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Chapter One




On the night her city burned, Princess Julieta watched it all from the balcony of the royal apartments. The king had ordered her to escape, but she refused. The guards swore they would protect her, but she told them to save themselves. It was too late for anything else.

It was the longest night of her young life. She could hear fighting at the postern gate and then saw flames burst toward the sky. The sound of muskets and swords came closer to the palace. The fighting took place street by street and she knew her people were dying in the gutters. They were being slaughtered by the shock troops of the enemy. She knew that these men would have been made a very special offer: if they would risk their lives forcing the gate, they could have first pick of the spoils. No doubt hundreds of them had died, but now the survivors were on the rampage. Her citizens had become their prize, to be robbed, killed or raped. There was nothing she could do except to watch and to cry.

Historians would say later that the fighting ended at first light, but that was not true. The last cannons were fired then, but there was still the occasional crack of musketry until mid-day. The killing continued without pause, it was just that the victims became women and children, not soldiers. The streets were misted with choking smoke and the business of war went on, but did not stop.

It was still early morning when the enemy broke down the palace gates. There was more slaughter in the courtyard, but this was short lived. The iron portcullis was shattered by an explosion, and then Ardachi troops swarmed in. They overran the few soldiers who offered resistance. Julieta watched as a knight in a blue cape led the attack. He fought skillfully but without mercy. His sword stopped an axe cut, then he fired his pistol at point blank into the chest of the man holding it. He side-stepped another blow, then countered with a thrust that saw the point of his sword go through a visor. There was no call to surrender, and not a single guard survived.

“Keep the rest of the servants alive. Steal nothing, burn nothing. This now belongs to Lord Gideon,” she heard him yell over the din of arms. The soldiers grumbled, but they wiped their swords clean and resheathed them.

Julieta pushed herself away from the cold marble. She knew that the enemy would burst into her room at any moment. She just had to prepare herself for the worst. She just had to face it like royalty. In some ways, she had been trained for this moment from birth. She still wanted to hide and cry. Her legs felt weak and she clasped her hands together so that no one could see them shake.

The first Ardachi through the door was the knight in the blue cape. He had to be one of Gideon’s lieutenants, a man with an important job assigned to him. His armor was silver, now covered in splashes of thick blood. His sword was drawn and he ordered the men with him to search behind the curtains and in the alcoves. He just stood and watched the princess.

“There is no one else here, sir,” a sergeant reported.

“No servants?”

“No.”

The eyes behind the visor were puzzled. He asked her directly, “Where are your guards? Your maids?”

“I sent them away,” she snapped, pleased that her voice sounded as level as it did.

“A princess with no one to dress her?”

“I am dressed.”

The knight admired her gown of shimmering pink silk, edged with gems and pearls. Then he sneered.

“Yes. I see that you are. You did that for yourself?”

“My handmaiden’s last act before I told them to escape. It would have been unkind of me to order them to remain so that you could rape them.”

He laughed, harshly.

“It was unkind of you to deprive us. Your women are counted as the spoils of war.”

“I am afraid you will have to survive without them.”

“And it was foolish of you, too. They are now outside, with Kiddesh mercenaries who will not be as disciplined as my troops. You could have sentenced your women to death.”

She had not thought of that. His men were not so much looting her apartments as searching it in a very orderly fashion. Outside … but Julieta was not to be cowed. She lifted her chin and told him, “I have given them a chance to survive.” Her tone was relentless. The knight sighed.

“Very well, as you see it. Your own fate—”

“I accept my fate. I am ready for you to kill me.”

His eyes were genuinely puzzled. Then he laughed, harshly. “If you wanted that, you should have done the job yourself! You belong to Gideon and he will decide what happens to you.”

“Gideon is a brute. I can imagine what he has in store for me.”

“He is a generous and cultured lord.”

Julieta glanced disdainfully out of the window at the trails of smoke. The meaty smell of blood was not quite disguised by it. She simply scoffed. “Of course. I can see his generosity for myself.” It sounded brave, but inwardly, the girl shuddered. “If I am a captive, then tell me: to whom am I surrendering?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. It is a privilege of my birth.”

The knight considered her comment, then removed his helmet and braced it under an arm. His face was handsome, in a rugged way, with a slight curve to the nose that told you it had once been broken and skillfully set. His eyes were deep blue and quite mirthful. She could tell that his hair was long, though it had been knotted to fit under a helmet. He gave her a polite bow.

“My name is Malbeon. I am a banner knight of Lord Gideon’s personal retinue. I have been tasked with bringing you safely to his camp. You have my word that you will not be harmed.”

“Your word?”

“Yes.”

“Forgive me. I am reluctant to accept that from a man covered in the blood of my people.”

“It doesn’t matter. I didn’t give it to you, but to Lord Gideon.”

Did she believe him? She knew all about the importance of honor among fighting men, and though she had been told that the Ardachi were brutes, Malbeon did not seem like a brutal savage. He was younger than her father’s banner knights and with no significant scars on that tanned skin. Certainly no tribal tattoos or filed teeth. His dark hair was worn long, brushing the pauldrons of the heavy cuirass. The design was a little foreign but other than that, he could have been a knight in her father’s service. Could she trust his word, as she trusted their?

Julieta pouted.

“I will accept your — ‘good intentions’ — then.” her tone reeked of sarcasm. “But I think it unlikely that your lord has a pleasant future planned for me.”

“That’s his business. Put out your hands.”

“Excuse me?”

He threw his helmet to a squire and took out a long cord from the blue sash about his waist. Julieta sneered contemptuously at the horrid thing. It was a mixture of silk and hemp, dyed red and sea green. It might be colorful, but as a rider herself, she recognized a simple piece of tack. The sort of rope a groom would use to fashion an emergency bridle, or to quickly tie a hobble.

“Oh no!”

She took such a fast step away that her skirt hissed on the marble floor.

“You will not use that hideous thing on me! How dare you! I give you my royal word that I shall not—”

It was his turn to laugh.

“Your ‘royal house’ no longer exists, so your word is worth nothing. It will do your subjects good to see their princess led away bound. Now, my lady, you can cooperate or I can do this by force, but you will be tied as you leave here.”

To make the point he deftly twisted the rope one-handed and created a simple slipknot. She was disturbed by this sleight of hand, but still sneered. She opened her mouth to cut him down with a disdainful remark. Malbeon stepped forward and seized her right hand, running the loop over it and then pulling the knot tight.

Her expression changed to one of gasping horror, which made the soldiers laugh. She was caught like a fish on a reel, baffled by what was being done. She had never, ever been treated with such disrespect. She tugged and struggled, but her tormentor kept a firm hold on the line. He even raised an eyebrow as if to say, well, what now, little girl?

Julieta used her free hand to try undoing the knot. Malbeon took the opportunity to catch it and draw both hands behind her back. It was not easy to do because of the great puffed sleeves of her dress, but he flicked a loop of rope over her left wrist, too. Now both were encircled in what amounted to a pair of rope cuffs with half a meter of slack separating them. She was beginning to feel like a puppet fighting its strings.

“Let me go!”

“Oh, now the little fish is angry. What will she do?”

She tried to pull away. He stepped forward and twirled the rope elegantly, lacing the cord behind her back. It was a simple matter to draw her wrists together. But the knight did it slowly, almost as if they were dancing.

“Princess, princess…”

She tried to move away, so he reeled in the cord again and her forearms were moved closer. Soon they were bound together up to the elbows. She tugged at the rope and shed hot little tears, but the men just laughed. She hated that. They had no right!

And then Malbeon stepped behind her and the game was over. He pulled her back against him. She struggled to get free, but it was to no avail. Her bare shoulders pressed against the cold metal of his armor. A moment later, Malbeon passed the cord from one hand to another around her body. He drew it about her waist, like a belt that was too tight. It felt almost like a hug but she was unused to being touched with such familiarity and she cried out. One more loop followed, this time over her breasts, and then that was neatly tied off.

“Now, there’s a pretty little bundle.”

“Release me!”

“A gift fit for a king.”

She struggled a moment more. Just long enough for her cheeks to burn with anger and embarrassment. Even through that, she could feel her own helplessness. Malbeon had bound her as easily as a child. She could feel his large hands clasp her shoulders. The sheer mass and strength of him engulfed her. It was almost comforting. Too comforting. So she stopped wriggling and went unnaturally quiet.

“Better. We do not want to see rope burns on those pretty wrists.”

She pressed her lips together angrily and said nothing, just stared at him as fiercely as she could, hoping that her contempt was plain. He tickled her under the chin.

“My lord will like you well enough.”

Furious at that remark, she snapped her head away from his touch. He laughed again.

“Lord Gideon likes his women proud. At the start.”

He formed his men up, with himself and the tiny captive in the center. He passed the rope through her bonds once more and played out the rest so it could be used as a lead. It made her eyes water with furious tears. She was not a pet to be walked! She was a princess of the blood royal.

Then she was enclosed in a wall of steel and swords. They were being careful and she was not sure if the aim was to stop loyal troops from rescuing her, or to stop some of the mercenary bands seizing her for ransom and — well, whatever mercenary bands did to captive princesses. Seeing their tension, she did not resist. As the rope pulled her forward, she followed it. When they reached the horses, Malbeon helped her mount his, then he swung himself up behind her. It was a bitter indignity. Never — ever — had she been forced to share the saddle with a man. She limply accepted her fate but turned her head and scowled up at him, feeling her mouth set in a bitter downturn.

“You are far too pretty for such an ugly expression,” he chided.

Julieta closed her eyes as they rode through the city. It was too much. She could not bear to see the destruction that Gideon’s men had brought down on them all. She could not see the women and children being led away in coffles. It made no difference. Her other senses sharpened to compensate. She could smell blood and ash. She could hear groaning and the laughter of the Ardachi troops as they ransacked shops. Refusing to look spared her nothing.

Only once did her eyes open. Someone had called out “God bless Lady Julieta!” She blushed and saw a dozen captured guardsmen standing to attention as she passed. They looked bloodied and exhausted but not beaten.

This is how I must be, she thought.

All she could give them in return was a thin smile. And then the horse had moved on and she slumped again.

Malbeon’s arms surrounded her. One reached past and held the reigns. The other kept a grip on the rope about her waist. What did he think? That she was going to jump off and run away? With her eyes shut she began to feel the exhaustion of a sleepless night. Her head sagged and came to rest against Malbeon’s chest. The first time it happened she blinked awake, angry with herself.

“If you want to sleep, then sleep, princess.”

She snorted proudly, but found it impossible to stay awake. And why should she? She was going to face a monster; she would need to be alert for that. So she yawned and let nature take its course. The second time her cheek touched his silver plate, she left it there and drifted off.

At least, until she realised that something unusual was happening. She was sitting across the knight’s lap. The tassets of his armor had lifted as he sat astride the saddle, so she was basically sitting across his groin. Her long curls were soft, washed, and perfumed. His nose was just above her head, inhaling her musk. The movement of the horse ground them together.

She began to be aware of a swelling pressing against her buttocks, trying the thin fabric of her expensive dress.

Being curious about it, she wiggled her bottom slightly.

“Stop that,” he snapped.

“Oh!”

The princess suddenly realised what the swelling in his britches was. She might be innocent, but not that innocent. And bizarrely, it pleased her. She hated this man, but now she was not afraid of him. She knew he had orders and he would not harm her. And now she had a slight power over him. The power of arousal.

She allowed herself to enjoy that. And she began to relax properly. She experienced the warmth of his arms surrounding her. It combined with the pressure of the ropes, the hardness of his armor and the movement of the horse. She found it all strangely comforting.

Then Julieta shivered, as if she had suddenly woken. How could she even think that? Comforting? She had seen this brute slaughter her guards. He had been disappointed that her maids had escaped because they had been promised to his soldiers. For rape.

But there was the smell of his body. It was masculine and unusual to her. The men of the court used perfume or at least had time to wash before coming into the royal presence. He was still sweaty from battle. It combined with the smells of leather and she found it hard to say why, but it was delicious and novel.

She forced her eyes closed and breathed in through her nose. She might be Royal, but she was also a woman who had expected to die tonight, and she had not. Duty told her to respond one way, but her instincts told her that she should rejoice in that simple act of survival. She simply had no idea what to feel.

Julieta squeezed her legs and felt an unaccustomed pleasure rise. She relaxed again. This was not the time. Better to sleep.

So she nuzzled her head against him and turned to little snores.




Chapter Two


She woke again as they rode into Lord Gideon’s camp. Then she blinked, gave a big, sleepy yawn and looked around.

It was not what she had expected, but then it occurred to her that perhaps it should have been. There were tents of many colors, but all were the same little round hillock design. They clustered in circles with a fire in the center. There were men armed to the teeth with crossbows and halberds. Many saluted Malbeon as he rode past. Some pointed at her in that pretty pink dress and laughed. She saw women, some of them in armor too, but most in civilian dresses of bright red and yellow, all embroidered with complex tribal patterns. The Ardachi had once been nomads and they wore their new “civilization” lightly.

Gideon’s battlefield command was a mixture of wood and cloth, and even Julieta had to confess that she found it magnificent. It was less a tent than a pagoda, or a compound, made from heavy oaks and surprisingly complicated. It actually had several levels, all guarded by fierce men holding crossbows and curved bow staves. The black lion banner flew from each corner, and on the central pole she could see the last battle order displayed: the Madrigal. The Ardachi signal that no quarter was to be given.

She realised she was staring at it with awe when Malbeon began to tease her.

“You were expecting a little yurt of goatskin? Or a shack
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