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THE BLESSINGS OF WATER
THE WATER IS GREATLY VALUED,” KASSANDRA SAID. “Even today, we bring ewers of it to the temples for blessings.” Bending, she cupped her palm, caught sparkling drops of water, and drank.
As Royce bent to catch the water in his hand, Kassandra almost reached out to stop him but drew back at the last moment. He was a strong man; it would still be his choice. The water was merely . . . encouragement.
Or so legend said. From time immemorial, Akoran husbands and wives had enjoyed a goblet of the water taken from this buried temple on their wedding night. Years later, old couples basking in the sun would remember it fondly and share secret looks of tender passion.
She stared at Royce as he drank, watching the ripple of the water ease down his throat. He was such a beautiful man, so perfectly formed in body and mind. The memory of him riding horseback wearing only a kilt, his powerful muscles flexing as he threw the javelin, haunted her dreams.
Ever since then, she had been living in a nightmare. The attack on her brother, the danger brewing in Akora, her desperate desire to save both her family and home—all seemed to close around her until she could scarcely breathe.
Until the moment when she emerged from her desperate, futile quest for vision to see in Royce’s beloved face the future for which she yearned with all her heart.
A future that in all likelihood was impossible.

Chapter ONE
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Royce walked alone in the gardens of his ancestral home. The  sun was setting, gilding every leaf and blade of grass with its last gifts of the day. As he watched night seep over the land, he looked out toward the sea, following the silver trail of the risen moon. In the stillness of the moment, there rose from deep within him the sense that he stood on the edge of something shadowy and undefined, yet momentous. Indeed, so powerful was the sensation that without thought, he raised a hand as though to seize it. The day had been long and he was tired, and thus perhaps it was that as he stood there  with hand outstretched, breathing in the fragrance of stone  and sea, he thought, just thought, he caught the scent of lemons . . .
Drifting on the night air, mingling with the jasmine,  thyme and oleander to weave the fragrance she had known all her life here in Akora, home and prison both. How she longed to leave it, how she would miss it when she did. Kassandra sighed and laid her head on folded arms, gazing out beyond the high windows of the palace to the sea turned silver by the risen moon. Moon that cast the ribbon of a road leading . . . where? Into which of all the futures lying just beyond the next breath, the next moment? For once, she could not see it, could only feel. In the feeling, she reached  out her hand and for just an instant, touched another’s.
London – April 1812
THROUGH THE THIN SOLES OF HER SILK SLIPPERS, she felt the thickness of the Persian rugs varying with the smoothness of the polished floors over which she passed as she made her way along the corridor from her bedroom to the stairs. The curving banister was slick and cool beneath her palm. The house smelled of lemon oil, dried roses, the lavender water used to scent the linens, and faintly of vinegar, for all the drains had been cleaned the day before, as they were weekly.
The dove-gray light of morning softened every edge, blurring color that would emerge only in the full glare of day to withdraw again into shadow when night came and the lamps were lit. One night she had been there, one glorious night since setting foot on the quay at Southwark. Her first glimpse of London seen from the great river had exposed the limits of her fantasies, paltry when compared to the stunning reality. So, too, the ride through the crowded streets, brimming with people, smells not entirely or even mainly pleasant, and a din so impressive that the keeners for the dead would fall silent with envy. Never had she imagined such a place, for all that she had imagined a great deal, dreaming there in Ilius of the journey she longed to make.
Was making. She was here, glorious here, and the enormity of that had kept her wide-eyed and wakeful as all around her the house slept. Until she could bear it no longer and having dressed herself, an awkward process for all that she had practiced before arriving, came tiptoeing down to pause in the hushed hall and . . .
. . . listen. She could hear the city, only faintly to be sure, for the house was surrounded by generous lawns and gardens, and further sheltered by a high stone wall. But beyond the twittering of birds already darting after worms, the whisper of a breeze in the fragile spring leaves, and the occasional murmur of voices from the distant kitchen, she could just make out the creak of wagon wheels and the clop of hooves ringing on cobblestone streets. Delight jolted her. The sounds were proof that the city really did exist and she was really in it. She did not merely dream of following the silver ribbon of the moon road over the sea, as she had on so many nights lingering at the palace windows when she should have been abed. As she would be now but for the excitement that thrummed within her.
She laughed and twirled, the jonquil-yellow of her skirt belling out around her, her arms flung wide to embrace the new day in so wondrous a place.
So Royce first saw her. Through the high windows near the front door, the sight shimmering behind the veil of the breeze-wafted muslin curtains, the Lord of Hawkforte stopped and stared.
Kassandra, Princess of Akora—the fortress kingdom beyond the Pillars of Hercules—daughter of the royal house of Atreides, bearer of a name out of bloody legend, dancing as though round the maypole in the giddy flush of fairest spring.
He knew her at once. Had he not been aware of her arrival, he would still have guessed her name, for there was an air of the exotic in the tumble of ebony curls down her back and the sun-kissed blush of her skin. She bore a faint, highly feminized resemblance to his brother-in-law, understandably enough, as Alex was her own brother. They were both half-British through their father, but just then and despite the fashionable garb she wore, he thought her the embodiment of the mystery that had fascinated him since boyhood.
Akora. For a long time men had called it a myth yet gone in search of it all the same. Those who returned did so disappointed. Others, perhaps cursed with better luck, were never seen again. Stories abounded: Akora was a fortress island, the dwelling place of fierce warriors who slew any foreigner unfortunate enough to near their shores; it was the last refuge and ultimate glory of the selfsame race that had stormed the walls of fabled Troy; it sheltered wealth and wisdom beyond calculation; it would emerge one day from the realms of legend to challenge the world.
Little had been known about Akora except that it truly did exist. Sheltered behind impregnable cliffs, guarded by warriors who were indeed among the fiercest on earth, Akora remained inviolate. Or nearly so. In the library at Hawkforte, Royce’s ancestral home, was a collection of artifacts believed sent from Akora by a younger son who had stumbled across the place about the time of the First Crusade. It was even said that for some years thereafter contact had been maintained between the Fortress Kingdom and Royce’s own ancestors.
Contact that had been renewed the previous year with the marriage of Alexandros, the Prince of Akora who was also Marquess of Boswick, and the Lady Joanna Hawkforte, herself the daughter of a house more ancient than any other in England. The union had thrilled the ton, which for months had seemed unable to talk of anything else. Had they known the true circumstances attending the wedding, they would have chattered even more. But only a select few suspected the truth, and even they could not be sure.
Such obscurity suited Royce perfectly. He preferred to work in the shadows. Yet just then he stood revealed in sunlight, a figure of such masculine perfection that, catching sight of him, Kassandra stopped suddenly and stared over her shoulder, half turned away, half turning to him, suspended between one and the other.
Hawkforte. She knew him at once though she had seen him only once. No, not true, seen him only once in person and then only a glimpse. Hawkforte yet not Hawkforte, the man she recalled who had survived a captivity the previous year that would have killed most anyone else. He looked . . . like the sun, she decided, entrancing yet dangerous to gaze at directly. His hair was golden, untainted by powder, and thick, just brushing the collar of his morning coat. His features were compelling, powerful and unrelenting. He was as tall as her brother, which was tall indeed, and he had the same broad sweep of shoulders and torso. He stood with the easy grace of a warrior, likely unaware of the perfect balance of his body. But he was aware in other ways . . . of her and, she saw just then, of them both caught in that moment.
She was a young, unmarried woman alone in the hall of a house not her own, confronted at an unfashionably early hour by the arrival of a man to whom she had never been introduced. She might reasonably withdraw and summon a servant to deal with him. Indeed, Royce expected her to do exactly that.
She turned fully toward him, regarding him through the muslin curtains. Her skirt still swung slightly with her exuberance. A faint smile touched her mouth. Without hesitation, she walked across the marble floor and opened the door to him.
He was a sensible man, but just then sense seemed to be deserting him. In the back of his mind he made note not to expect the Princess Kassandra to do the expected.
“Good morning, Your Highness. My apologies for disturbing you at such an hour. I am Lord Royce Hawkforte, Joanna’s brother.”
She offered her hand. He bent over it as she said, “Let us not stand on formality, my lord. After all, we are family. Please call me Kassandra.”
He straightened and she saw the surprise in his hazel eyes. “Oh, dear,” she said, “is that too forward? Should I not have asked you to call me by my given name? It is just that we do not put so much store in ceremony on Akora.”
“No, it’s fine,” he assured her. “And please call me Royce. For all that I spent several months on Akora”—he discreetly avoided mention of the unpleasant nature of that stay—“I know little of it, but I tend to find formality tiresome and am glad to know it is not so much the custom there.”
He released her but reluctantly, and promptly clasped both his hands behind him as though preventing himself from reaching out for her again.
A pleasing, female awareness stirred within Kassandra. She knew what that signified, of course, for no young woman growing up in the sensual atmosphere of Akora could possibly not know. Yet she was startled all the same, for no such awareness had ever come upon her before. It made her look at the Englishman warily.
Unless she was mistaken, the same surprised caution lingered in his eyes. Already they had something in common.
“What amuses you?” he asked as she smiled.
She laughed, a little flustered—she who had never been flustered in her life—and shook her head. “Nothing. I am just very excited to be here.”
“Joanna and Alex were both delighted when word came that you would be allowed to visit.”
“No more delighted than I was myself, I am certain. I have dreamed of such a trip for years. My eldest brother, Atreus, is a wise and good leader but he does tend to be quite protective. At any rate, it is very rare for anyone to leave Akora.”
“So I understand. May I ask what persuaded the Vanax Atreus to allow you to come?”
“He has complete trust in Alex and Joanna, of course, and they are expecting their first child. It was only natural that I should wish to be with them at such a time. Besides, conditions seem to be calmer than they were a few months ago.”
“They do seem that way,” Royce agreed, but doubt showed in his eyes.
Her eyebrows rose. “You have not come at such an hour with some dire news, have you? Has Napoleon suddenly launched a fleet toward England’s shores? Are we about to be invaded? No, wait, I know! It is that fellow, what is his name, Byron? The one who wrote the poem of which everyone is speaking. He has forsworn poetry and vows to never write another line. Is that it?”
Royce shook his head in masculine befuddlement. Her speech was quicksilver, her mind seemingly the same. She challenged him to keep up with her.
“How can you possibly know about Byron? That poem of his was only published a few weeks ago and you have scarcely arrived.”
“Ah, but Joanna sent me a copy with the clothes she so kindly arranged. I read it on the voyage here.”
“I see, and what did you think of it?”
“He is being hailed as the poet of the age, is he not?”
“I suppose. At any rate, all society is agog. But you have not told me, what is your opinion of the work itself?”
“It is very . . . vivid.”
“It is that.”
“And romantic. People are saying it is romantic, are they not, and Byron the man as well?”
“People say all sorts of things. What do you think of it?”
“I think the poet rather taken with himself, if you must know. But as I am looking forward to going about in society, I shall probably refrain from announcing that to all and sundry.”
“A diplomat,” Royce said with a grin.
“Do I perceive you are no more enamored of Lord Byron than I?”
“In time, should he ever emerge from his absorption with himself, he might produce something worth reading.”
“I shall not wait with bated breath. At any rate, it is good to know I am not alone in my view of him. But come, I am rude to keep you standing in the hall. The servants are awake, I heard them in the kitchens. Perhaps we can beg tea.”
“A princess beg?”
“Beseech? Entreat? Courteously request? Is none of that the done thing?” She sighed, anticipating his answer. “I have so much to learn.”
“No,” Royce murmured, looking at the play of light over the fullness of her mouth. “I rather think you don’t.” All gallantry, he offered his arm.
They were seated in the morning room overlooking the gardens when Alex found them. Royce stood as his brother-in-law entered. “I hope you will forgive me for coming round so early but we need to talk.”
Dressed casually in trousers and a white cambric shirt left loose at the neck and with the cuffs rolled up, Alex looked at ease but his eyes were as perceptive as ever. He missed nothing, as Kassandra reminded herself.
“Of course, Royce, you are always welcome. I see you have met Kassandra.”
“We introduced ourselves,” she said blithely. “No doubt a dreadful breach of protocol but somehow we’ve survived. How is Joanna?”
“Fine, or so she claims, and I have to admit, she looks it. She is awake. I’m sure she would welcome your company.”
That was rather pointed but she supposed it meant Royce’s early arrival really did signify something of importance. Much as she would have liked to linger, Kassandra was far too schooled in the ways of men to do other than nod demurely. She stood, smoothing her skirt. “I will take tea with her and we will chatter about all sorts of suitably female matters, nothing too serious or substantial, of course, for that would tax our brains.”
Alex kissed her cheek lightly and said, “Behave yourself, scamp.” He led her to the door. She stopped, glancing back over her shoulder at Royce, who still stood, watching her.
“Very nice to meet you, Lord Hawkforte.”
Her effort at propriety made him grin despite himself. But she knew even before the door closed behind her that his amusement was likely to be fleeting. Something was wrong in this England to which she had come. Alex and Royce both might be intent on keeping such knowledge from her, no doubt for the best of male motives, but they would not succeed. She would discover it and probably sooner rather than later. After all, to do otherwise would betray her purpose in being there. Her own purpose, to be sure, and no one else’s, but one she intended to see to completion no matter what the risk or difficulty. That, too, was of importance.
JOANNA WAS SITTING UP IN BED WHEN KASSANDRA entered. Her sister-in-law did indeed look very fit despite the advanced state of her pregnancy. Her hair, of a shade akin to honey, was in its usual wild disarray but slightly tamed by silk ribbons that matched her lacy bed-gown. She was leafing through a silver basket filled with invitations.
“Oh, lord, Lady Melbourne already,” Joanna said. She held up the envelope, peering at it warily. “You were barely off the dock yesterday when she sent this round. It is likely an invitation and you may have no choice but to go.”
“Why would I wish not to?” Kassandra asked as she sat down beside the bed.
“Lady Melbourne is known as ‘the Spider.’ She is said to despise anyone’s happiness and to take no greater pleasure than in destroying it. Yet for all that, she is a power to be reckoned with. Perhaps better to just go and be done with it.”
“Is it not better yet to avoid spiders altogether?”
“Not in this case, alas. Lady Melbourne is a hostess of rare renown, mistress of the fine art of bringing people together in such ways that they frequently find themselves obligated to her. Mistress also, in her youth, of more than a few men of great power with whom she has maintained the most cordial relations. She is therefore a power in her own right and cannot be ignored without penalty. On the more positive side, she counts it a great coup whenever Alex or Royce appears in her drawing room. To capture you, even for a few hours, might well make her positively congenial.”
“Oh, lord . . .”
“Exactly. Well, how are you today? Did you sleep?”
“Not a wink,” Kassandra admitted, her natural good cheer returning. “It is all far too wonderful for that. I met Royce just now.”
“Royce? He has called already?” Joanna made to rise but Kassandra stopped her.
“Don’t bother, he and Alex want to talk alone. I was sent up here.”
“The gall. Never mind, we’ll amuse ourselves and find out later why he’s come. Ring for Mulridge, will you? Oh, here she is.”
The tall, black-garbed woman who entered with a tray gazed down the sharp beak of her nose at Kassandra and nodded. “Princess, you rise early.”
“I hope I did not disturb anyone?”
“Not at all. Early rising is a virtue. Here, my lady, I’ve brought your tea and another cup for the Princess.”
Joanna sat up farther and peered at the tray. “You’ve brought warm scones, as well. Bless you, Mulridge.”
Mulridge sniffed and withdrew, but not without a pleased look. Having buttered one of the scones, Joanna handed it to Kassandra. “Be kind and do not let me eat alone. I swear, these days I am hungry every hour.”
“But that is to the good. In these last weeks, the baby must gain sufficient weight to be strong when she is born.”
About to bite into her scone, Joanna looked at her sister-in-law instead. “She?”
Kassandra bought herself a moment as she chewed and swallowed. “Did I say she?”
“Don’t toy . . . oh, no, do. I do not truly want to know . . . I think.”
Another would have been hard-pressed to take her meaning but Kassandra understood perfectly. “Joanna,” she said softly, “you know that I do not always see.”
“I know, of course I do, and I would never ask. It is only that—” Her fingers plucked at the sheet of fine Holland linen fringed with lace. “My mother bore two children safely but she lost her first at birth.”
“I did not know that.” After a moment, Kassandra added, “Does Alex?”
“No, and have no thought to tell him. He worries enough as it is.”
“But Elena says you are very fit. She assured me of that yesterday.”
Alex had summoned the renowned Akoran healer almost as soon as he learned of Joanna’s pregnancy. Kassandra had hoped to travel with her but Atreus had withheld his permission, concerned by civil unrest in England. The Vanax had not allowed his sister to depart until the situation had calmed.
“Elena is wonderful,” Joanna said. “I felt terribly guilty about her having to leave Akora but she told me she always wanted to travel and is delighted to be here. So is her niece, Brianna, who accompanied her. Elena also says my pregnancy is completely normal; I am the picture of health and all will be well.”
“Yet still Alex worries . . . as do you.”
Joanna touched her belly lightly. “The child moves. I feel his”—she looked at Kassandra—“or her strength and eagerness. To come so close to knowing the world yet be snatched away—”
Kassandra covered her sister-in-law’s hand with her own. In truth, she had seen, but only faintly, months before when Joanna and Alex visited Akora with the news that they were to be blessed with a child. Then she had gone into the temple beneath the palace to pray and meditate. There the pathways of possible futures opened to her vision as they had for her namesake long ago in doomed Troy. She never knew what she would see, good or evil, horror or joy. Often, the experience left her drained and sick. But on that occasion, what she sought had proved gentle yet elusive. She had gleaned only a little—the laughter of a child, a flashing smile, and Joanna’s own voice, loving if exasperated, calling, “Melly!” Just that and happiness like a rush of golden warmth through her. It was kinder by far than most of her visions, and enough. She had gone straightaway to select the birth gift, as yet unpacked.
Now, her hand on Joanna’s and both theirs resting near the child, Kassandra needed almost no effort at all. Scarcely had she begun to reach out than she knew, simply and utterly knew. Joanna’s fears, though understandable, were misplaced.
“You are not your mother,” she said softly. “The tragedy of a first babe lost will not be yours.”
Joanna blinked back quick tears of relief. “Thank you, Kassandra, with all my heart, thank you.” She laughed a little shakily. “Oh my, I did not realize how deeply that fear had taken hold of me until you rooted it out.”
That which was called her gift, and which as often seemed a curse, did not allow for many such moments of unfettered joy. Kassandra laughed and hugged her sister of the spirit. The two women chatted a little longer, sipping tea and eating scones, before Joanna rose to dress.
“We have given the men long enough,” she declared.
Together they went down to the morning room, but Alex and Royce were no longer there. They had gone out to the stables, where the women found them in conversation with a short, shaggy-haired fellow whose black brows, thick as caterpillars, were drawn tightly together.
“Good morning, Bolkum,” Joanna said. “Lovely day.” She smiled at her husband and brother. “Going riding?”
Bolkum cleared his throat and glanced away.
“Not at the moment,” Alex replied with a quick glance at his brother-in-law.
“Just having a chat with Bolkum here,” Royce said.
“What about?”
She asked with such cheerful innocence, Kassandra thought, that they could hardly refuse to reply. Yet they did try.
“Nothing in particular,” Alex said.
“The weather,” Royce ventured. “Warmer than expected.”
Joanna shrugged. “I’ll ask Mulridge. She’ll know.”
Stroking his beard, Bolkum said, “Best see to . . . uh . . . what we were discussing.” He nodded to the women and departed, vanishing round a corner of the stable.
Joanna waited, still smiling. Kassandra looked at Royce and found him looking back. Time passed. Off in the distance, stableboys called out to each other.
“For heaven’s sake,” Alex muttered. “I suppose there’s no point trying to keep anything from you even for your own benefit.”
“None at all,” Joanna agreed.
“You know,” Alex said, “that I have asked you to leave London. You could choose our estate at Boswick, which you have given every indication of enjoying, or, if you prefer, go to Hawkforte. It matters not to me whether our child is born at one or the other so long as you are comfortable and safe.”
“And you know,” she replied, “that I have said I will do so gladly provided you accompany me.”
“Which I cannot do yet given the situation.” Alex turned to his sister. “Now that Kassandra is here, I hoped you would be more inclined to do what anyone with an ounce of sense . . .” He broke off, visibly fighting for patience. “That is to say, what I am certain you realize is best for you.”
Kassandra pressed her lips together tightly. Having reached London at last, she was reluctant to leave it. Yet she could not deny a certain sympathy for her brother. Magnificent though the city was, it was also crowded, noisy and dirty. That he would wish for his wife to give birth in calmer, gentler circumstances was understandable enough. Beyond that, the sight of Alex cast in the role of a harried husband unable to compel his wife’s obedience was so diverting that it almost made up for the possibility of being sent to rusticate in the countryside. Although she loved her brother dearly and thought him among the best of men, she knew he had been prey to the typical arrogance of the male, leading him to believe that women and marriage were vastly simpler than he had since discovered.
His wife went to him and placed a hand gently on his arm. “Our child and I will be safe wherever you are. Now will you tell me what has happened?”
He looked to Royce, who answered reluctantly. “There is trouble in Yorkshire. It appears ‘General Ludd’s’ army has returned. They are back to smashing looms and threaten to kill any who oppose them.”
Kassandra struggled to conceal her shock. She knew all too well that it was the uprising the previous autumn by workers who called themselves Luddites that had caused Atreus to delay granting permission for her to visit England. Only recently, when it appeared the danger was passed, had he relented. Now he would regret that and might even insist on her return to Akora.
“I don’t understand,” she said. “There really isn’t any General Ludd, is there?”
“Apparently not,” Royce replied. “But the workers who are seeing their wages cut by the new industrial machines have taken shelter behind the myth of him. They swear oaths of secrecy, wear masks when they launch their attacks, and are protected by numerous sympathizers.”
“They are also risking their lives,” Joanna said. “Parliament passed that dreadful law making the smashing of such machines punishable by death.”
“Death for breaking a machine?” Kassandra asked. Surely, she had misunderstood. For years she had studied England, albeit from a distance, savoring every book and anecdote Alex brought back from there, examining every object and dreaming of the day she would be able to go there herself. She thought it a country of—to quote the title of her favorite novel—sense and sensibility.
“It was an overreaction,” Royce acknowledged. “To give credit where it is due, that poet fellow, Byron, spoke out against it in the Lords. He was actually rather eloquent. I was probably less so but I did try, unfortunately to no avail. The bill passed into law but now seems to have failed in its objective. Far from being suppressed, the Luddites appear more determined than ever.”
“And potentially more dangerous,” Alex said. He looked at his wife. “Are you truly bent on staying here?”
Joanna touched his arm gently, her hand lingering as she said, “I am bent on staying with you, my lord.”
He was, Kassandra realized, a man torn: still concerned for his wife’s safety yet cherishing of the love that made her so reluctant to leave his side. He also knew how to give in, if not gladly, at least gracefully. “In that case, Royce and I have agreed to bring men up to London from both Boswick and Hawkforte. Bolkum is arranging for tents to be set up for them behind the stables. They will patrol the grounds night and day, and you”—his gaze moved to include Kassandra—“neither of you will leave here without an armed escort. Is that clear?”
“You don’t really expect trouble from the Luddites here, do you?” Joanna asked.
“If I did,” her husband informed her, “the choice to remain here or go would not be yours. As it is, I think them likely to be all too well occupied elsewhere, but I prefer to be prepared all the same. And in that light, I have your word you will go nowhere without escort?”
Both women assured him that he did. Kassandra was sufficiently relieved to be remaining in London that she suspected she would have agreed to virtually anything. Even so, the irony of the situation did not escape her. On Akora, the kingdom where warriors were said to rule while women merely served, she had gone anywhere she wished without concern. But here in supposedly more advanced England, she could not venture beyond the door without the company of armed men. Progress, it seemed, was a two-edged sword.
“Speaking of going,” Joanna said. She drew an envelope from her pocket. “Lady Melbourne has wasted no time.”
The men groaned. “You understand,” Alex said quickly, “with the situation so unsettled, I will be occupied at all hours—”
“Strenuously occupied,” Royce added. “We both will be. The very thought of socializing when there is so much else to do—”
“The very thought of not,” Joanna interjected, “is worse. You know perfectly well that most of real importance will be said in the drawing rooms.”
Alex scowled but did not disagree. All the same, he declared, “You cannot be thinking of going near her, not in your condition. Who knows what such exposure would do to our unborn child?”
“I am hardly likely to let Kassandra go alone.” On a hopeful note, she added, “But perhaps this invitation is for tonight or tomorrow, and we will have a ready excuse.”
“What would that be?” Kassandra asked.
“It’s a bit complicated,” Joanna replied. “We could discuss it over breakfast.”
Despite their avowals of pressing business, the men agreed readily. The morning being so pleasant, they adjourned to the stone terrace overlooking the gardens. Mulridge brought them more tea and scones, muffins flavored with cinnamon, crisp bacon, coddled eggs in little blue-and-white china pots, and hothouse strawberries. They ate and talked as the sun rose farther and the day warmed.
“You know,” Alex said to his sister, “that there are two political parties here in England?”
Kassandra nodded. “The Whigs, who are reformers, and the Tories, who are not. The Whigs wish to sue for peace with Napoleon, the Tories are intent on continuing the war to total victory for Britain.”
Royce, who had already been looking at her, as he could seem to do little else, was surprised. “I wouldn’t have expected you to be informed about British politics.” Belatedly, he remembered his resolution to expect the unexpected.
She bestowed upon him a glance of supreme female patience and understanding cast from beneath the thick fringe of her lashes and lit by the golden shards that transformed her eyes from a rich, dark brown to something more. Extraordinary eyes really, windows on a soul that seemed to be growing more . . . amused by the moment as he continued to stare at her like a green boy.
Alex cleared his throat. “Kassandra likes to read. I’ve kept her supplied with books from England as well as various periodicals, some of which cover the political news. At any rate, the Whigs suffered a grave disappointment earlier this year when the Prince Regent, whom they had always considered their friend, decided to keep the Tories in power.”
“The result,” Joanna added, “is that the ton has separated into two camps: the Tories flock round the Prince Regent, while his former Whig friends shun him. It’s very tiresome for everyone, of course, and can’t possibly be kept up. Too many people are missing too many parties.”
“But in the meantime,” Royce told Kassandra, “you cannot be seen to socialize with the Whigs, particularly the formidable Lady Melbourne, before paying your respects to the Prince Regent.”
“Of course not,” she agreed. “His Highness must take precedence. To which party do you belong?”
Royce answered smoothly, “I occupy that uncomfortable ground in the middle, agreeing with the Whigs on the need for reform but with the Tories on the wisdom of accepting nothing less than victory in the war with Napoleon.”
He glanced at the invitation from Lady Melbourne still lying unopened on the table. “Perhaps we should see what the Spider wants.”
Alex grimaced but took the missive and, with the edge of his knife, slashed it open. He removed a single sheet of paper and read. “We are invited to Melbourne House on Tuesday next for a supper”—he shot Royce a wry glance— “in honor of that fellow, Byron.”
“Oh, lord,” Joanna murmured and drove the spoon into her coddled egg.
The men took themselves off a short time later. Kassandra was just considering whether she might attempt a nap, when the brass knocker on the front door sounded loudly. Joanna jumped, then looked guilty for having done so.
“I had forgotten the time,” she said.
“Are you expecting someone?”
“I’m afraid so . . . that is, not afraid precisely, just regretful, although of course, there is no avoiding it.”
Kassandra stared at her, observing the sight of her sensible sister-in-law looking rather anxious.
“No avoiding at all,” Joanna said and stood up. “Come and say hello to Madame Duprès.”

Chapter TWO
[image: image]
TORTURE. PLAIN, UNMITIGATED TORTURE. TO HAVE to stand still for hours being poked, prodded and worse yet, pinned. To listen to the chattering and deflect the questions of a woman who never seemed to pause for breath. And then, after all that, to be told this was only the beginning.
Kassandra let out a huge sigh and slumped in her bath. From her perch on the bed where she was keeping her sister-in-law company, Joanna asked, “Is something wrong?”
“No, no, everything is fine. I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.”
“Madame Duprès can be exhausting but she is the most renowned dressmaker in England at the moment. Who knows how many clients she is disappointing in order to see to the needs of the Princess of Akora.”
“I was thinking about that,” Kassandra said. “Wouldn’t it be more appropriate for me to appear in Akoran dress?” The far simpler, vastly more comfortable Akoran dress.
“I thought you were tired of all that virginal white. At least here you can wear different colors.”
“White really isn’t all that bad.”
Joanna tossed a towel to her. “Come out before you’re all pruney or fall asleep. Besides, the worst is over. A few more fittings and you’ll be done.”
“How many is a few?” Kassandra asked.
“Mmmmf.”
“What was that?”
“A few, that’s all. Daydresses are straightforward enough. It’s the ball gowns that take more effort.”
“I could skip the balls,” Kassandra said, drying herself off. She exchanged the towel for a sleeveless chemise that stopped a few inches above her ankles. It, at least, was comfortable. “We could say it is an Akoran custom to go to bed early. Mulridge would approve of that.”
“Royce is a wonderful dancer.”
Seated at the dressing table, Kassandra watched her sister-in-law in the gilt-framed mirror. Joanna looked entirely innocent, if one discounted the gleam in her eye.
“Does he waltz?” Kassandra asked before she could stop herself. “I confess, I long to waltz.”
Joanna put a hand to her heart and pretended to swoon. “I am shocked, utterly shocked. Don’t you know the waltz is considered much too ‘fast’? Why, it’s banned from Almack’s.”
“Am I going to Almack’s?”
“Only if you want to. The proprietresses would admit you, without doubt, but I cannot see there would be much purpose in your being there.”
“Why is that?” Kassandra asked as she took up a silver-backed brush and began working it through her hair.
“Because Almack’s is the Marriage Mart, that’s why. I hardly think you would have any interest in such a place . . .” She let the comment trail off, not quite a question.
“Of course I don’t,” Kassandra said very firmly.
“Still, I seem to remember on Akora last year, you had some concerns about marriage. What did you say? Oh, yes, something about marriage to an Akoran warrior being too restrictive for you. That it was unlikely such a husband would indulge your wish to travel. Of course, an English husband would see things differently.”
“Not necessarily. Of late, I have been thinking I might be wiser not to marry at all.”
Joanna said something that sounded like “pshaw” and jumped up from the bed. She was surprisingly agile for someone very pregnant. Taking the brush from Kassandra, she assumed the task of untangling her hair. The motion was undeniably soothing. Within minutes, Kassandra’s eyes were drooping.
“To bed with you,” Joanna said. “Tonight you will sleep and tomorrow we will go over everything. Before you set foot in Carlton House or anywhere else, I will describe to you all the players. You will know their intrigues and their ambitions, their secrets and their scandals. In short, you will not go unarmed.”
“Secrets,” Kassandra murmured. “Everyone has them.”
“I suppose.” Joanna led her over to the bed, pulling back the cool sheet and urging her beneath it.
“Even me,” Kassandra said, or perhaps she only imagined she did, for it seemed she was speaking not to Joanna but to Royce, who nodded gravely as though he understood. He took her hand as he had in the hall that morning and drew her attention to where they stood, on a hillside overlooking sparkling water, and nearby, proud stone towers rising to the sun.
“Hawkforte,” a voice said in her dream, and the name wrapped round her as though in ancient welcome.
THE FEELING OF THAT STILL LINGERED WHEN SHE WOKE to morning and the clink of china. Mulridge set down the tray and opened the windows wider. “Good morning, Princess. A fair day.”
Reality flooded back with a jolt. “Is Madame Duprès here yet?”
“No, but she will be shortly.” Mulridge ruffled her black bombazine, tilted her head to one side and regarded the tray. “Don’t let the scones get cold.”
Kassandra did not, for she very much feared they might be the last food she got for some time. After another exhausting day in the clutches of Madame Duprès and her minions, Kassandra had begun to entertain fantasies of swimming back to Akora, when the dressmaker suddenly exclaimed, “There, done and perfect, if I may say.” She rubbed her hands with glee, perhaps already counting the coin she would receive.
Rousing to faint hope, Kassandra said, “Done? All of it? Really?”
“How amusing, Your Highness. The gown for this evening’s soirée at Carlton House is completed. There are still many, many other garments. My little assistants sew their fingers to the bone but then—” Whether or not she was actually French, she had mastered the Gaelic shrug. “That is their job. So, it is beautiful, non?”
Kassandra looked at herself in the large mirror one of the little assistants rolled forward. Madame Duprès might be a gossiping harridan but she had the soul of an artist. The gown of amber silk with an overskirt of gold lace perfectly complemented Kassandra’s coloring. The high waist and small puff sleeves were deceptively simple, preserving the elegant flow of the fabric. There was a short, easily managed train that added a note of regalness. While the garment was heavier and more constricting than what she was accustomed to on Akora, it made her feel armored to meet whatever might lie in wait for her at Carlton House.
“It is perfect,” Kassandra admitted.
Madame Duprès nodded in agreement. Modesty, it seemed, was not her strong suit. She gestured brusquely to her assistants. “We will leave you to prepare for this evening, Your Highness, but I will return tomorrow for more fittings.”
Kassandra blanched slightly but she was of an ancient and fierce house; she could survive this.
Joanna had been lying down to rest, Alex having insisted that she do so if she had any thought of attending Carlton House that evening. She joined Kassandra and, true to her promise, provided a quick, startling summary of the ton, their feuds, foibles and fancies. Most particularly, she explained the social arrangements that drew the polite fig leaf of the family name over children of decidedly varied parentage.
“Lady Melbourne, the Spider herself,” Joanna explained, “had six children in the bloom of her youth, of which at least two are not generally thought to have been fathered by Lord Melbourne. She is hardly unique.”
“I don’t think of myself as naïve,” Kassandra said, “but I have to admit that I am shocked. Does no one sleep in his or her own bed?”
“As little as possible, so it seems. Morality as you and I know it is nonexistent. The only rule is discretion, which applies only to women and then only haphazardly. Men do as they please.”
“Does it really please them, any of them? Are they happy?”
“Not as far as I can tell. They know that on some level, I think. Remember what the Romans used to say: Enjoy today, trusting little in tomorrow. I think that sums up the ton.”
“It would also make them rather dangerous, wouldn’t it?”
“They can be, to themselves and to others. But to be fair, there is another side. Whatever else they are, they cannot be accused of hypocrisy, and they have a tremendous sense of style. It infuses everything—clothes, music, books, but also buildings and entire neighborhoods, even cities. They are transforming their world.”
“They? You do not count yourself one of them?”
“No, and neither does Alex or Royce. We move among them because that is the surest route to influencing events but we are not really a part of them. Their values, such as they have, are not ours, nor are their concerns. Alex, being a prince of Akora, has always stood apart, but so has Royce in a different way. He is Hawkforte and as Hawkforte has always done, he serves England, or perhaps I should say he serves what he believes England can be.”
Kassandra, who knew something about visions of what could be and the service they demanded, nodded.
The ladies had joined Alex in the drawing room. Kassandra was still adjusting to seeing her brother in British garb. During his visits to Akora, he was strictly and entirely a prince of the house of Atreides, but here he bore a different identity, that of Lord Alex Haverston Darcourt, Marquess of Boswick, Earl of Letham, Baron Dedham, the titles that were his through their British father. He looked the part in a perfectly tailored swallow-tailed coat, white shirt and cravat, and pantaloons. Although he explained this was not court dress, the evening being unofficial and therefore less formal, Kassandra thought he appeared most impressive, at least until Royce arrived and she found herself unable to think of much at all.
He was attired similarly to her brother except his coat was of a dark hunter green rather than the charcoal gray Alex favored. The thick mane of his golden hair was brushed back from his forehead. His eyes, when they rested on her, lit with male approval she could not possibly mistake.
“Ladies,” he said, without taking his gaze from Kassandra, “you both look lovely.”
“I’m over here, Royce,” Joanna said and gave him a little wave.
He flushed but only for a moment before his natural self-possession returned. With good humor, he said, “So you are, but are you sure you should venture into the crush tonight?”
“I expect I shall be dreadfully well protected,” she replied with a nod to Alex. “Besides, my delicate condition assures we will not be expected to tarry into the wee hours.”
A short time later, Alex called for the carriage. Drawn by four horses in two matched pairs, the landau comfortably accommodated both couples while keeping them sheltered from the cooling spring air. Outriders proceeded and followed the carriage, evidence of increased security. Both the men had also brought along walking sticks, which Kassandra immediately suspected concealed swords. She had read of such things and saw no other reason why two very fit men would require walking sticks to attend a social evening. She thought the notion fascinating and could not put off staring at the polished wood canes. Seeing her interest, Royce finally laughed and raised the tip of his just enough for her to see that her suspicion was correct.
“I knew it,” Kassandra exclaimed. “But why don’t you just wear swords and be done with it?”
“They’ve fallen out of fashion,” Royce said with evident regret. “Even dress swords aren’t seen anymore. The best we can do are these things.”
The carriage proceeded on to Pall Mall and shortly joined the line of vehicles dispensing guests before the Prince Regent’s residence. Alex and Royce stepped down first and assisted the ladies. Gazing at the elaborate Corinthian portico, Kassandra shook her head in amazement. “There is so much of the Greek influence. Is the Prince attempting to re-create Athens?”
“He would be flattered by the notion,” Royce replied as he escorted her inside.
At once, heads swung in their direction, and as swiftly bent close together. The sudden hum of whispers reminded Kassandra of a hive of insects. She thought of what Joanna had told her of “the Spider” and wondered how many other malevolent creatures she would encounter. Just so long as she did not become a snack for them.
To escape that unpleasant thought, she glanced around and was struck immediately by the opulence of her surroundings. The spacious interior was, she quickly calculated, in the shape of an octagon, all eight sides framed by columns of red-veined marble. The walls, themselves ornately decorated, rose to an elaborately carved ceiling. Every surface was embellished in some way. The sheer excess was dizzying.
“Not to your taste?” Royce inquired.
“It’s not what I’m accustomed to,” she admitted. “On Akora, our public rooms are extensive but not so elaborate.”
They were passing into a very large room done entirely in blue and gray, from the lush carpeting and wall coverings to the exquisitely crafted furnishings. Those hues were reflected back by the brilliant facets of an immense three-tiered chandelier fringed in gold. Beneath it, the Prince Regent stood to receive his guests. Kassandra saw a rather tall man with a soft, plump figure, fine brown hair and features that might have been handsome had they not borne the stamp of dissipation. He was elegantly dressed in garments similar to those worn by Alex and Royce, and carried himself well despite his weight.
His face lit when he saw the foursome approaching. Immediately, those ahead of them made way as the Prince Regent gestured them forward.
“Darcourt, Hawkforte, delighted, so glad you could come this evening. And Lady Joanna, radiant as always.” His gaze focused on Kassandra with warmth that gave every appearance of being genuine. “This must be . . .”
Thus prompted, Alex said, “Your Highness, may I present my sister, the Princess Kassandra of Akora?”
The Prince Regent took both her hands in his and beamed in pleasure. “You are most welcome, my dear. We have all been looking forward to your arrival. How very good of His Majesty, your brother, to allow you to come. We do hope to make his acquaintance ourselves when the opportunity arises.”
Kassandra looked into the gray eyes that were badly bloodshot, felt the slight tremor of the hands holding hers and smiled. With instinct born of blood royal when England was young, she said, “I am sure the Vanax would welcome such an opportunity, Your Highness, should circumstances ever favor it.”
She chatted a little longer with the Prince Regent before moving off to be introduced to the dozens of ladies and gentlemen eager to meet her. Thanks to Joanna’s coaching, she managed to put faces, names and reputations together fairly well but one gentleman in particular commanded her attention with no difficulty, this despite his small stature and dour expression. He was presented to her as Spencer Perceval, the Prime Minister of England. Kassandra stiffened as he bent over her hand. Mercifully, he released her swiftly but then proceeded to speak with exaggerated enunciation as though he presumed “foreign” and “slow” were synonymous.
“I do hope your stay will be pleasant, Your Highness.”
“Thank you, Prime Minister, I am quite assured that it will be. England is a delightful conjunction of seeming conflicts and contradictions, don’t you think?”
Perceval frowned, taken by surprise and unsure how to respond. “Well, as to that—”
“After all, the culture that has produced that astonishing novel Sense and Sensibility and Lord Byron’s . . . ummm . . . affecting work within the space of just a few short months can hardly be considered merely a self-aggrandizing island with delusions of empire, can it?”
“I suppose not; that is to say—”
“Do excuse us, Prime Minister,” Alex interjected smoothly. “I am sure you will understand there are so many waiting to meet Her Highness.”
As he guided her toward the next eager greeter, Alex murmured, “Pray do try to remember we are not actually attempting to incite war with England.”
Kassandra shrugged, feeling better since she had set down the vile Perceval. “Didn’t you suspect the Prime Minister of plotting an invasion of Akora just last year?”
Her brother cast her a sharp look. “You weren’t supposed to know about that.”
“For pity’s sake . . .”
“All right, yes I did, but he was soundly discouraged by the Prince Regent himself. There is no reason to have any further concern in that regard.”
Kassandra did not answer. She had her own thoughts on the subject and was not yet ready to share them.
The introductions continued. Too soon, her head throbbed and the small of her back ached, but she kept her smile firmly in place. When the gong sounded for dinner, she resisted the urge to sag with relief.
The party that evening being comparatively small and the night air cool, supper was served in the circular dining room. The chamber was done entirely in mirrors and silver. The reflection of one in the other created an opalescent glow that gave Kassandra the sensation she was dining inside the coiled shell of a nautilus. Joanna had warned her the meal would be elaborate and she was glad of the caution. Before it was done, she had lost count of the dishes trotted out but had eaten only a little, for she found the food overly sauced and so minced, mashed and manipulated as to make the individual ingredients unrecognizable. She had drunk even less, preferring to keep a clear head.
With Royce seated to her right and Alex on her left, she was effectively insulated from the more curious, who clearly would have liked to have conversation with her. For this, too, she was grateful. Royce proved an easy and engaging dinner partner, inquiring as to what she looked forward to doing during her stay in England and drawing her out to talk of Akora. She was a bit reluctant to speak of the latter out of consideration for the unpleasantness of his captivity there, but he quickly gave her to understand she should not concern herself with that. Soon she found herself telling him of home, of the light on the Inland Sea at dawn, the scent of the lemon groves, the flower-draped road leading up from the harbor of Ilius to the palace that had stood for more than three thousand years. As she spoke, her throat grew unexpectedly tight. After dreaming for so long of leaving Akora, the discovery that she could be so home-sick was a surprise. She was relieved when the Prince Regent rose, indicating that supper was over.
They adjourned to a spacious drawing room where the colors were rose and gold. The effect was rather that of a gaudy blossom likely to be short-lived. The Prince Regent’s majordomo, a small man tense as a drawn bow, was waiting for them at the entrance to the room. He offered a jerky bow and led them to a settee positioned near one end. Kassandra and Joanna took seats there but Royce and Alex preferred to stand, doing so directly behind them. Kassandra rather thought they had the better of it, for she had already noticed that the furnishings were astoundingly uncomfortable. The settee, for one, was nothing more than a long, flat board lightly covered with stiff upholstery she suspected concealed a layer of horsehair that felt like pounded rock. There was no back against which to rest, therefore no choice but to keep the spine rigidly upright. It was all wonderful for the posture but exhausting. With a sigh for the pillow-strewn furnishings of Akora, she watched the rest of the guests as they filed in, finding seats as best they could. The Prince Regent had already mounted a small dais nearby. He was joined there by two other men. They consulted with one another in low voices.
“A musical evening,” Royce murmured.
“Is His Highness musical?” Kassandra inquired over her shoulder. She wanted to know just how bad this was likely to be.
“He’s quite skilled with the pianoforte and the cello,” Royce replied. “He also has a creditable voice. Unfortunately, he is not at his best right now, but this should still be tolerable enough.”
At a signal from the Prince Regent, the majordomo thumped one end of his black enameled staff against the floor. Silence fell.
“Glorious Apollo from on high he hailed us
 Wanting to find a temple for his praise . . .”

The unaccompanied voices rose, gathering in strength. Kassandra had never heard anything of the like, yet found the song pleasant enough as it continued.
“Thus in combining heads and hearts joining 
 Sing us in harmony Apollo’s praise . . .
Long may continue our unity and joy 
Our unity and joy . . .
Our unity and joy . . .”

“A rather ironic selection for this evening, wouldn’t you say?” Kassandra murmured as she joined the other guests in applauding. “There appears to be no unity and as little joy.”
As she spoke, she turned to look at Royce, who nodded. “Perhaps Apollo will hear them and take pity.”
“We know the messenger god on Akora but he is not trusted, nor any of his ilk.”
“But you have a religion . . .”
“Very old, different from yours in some ways, not in others.”
“I would like to learn more about that.”
She hesitated, staring into the green-gold depths of his eyes, remembering the towers beside the sparkling sea. “Perhaps one day you will.”
Several more similar songs were offered, including one that seemed to be a tribute to the god of drink, Bacchus. By the time the singers stood down to tumultuous applause, it appeared most guests were themselves eager for a drink or, better yet, several.
Liveried waiters hurried to accommodate them. As they did so, Alex offered a hand to Joanna to help her rise. “Time for us to be going,” he said.
Kassandra also stood, glad to be leaving. She had enjoyed the evening up to a point but had no desire to extend it. They made their farewells to the Prince Regent, who was graciously understanding. He really did have beautiful manners, Kassandra thought. Such a shame the consideration he could show to a favored few did not extend to his people in general.
In the carriage, Royce asked, “What did you think of it all?”
Kassandra hesitated. She was, after all, a guest in England and although her visit was entirely unofficial, she did represent Akora in an informal sense.
“Carlton House is unlike anything I have ever seen,” she said.
Royce laughed and shot her a look she felt to her toes. “This is going to be a repeat of the Byron business, isn’t it?”
“What Byron business?” Alex asked.
“Trying to get your sister to tell me what she really thinks of Byron was surpassingly difficult. She is far too diplomatic.”
From his seat on the facing side of the carriage, Alex looked at them both. “I hadn’t realized you were at the point of discussing poetry.”
Joanna stuck an elbow in his side. “Don’t tease them.”
He looked affronted by the mere notion. “I am not teasing them. I am simply pointing out that I wasn’t aware they knew each other well enough to be discussing much of anything.”
“If I might just . . .” Kassandra offered soothingly. “I found the evening fascinating. I longed to travel in order to see new places and encounter new ways of thinking. On that score, this trip is already a great success.”
“And the Prince Regent?” Royce prompted. “What did you think of him?”
“I will admit he surprises me but you must understand, the only leaders of a nation I have ever known were my grandfather, and since his death, my brother Atreus. The Vanax is simply . . . different from your Prince, that’s all.”
“Not inclined to get up in front of audiences and sing?”
“Does Atreus sing, Alex?” Kassandra asked.
“On occasion, among a few good friends. A very few, I might add. You must remember,” he told his sister, “the Prince Regent holds a hereditary position.”
“Doesn’t the Vanax?” Royce inquired.
Alex shook his head. “Atreus did not become Vanax simply because he was the eldest Akoran male of our family following our grandfather’s death. To be Vanax is to be chosen.”
“By whom?”
“Not whom,” Kassandra corrected softly. “What. Atreus underwent the trial of selection. It is an ancient Akoran ritual. I hope you will not be offended that we do not discuss it.”
“No, of course not,” Royce assured her. They were approaching the double iron gates in front of Alex and Joanna’s Mayfair residence. Two men stood on watch there. They carried cudgels and had pistols tucked into their wide belts. As the carriage passed through the gates, Kassandra could see other men on patrol along the walls.
“Keep the carriage,” Alex said to Royce as he alit in front of the house and helped the women down.
“For scarcely a quarter mile?” Royce asked.
“I still bear the scar of an ill-advised stroll in civilized England.” Before Royce could object further, Alex closed the carriage door behind him.
The wheels were just beginning to roll when Joanna called out, “Oh, Royce, Kassandra will need dancing lessons. Do come by tomorrow and show her how to waltz.”
“Waltz?” Alex said. “I see no reason why Kassandra should need to know how to—”
The rasp of metal on stone provided Royce with the convenient fiction that he could not hear his friend. He rested the back of his head against the leather seat and contemplated the strange lightness of heart that had overtaken him sometime in the past few hours.
Kassandra was . . . beautiful, of course, no one could fail to notice that, but she was also unexpectedly . . . worldly? No, that wasn’t precisely right. There was a naturalness and spontaneity about her far removed from the studied mannerisms to which he was accustomed. Yet she had a seriousness of purpose he would not expect to find in one so young and sheltered.
But then he really knew nothing at all about her upbringing. Or much else about Akora for that matter. A prison cell held very little in the way of diversion, and starvation left little strength for curiosity.
There were still times when he had to remind himself that it was over.
Perhaps tonight he would sleep inside. And tomorrow . . . The idea of teaching her to waltz had undeniable appeal.
Thus in combining heads and hearts joining . . .
He caught himself humming and stopped abruptly, but the music lingered in his mind long after the carriage deposited him at his door.

Chapter THREE
[image: image]
AS IT HAPPENED, ROYCE WAS DELAYED BEFORE HE could return to his sister and brother-in-law’s London residence. He went instead to Carlton House, summoned there the following morning by a message from the Prince Regent, a startlingly early hour for a man inclined to sleep most of the day away, the better to enjoy the night. Even more surprising was the lack of the Prince’s customary elegance. He still had on the trousers and shirt he had worn the previous evening, now severely wrinkled and stained. His hair looked as though he had worried it repeatedly. Taking in all this as well as the puffy face and the tremor around the mouth, Royce spoke softly.
“You wanted to see me, Your Highness?”
The Prince Regent stared blankly for a moment, as though he could not remember summoning him. He blinked rheumy eyes, reached for the brandy at his side, and downed it with the grimace of a man taking his medicine.
“Yes, yes, of course.” Abruptly, he waved away the hovering servants. “Do let us be. Always about, never of any particular use.” He rambled on as Royce stood patiently, taking his usual, careful note of the man now charged with ruling England. Since injuring his right ankle the previous fall while demonstrating a Highland fling, the Prince Regent had deteriorated alarmingly. He had taken to his bed, refusing to stir from there for several months while complaining of violent pain and berating his doctors for failing to help him. Already corpulent, he had gained yet more flesh while also indulging in even more drink than had been his habit. Perhaps of most concern, he had taken to dosing himself with ever-increasing quantities of laudanum. His temper had suffered and with it, his reason.
“Damn Luddites,” the Prince Regent said. “Been up all night trying to think what to do. My responsibility and all that. Can’t have what happened in France going on here.” He shuddered and reached for the brandy again.
This was an old fear, one Royce was well accustomed to dealing with. “Your Highness, the Reign of Terror took place almost twenty years ago. Surely, if something similar were going to happen in Great Britain, it would have occurred by now.”
“During my father’s rule? He would never have stood for it. Wouldn’t stand for most things, come to that. But now it’s all up to me.” He started to rise, reconsidered and slumped back down. “Thought Perceval’s new law would put a stop to them. What sane man wants to die for smashing a loom? But here they are, back at it.”
“They are desperate,” Royce said quietly.
“Then they must work harder to improve their situation, mustn’t they? Going about smashing things, that’s hardly the way, what?”
“Desperate men don’t always behave rationally, Your Highness.”
“Suppose not . . . there it is, then.” The Prince Regent rubbed a hand wearily over his face.
“If I
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