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  Chapter One

[image: ]

Grace bounced in the carriage, eager and impatient. Finally. On the morrow she would marry Isaac, her best friend and dearest love. Though she was only nineteen, it had been a long time coming. They’d known each other since she was nine and he was ten, after all. Betrothed since her birth, they’d spent their summers together. At first she’d tried to avoid him but he’d been persistent and always encouraged her to play with him and his friends. It was only at the end of that first summer, when one of his friends had knocked her down in the mud, that she saw him as her white knight. Filthy and crying, she’d watched Isaac toss the lad onto his arse before ordering him to leave, like the little lord he’d been. But it wasn’t his fury that endeared him to her, it was his tenderness. After the offender had run off shouting insults, Isaac had helped her up, dried her tears, and brought her to his nurse. He’d stayed with her, keeping her calm, making her laugh.
Winning her heart.
Isaac had taken it a step further with the boy, a duke’s son. He’d told his father, and the king had made sure Henry never came around again. Though Isaac wasn’t to be king—that was for his older brother—angering a young prince wasn’t good for anyone’s well-being.
She’d sobbed when she’d had to return home, and Isaac had promised they would write. And they had. She’d buried herself in her studies during the winter, diligent in learning her letters. She wanted to be able to read his correspondence in private as well as avoid dictating her own—as they grew older, the letters became more… intimate.
Grace grinned and stared out of the narrow window, watching as the trees crawled past. She struggled not to squirm as the carriage bumped and jostled down the forest trail. It was the fastest route to Isaac’s estate. However, due to an upsurge of banditry, she had guards, both her own and ones sent by Isaac, to ensure her safe passage. Their carriage and heraldry were also disguised to avoid tempting those interested in ransom. It was hoped that any thieves would think them lesser nobility and not worth the effort. Meanwhile, her parents had left a couple of days before her and had taken the slightly longer, more public road, intending to draw the attention of unscrupulous characters. They had a company of knights protecting them, so she had little fear for their safety. Both parties would arrive at Isaac’s estate about the same time.
She was the daughter of a duke and soon-to-be princess of the realm. She knew Isaac would pay any amount of ransom to see her safe… before finding a way to slaughter the ruffians for daring to touch her. Although his tenderness had touched her as a girl, the woman she’d become was aroused by his violent defense of her.
“Don’t look so happy,” Millicent said. “Some might think you’re touched in the head.”
Grace snorted and rolled her eyes. “There is no one to see me smile except you and Lysandra. Do you think I’m touched in the head?”
“I always have,” Millicent said with a smile and teasing glint in her eye. Millicent had been her nurse years before and, unwilling to let her go, Grace had given her the role of her head lady-in-waiting.
Lysandra kept her head bowed, mending one of Grace’s many riding dresses. She avoided conflict like the plague, even when it was all in good fun. Like always, she pretended to be invisible. Her other ladies were with her parents, as were the rest of her belongings.
Grace laughed. “Would you rather I weep and bemoan my fate? I love him, Millie. I’m not ashamed of it.”
Millicent chuckled. “Nor should you be. But you might temper your enthusiasm. A woman must not be so eager to wed, you know.”
“Or bed.”
“My lady!”
Grace laughed again. She was no stranger to the pleasures of the bedroom. While Isaac and her had kissed and touched many times in secluded places around the palace—they’d even stolen into each other’s bedchambers a time or two—they’d never consummated their love. That was for their wedding night, and she fairly vibrated with desire. She had met her match with her betrothed and wished the horses would go faster.
Lysandra was blushing as she bowed lower over the dress.
Grace sighed, a bit sorry to have made the girl uncomfortable.
“If your mother heard you talk like that—”
“Where do you think I learned it from?”
Millicent huffed, her expression stern.
Grace bit her lower lip to keep from grinning again.
“Your parents gave you too much freedom. You’re a wild girl and gods help the people of Prince Isaac’s estate.”
“They’ll love me. I won’t give them a choice.”
Millicent shook her head.
“The best thing my loving mother did was make this agreement with the queen. I plan on enjoying the fruits of that arrangement.”
Her mother and the queen had been dear friends since childhood. Even after they married and moved miles away from each other, their correspondence never ceased. Visits were frequent and even her father and the king had become good friends through their wives.
She’d always known the union between her parents was unusual. For one, they were happy and respected each other, and for another, they mutually agreed to find companionship outside the marriage. While that was expected from her father, her mother also enjoyed intimacies with some of her ladies. Her father knew and approved, as he dallied with some of his male courtiers. Only when Grace was older did she understand the connection to why she was an only child. Her parents had a strong friendship but their needs lay elsewhere.
It was to everyone’s relief when Grace, at sixteen, had declared that she would have no other husband but Isaac. If anyone dared to change the arrangement, not even The Three could save them from her wrath.
“How close are we?”
“Patience. Remember, a lady’s best virtue is—”
“Her womb?”
“My lady!”
Grace snorted again, much to Millicent’s disapproval. Then she shocked her old nurse by opening the carriage door and leaning out slightly.
“Sir Victor! How close are we to my prince’s estate?”
“We should reach it by the evening, my lady.” Victor was one of Isaac’s childhood friends, and he grinned with amusement at her brazen actions. He had become her friend as well during those summers, and the group of them had been quite mischievous, to the point where the adults had despaired of ever reining them in. He was also the only friend to stay by Isaac’s side. As the third son of a noble family, Victor had more freedom to do as he pleased, and he’d always wanted to be a soldier and serve the crown. The rest of the boys had grown into men and dispersed to their respective familial and titled duties, though they continued to correspond.
Grace gripped the top of the carriage and stood, much to Millicent’s terror. She peered over the open door and down the trail. Nothing but trees and boulders and the backside of horses as far as the eye could see. They’d already been traveling for three days. She wished she could ride her horse, Tempest, since she would feel better in the saddle. But her swift mare was with her parents, and she was under no illusion they’d done that on purpose to prevent her from doing just that.
Everyone knew she’d gallop off and leave them. And how scandalous would it be for her to present herself to her royal betrothed, alone, and in her riding gear? Isaac wouldn’t care, though. He’d sweep her off Tempest and laugh before kissing her soundly.
He knew exactly what sort of woman she was and had pursued her from the start.
“You best sit back down in the carriage, my lady. Before your nurse becomes hysterical.”
She rolled her eyes.
He grinned and shrugged. He was the same age as Isaac and still retained his boyish good looks. He was quite the sight in his armor with a sword at his hip, the crest of his house emblazoned on his breastplate—a fiery fox twining its way up his chest. The hilt of his sword also featured the fox with the words, Cunning and Sly etched along the blade. It was normally his cloak that showed his knighthood and loyalty to the crown, the clasp and fabric depicting the winged silver boar of the royal house. But due to their attempt not to draw attention to themselves, he wore a different plain cloak that covered much of his armor.
Due to his youthful appearance, she suspected many a warrior might underestimate him, leading to their defeat. Despite his charm and easy manner, he was a skilled swordsman and had seen battle alongside Isaac.
“How about we trade places?”
He snorted and scooted his gelding closer. He dropped his voice as he leaned toward her. “Isaac would have my head if you came to harm. For my sake, Grace, please sit back.”
He had a point.
She patted his cheek, not caring about being overly familiar. She adored Victor and considered him part of her family, like a mischievous, yet protective brother. He’d been Isaac’s most recent lover, an arrangement that suited them well, since Victor lived and breathed discretion. Grace had been relieved Isaac had someone to care for him when she couldn’t, someone she trusted implicitly. Although Isaac’s last letter indicated that the estate’s blacksmith had captured Victor’s eye. She was eager to meet the smith who sent Victor’s heart racing.
As for herself, she hadn’t been left wanting during the winters of separation. A couple of her ladies-in-waiting were married women and more than happy to teach her the finer points of pleasure, much to her delight. If her mother could find enjoyment in her ladies, then so would Grace. In fact, it had been a discreet and veiled suggestion by her dear mother when she was sixteen.
If Millicent knew about any of this, she kept it to herself.
She refused any advances from men, however. She and Isaac had a firm agreement on that score—they could find pleasure with those of the same sex only. She could not risk bearing another man’s child, and he refused to have bastards. Besides, when she had another man in her bed, she wanted Isaac there as well.
Grace still remembered that amazing summer, when she was sixteen, he’d shown her a tome full of lurid images and instructions on giving pleasure without intercourse. He’d confessed he had desires of sharing his bed—and her—with another man. It was the moment everything changed, and she knew he was hers… because she felt the same.
They loved each other, first and foremost, and yet they found pleasure in the company of others. Her desire to share a lover with him was painfully intense, as was his need to watch her with another man. Then he would take that man, and she’d watch them.
“My lady, please! For the love of The Three, please sit down!”
Victor’s eyes warmed as he snuck a quick kiss to her palm before nudging his horse away. She sighed and slipped back into the carriage, shutting the door.
Millicent had a gray pallor, and Lysandra stared at her with bulging eyes.
Feeling guilty, Grace leaned over and touched both of their arms. “I apologize for scaring you. I will behave for the rest of the journey.”
Millicent swallowed as color returned to her face. She patted Grace’s hand. “I would be forever grateful, my girl.”
Grace sat back and closed her eyes, allowing her fantasies to speed ahead of her.


      [image: ]Grace woke when the carriage jolted to a halt. Heart racing, she grinned and grabbed the door.
“Wait!” Millicent snapped. “We aren’t there yet.”
“Then why have we stopped?”
She heard the deep voices of the guards conversing and thought she heard “log” and “can’t turn back” and “well, get off your horses and move it!”
That last had come from Sir Alexander, the captain of her personal guard. Unease tightened her gut.
“We shouldn’t stay here. We’re too vulnerable.”
“Let the soldiers—”
Several thunks against the carriage had Grace ducking and dragging Millicent and Lysandra to the floor with her.
“What—”
Grace slapped a hand over Lysandra’s mouth as the cries and grunts of battle surged around them. Horses whinnied and blades clashed while more arrows thunked into the carriage and shot through the windows.
Millicent turned gray again but her dark eyes hardened as she kept a hand on Grace’s head, tucking her close. Lysandra was in tears, curled into herself and sobbing into Grace’s hand. Grace listened intently as her heart lodged in her throat and her pulse quickened. She focused on Sir Alexander’s commands. As long as he was alive, they had a chance.
The carriage door wrenched open, and a lean man dressed in leather and furs grinned, excitement dancing in his pale eyes.
Grace didn’t hesitate to smash her foot into his nose. He yelped and fell back on his arse.
“Grace!”
Terror and rage fueled her as she slipped the knife from her thigh sheath and moved to the doorway. She couldn’t determine the number of bandits but she feared they outnumbered her guards. With horror, she watched Sir Alexander go down with an arrow in his throat.
She wanted to scream.
She swallowed it back.
Riderless horses galloped in chaos before vanishing into the forest.
The man she’d kicked sat up and snarled at her. She didn’t give him a chance for another attack and sliced her knife across his eyes. Bile rose in her throat as she kicked him again. He screamed and writhed, blood pouring over his face.
“We’re losing. I have to do something.”
“My lady—”
Grace jumped from the carriage as Sir Alexander’s mare barreled toward her. She flung her hands up. “Snowflame, stop now!”
The horse reared and struck out with her forelegs, eyes wheeling.
“Snowflame, you know me!”
Snowflame lowered and snorted, bobbing her head. Grace panted, her stomach in knots, as awareness of the chaos threatened to overwhelm her. She tried to focus on the mare as her guards were going down one by one. She couldn’t see Victor anywhere. Good men, each and every one of them, giving their lives for her. She calmed Snowflame enough to grip her reins and climb into the saddle. She had to hop a bit and stretch her leg until pain flared in her hip before she could mount. She was shorter than most and not as agile as she wished to be. But she was no delicate willowy flower who would faint at the sight of blood or blush at a rude word.
She kicked the carriage door closed and pulled on the reins. The man she’d damaged let out a cry as Snowflame trampled him. Grace didn’t look down and tried not to acknowledge the crunch of Snowflame’s hoof against his skull.
Many of the bandits paused to look at her, confirming her assumption she was their target. Did they know who she was? How? Was this planned? Or was this a crime of opportunity?
“You want me?” she screamed. “You must catch me first!”
“Grace!” Victor sliced through another bandit, blood staining his brown hair and dripping into his eyes. “Don’t!”
“Come on, you ruffians! Come and get your prize.”
“Yank her off that damn horse, boys!”
Grace swung her head at the command. A large bear of a man drove his axe through the head of a young soldier before meeting her gaze. He bared his teeth in the mockery of a smile, dark eyes glinting from a pale face, framed by short curly hair.
“Get the noble bitch!”
How did the bandits know the carriage held a noble? Her retinue had gone out of their way to make themselves nondescript. But if the bandits had known beforehand about her travel plans, that spoke to treachery in her father’s court.
Or Isaac’s.
Thoughts for another day, if she survived. 
Bandits surged toward her. She kicked Snowflame and the mare took off. Her pursuers leapt onto their horses while others stayed. She hoped dividing their forces would allow her guards to gain victory. She didn’t want to think of what these bastards would do to her ladies. She just needed to give Victor an edge. She could trust him to use the distraction.
Now… what about her?
She was off the known trails, crashing through the forest. Snowflame was panting and sweating, and she didn’t want to run the poor girl into the ground. She loosened her hold on the reins, letting the horse find her way. She glanced over her shoulders and gulped.
The criminals were on her tail, the curly-haired leader in the front.
His sudden, sharp grin had her facing forward but there was no chance to save herself. Snowflame tripped over something and toppled head over hooves. Thrown at a nauseating speed, Grace flew for a short distance before crashing to the ground and rolling over rocks and roots. She wrenched her shoulder, bruised her hip, and bashed her head against the dirt. A moment later, she came to a bone-crunching halt against a tree, and yet she felt as though she was still tumbling. It took her a moment to remember how to breathe, and when she gasped for air, her chest throbbed with pain, as did every other part of her.
She had a terrible headache.
“Aw, the little noble cunt took a tumble. Let’s see if she’s still breathing, lads.”
A large, cruel hand grabbed her arm and shoved her onto her back. She didn’t have air to scream but she did open her mouth as her body spasmed.
Dark eyes filled her vision. “She’s alive. Let’s see if she lasts through the night.”
“She better. I want that ransom.”
Grace turned her head and spotted Snowflame. She swallowed hard. The mare was lying too still. Sweet girl, you did us proud. Rest now.
“Make a litter. Don’t want to break anything not already broken.”
“I think she’s just bruised.”
“Even better. Though her head took quite the knock. Can’t be paid if she’s dead. Move lively, boys!”
She couldn’t fight the pain anymore and closed her eyes. Part of her wanted to die just to spite them. But the rest of her wanted her white knight to save her and impale these bastards on spikes.








  
  Chapter Two
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Isaac paced in front of his manor as the day wore on. He clenched his hands behind his back and struggled not to saddle his mare and ride to meet her. Protocol was a damn thorn in his side on the best of days. But on this day? It was sheer agony. His desire to see her face, to hear her laugh, was eating him up. He didn’t know how he’d be able to wait until tomorrow to marry his Grace, but he’d manage. Somehow. With both their parents in residence, as well as other nobles invading his considerable estate, he had little choice but to hold off. 
But when she belonged to him… he had plans for their wedding night.
He smiled and paused his pacing. He turned and gazed at the mountains in the distance. His tenants were running around, making preparations, also excited to meet their new mistress. They would love her, he had no doubt. It was hard not to love his glorious spitfire of a bride.
His fingers clenched as he yearned to touch her. He wanted to worship her, to relearn every part of her body. He wanted to glide his fingers through her long, soft red hair, to let the curls wrap around them, to inhale her scent once more. He wanted to feel the weight of her breasts again, to trace the width of her hips, and feel the strength in her thighs. His Grace was strong, a sturdy woman of small stature with a ferocious will that sent him to his knees.
There was a part of her he desperately wanted to know more about. Though he’d learned how to pleasure her with his fingers and mouth, and knew her intimate taste, he’d yet to feel what being inside her would be like. Despite both of them agreeing to hold off until their wedding night, he still resented the wait, the agony.
Isaac dropped his head back and ran his fingers through his hair, resisting the urge to tug. His cock was semi-hard and pressing against his trousers. He needed to shake out of this funk and remember how to be the cordial gentlemen his parents expected him to be.
Grace called him her white knight.
He needed to be that for her.
Shaking himself, Isaac scanned the horizon as evening dragged on. Where was she? He expected her any moment now.
“Your Highness?”
Isaac gestured for His Grace the Duke of Alderon to approach, keeping his eyes locked on the distance.
“Scouts have reported the Duke and Duchess of Glaston approaching.”
His heart jumped as he glanced at Alderon. “Any news of my bride?”
Alderon was ten years his senior and a rather stuffy individual. But he was Isaac’s advisor, assigned to him by his father as a condition of taking over the estate in Rosewood. Isaac had to prove himself a competent master before he’d find any freedom in his new home.
His parents had already arrived and were enjoying the garden maze behind the manor. His brother had stayed at the palace to continue dealing with the demands of ruling a kingdom. Isaac was more than happy his brother was saddled with that duty. Rosewood was enough kingdom for him.
It was due to a tense situation with the neighboring kingdom to the west that they didn’t have the wedding at the palace. It was altogether safer to celebrate and relax far east of the border. His father was taking a chance being away from court, although his brother was a brilliant tactician and didn’t need constant oversight.
“I’m sorry, Your Highness, the scouts have not reported anything from the Lady Grace.”
Isaac scowled. “I knew it was a bad idea for them to travel separately.”
At least Victor is with her.
It was the only thing keeping him at the manor, knowing that a good friend he trusted with his life was guarding his love.
“It was sound reasoning. I’m sure they are well.”
“She better be,” he murmured. “Let us greet the duke and duchess.”

      [image: ]“The bandits have been spotted.”
Samuel tugged on his gloves and adjusted his mask before turning to Leif and Eirik. Although they acted like twins, they couldn’t have appeared more dissimilar. Leif was pale with bright eyes and golden hair while Eirik was dark, in hair and skin and eyes. They were both sturdy men who could handle any physical labor like oxen.
“What are they up to this time?”
“Troa thinks she saw them dragging a litter with a lady of noble bearing. She says her clothes were of nobility, at least.”
Samuel gritted his teeth. “Nobility or not, we can’t leave her with them.”
Leif grimaced. “There’s not enough of us to take them on.”
“So we use our knowledge of the forest. These are our woods, and if this continues the palace will certainly take notice and run us all out. You did hear that the king’s youngest son is now in residence at the Rosewood estate, yes?”
Leif paled.
Eirik squinted. “What? What am I missing?”
Samuel glanced at him. “When Sonja was trading furs with the village on the south side, she heard that the prince was due to marry his bride this week.”
Eirik’s eyes widened. “By The Three, could that lady be…?”
Samuel nodded before jumping down from his wagon with Leif and Eirik at his heels.
“Do you think the bandits know who they have?” Leif asked.
“I don’t know and neither do I care. Regardless of who she is, their recklessness has gone far enough.”
The outlaws had been going strong and growing in numbers for months. Despite Samuel’s best efforts, they were encroaching on the territory his caravan had claimed for the season. Although they were hidden from casual detection, with traps and sentries posted, it was only a matter of time until they were found. The weather was changing and supplies were limited. They’d had a few skirmishes with the bandits while hunting but Leif was right, they didn’t have enough bodies to survive a frontal assault. 
While he and his seven friends knew how to use weapons, the rest of the caravan were peaceful nomadic people who—for some reason—had adopted him and his warriors, finding a place for them. Samuel had never had a family before them, and he’d be damned if he didn’t defend it.
The Wanders were traders, craftsmen, healers, and entertainers. While many folks might curse them as devils, many others welcomed them. Made up of vagabonds and adopted folks—like himself—his family was a menagerie of people from all over the kingdom and from many lands beyond. Their varying appearances were evidence of their diversity, and every one of them was beautiful in Samuel’s eyes.
They’d accepted him despite what an enemy had done to his face years ago.
“Saddle up,” he said as he joined the others. His friends lifted their heads even as the Wanders stared, puzzled. “The bandits have a hostage. A noblewoman, if Troa is to be believed.”
“I am,” she said, raising an eyebrow. She wore her reddish-brown hair, a few shades darker than her skin, long and in a braid that brushed the base of her spine. She had pale green eyes that always garnered attention, and her lean form spoke of discipline and survival. She was a fierce woman from the neighboring kingdom, the daughter of peasants who’d never wanted a farmer’s life. She was infamous in a few criminal circles and was tougher than most men Samuel had met. It shouldn’t surprise him she’d needed more than one man to satisfy her—both Eirik and Leif belonged to her, and they were established before he’d met the three. It was hard not to be envious of what they had.
He could only be thankful that she’d taken one look at him and determined he needed a big sister. He’d yet to prove her wrong.
Samuel nodded. “Dagger, go with Troa and find their camp. Don’t be seen. We want to surprise them.”
“Ain’t my first mission, lad,” Dagger said with a sardonic smile.
He was the oldest of their group, a strong man of forty-some winters. He had a bit of silver in his blond hair as well as in his full beard. Samuel didn’t know much about his life before he’d joined their group, but he was aware that Dagger used to be a father and had lost his family to a sickness that had ravaged the country years ago. Despite his name, he was a softy, and all the Wander children adored him. He was more than happy to be a grandfather to all of them. He’d found his home, and Samuel suspected that should he and the others ever leave the Wanders, Dagger would stay behind.
“The rest of us will lie in wait until they return with intel. We can’t let the woman come to harm, and I fear Kuhln might use her as a shield if we don’t do this right.”
Before he saddled his own stallion, he noticed North giving his two Wander ladies reassuring kisses as they murmured to him, eyes full of concern. It was a pang to the heart to know he’d never have that, but he was also thrilled his shy friend had found the happiness that had alluded him so long. Raised as a girl, North had always known he was a man, and had fled his small, insular village at the first opportunity. Samuel had come across him a few years before, fighting for his life against robbers. North had clung to them after he and Troa had intervened and had become Troa’s honorary little brother. It wasn’t long after that North had found his footing and could represent himself to the world as the man he’d always been.
“It’s about time we teach those bastards they don’t own this forest,” Alexia said as she and Sonja stepped past him with their horses.
“Gods bless that noble lady. I’ve been looking for a reason to go after them.” Sonja sent Samuel a sour look, clearly blaming him for the delay.
“I suppose it’s useless to ask if caution is in your vocabulary,” he said.
They snorted in sync and then said, “What’s that?”
He chuckled and shook his head.
Alexia and Sonja, lovers since they were seventeen, were inseparable. They were similar in appearance and were often mistaken for sisters. Pale hair and dark eyes with broad shoulders and similar height. Like the rest of his friends, they were survivors and had hard childhoods. They’d often used people’s assumptions about their relationship to their advantage to prevent being separated from each other. He’d met them when he’d tried to step in when a group of men had been harassing them. They’d proven their battle prowess and found his concern amusing. Then they just stuck, much like North, much like Dagger. Though they were closer to Troa than to the rest of them, since they had a general disdain for men. He never took it personally, suspecting there was a darker reason for it.
All his friends had fled from one thing or another, and it was no different for him. A few were even outlaws from their hometowns or cities. As for himself, he was a ghost. An orphan, knighted to serve, and then forgotten, damaged beyond repair. He was lucky neither his friends nor this caravan were superstitious, or they would have killed him to save themselves. He couldn’t say as much for most folks in the kingdom.
“Samuel.”
He turned and knelt at the feet of the matriarch of the caravan, Thorn. She was blind, her face heavily lined, but her hair was still an inky black without a strand of silver. She wore the customary loose, sheath dress with colorful sashes and beads that tinkled when she moved.
“Yes?”
“Be fierce but also be cautious. Approach the woman as you would a skittish horse, for she is much like a wild filly.”
Samuel blinked. While he was accustomed to Thorn’s eerie knowledge and mysterious foresight, it never failed to quicken his heart and tighten his gut. Yet he couldn’t begrudge her the cryptic words. She had been the first one to welcome him with open arms, claiming he was meant to find them. Her acceptance had the rest of her caravan warming to him as well.
“What do you see?”
Amusement lit her face, and her smile was sly. “The filly will need her black knight and her white knight at her side. Happy hunting.”
Samuel shook his head with a sigh. He was no knight. Not anymore.
He stood and gestured to the others. “Let’s not waste time.”






  
  Chapter Three
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Grace woke to pain. She lay in a litter by the fire. Was it night? It was certainly dark, though they were hidden under trees with dense canopies. She couldn’t see the sky. Her wrists and ankles were bound and after a few subtle tests, she assumed nothing was broken. Although she felt like one big bruise, and her head and neck twinged when she moved. 
Chatter surrounded her. Bandits moved around, setting up their camp. Someone was gutting a deer, while others sharpened their blades. Then there was the curly-haired brute—who she assumed was the leader—sitting across from her, the fire between them. Flames danced in his eyes, turning them hellish, as he smirked at her.
“Well, guess you’re a tougher cunt then I thought.”
She glared and bit back a nasty retort. Wouldn’t do her any good to antagonize him. So far it was just the fall from the horse that had hurt her. She was under no illusions that these bastards could do worse.
His gaze wandered over her, and though she never flinched, inside she squirmed with revulsion.
“If you weren’t worth more alive and untouched, I might get ideas. I always did like my cunts nice and thick.”
She twisted her face and resisted the urge to curl up in a ball, much like Lysandra. She’d hoped her robust form would make him disinterested but instead he eyed her greedily. Unfortunately, her dress had torn during the tumble, and her bodice was hanging on by a few threads. There was also a rip in her skirt that reached her waist, putting the entirety of her pale leg on display.
The leader wasn’t the only one eyeing her.
She shuddered.
“Do you speak? I thought all you noble cunts couldn’t keep your traps shut. But it seems I have a mute one.”
“What could you possibly want me to say?” she said in a haughty tone.
His eyes sparked and he laughed. “There you are. There’s the venom from the viper.”
He stood and stepped around the fire. Flames flashed over steel at his boot, and her heart jumped when she recognized the dagger. He knelt beside the litter and reached out. She squirmed away but he only touched her head, and she realized there was cloth wrapped around her brow.
“Now don’t go cringing like the dainty cunt you’re not. I’ve heard about you, lady. The Duke of Glaston’s daughter, the betrothed of Prince Isaac. How much do you think he’ll pay to see you home safely?”
She met his gaze, fury boiling in her veins. “What makes you think he’ll let you live long enough to enjoy it?”
He grinned, flames dancing over his wretched teeth. “Oh, you’re a fun one. Too bad I can’t hump that spirit out of you. I’d enjoy your sobbing.”
Grace clenched her legs together but refused to look away.
“If I wasn’t already waiting for the rest of my payment, I might take that chance and see how much a prince of the realm would pay to get his favorite cunt back.”
“So you knew it was me in that carriage? Someone paid you to do this.”
“Well, look at you. Not just a fancy trophy, are you?” He leaned closer and slid his finger over her cheek. She barely resisted the urge to bite him. “You’re not wrong, pet. I was recruited for this. And if he doesn’t keep up his end of the bargain, I will take what I want from you and make your prince pay me double. Then I’ll throw you on his doorstep and make sure he knows he bought nothing but broken pieces.”
Cold sweat broke out and slid down her back. She swallowed hard and fought the sting of tears. She wanted to bite and punch and kick that smug, greedy look off his face. She wanted to stomp all over his dick and listen to him screaming for mercy.
“Who recruited you?” she asked softly.
He grinned and held up his finger, wagging it in front of her face. “Not so fast, pet. You’ll need to earn that answer. Maybe we can put your mouth to better u—”
Howls broke the silence, drowning out his vulgar words. He froze before shooting to his feet and spinning around. The distraction allowed Grace to attempt the theft of the dagger in his boot. Her dagger.
The one Isaac had specially made for her when she’d turned fourteen.
She reached out and gripped the handle just as the leader raced off, shouting orders. The dagger tumbled from her fingers, and she scrambled for it, wincing at the stiffness of her muscles. She rolled out of the litter with a cry of pain and a piercing throb in her head. Each breath whimpered as she angled the blade and cut through the bindings at her wrist.
“Where the hell did they go?”
“I don’t know!”
“Find them!”
“Sir, the wolves—”
“Those are no bloody wolves!”
That gave her pause. She listened and realized he was right. The sounds were coming from human throats. But why?
She rolled over and realized there were fewer men than before. Cries and gurgles of death mixed with the howls, and the remaining bandits moved closer to the fire, standing back-to-back. She continued cutting the rope and finally freed herself. The leader noticed but simply scoffed at her as she freed her legs.
“You can run, viper, but I wouldn’t advise it. I want you alive. I don’t know what our new visitors want.”
She struggled to stand, staggering and limping. Her hips, her shoulders, her head all protested the movement. She gripped the dagger and held her head as she wobbled to her feet.
Panting and sweating, she fought nausea.
Then the arrows flew.
She ran.
Her torn skirt allowed her legs full movement, and she ran despite the lack of light and her questionable balance. She dodged around trees and leapt over roots, praying she wouldn’t trip again. But she didn’t get far before she heard the thunder of hooves behind her, and her balance failed her completely. She collapsed onto the moss and gasped for air, shivering and sick.
Palm sweaty, she gripped the dagger tighter and rolled over, scooting backward to press against a tree. She held the blade in a trembling hand and faced her pursuer. She could handle one easier than a dozen.
A gorgeous black stallion stood a few feet from her. He stamped his hoof and tossed his head, gnawing at the bit. His rider was like a shadow in the dark. Dressed all in black, the hooded, lean figure dismounted, revealing his height and rangy limbs.
He wore a mask. It was also black and though tailored to the shape of his face, it didn’t have features, giving him an eerie, otherworldly visage. It was more like a solid shield of onyx. Dark eyes with an inner brightness stared at her, and as he came closer, she realized the mask also had a cutout for his mouth.
She gritted her teeth and raised her dagger. “One step closer, and I will cut you from navel to nose. I swear to The Three.”
He froze.
As her vision adjusted to the dimness, she peered at his eyes. Though she searched for the same cruelty as was in the bandit’s leader’s gaze, she didn’t find it.
He slowly raised his hands palm out before dropping to one knee in front of her. He bowed his head after pushing back his hood, revealing straight black hair that brushed his shoulders.
She blinked. She’d grown up around knights and realized he moved as one. Who was he?
“I am at your service, my lady,” he said, his deep voice low and calm. “I swear to The Three, I mean you no harm. One of my friends spotted you with the bandits, and I knew we needed to rescue you. We have been after the bandits since they started terrorizing this forest months ago. We cannot stay here long. I need to get back to my friends, and we need to retreat. Unfortunately, we don’t have the means to take them on and win.”
Grace swallowed, wanting to believe him with everything inside her. But her life depended on trusting the right person.
“Take off your mask and let me see your face.”
He flinched.
She frowned.
“Forgive me, my lady. I… cannot. My face is damaged you see, and it wouldn’t be proper for a lady of your standing to see it.”
His words thickened as if emotion was clogging his throat. Sir Alexander—may he rest safely in the bosoms of The Three—had sounded like that when he’d spoken about his two sons. Barely more than lads, they’d died in a war years ago. He’d also take on a solemn, choking tone when he’d mention his own time fighting enemies as a younger man.
Grief and bad memories. His sorrow touched her, and she let her hand drop.
Movement and hurried footsteps had her squinting over his shoulder. She gasped when three bandits rushed them, startling the stallion into a whinny.
“Watch—”
The man in black rose to his feet, and in one fluid motion, spun and unsheathed his sword. Without hesitation, he engaged the bandits, acting as a shield. Her shield. His skill with a sword was enviable, as was his fearlessness as axes sliced down at him. He was quick on his feet and bold in his moves. Entranced by his prowess, Grace momentarily forgot her predicament and remembered the times she’d watched Isaac on the training fields with his knights.
“You bloody devil!” One bandit yelled before taking a slice to the chest.
“Masked coward!”
The masked man said nothing as he fought with the fury of ten men.
As one bandit went down with a grunt, bleeding out, another slipped past Samuel and leapt toward her. “Noble bitch. Better you die now. You’re not worth the trouble.”
He raised his axe.
She screamed and raised her knife.
Gleaming steel erupted from the bandit’s chest, blood spraying, a few drops landing on her face. Then the masked man yanked out his sword and tossed the bandit away like refuse.
Shocked, Grace stared past him and noticed the third bandit was already twitching on the ground, groaning as he died. The skirmish hadn’t lasted very long, the brutes not standing a chance against someone with training.
Panting, the masked man wiped his sword on his cloak before sheathing it. He glanced at their surroundings before kneeling once more at her feet. She dropped her hand again and swallowed hard, shaken by what she’d witnessed. The man’s eyes had changed during the battle, a raw battle fury she’d seen in many a knight. But now they returned to their compassionate, concerned gleam.
She cleared her throat. “What is your name?”
“Samuel,” he said, still panting.
Tears pricked her eyes but she blinked, dashing them away. She couldn’t fall apart yet. She must be strong. Despite what she’d been through and witnessed, she needed to keep her composure. They were still in danger.
“Samuel. Please don’t betray me.”
His eyes widened. “No. My lady, I won’t. I pledge myself to your service, and I will not leave your side until you are home safe.”
She had no reason not to believe his words. Her lips trembled as she nodded. “I am Lady Grace of Glaston. It is a p-pleasure to meet you.”
She squeezed her eyes shut as the tears returned and swallowed her sob.
Samuel’s movements were quiet as he stepped to her side. Gentle arms slipped around her back and under her legs. In one swift movement, he lifted her securely in his arms.
Grace gasped and her eyes widened. She grabbed his shoulders and their gazes met.
“Don’t! You’ll hurt yourself.”
He blinked at her and tilted his head. “Pardon?”
“I’m not… um, dainty.”
He blinked again and swept his gaze over her. She wasn’t repulsed this time. Instead, warmth bloomed in her stomach.
When he met her eyes again, his own held a glint that set her heart racing. “You’re perfect, my lady. And it is an honor to have you in my arms.”
She gaped at him.
He turned to his stallion, and on impulse she threw her arms around his neck and squeezed. He stumbled and grunted before tightening his hold. Pain stung and throbbed but the safety she felt in his arms couldn’t be ignored. It was as if her Isaac was holding her, loving her.
“Thank you,” she said as her tears won. “Thank you, my black knight.”

      [image: ]Samuel was in a daze. His knees were weak, and he had the insane urge to press his face into her soft hair and breathe deep. It was an undignified thought but one he couldn’t shake. Her words had pierced his heart just as her beauty had enraptured him. Yet it was more than that. Her lack of prodding after he told her about his mask and her ferocity in the face of danger had compelled him to pledge himself to her, as if he were still a knight, fighting for his lady’s favor.
But she wasn’t his lady.
She belonged to another.
And yet her trust, her hug, her tears of relief, shattered his defenses. How could this one woman send him crumbling into dust?
His gloved hand pressed into her pale, naked thigh as her ripped skirt left little to the imagination. He couldn’t help but glance more often than was proper at her tattered bodice as it strained over her generous bosom. Her clothes were torn and shredded in places, as well as dirty and stained. He hadn’t meant to speak so bluntly to her but after she’d seemed self-conscious over her figure, he’d been compelled to put her at ease. It was a delight to hold her, and though he shouldn’t indulge, he couldn’t help but find comfort in her softness and warmth.
To think if he hadn’t been fast enough against those bandits… he might have lost her. Although, considering how she’d handled that dagger, he was certain she knew how to use it. But she was in no state to defend herself.
Once he’d settled her on Maxim, he howled to let his friends know to retreat. Then he hurried along darker, more dangerous trails, keeping out of sight in case more bandits decided to pursue her. She stayed in the saddle admirably, though she was hunched more than he liked, and she held her head. Her disheveled state ignited a fire in his belly. He wanted to gut that vicious pig for treating her so abominably. She deserved to be pampered and treasured not harassed and tormented.
He held Maxim’s reins and jogged in front.
“Who are your friends? Where are we going?”
Her soft voice was tense, and he kicked himself for not realizing she needed a distraction from her pain.
“My friends are… there’s seven of them. We’re nobodies. For one reason or another, we left our original lives behind and found each other. Though we might not know everything about each other’s pasts, our trust in one another is absolute.”
“I’m glad you have them. And I hope I get a chance to thank them as well for intervening back there.”
Samuel smiled. “You will. We’re retreating to the same camp. We travel with a caravan of Wanders. For some reason, they adopted all of us. We’ve been with them for almost two years now.”
“Wanders! Oh, how delightful. We had many caravans roll through my father’s estate, and we’d always invite them for entertainment in the evenings for however long they resided there. They have the best stories, and I loved watching the jugglers.”
The childlike delight and wonder in her voice had Samuel chuckling. “Aye, they are fine people and incredibly talented. I’m glad to hear that your father appreciated their talents.”
“Oh, certainly. My mother wouldn’t let him feel otherwise.” She giggled before gripping her head.
“Easy.”
“I will be well.”
“You don’t look it.”
She eyed him. “That’s not very flattering.”
Before he could fumble an apology, her full lips quirked into a teasing smile. She was quite the mischievous woman, wasn’t she?
“Once you’re well, I’ll flatter you every day until I return you home.”
“That sounds delightful. Promise?”
“I promise. But only if you get well for me.”
“For you? I’d do a lot more.”
He blinked in stunned silence before turning and hurrying along the trail. Her words were a brutal taunt, and he must have misunderstood her.
Silence fell between them as her earlier words echoed in his mind, his heart. Black knight. What had Thorn said? She needed her white knight and a black knight. So who was the white one? Her betrothed?
He didn’t know much about the royals or nobility. He’d never needed to. But now he wished he knew more about Prince Isaac. He feared the prince would send soldiers into the forest to find her, and if things went wrong, his caravan could be in danger. The prince might think he had kidnapped her. Would she defend them?
Samuel glanced back.
His lady was tired, worn, and wretched. But she smiled at him, warmth momentarily overcoming the pain in her eyes.
“Nearly there, my lady.”
She sighed heavily and stroked Maxim’s neck
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