensure Claredon’s future, then she would do so, and willingly. But she did not think Lord Ranulf needed any such explanation, since their union would be a political alliance for him as well.
It was another moment before he spoke, and then his voice sounded strangely constrained, almost taut. “I have no desire to force a reluctant damsel to accept my suit. I have seen more than one marriage where the lady was unwilling end in calamity.”
Still watching him, Ariane noticed the way his strong jaw had hardened, caught the faint note of bitterness in his tone, and wondered if he was speaking of his own experience.
But perhaps she mistook his intention. Perhaps he was attempting to renounce the betrothal and searching for the kindest way to tell her.
Impulsively she reached out to touch Ranulf’s sleeve, a gesture that seemed to startle him and made him halt in his tracks. “Do you wish to be released from the betrothal, my lord?”
His amber gaze searched her face intently, and for a moment as she met those arresting golden eyes, she thought she saw a bleakness in their depths, a flicker of something almost like torment. But then it was gone. “I want to be certain you harbor no objections to wedding me.”
Was he actually asking if she consented to their marriage? In her admittedly limited experience, no warlord would seek the approval of a mere girl but would be solely concerned with gaining land and power. Surely in Normandy as well as England, land counted for everything and the consent of the lady very little, despite the Church’s efforts to provide greater protection to unwilling brides. Lord Ranulf intended to wed her for the vast demesne she would someday bring him upon her father’s passing, she knew.
Ariane could not read the question in his eyes. He had gone still, his expression serious, almost guarded. She trusted those eyes, she realized with a sudden conviction. They were hard, intense, but not cruel.
“I have no objections, my lord. I consent freely to the betrothal.”
The taut expression eased from his features, softening the grim line of his mouth, while his powerful body seemed to relax. Only then did Ariane realize he had not answered her own question. She wanted desperately to ask him if their marriage was what he wished for—but Ranulf was a powerful landed knight who could afford his choice of bride. If he objected to the union, surely he would never have accepted her father’s proposition in the first place.
“Is that what you wished to know?” she asked uncertainly.
“Yes, demoiselle. I was merely interested in discovering your opinion.” He seemed suddenly discomfited by the subject, or by her, for he looked away, across the garden toward the bailey wall.
Yearning to put him at ease as he had her, Ariane smiled wryly. “My lord father would say daughters have no right to opinions, and that I have too many for my own good. I daresay he is right.”
Ranulf glanced back down at her sharply, as if in surprise. “And do you always agree with your father, my lady?”
She wrinkled her nose. “No, seldom, in truth. He claims it is my greatest failing.”
Ranulf chuckled faintly, a rough, rusty sound that made Ariane certain he was not a man who laughed often.
“Indeed, I suspect Father is so eager to be rid of me, he is grateful you are here to court me.”
“Court?” The tall knight grimaced slightly. “I am a soldier, demoiselle, not a poet.” The smile that played on his lips was self-deprecating, endearing somehow. “I know little of wooing a lady.”
She was certain he was wrong. If this strong, charismatic man put his mind to it, he could seduce the birds from the trees, Ariane suspected.
“Well, I know even less about courtship,” she answered boldly, “so you need not fear I will judge you harshly. You are my first suitor.”
“Your first? I cannot credit it. Can it be that the men in England are blind?”
Now she knew he was teasing her and being kind. She could make little claim to beauty, with her ungainly height and freckles that accompanied her fair skin and hair. She well knew her noble birth and the rich demesne of Claredon were her prime advantages.
“Alas,” she replied with a rueful laugh, “my appearance has little to say to the matter. My father refused to entertain the idea of suitors for me until he was certain which way the political winds blew.”
Ranulf studied her speculatively. “You are not afraid to speak your mind, I see.”
Wondering if his remark was a criticism, Ariane found herself flushing. Her lady mother had always warned that her wayward tongue would plunge her into trouble someday. Perhaps she had been too bold with Lord Ranulf, but her intuition told her he would not want a meek bride. Her chin rose slightly. “No, and I am not afraid to wed you, either, my lord.”
He smiled then. Fully. A slow, tender, sensual smile that softened his harsh features and made Ariane’s heart suddenly trip over itself. Unprepared for the intimate rush of warmth that suddenly rioted through her, she blinked at the dazzling sight, feeling as if the sun had burst from behind the clouds.
Was this what her women had admired and envied earlier? This bold, masculine appeal that held all the shock of a lightning bolt? Was it possible for a single smile to win a damsel’s heart?
Then Ranulf raised a gentle hand to brush her lower lip with the tip of a forefinger. He had barely touched her, yet her pulse skittered wildly, while a strange heat blossomed inside her, sending her emotions into a wild state of confusion.
Ariane stared up at him in mute bewilderment, startled by the feelings that had sprung to life at his slightest caress, the strange sensations that quivered through her body. Never had she been so vitally aware of being female than at this moment. Never before had she been shaken by a man’s touch.
“Then we are agreed, my lady? The betrothal will go forward?”
“Yes, my lord,” she murmured breathlessly.
When Ranulf held out his hand to her, Ariane shivered, not from apprehension, but from fascination and excitement and anticipation. She wanted this man for her husband, she realized. She wanted to wed this powerful, magnificent knight who cared enough to concern himself with her feelings and her fears. Who could make her tremble with merely a smile and a touch. Despite the rumors of his terrible past, she desired to be part of his future.
Hope took wing in her heart as she placed her trembling fingers in Ranulf’s hand. They would have a good marriage, Ariane vowed silently, remembering the reluctance she had sensed in him. She would endeavor to make Ranulf a good wife, strive never to give him cause to regret this day.
With a tremulous smile, Ariane clutched the rose he had given her and allowed the Black Dragon of Vernay to lead her back to Claredon’s tower and the betrothal celebration within.
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Vernay Keep, Normandy: November 1154
The warm lips nuzzling his bare skin no longer had the power to arouse him, nor did the cool, silken hair trailing provocatively over his naked back. Ranulf lay sprawled on his stomach upon the musky linen sheets, sated and spent, his body glistening with sweat after his exertions. Pleasing two lusty wenches at once taxed even a man of his strength and stamina.
Yet Layla continued her merciless assault with mouth and tongue, her lush, opulent curves pressing erotically against him, her nails sending delicate shivers racing along his spine, her teeth intermittently nipping his buttocks with a sharpness that was just short of pain.
“Enough,” he muttered huskily—a command he lacked the energy to enforce.
When she bent to offer a luscious breast to him, teasing her dusky nipple against his mouth, Ranulf patiently averted his head. When she threaded her fingers through his raven hair and tugged insistently, he merely caught her wrist and pried loose her grip. It was only when Layla scraped her nails in a deliberate path over his scarred back that he finally reacted; she knew quite well such probing of his scars was forbidden, even though he had been unable to break her of the habit.
“Cease, wench.”
At his sharp tone, the ripe young body at his other side flinched, and Ranulf had to murmur gently to Flore and stroke her soothingly till she curled against him once more.
For temperament, he much preferred the petite, fair-haired Flore to the voluptuous Layla, whose ebony tresses were as dark as his own. Flore was a sweetly submissive Norman wench, always eager to do his bidding, whereas the foreign Layla had a grasping, querulous nature. Only because of her exquisite skills did he humor the beautiful Saracen.
“I seek simply to pleasure you, lord,” she said petulantly in her thick, honeyed accents. “You know well Layla pleases you far better than any other.”
Ranulf could not dispute her claim. Stolen from her family and enslaved in an infidel brothel, Layla had been trained in the sexual arts of the East, and knew well how to satisfy a man and bring his desire to a fever pitch.
If he also gained a bitter measure of satisfaction in possessing the exotic concubine his detested father had brought back from the Holy Land . . . well then, he would not deny himself the pleasure, even if he was perforce required to bear with Layla’s sharp tongue and acid jealousy. He could have chosen from a dozen peasant wenches just as eager to warm his bed, and yet tonight he had needed the fierce release the Saracen could bring him. He needed to forget. Summoning Flore at the same time only increased the odds that he would find respite from the demons that shadowed him.
“You are cruel to Layla, lord,” she complained, running her tongue over her pouting lower lip.
“Methinks thrice is enough,” Ranulf retorted, his tone dry, “even for a woman of your passion.”
In answer, she captured his hand and held it to the satiny flesh of her generous breast. “You dislike my passion? You desire Layla no longer?”
Ranulf grinned unwillingly as he gave her taut nipple a playful squeeze. “You would have to geld me to quench my desire for you, wench. But it is time for you to seek your own pallet.” When Layla made to protest, Ranulf raised his powerful body up on one elbow. “You know my wishes. I sleep alone.”
In truth, he was not singling her out for punishment by sending her away. His solitary slumber was a self-imposed rule. Though he took great pleasure in the female body, he rarely lingered with a woman. Too much sensual indulgence bred softness in a warrior; a knight who cavorted too often grew lazy and careless.
When Layla refused to budge, Ranulf gave her bare flank a mild cuff, which made her squeal in mock protest.
Defiantly, she lay back upon the dishevelled pillows, gazing up at him with languorous, seductive eyes. Provocatively her long fingers played over her sumptuous breasts, caressing the dusky crimson nipples in erotic invitation, while her lush thighs spread for his masculine appreciation. “Once more, lord, I beg you. . . .”
Despite her disobedience, Ranulf gave a rough chuckle. He was sated enough at the moment to be amused at her tactics, and wise enough to relent. Sometimes it behooved a man to let a wench win small victories so that she yielded more readily in important matters.
“Once more, then.” His fingers splayed over the smooth mound between her thighs, shaved bare in the Saracen style . . . parting the damp, passion-flushed lips, seeking the tender nubbin that was a woman’s delight.
Layla drew a sharp breath and closed her eyes, while her legs opened wide, giving his stroking fingers full access to her heated, dewy center. With controlled expertise, he caressed the slick flesh, sliding slowly inside the hot, sleek moistness. Layla quivered with arousal. In merely moments a throaty moan of rapture escaped her; her head fell back in ecstasy as she arched her supple back, her voluptuous, golden body undulating in the flickering candlelight.
Ranulf viewed her breathless, writhing response with gratification. Layla deserved to be rewarded for her earlier exquisite ministrations. She had provided him comfort tonight; it was only fair he reciprocate. Indeed, for the past fortnight—ever since he’d returned home to Vernay to cool his heels and await a summons from Duke Henry—Layla had succored him frequently. He should feel more remorse, perhaps, at relaxing his own strict custom of self-denial. Yet if he indulged his lust more often than usual when occupying Vernay Keep, it was because the diversion helped keep the memories at bay.
Restlessly, Ranulf lifted his gaze from the panting woman in his bed to glance beyond the open bed curtains. The solar at Vernay, where the lord slept and spent his leisure, remained a cold, stark, spartan chamber, devoid of comforts other than a roaring fire in the hearth and an occasional tapestry draping the stone walls to thwart the chill. He had refused to change a single appointment since his father’s tenancy, perversely determined to preserve the bitter evidence of his past.
Yet he was lord here now, Ranulf reminded himself. The honor of Vernay belonged to him, given to him in fief by Duke Henry, along with a charter of nobility that had reinstated him to his rightful rank. He was a disinherited, landless castoff no longer.
For all his present power and wealth, though, he could not quell the unease that always assaulted him in this chamber—the place where his father had flayed the flesh from his back. Even now, his skin turned clammy with dread each time he entered these apartments, for he could not help recalling the terror and pain of his youth. He had no need even to shut his eyes to remember crouching there against the far wall as a child, naked and trembling, waiting to endure the punishment of a vengeful sire. Not even the current consolation of heated female flesh could completely drive away the memories—although it made up in some measure for the countless hours of fear and torment he had suffered here.
The distant blare of the night watchman’s horn brought Ranulf’s head up like a wolf scenting the wind. At his sudden tensing, Layla’s eyes flew open.
“Nay! My lord . . . you cannot cease. . . .” Her demanding tone was sharp and insistent—and breathless as well.
He smiled faintly as his brutal memories faded. “We have time.”
And they would. Any new arrival must first await the lowering of the drawbridge, then ride through the outer and inner baileys before seeking entrance to Vernay’s tower.
He had the leisure to bring Layla to fulfillment.
Yet even before the grateful, sobbing woman had collapsed against him, Ranulf’s thoughts had already moved ahead to review his plans. If the new arrival was indeed the duke’s messenger with a summons, it meant King Stephen had died and Henry was preparing to claim his rightful crown as king of England. And since Henry was certain to be met with resistance, he would need to raise adequate forces to ensure the successful assumption of power.
Ranulf felt anticipation swell at the promised conflict. Not only was he willing to supply the knight’s fees he owed his liege, he was impatient to take up arms for Henry. He had remained idle too long, his battle sword and lance growing rusty with disuse. For the past three months and more, peace had reigned in Normandy. There had been no rebellions, no skirmishes, not even a nearby tourney where he could hone his skills and exhaust his frustrations in the melee or increase his wealth by capturing enemy knights for ransom.
For the past fortnight all had been in readiness for the forthcoming journey: the armor polished, the weapons sharpened, and the baggage wains staged for loading. His knights and men-at-arms had engaged in daily practice, sparring in swordplay, tilting at the quintains, shooting archery butts, and yet, they too were restless at the delay and eager to begin the campaign.
And now it seemed the moment was at hand.
As Ranulf expected, a lengthy interval passed before a rap sounded on the iron-banded door—time which he spent attending to Flore’s pleasure in reward for her sweetness and patience. At his command to enter, Ranulf’s vassal, Payn FitzOsbern, strode into the solar, half-dressed in an unlaced tunic and grinning broadly.
“Duke Henry?” Ranulf queried as he eased his body over the Saracen wench to sit on the edge of the massive bed.
“Aye, the duke—soon to be king of England. He rides for the coast in two days’ time and expects us to accompany him.” Payn made no apparent attempt to keep the glee from his tone. “The messenger would speak with you.”
Flashing his own grin, Ranulf solicitously twitched the linen sheet up over the two nude women in his bed. “Bid him enter.”
The messenger had obviously ridden hard from the duke’s court, for his cloak was spattered with mud, while grime and weariness lined his face. He confirmed what Payn had already announced, adding more details about the departure plans and composition of Henry’s forces, and warning of the resistance expected from the late King Stephen’s supporters in England.
Satisfied, Ranulf dismissed the man with orders to seek food and rest in the hall, then strode naked to the table where refreshment awaited. Pouring wine from a flagon into two pewter cups, he handed one to Payn and raised his own.
“On to England, then!”
“Aye, on to England! May we find a vast supply of English rebels to vanquish—before your impatience renders your temper even more vile than of late.”
“I?” Ranulf’s black eyebrow rose in amused mockery. “My disposition has been sweet as honey.”
His vassal gave a snort of laughter. “And what of the three quintains you destroyed yesterday? Had their straw forms been infidels, we would have freed the Holy Land by now! I vow I’ve encountered wild boars less dangerous than you after you’ve been caged here at Vernay for any length.”
Ranulf’s sole response was a shrug as he drained his cup. “Perhaps.”
“Yet I see you have been laboring at a cure for your foul mood.” Payn grinned wickedly as, with a nod of his head, he indicated the women in his lord’s bed. “By the rood, two wenches at once, Ranulf? Could you not save some for the rest of us?”
Ranulf surveyed the handsome, chestnut-haired knight with wry amusement. “I much doubt you lacked for company yourself.”
“Nay, but for some reason I find utterly unfathomable, females seem to favor you, despite your black scowl.”
“Simply because I take the time to ensure their pleasure instead of seeking merely my own.” At Payn’s grimace, it was Ranulf’s turn to grin. “Less selfishness would stand you in good stead, my friend.”
“Doubtless you are right.” Tilting his head back, Payn swallowed the remainder of his wine, then glanced at Ranulf with a measure of slyness. “And wise, as well. Best get your fill of your lemans now while you still can. Your bride will be none too pleased to share you after the wedding. A lady of her rank will expect you to devote your attentions to her, at least in the beginning.”
Ranulf’s good humor faded at the reminder. His betrothed awaited him in England—the sole reason he would not find this campaign entirely to his liking. “With the opposition we undoubtedly will face,” he said stiffly, “it could be months before I can manage time for a wedding ceremony.”
“ ’Tis likely you’ll not be able to put off your nuptials much longer, though,” Payn observed, laughter lacing his tone.
To hide his thoughts, Ranulf pivoted abruptly to refill his wine cup. His friend had long known of his reluctance to visit England but only lately begun to suspect the cause: The Black Dragon of Vernay had misplaced his vaunted nerve.
Ranulf shook his head ruefully. How was it possible? He was a warrior, a powerful knight who had earned his spurs at the youthful age of seventeen. In the eleven years since, he had proven his valor countless times over. His remarkable achievements in combat had earned him the name “Black Dragon,” a dreaded appellation that made his foes tremble. And yet the thought of wedding the Claredon heiress unnerved him.
He feared a mere girl.
Payn would think it a great jest—uproarious, in fact. It would indeed be humorous, if not for the possible repercussions, Ranulf admitted wryly. If his men learned of his trepidation, not only would he suffer untold ribbing, but their respect for him would diminish, a consequence that could prove detrimental to his leadership.
As if sensing his discomfort, Payn gave a guffaw of laughter and cuffed him on the back. “Take cheer, my lord. As you said, it could be months before you must face your bride. With luck, Stephen’s defenders will not surrender England easily, and your time will be spent fighting and subduing rebels. Perhaps you can manage to delay your visit to Claredon through next spring and even into the summer.”
“Aye,” Ranulf said, swallowing a long gulp of wine. What he needed was a good fight to take his mind off his impending nuptials. War, sport, and tourneys—those were his passion. Not women. Not his heiress bride. He was eager for battle, for confrontation, if only so that he might escape the affliction of matrimony for a short while longer.
“You can count on me to see to the final arrangements for the journey,” Payn assured him. “We shall be prepared to march at first light.”
Ranulf nodded, but scarcely noticed when his vassal departed. His thoughts were too wrapped up in the fate that awaited him across the Channel. While he anticipated the forthcoming military campaign with relish, he was not at all anxious to set foot in England.
More than four years had passed since the betrothal contracts had been signed, time which he’d spent fighting and serving his liege. He had permitted the seasons to slip past one by one, too occupied with his duties and obligations here to fetch his young bride; convinced that she would prefer to remain with her family in England rather than be dragged off to Normandy as his wife, to the fearsome lair of the Black Dragon. Even when an opportunity had arisen, though, he’d made no move to claim her, but instead found reason to tarry in Normandy. He had not even accompanied Henry to England last year when the duke met with King Stephen to secure the succession.
Absently, Ranulf moved to stand before the crackling fire in the hearth, his gaze engrossed by the flames.
At the time, his betrothal to Ariane of Claredon had seemed a sound idea—a politically expedient maneuver that would provide him land and heirs and cement an alliance with a powerful family who held fiefs throughout England. And after living much of his life without land or even a name, he had leapt at the chance to increase his wealth and extend his power base to England, where he possessed only minor holdings. He’d been eager for the connection offered him, driven by a fierce determination to become more powerful than his despised father, to forge for himself a dynasty that would rival any lord’s in the land. That a noble wife came with the transaction had not seemed too great a price to pay . . . at the time.
Her father Walter’s reasons for wanting the marriage were just as mercenary and perhaps more political. Walter supported King Stephen yet knew Empress Matilda and her son Henry might one day prevail. Shrewdly the lord of Claredon had betrothed his fourteen-year-old daughter to a Norman warlord who supported Henry, with the intent of leaving her well protected by a powerful husband should the English crown change hands.
At the time, Ranulf reflected, the scandal of his birth and his doubtful lineage was no longer much of an impediment, for he had just been reinstated to his inheritance and the honor of Vernay, which, added to bounty already gained from tourneys and wars, made him one of the wealthier knights in Normandy.
It had seemed a good match on both sides.
Except that the ink was scarcely dry on the parchment before he had longed to be free.
In these uncertain times, a betrothal pact could always be broken, for who would enforce the law? Civil rule in England was in shambles, while King Stephen had virtually lost the power to control his subjects or dispense justice. Yet as the years passed Ranulf had found no good reason to dissolve the contract. What could he say? That he feared such an advantageous marriage? His enemies would delight in his faintheartedness and he would appear a fool. Her brother’s death had made Ariane of Claredon a great heiress, a prize any nobleman would fight to possess.
Idly Ranulf rubbed his bare chest as he stared at the leaping flames, vaguely aware of the heat warming his naked loins.
He had met his intended bride only once—for the betrothal celebrations. Ariane had been a mere girl then, but he remembered her still: a long, thin body that held a coltish grace; pale hair a hue between flaxen and copper; plain, sharp-boned features dusted with freckles; and huge gray eyes that seemed to see more than he wanted to reveal.
Ranulf considered her youth an advantage. He had wanted a meek bride, someone young and malleable whom he could train to do his bidding, who could be taught obedience if not loyalty. He’d taken great care to ascertain her willingness for the marriage, desiring no repetition of his mother’s faithlessness to his father.
Ariane had seemed innocent enough, even possessing a virginal sort of charm that had surprised and enchanted him. Time would have changed her, though, Ranulf suspected regretfully. By now she would have had ample opportunity to learn the talents that were so prevalent in her sex—the arts of cruelty and lies and betrayal.
Her birth and station alone gave him cause to be wary. From the cradle, his ordeals with noblewomen had marked his soul, just as his father’s scourge had scarred his back. His own adulterous mother had condemned him to a life of torment, sentenced him to the hell of his father’s rage. Because of her infidelity, he had been forced to fight for his birthright, his identity, his very existence.
In truth, he had little use for women, other than the pleasure their bodies afforded. He was a man with strong appetites, but he preferred a simple peasant instead of a highborn lady. A lusty wench whose base and modest needs were easily fulfilled, who made no pretense of understanding such principles as honor and constancy and faithfulness. Who would not scorn him for his ignoble origins.
Give him someone other than his betrothed, Ariane of Claredon.
Ranulf exhaled a reluctant sigh, reminding himself it was far too late for him to withdraw his suit. He would honor his word regarding the contract. When England was won and Henry’s rule secure, then he would journey to Claredon and submit to the nuptials he had delayed for too long. Even if he would prefer to fight an entire enemy army rather than face his betrothed.
Realizing the absurdity of that thought, Ranulf laughed softly at himself. How had he been caught in this dilemma? His courage held hostage by a mere girl half his weight and a tenth his strength? What could she do to him, after all?
Deliberately, he shook his head, forcing himself to clear his mind. What need had he to concern himself with his bride—or with any female, for that matter? All he knew was fighting. All he wanted was a good battle or three. And yet . . . And yet his future was at stake. The moment he set foot in England, he would seal his fate. The only delay he could hope for would be revolts against the new king that needed quelling—
Ranulf was brought out of his unpleasant reverie by silken arms that entwined his waist from behind, by a lush, familiar, feminine body that pressed suggestively against his. Her delicate, stroking hands felt cool on his fire-warmed skin. Ranulf felt his tense muscles relax.
“She will not pleasure you as I do,” Layla purred, nipping the corded muscle of his upper arm with her teeth.
“She?”
“Your English bride.”
Ranulf grimaced. He had no desire to dwell on his bride, or discuss the subject of his marriage with his leman. “She is not English, but Norman, as are all the ruling families there.”
“Norman, English . . . she will not delight you as Layla will.”
“Enough.” His hands came up to unclasp the concubine’s arms from around his waist. “I have no wish to speak of her.”
Moving sinuously to stand before him, Layla pouted up at Ranulf. “Forgive me, lord. Layla had no desire to anger you.”
His mouth curled in knowing amusement. “No? You delight in rousing my temper, wench, as you well know.”
Unabashed, she leaned closer to press her lips against his breast, swirling her wicked tongue over his nipple . . . lower, through the mat of curling ebony hair covering his chest . . . and lower still, along his flaccid member . . . arousing him deftly as she knelt on the stone floor at his feet. “Only because I also know how to appease you afterward, my magnificent stallion,” she throatily whispered against his swelling flesh.
“Aye,” he agreed, his tone husky. Already he could feel his groin stirring, his organ stiffening, throbbing. “So why do you delay? Appease me now.”
His hand on her shoulder, he drew Layla to his pulsing arousal. She knew what he wanted, what he needed from her. Her mouth curving in a feline smile, she closed her caressing fingers around the base of his burgeoning rod, now huge and thick, and took him in her hot mouth.
With a grimace of pleasure, Ranulf shut his eyes, his buttocks tightening rigidly as he thrust with slow, shuddering restraint into her slick heat. This was his last night at Vernay and he would make good use of it, of the exquisite skills the exotic Saracen possessed.
His hand rode her dark head as he tried to lose himself in the sensual pleasure she provided, as he tried unsuccessfully to forget his laughable dilemma. He, a powerful Norman warlord and one of Duke Henry’s most able vassals, had turned craven.
Yet it was not his mighty enemies and their armies who were to blame, but a young noblewoman. A mere girl.
Absurdly, beyond all reason, despite all rational arguments with himself, he feared his own bride.
A bride he could not avoid facing very much longer.
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His first response when Ranulf spied his winsome bride on the battlements was supreme wariness, followed swiftly by unwelcome surprise. The plain, skinny child he remembered from five years before bore little resemblance to the tall, regal beauty he was looking at now.
God’s wounds! The recent reports of Ariane’s striking loveliness had been exaggerated perhaps, but not overmuch, Ranulf admitted grudgingly. The setting sun turned her fair, plaited hair to palest flame, while her fine-boned profile could have been carved from alabaster.
His loins tightened instinctively—a stirring he abruptly quelled. He was never invulnerable to a comely woman, but this was no time to be lusting after his bride, certainly not if she was contemplating treason against the crown.
Ranulf voiced a quiet oath under his breath as he stood watching Ariane from the shadows. He had spent the past months quelling resistance to the new king throughout the length and breadth of England, but rebellion from this quarter was entirely unexpected. King Henry had counted Walter of Claredon one of his firm supporters, which made his betrayal all the more treacherous. Walter had joined Hugh Mortimer’s revolt at Bridgenorth, thus earning Henry’s legendary rage. Ranulf had been sent here to Claredon to seize the traitor’s estates—and to apprehend Walter’s daughter.
At present, she stood, cool and defiant, on the wall-walk overlooking the entrance gates, directing the preparations for the castle’s defense. Everything below was chaos, the milling crowds and herds emitting a clamor of sound—shouts, thudding hooves, the squawks and squeals and brays of farm animals—as they poured across the drawbridge into the outer bailey. No fools, the serfs and villagers of Claredon sought refuge behind the thick stone curtain walls of the keep, all fleeing the wrath of the Black Dragon.
All were unaware that the Black Dragon himself had entered the gates with the first wave of refugees hours before and now stood in the shadow of a stone alcove on the battlements, a mere pebble’s toss from their lady.
“My lord?” his squire, Burc, whispered at his shoulder. “Do we arrest the demoiselle now or do we wait?”
“We wait.”
He would allow his betrothed to prove her intentions. Her father was in open rebellion against King Henry, which warranted her detention as a political prisoner, but it would go easier with her if she denounced Lord Walter’s treason and voluntarily surrendered his castle. It was still possible she would yield, although her current actions suggested otherwise. Judging from appearances, the Claredon heiress was girding for war.
Ranulf would have preferred to question her at once, but he would not risk approaching his bride yet, not until dusk fell to aid his disguise. The cowled monk’s robe he wore concealed his face and untonsured hair, but his great height and powerful frame were difficult to mask. He had stooped his shoulders and broadened his girth with a cushion tied over his belly, but he preferred to avoid recognition. Having to fight his way through such a motley crowd would not suit his purpose.
Already the armored knights and archers arrayed along the battlements made the vulnerable flesh between his shoulder blades itch. He had left off his chain mail and sword when he’d donned his coarse brown monk’s garb, and carried only a dagger as a weapon. His best squire, a lad chosen for his quick mind, would scarcely provide much support should the Claredon forces discover an enemy in their midst. Yet he’d elected religious garb as the least likely to arouse suspicion, while affording him the best opportunity to observe his betrothed—and put him in a better position to act should she defy the king’s command and close the gates against him.
A development that seemed imminent, judging by the frantic preparations going forth.
Ranulf’s jaw clenched. If his bride forced him to lay siege to the castle and risk his men’s lives, she would feel the vengeance of his sword.
Narrowing his eyes, Ranulf studied Ariane with unwilling admiration. Her tall, graceful frame gowned in rust-red bliaud and gold-linked girdle appeared as slender as a willow, too delicate to lead a retinue of knights and men-at-arms in defiance of her new liege, King Henry. She would not be the first of Henry’s subjects to attempt it, though, nor the last. Henry had been confronting unruly English barons since his first moment of arriving from Normandy four months ago. After being crowned king, he had moved swiftly to restore order in England, demolishing unlawful castles built during the late Stephen’s reign, crushing revolts, and defeating any of Stephen’s supporters who refused to swear fealty to their new ruler.
The current uprising was led by Hugh of Mortimer, who wished to set Stephen’s bastard son William on the throne in Henry’s stead. At this moment King Henry was besieging Mortimer’s castles in Shropshire. And Ranulf had been sent to Berkshire to take possession of Walter of Claredon’s demesne and to deal with his daughter.
At the moment she appeared deep in contemplation, a pose that only increased Ranulf’s wariness and mistrust. In his experience, females of her noble class who thought overmuch were intent on mischief and scheming.
He watched as Ariane raised a hand to her brow and bowed her head. Was she weeping? Praying?
No matter. He could not be swayed by tears. And God could not save her from his wrath if she was intent on treason. If she chose to support the rebellion against England’s lawful king, she would pay dearly for her betrayal.
The choice was hers to make.
 
“Shall we raise the drawbridge, my lady?” Simon Crecy asked quietly of his mistress. “Most of the villeins are accounted for.”
“A few moments more,” Ariane answered. “There may still be others who wish to seek the safety of Claredon.”
She felt Simon move to stand beside her. As her father’s chief vassal and commander of the garrison at Claredon, Simon had been left behind with a force of knights and men-at-arms when Walter rode to join Hugh Mortimer. Ariane was grateful for his company, for it helped ease the great burden of responsibility she shouldered.
“Simon?”
“Aye, my lady?”
“You have done well. My father shall hear of your efforts.”
Stealing a glance at him she saw him flush at her praise. They were of a height, but Simon was older than she by some dozen years and far more experienced in political and military matters. Ariane trusted him implicitly. She had always wondered if he might have sought her hand in marriage if not for her betrothal.
My perpetual betrothal, she thought bitterly.
Her fingers clenched as she forced the reflection aside. She had vowed not to dwell on her lost hopes, her faded dreams.
Lifting her chin, Ariane gazed out over the parapet wall at the newly sown fields of Claredon, at the shimmering river winding sinuously toward the horizon, golden in the fading rays of sunset. The scene looked so peaceful—an illusion, to be sure.
She had never known true peace. She’d been reared during one of the most turbulent periods in England’s history, and while her father had managed by strategic combat and judicious political maneuverings to shield his estates from the devastation wreaked on much of England during Stephen’s reign, no aspect of their lives had remained untouched. In the past ten years, Walter had spent a fortune erecting new stone curtain walls around Claredon in place of the wooden ones, yet no walls could stretch far enough to shield the surrounding countryside from an invading army. If the lord of Vernay laid siege to Claredon, he would first destroy fields and stores and the rude homes of the peasantry in an attempt to starve the castle inhabitants into submission.
And his army was on the march. The distraught messenger who had ridden frantically in from Bridgenorth this morning with the incredible news about her father’s treason had also warned of the approach of the Black Dragon’s forces.
Mother of God, how she dreaded the possibility of war. Was there a way to prevent it short of surrender? How could she spare the lives of her people and yet remain loyal to her father? She had promised to hold Claredon Keep in his absence, and she would sooner be drenched with scalding oil than fail him. She would not destroy what little faith he had placed in her.
“Simon?” Ariane asked in a troubled voice. “Think you we take the right course?”
Simon shook his dark head. “I know not, my lady. Yet I believe this is what my Lord Walter would have wished. You know your betrothed better than I.”
“I doubt it. I met him but once, for a brief while, and that when I was a mere girl.” Her mouth twisted in a joyless smile as she recalled her one startling meeting with Ranulf de Vernay.
He had been a fully grown man then, nearly ten years her senior. When he invited her to walk with him alone in the castle garden, she dared not refuse, but his sheer presence had awed her, rendered her completely tongue-tied. Those amber hawk’s eyes had scrutinized her intently, as if she were his prey, driving her heart to her throat.
Yet, astonishingly, the lord of Vernay had seemed to understand her agitation and he had taken the time to ease her fears, indeed to charm her, chasing away her wariness, seducing her with his gentle teasing. To her utter amazement, he had asked if she consented to the betrothal.
Then, even before she had overcome her bewilderment, Ranulf had suddenly smiled at her, with a heart-stopping tenderness that incredibly, magically, melted the harshness from that cold, hard countenance.
She had lost more than her fear of Ranulf in that moment. She had lost her heart. She deemed the lord of Vernay a magnificent suitor, the embodiment of every girlhood dream. And she had vowed to herself then and there to make him a good, faithful wife.
What a fool she had been!
“I thought him kind and gentle,” she murmured to Simon. “Can you credit how poor my judgment was?”
“I have heard fearsome things said of him.”
She had heard the tales, too, over the years—of the Black Dragon’s prowess in combat, of his merciless vengeance. His very name, taken from the device on his shield and banner, struck fear in the hearts of lesser men.
“Some say de Vernay is Henry’s best field commander,” Simon murmured. “And his most brilliant tactician. He is known to have challenged and defeated his own father in battle. A most unnatural son.”
Ariane fell silent. Those tales of Lord Ranulf were the most shocking. His lady mother was said to have taken a peasant lover before Ranulf’s birth, so that he might well be a lowborn freeman’s offspring. Certainly Ranulf’s noble father doubted his parentage. Yves de Vernay had refused, even after his two older sons had died, to acknowledge Ranulf as heir. The Black Dragon had claimed his inheritance at the point of a sword.
“We should fare well enough,” Simon was saying. “Our forces are in position. We have adequate supplies—due to your own efforts, my lady. We can hold out for some time against a siege.”
“And you sent word to my father at Bridgenorth.”
“Two separate couriers, lady, to improve the chances of gaining through. If Lord Walter is free to come, he will.”
If he is free.
Ariane shook her head. Her shock at the recent turn of events still had not faded. Her father had been charged with high treason for conspiring with Hugh Mortimer against the crown. She simply could not believe him guilty; she knew him too well.
“The drawbridge, my lady?” Simon urged gently, interrupting her troubled thoughts. “ ’Tis dangerous to tarry longer.”
“Yes.” Gazing down at the approach to Claredon, Ariane realized that the final stragglers had entered the castle bailey. “We should proceed.”
Turning, Simon called down to the keeper of the gate. Almost at once a tremendous grinding of chains sounded as the huge wooden bridge was slowly raised.
The action came none too soon, for in the far distance a golden swirl of dust could be seen on the horizon—the kind of cloud kicked up by a rapidly approaching army. Ariane felt the muscles of her stomach tense with dread.
The Black Dragon. Her betrothed. The man who should have been her husband long ere now.
The warrior who had never come to claim her as his bride.
Her nerves were shredded raw by the time the horde came to a plunging halt a safe distance from the castle walls. The sun had nearly set, yet she could see a force of some two hundred strong—a quarter comprised of fearsome Norman knights garbed in conical steel helmets and long tunics of chain mail, mounted on snorting destriers, with gleaming lances and tall shields at the ready. The rest were archers and foot soldiers wearing bullhide armor. A banner waved over the throng—a black dragon rampant on a scarlet field.
Before long, a single mailed knight broke from the ranks of horsemen and rode slowly forward, bearing a white pen-non, seeking to parley. Ariane flinched when a short blast sounded from an enemy trumpet, even though she had known to expect it. She was grateful to have Simon Crecy standing beside her.
The rider halted his bay charger within hailing distance of the stone wall and called up to the defenders on the battlements:
“In the name of Henry, duke of Normandy and rightful king of England, you are commanded to open the gates!”
Taking a deep breath, Ariane answered, although her voice was neither as strong nor as clear as she would have liked. “Tell me, good sir, why should we open our gates when you plainly come prepared for war?”
There was a pause, as if her question had surprised the knight. “Because to refuse is treason. King Henry has ordered Walter of Claredon’s arrest and awarded his lands and possessions to the lord of Vernay—who demands your immediate surrender. I carry the king’s proclamation.” His gauntleted hand raised a scroll for her to see.
Ariane forced herself to unclench her fingers, which had curled into fists. “I am the lady of Claredon. Do I have the honor of speaking with the lord of Vernay?”
“I am my lord’s vassal, Payn FitzOsbern, demoiselle. Lord Ranulf has charged me with arranging the terms of your surrender.”
She felt the slightest measure of tension ease from her body; this was only the Black Dragon’s emissary.
“Your lord could not spare the time to come himself?” she asked. “I should think if the disposition of Claredon was important to him, he would have ridden here with all due speed.”
“My lady . . . he . . . has been delayed.”
“Indeed?” Her tone was heavily laced with irony. “Yes, I can see how five years might be too brief a term to permit a visit to his intended bride.”
FitzOsbern hesitated, obviously searching for words. “Demoiselle, will you open the gates?”
“I will discuss my course with Ranulf de Vernay and no other. You may tell him so.”
A pause. “He will not be pleased with your answer.”
Ariane forced herself to return a cool smile. Her betrothed’s refusal to come to Claredon himself was a calculated insult, perhaps, but she could use it to her advantage. “Nonetheless, that is the answer you will give him.”
She could almost feel the knight’s frustration. “You refuse to surrender the castle then, my lady?”
“I repeat, I will gladly discuss the subject with my Lord Ranulf. Please convey my regards to him. That will be all, sir knight.”
FitzOsbern gripped the haft of his pennon more tightly with his leather-gauntleted fist, clearly reluctant to accept his dismissal. Ariane remained watching until finally he wheeled his prancing destrier and rode back to join his lord’s forces.
Slowly she let out the breath she had been holding. With luck she had managed to buy some time until the siege began—a day or two perhaps, and any delay could prove vital to her father’s chances. As long as Walter possessed Claredon, he remained a force King Henry must reckon with. Even a convicted traitor might use his rich estates to bargain for his life.
Her response just now had not directly defied the king’s command, Ariane consoled herself. Soon she would have to commit herself, though. The Black Dragon would doubtless be irate when he learned of her refusal to surrender the castle to his emissary, but in truth, she had no choice. It was imperative that she retain possession of Claredon in order to aid her father. And she would not disappoint him as she had so many times before. If it took her last breath, she would not fail him.
“Their actions suggest they are making camp, my lady,” Simon observed.
Ariane nodded in weary resignation. In the gathering dusk, she could see knights dismounting, their squires scurrying to tend horses and weapons, while their archers positioned themselves in a defensive line opposite the castle. Soon they would erect pavilions and build cookfires—and Payn FitzOsbern would likely send a courier to his liege lord. Then Lord Ranulf might very well come himself.
Ariane shivered in the evening breeze. She would rather deal with a hundred of his envoys than the lord of Vernay himself.
“You are cold, demoiselle? Allow me to send a serf to the tower to fetch your mantle.”
“Yes, thank you, Simon.” Spring had come early to England this year, and yet the damp air held a bite she could feel through her fine woolen overgown and undertunic and her linen shift. No doubt, though, her apprehension sharpened the chill.
As Simon left her, she found herself bemoaning the frailties of a woman’s body. If she were a man, she could have ridden out to challenge Ranulf’s knights in combat . . .
Her lips compressed in a bitter smile. If she were a man, she might never have become acquainted with Ranulf de Vernay in the first place. Certainly she would never have been pledged to him in marriage so that her father might gain an ally for Claredon.
Sweet Mary, why could she not have been born male? How much better to be a son whom her father could count on to assume his barony and protect his hard-won holdings, rather than a disappointing daughter. What freedom to be a knight who could take up arms in defense of his demesne, rather than a pawn of men’s political games! Or worse, a neglected bride required to suffer the whims of a reluctant bridegroom.
Of their own accord, her fingers curled into fists. Only to herself would Ariane acknowledge a deeper truth: that her hurt over Ranulf’s long neglect might also be driving her resistance.
It hurt to be unwanted. To hear the whispers. She was the forgotten bride, the rejected one. Is there something wrong with me that not even the promise of great wealth can overcome? For years she had pondered that question, had agonized over her inadequacies. For five long, wasted years she had waited and worried and pined—until finally hope had dwindled, leaving only anger and bitterness and despair. Until her resentment against Ranulf festered like a poisoned wound.
Yet that was not her primary reason for defying him now. Her father’s very life was at stake. If she surrendered his holdings, everything he had striven for would be forfeit. Worse, he would be rendered powerless, at the mercy of the king’s justice. And in his absence, she was responsible for Claredon and its people, their lives and welfare. On her shoulders alone rested their fate.
As in countless times during the past, Ariane’s gaze shifted to the east, focusing on a deep forest glade of birch and oak, some quarter league from the castle walls. The wood was said to be haunted by evil spirits and ruled by man-eating wolves, but she knew better. Only a handful of people were privy to the secret of those woods. Will the inhabitants there be safe from the Black Dragon?
Her eyes blurring at the sight, she forced her gaze away, focusing again on the enemy forces. She could still see the fierce black dragon on a red silk field boldly waving above the invading army. What would her mother have done in these difficult circumstances?
Why, Ranulf? Why did you never come for me?
Swallowing, she fiercely brushed away the tears of anger that stung her eyes. She could not afford the luxury of weeping, or the indulgence of self-pity. Her regrets would have to keep for another day. Now, more than ever, she had to be strong.
Defiantly, Ariane lifted her chin.
Let Ranulf de Vernay come to Claredon now. She was prepared to defend the castle and people against her vengeful betrothed, if need be.
And she would remain loyal to her father, even if her defiance made her guilty of treason.
 
Safe behind his concealing monks robes, Ranulf watched his intended bride with increasing ire and bitter disappointment. A flaming torch had been set in a bracket in the parapet, casting an angelic glow about her as she stood in deep reflection. The innocent image was misleading, he was certain, as was the weary, troubled frown on her clear brow. No sweet, biddable wench, this. Her cunning ploy earlier was worthy of any sly deception perpetrated by the ladies of the Norman court—refusing to surrender the castle to FitzOsbern while at the same time not openly declaring her rebellion. Clever but mistaken. She would not succeed in evading the king’s wrath by such tactics, Ranulf promised silently, or escape penalty for her defiance.
Ranulf’s eyes narrowed as the knight called Simon drew a fur-trimmed mantle solicitously about her shoulders. There was evident intimacy and affection between the two of them. The affection of lovers? An irrational surge of jealousy speared through Ranulf. Ariane of Claredon belonged to him, just as her father’s castle now did. She was his betrothed, soon to be his political hostage. If she was being faithless to him with her father’s vassal, she would suffer the consequences. Just as she would pay if she chose to challenge his authority.
He had been charged with quelling resistance and imposing the king’s will on the land, and he would not be gainsaid. Not by a woman. Most definitely not by his own bride. If she forced him to resort to violence, he would crush her without mercy.
Almost as if she had divined his thoughts, her head lifted slowly and she half turned, her troubled gaze searching the shadows where he stood.
Ranulf froze—and drew in his breath sharply at the vision of loveliness Ariane made in the glow of torchlight. Nay, the reports had not exaggerated, he thought as a shaft of desire shot through him with startling intensity. Where once she had been all bones and eyes, now she was slender curves and eyes, with gleaming tresses of pale copper that shimmered and rippled with life. An enchanting, beguiling combination.
The change disturbed Ranulf greatly. He might have forgiven a child her faulty judgment, for being misled by her advisors, but Ariane of Claredon was no longer a child. She was fully a woman. A noble lady quite capable of aiding a rebellion and supporting her father’s treason.
And she was his to deal with.
He could not control his body’s hard response at the thought of having such a defiant beauty in his power, yet before the stirring in his groin could swell to uncomfortable proportions, Ranulf set his jaw and tucked the cowl of his clerical garb more tightly around his face. Then he stepped forward, taking care to remain away from the circle of torchlight, keeping his gaze trained on his bride and her armored protector.
 
“A monk seeks audience with you, my lady,” Simon advised her.
Ariane gave a start when the vassal’s voice interrupted her brooding. With a sigh, she turned to greet the intruder—and halted abruptly. A dark shape had condensed out of the shadows . . . tall, powerful . . . ominous.
Her hand went to her throat. For the space of a dozen heartbeats she remained frozen, while the night sounds of the castle faded. The presence of her own soldiers, the plight of the refugees, the threat of an enemy army, were forgotten. She was only aware of the towering, motionless form shrouded in a blanket of darkness.
A frisson of fear ran down her spine at the obscure figure looming so threateningly near. The shadows thrown by the torchlight cast such a strange spell she could almost imagine the giant silhouette to be a menacing dragon.
It was simply fancy, she told herself with desperate calm. A deceptive trick of the light. Willing herself to show no fear, Ariane took a faltering step closer—and the fearsome image thankfully vanished. The light barely licked at the foot of his robes, but Ariane let out her breath in relief as she recognized his garb. It was only a monk. No danger here.
Her paralysis faded, yet her uneasiness remained. A man of such height and bulk would be powerful, strong; such a giant could easily be a warrior. Even across the distance that separated them, she could feel his towering masculine presence.
Wondering at her strange awareness, at her sense of foreboding, she reminded herself that she had her own men to protect her.
“Greetings, demoiselle,” the shadow said softly.
Something within her stirred at that deep, muted voice. She felt the oddest sense of . . . intimacy? Familiarity?
She went still, while strange sensations shivered through her. “Do I know you, sir monk?”
“I think not, my lady.”
She hesitated, divided between wariness and curiosity. He was a compelling figure, for his sheer mystery if nothing else. His hands, only partially hidden by the wide sleeves of his robe, were large, strong, long-fingered . . . capable of great violence or tender compassion?
With effort Ariane shook off her fanciful imaginings. Taking another step closer, she peered at the hooded face still in shadow, wondering why he was here and what he wanted of her.
Ranulf, imagining uncomfortably that she could penetrate his disguise, bowed his head with feigned respect, and raised the pitch of his voice to a soft tenor. “I wished to express my gratitude for giving refuge to a poor monk. I was making my way to the monastery at Frotham when my journey was interrupted by the fleeing villeins. I thought it wiser to follow them to the safety of your keep.”
“You are welcome to Claredon’s hospitality, sir monk.” She waited politely for him to continue, but returned his gaze warily, he noted, her clear gray eyes watchful and intent.
“I wondered, my lady, if at this time of trouble I might aid you in some manner. Since your noble father is away, you might wish for guidance from wiser heads.”
He saw her mouth twist in the faintest of smiles. “Prayers would not go amiss, good brother, but unless you are versed in military stratagems, I shall rely upon my father’s vassals for counsel.”
“Mean you to declare your opposition to the lord of Vernay, then?”
Her expression turned cool, Ranulf observed, but she avoided giving him a direct answer, saying instead, “I regret you were detained, since I fear we may be under siege for a long while. I dare not lower the drawbridge for you to leave Claredon, but if you wish, we could have you lowered from the walls, so you might safely effect an escape.”
Under siege for a long while? Then she intended to refuse him entrance?
“You misunderstand me, lady. My concern was not for my own safety, but for the good people here. Would it not be wiser to surrender the castle to the lord of Vernay at once?”
“Wiser for whom?”
“For you. For your villeins.” At her frowning hesitation, Ranulf added swiftly, “You may confide your fears to me, noble child.”
“A comforting thought,” she replied with questionable sincerity. “It is unfortunate then that I have already confided my fears to God.”
He had overstepped the boundaries allowed even a man of the cloth, he realized. He glanced at Simon, noting the knight’s fist resting cautiously on the hilt of his sword. “Forgive me, demoiselle. I meant no insult by my curiosity. I simply wished to offer help.”
Ranulf felt her intent gaze searching his monk’s cowling again, as if to read his shadowed expression. “I am grateful for your interest, truly. It is just that . . .”
“Yes, demoiselle? Just what?”
Ariane turned away, gazing out over the darkened countryside, faintly illuminated by the flickering campfires of a besieging force.
“I am unaccustomed to discussing my troubles with anyone but our own priest,” she said finally.
“You have endured great troubles of late, it seems.”
It was a leading remark, she knew, probing with a gentle intensity she could not resist. “No more than most.”
“But this current crisis . . . Lord Ranulf’s army at your gates. He is your betrothed, is he not?”
“Yes,” she replied, her voice edged with bitterness. “Regretfully.”
“Regretfully? You are not eager to wed him?”
When she remained silent, the monk added musingly, “I wonder that you agreed to the betrothal. Although many a bride has
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