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with boundless thanks for all your support
and encouragement

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			THE WORLD SEEMED WREATHED IN SLUMBER when a solitary figure slipped into the library of the London house. Brianna shut the door quietly and checked to be sure it was closed before striking flint to tinder to light one of the oil lamps. By its glow, she scanned the library shelves. When she found what she sought, she took the book down carefully and set it on a nearby table.

			The binding was tooled Moroccan leather embossed with the title: A History of Essex. She knew the book, having found it shortly after she first arrived in England months before. Then, she had accompanied her aunt to assist at the birth of Alex and Joanna’s child. Now she had returned for her own sake . . . and because of the book.

			Slowly, she opened it. It was a weighty tome thick with kings, queens, battles, and the like dating all the way back to the time of Alfred the Great. It had much to say about Hawkforte and the mighty family that ruled there. But it also spoke of other places, including one called Holyhood.

			There was a picture of the manor of Holyhood, a simple line drawing depicting a graceful house. Brianna stared at it as fragments of memory stirred.

			She had been there. She had been in that house, somewhere in the lost time before the terrible storm that took her parents’ lives and left her a nameless orphan washed up on Akoran shores.

			If she shut her eyes and thought of the house, she heard the distant sound of voices calling.

			She was suddenly very cold, but the chill that rooted within her heart held a tiny spark of light. Her spirit yearned toward it, feeling the spark grow and warmth turn to heat. Her arms were wrapped around herself, but they felt strangely like another’s arms, far stronger, drawing her powerfully.

			In that embrace was protection and so much more, but in the house . . . The house held a secret, the key to a mystery that both terrified and tempted her. She stared again at the drawing and felt within herself the hardening of resolve.

			HE COULD SENSE HER AGAIN, ALMOST AS HE HAD on the road between this world and the next. She was the woman who had hovered near him, calling his name, slowing his journey into death and beyond.

			He had recognized her. She had been with him before, deep in the caves during the trial of selection when so much had been revealed to him. Then, he had had only the briefest glimpse of her, but he had never forgotten.

			He knew her, knew her face and her voice, knew the scent and touch of her, knew how she felt even now, almost as though he already held her.

			But he had not known her name. Until he awoke and saw the silver glisten of her tears and the fiery glory of her hair.

			She was his. Of that, he was entirely certain. But she did not know it . . . not yet.

			She would, he promised himself, and very soon. On the roof of the palace, beneath the stars, the Vanax of Akora turned his eyes to the north and saw with his warrior’s heart the prize awaiting him there.

		

	
		
			Chapter

			ONE
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			SHE DID NOT COME TO HIM EASILY. HE LEARNED the curves of her body slowly in long nights and stolen days, the smallest, most exquisite details holding him enthralled even once he knew them with precision: the delicate hollow nestled at the base of her throat, the curve of breasts that were high and firm, the shadow of an indentation stretching between her ribs down to her navel . . . and so much more.

			Her hands and feet fascinated him no less than did the more intimate parts of her. They were long and graceful, the hands well suited to difficult, precise tasks, the feet deceptively fragile. When he turned her over, it was to study the strong, slender line of her back swaying inward at her waist before flaring into the chalice of her hips. Her buttocks were round, firm, also muscled with a pair of twin dimples that made him smile, wondering as he did if she had ever noticed them.

			He had not mastered her; never would he make the mistake of thinking that. Her face challenged him, and even now he did not know it absolutely. The mouth was too mobile to ever capture for long, the eyes too inclined to secrets.

			Were that not enough, the woman Atreus held within his hands, which had carved her so carefully from pink-hued marble, had been without a name for far too long.

			She had one now, he thought, as he returned the statue carefully to the velvet-lined box specially made to hold it. Very shortly, the box would be packed away in the last of the trunks being removed from his cabin. After a fortnight at sea, the journey made longer than usual by the clip of a gale brewing off the coast of Britain, the rhythm of the ship had changed as it entered the Thames. The tide was rising, lifting the great river and them with it. The damp chill of early winter, which had increased steadily with each day’s sail farther north, eased a little as they were embraced by the heavily wooded banks of the river, but the air was still colder than any Atreus had ever known. Moreover, it carried an alien smell, not unpleasant, but a constant reminder that home was a thousand and more miles behind him.

			It seemed a great distance, but he knew he had traveled farther, not in this world but in the passage to the next. Six months before, he had come very close to dying in an act of treachery and violence. The memory of that lingered—not in his body, which was entirely healed—but in his spirit. It steeled an already strong resolve and created within him a certain impatience. He wanted this journey over and done, its purposes achieved. Only then could he go on in the direction he knew he must take.

			“That’s the last of it, Castor,” he said, and handed the small wooden box to his manservant, who waited by the trunks.

			“Very good, Vanax. It appears we will dock shortly.”

			“Then I suppose it is just as well I am dressed.” He glanced down and restrained a smile. “I am dressed, am I not?”

			Castor surveyed him carefully. “I believe so, Vanax. That is to say, Prince Alexandros’s instructions have been carried out and everything appears to be where it should be.”

			Atreus nodded. His half brother, who was himself half English, had provided both garments and guidance as to the wearing of them. Atreus did not doubt Alex’s expertise in such matters; he merely wondered why anyone would go to such extraordinary lengths to garb himself.

			He wore—from the skin out—linen drawers that covered him from his waist to slightly above his knees; linen stockings; gleaming black leather short boots; snugly fitted trousers of finely woven wool dyed a deep tan; a white linen shirt secured at the wrists by starched wristbands, and at the neck by a starched pointed collar encircled by the stock he had learned laboriously to tie; a tan waistcoat sporting its own high collar, and discreetly embroidered with dark gold thread; and, lastly, a dark brown cutaway coat.

			The sheer quantity and variety of the garments amazed him. Surely protection from the damp chill could be achieved far more simply. As it was, not only was he wearing more clothing than he ever had in his life, he felt absurdly like one of the comically overwrapped packages given to gleeful children on their name days.

			“It is not so bad, Vanax,” Castor said in the tone of a man grateful not to be similarly afflicted. In a stab at consolation, he added, “In warrior training, we learn to adapt the cover of the surrounding countryside in order to conceal ourselves. Perhaps you would be more at ease if you thought of these garments in that manner.”

			“Perhaps I would be. Thank you, Castor. I’ll come up directly.”

			When he was alone, Atreus stood in the center of the cabin. A big man, tall and broad-shouldered, with the lithe strength of a warrior, he found motion and action far more natural than stillness. Yet there were times . . .

			He closed eyes of a dark brown bright with shards of gold and breathed slowly, deeply. The ability to separate himself from the distractions of the world was the fruit of long practice, first as a child following a path he could glimpse only dimly, later as a youth undergoing the rigors of the training Castor had mentioned, and finally in the fullness of his manhood, when he discovered that the stillness held within it great gifts of renewal and understanding.

			“Come back. . . .” Her voice was soft, anguished, blurred by tears. He wanted to answer but could not. His body no longer responded to his will, which had become a thing apart, drifting on a current that seemed to bear him farther and farther away.

			“Don’t leave us.” Formless, he frowned. Don’t leave me. That was what he wanted her to say, for all that he had no idea why she should.

			“Damn, Deilos!” It was later when he surfaced again into the pain that told him he yet lived. Pain and her anger, rage at the man who had done this to him. Deilos. No boyhood friend, but a companion turned traitor and would-be assassin.

			Deilos, for whom there must be justice.

			She smelled of honeysuckle. The scent and the thought of it on her skin pleased him. He breathed deeply, once more, and felt the . . . 

			. . . ship bump gently against the dock, recalling him to his present circumstances. The past slipped away, but the memory enshrouded him, inescapable.

			He glanced around the cabin one last time and went out, up the narrow stairs to the deck where his men were gathered, also dressed in foreign garments, but of a simpler, more practical variety. Keen-eyed, hands resting on the hilts of swords that were in no way ceremonial, they parted for him. He heard the great rush of sound rising from just beyond the stone quay, the vast, tumultuous sound of a sea of humanity spilling from the docks, crowding the narrow streets, straining against the barrier of crimson-garbed soldiers. There was a band playing a raucous tune that involved a great deal of drumming and the clash of cymbals, but it was drowned out by the roar of cheers when he emerged.

			He stood and took the full force of that wave of astonishing excitement and seeming pleasure for the arrival of a man the crowd did not know and could not possibly care about, save for the diversion he offered. He understood that well enough, yet it was still surprising. In the home of his heart, emotion was far more personal.

			And yet, amid the mass of anonymous humanity, he caught sight of familiar faces set apart from the crowd. His spirit lightened. However strange the land to which he had come, it offered reunion with those he loved.

			“Atreus! Atreus! Over here!” It was Kassandra, his half sister. Knowing as he did the need to present a properly dignified appearance, he could not help smiling at the sight of her. Wed but a few months, deeply in love with and loved by the tall, golden-haired man beside her, she glowed with happiness.

			His men formed a guard of honor at the bottom of the gangplank. He walked among them and was caught in the fierce embrace of his half brother, Alex, who grinned and thumped his back hard enough to fell a lesser man. “Fine thing,” Alex said, “you show up and immediately you’re the most popular man in London. I should have expected it.”

			“You might also have warned me,” Atreus said dryly. “I envisioned a quiet family welcome.”

			“For the Vanax of Akora on his first official visit to England? There was scant hope of that. Welcome, brother. It is good to see you.”

			“And you, Alex.” He turned then and opened his arms to the young woman fairly bouncing up and down in her excitement. “Kassandra, sweet sister.”

			Hugging him, she said, “Joanna is devastated not to be here, but Amelia has had a little cough, so of course she could not leave her. Oh, not to worry, your niece is much better now.”

			“We have strict instructions to bring you home without delay,” Alex said with the tolerant air of a well-married man. “Joanna is most impatient to welcome you herself.”

			“I look forward to seeing her,” Atreus said, even as his gaze settled on the man standing a little to one side. Kassandra’s obvious happiness disposed Atreus to think well of his English brother-in-law, but he had also taken the measure of the man on the training field and over a few carafes of wine. Royce had not disappointed him.

			“It is good to see you,” Atreus said.

			“And you, Sire,” Royce replied.

			The Vanax of Akora, revered ruler of his people, winced. “Sire? Must formality descend upon us so soon? I had hoped to avoid it a little while yet.”

			Royce directed his attention toward the tall, burly man watching them both. Quietly, he said, “Unfortunately not. The Prince Regent is indisposed and sends his regrets. But Lord Liverpool, the prime minister, accompanied us.”

			Atreus looked at the man who had taken over the job vacated when his predecessor was assassinated earlier that year. Liverpool appeared to be what reputation claimed him to be: a solid, unimaginative, ploddingly dependable Britisher. Precisely one of those Atreus had come to . . . to what?

			Impress, persuade, understand? Yes to all that, but far more, as well. Spurred by the new machines and factories spreading across the land, Britain was gaining wealth and power to a degree unprecedented in history. At war with both Napoleon and its own former American colonies, facing challenges at home that had brought bloody revolution to other nations, the sceptered isle sailed on, impervious to any interests but its own.

			Such determination was to be admired, but it was also to be met with the greatest care. Atreus nodded. “Lord Liverpool, I have looked forward to meeting you.”

			The prime minister inclined his head gravely “Sire, you are most welcome. His Highness, the Prince Regent, and all of us in his government have anticipated your arrival most eagerly.”

			“As have I, Prime Minister. Apart from every other consideration, I have come to see what tempts so many of my family to make England their home, at least for a part of each year. You will forgive me, I hope, when I say the attraction apparently cannot be the climate.”

			The prime minister laughed uncertainly. Atreus was pleased. It was always best to keep one’s adversaries, potential and otherwise, off balance. He might have pushed a little harder had not Kassandra diverted him.

			“You remember Brianna, don’t you, Atreus?” His sister drew forward a young woman in her early twenties, tall and slim, her hair the hue of red the painter Titian loved, the color hinting at deep passions even as the modest, confined style announced restraint. Her skin was the shade of cream, her eyes a light green shot through with gold.

			And then there was that twin pair of dimples concealed beneath her demurely elegant garb. . . .

			“Brianna, lovely as always.” Because he saw no reason not to, the Vanax of Akora added, “You have been away from us far too long.”

			She colored and her eyes fell, but a moment later, her gaze met his. “I rejoice to see you so well, Sire.”

			Her voice was as he remembered, low and gentle but with the steadiness of true strength. They were speaking English, but he recalled that when she spoke Akoran, she had a slight, very charming accent. She also still smelled of honeysuckle.

			“The carriages are over there,” Alex said with a slight rise of a brow. Atreus caught it and smiled. Alex would find his behavior odd, but his brother would understand before long.

			Atreus turned, and on impulse, waved to the crowd. The acknowledgment prompted a fresh outpouring of cheers only slightly muted when he stepped inside the carriage.

			As protocol required, he rode with Lord Liverpool. Alex accompanied them as Royce escorted the ladies in a second carriage. Mercifully, the prime minister either felt no compulsion toward idle conversation or simply had nothing to say. Atreus was free to concentrate on the city, which at once shocked and astonished him.

			It teemed with life, human and otherwise, crammed down narrow warrens and spread out over gracious avenues. In the space of what was really only a short ride, he saw poverty beyond anything he had ever imagined and grandeur that seemed intended to rival the gods. A city of contrasts, to be sure, and likely a reflection of the people who had built it. He would do well to remember that as he dealt with them.

			He would, of course, for he always did as duty required. But that did not prevent him from turning his thoughts to pleasanter and far more personal matters. . . .

			IF SHE COULD KEEP HER HANDS FROM SHAKING, everything would be all right. Only that, nothing more, just her hands. She ought to be able to manage that.

			Seated in the carriage across from Royce and Kassandra, Brianna schooled herself to the appearance of calm. The reality of it was so far beyond her capabilities just then that she did not even consider it. Appearance would be victory enough.

			He was here. Well, of course he was. She had known for several months that Atreus was coming. It was all arranged. The Vanax of Akora, chosen ruler of his people, would make a state visit to the royal court of the Prince Regent. The leaders would meet for purposes of mutual understanding and friendship. Difficulties between the kingdoms, arising from attempts by some in England to provoke an invasion of Akora during the past year, would be smoothed over. All would be as it should be.

			But now Atreus was here and her hands were shaking. She gripped them tightly, even as her mind reeled from the impact of his presence. When last she saw him, he had still been recovering from the attack that almost claimed his life. Even then, far from the peak of his powers, he threatened to undo her. Of course, he could not know that. He couldn’t . . . could he? The very possibility made her light-headed, in itself disturbing, as she was not given to missishness.

			“Brianna . . . are you all right?” Kassandra looked at her with concern. “You’re rather pale.”

			“I’m fine, completely fine. There is no reason why I would be anything else.”

			The glance that passed between the married couple left no doubt that she had spoken too quickly and without thought. She wished her hasty words recalled even as she could not help but marvel at the ease of understanding shared by these two who had become her friends. Marvel and, truth be told, envy just a little.

			“Atreus looks very well, don’t you think?” Royce remarked with a slight smile.

			“He does,” Kassandra agreed, “to my great relief. When I think how close he came . . .”

			“Do not think of it,” Royce said and gently covered his wife’s hand with his own. “All that is in the past. Dwelling on it cannot be good for you or our child.”

			Kassandra returned his smile. She was in the early months of pregnancy and entrancingly happy, all the more so since she had passed the point of starting each day with weak tea and dry rusks.

			“I know this visit has a very serious purpose, but I do so hope Atreus will have a good time while he is here,” she said. “He has so little opportunity for anything other than work.” A loving sister, she added, “I sometimes think he would have preferred a very different sort of life.”

			“He did not have to become Vanax,” Brianna said quietly. She wished her heart would be still so that her mind might rule. It, at least, could be trusted not to betray her. “He underwent the trial of selection voluntarily.”

			“I suppose that is true,” Kassandra replied, “on the surface. But I don’t think there really was any choice. He knew he was called to it.”

			Had he known? Brianna wondered. Perhaps, in some sense, but she was skeptical of the mysterious process by which the ruler of Akora was chosen. It remained hidden in legend and myth, wrapped in secrets and whispers. So much power flowed from it, almost total control over the lives and fates of every Akoran, yet almost no one knew anything about it.

			“We must make sure he has time for himself while he is here,” Kassandra was saying. “But it will be very difficult. Joanna and I have given up counting the invitations, yet they continue to arrive in droves.”

			“The ton is beside itself,” Royce said dryly. “I wonder if Atreus can have any conception of what awaits him.”

			“He will find out soon enough,” Kassandra replied with a frown. “The reception at Carlton House is tomorrow evening and after that comes the deluge.” A thought occurred to her and she brightened. “Brianna, your gown for tomorrow is magnificent. Madame Duprès has outdone herself.”

			Brianna shuddered just a little. She was deeply grateful to both couples for making it possible for her to be in England. Despite being born English, she had thought of herself as Akoran until earlier in the year when the chance had come to visit the land of her birth. The questions that arose then in her mind, and the unexpected yearnings she felt, had brought her back in search of what she hoped would be a resolution of some sort. For all that, fitting into British society was difficult. She had scant patience for its requirements, yet she was determined not to let down either herself or her hosts.

			“Madame Duprès is a tyrant,” she said. “But when it comes to the wielding of silk and satin, velvet and lace, she is also a genius. I suppose we must make allowances.”

			“Is it true you stuck her with one of her own pins?” Kassandra asked.

			Brianna assumed a look of utter innocence. “You will have to ask the pin.”

			Royce chuckled, but she could not help noticing that he looked at her carefully. The Englishman missed very little, if anything. He and Alex were both big, supremely fit men who tended to move swiftly and silently, achieving their goals with very little discussion and nothing at all in the way of warning.

			And then there was Atreus. . . .

			The Vanax, ruler of her people and, though she was loathe to admit it, of herself. She must not think of him in any other way, no matter the treacherous stirrings of her heart. Put him beside the other two men and they would seem to be brothers, so closely did they resemble one another in size and strength. He and Alex actually were half brothers, sharing as mother an Akoran princess. But Atreus was all Akoran, heir to the family that traced its heritage back through more than three thousand years of proud Akoran history. And if she believed the legends—which she did not—he was even more than that, united with the land, the sea, the very air of Akora in some way that went beyond the understanding of mere mortals.

			No wonder his word was regarded as law and his slightest whim accorded reverence. What she was beginning to think of as her plain British good sense scoffed at the very notion.

			The carriages were passing beyond the gate guarding the graceful residence occupied by Alex, Kassandra, and herself. For the length of the Vanax’s stay, it would also be his residence. In recognition of this, the royal banner of Akora fluttered in the breeze above the broad marble steps.

			Descending from the carriage, Brianna lifted her eyes to the expanse of fierce crimson cloth emblazoned with the golden bull’s horn symbol of the royal house. She had seen that flag every day for the better part of her life, since the storm that brought her, a shipwrecked and orphaned child, to the fabled shores of Akora. The hidden kingdom beyond the Pillars of Hercules was said to be where warriors ruled and women served. She had long since come to think of Akora as her home, but of late she was not so certain. Was she truly Akoran . . . or English? . . . Both? . . . Neither?

			The realization stirred in her that the coming days and weeks might well bring the answer.

			A GOOD BEGINNING, DON’T YOU THINK?” ALEX SAID after the drawing room door closed behind Lord Liverpool. The prime minister had lingered the proper twenty minutes before taking his leave. Along with the usual pleasantries, he took with him a clear statement of the will of the Vanax of Akora. As a sovereign and independent nation, Akora would welcome full diplomatic relations with Great Britain. Also, as a sovereign and independent nation, Akora would defend its waters, its lands, its people, and its vessels wherever those might roam. No interference from Great Britain or anyone else would be tolerated. Doubt that, and meet the might of Akora’s legendary warriors, rightly rumored to be among the most fierce in the world.

			“Well enough,” Atreus agreed. “Is Liverpool as lacking in imagination as he appears?”

			“Entirely. He will convey your words to the Prince Regent accurately enough, but don’t expect him to communicate the flavor of them. That you will have to do yourself.”

			“I intend to. Is this evening free?”

			“Yes, but it could be your last taste of freedom for some time. After the reception at Carlton House, there is the ball here in your honor, but beyond all that, the ton clamors for your presence.”

			The Vanax of Akora said, “Accept those invitations you think absolutely necessary, but I do not intend to make myself overly available. Better, I think, to leave something of the mystery about Akora intact.”

			“I thought that might be your preference. Society has its uses, but it can be remarkably tedious.”

			Having shown Lord Liverpool out, Royce returned in time to hear this. “It will be Christmas in a week. We’ve been talking of spending it at Hawkforte.” He turned to Atreus. “If that is agreeable to you.”

			“I don’t suppose it’s any warmer at Hawkforte, is it?” Atreus asked with a grin.

			“I’m afraid not,” Royce said with equal humor. “There’s a good chance we’ll see snow.”

			“Snow? I’d like to see that, and, of course, I’ve heard a great deal about Hawkforte. I’d be delighted to come, thank you.”

			Royce nodded. “Good—”

			“I assume Brianna will be there?”

			Alex and Royce exchanged a glance. “Brianna?” Alex repeated.

			Atreus moved a little closer to the fire. He was well accustomed to physical discomfort, having experienced it often enough during the rigorous training that was a part of every Akoran male’s upbringing, but the chill dampness was new to him.

			“I expect a week will be sufficient to conclude my business here in London,” he said. “It will have to be, for I am not inclined to linger very long after that. Too many matters on Akora remained unresolved.”

			Neither of the other men had to ask what he meant. They knew full well that Atreus’s determination to modernize the Fortress Kingdom faced opposition from two sides—the members of Helios, “Sunshine,” who wanted even greater change more quickly, and the followers of the traitor Deilos, who opposed all change and had been willing to go so far as to try to assassinate Atreus in order to prevent it. Most troubling of all were the indications that the two groups, or at least some members of them, had joined forces in the attempt to kill him half a year before. He had postponed Deilos’s trial and the trials of the Helios members while he himself recovered, and to give public rage at them time to cool. But Akora’s confrontation with the dissension within its own society could not be delayed much longer.

			“After Christmas,” Atreus said, “we will return to Akora directly from Hawkforte.”

			At the look of surprise evident in both men’s faces, he added, “Hawkforte is on the sea, is it not?”

			“Certainly,” Royce said. “When you say ‘we’ . . .”

			“Brianna and I. She will be returning to Akora with me.”

			There was a moment’s silence before Alex said, “She hasn’t mentioned that.”

			Atreus shrugged. “Hardly surprising, as she isn’t aware of it.”

			“Is there some particular reason for her return?” Royce asked. “The letters she has shared from her family indicate they miss her but understand her wish to be here. However, if they’ve asked you to bring her back—”

			“No, it isn’t that. It’s time for Brianna to return home.” Well aware of the sensation he was about to provoke, the Vanax of Akora said, “And time for us to marry.”

			There was something undeniably satisfying about surprising two men so immune to surprise. Alex and Royce both stared at him in astonishment. The Englishman spoke first.

			“I had no idea you were contemplating matrimony.”

			“Nor did I,” Alex said. He looked at his brother intently. “You have said nothing of this.”

			“What needed to be said?” Atreus asked. “Surely it has always been understood that one day I would marry?”

			“Yes, certainly,” Alex agreed, “but considering the extraordinary lengths some of the most beguiling women on Akora have gone to in an effort to lure you into that happy state, and considering their universal failure to do so . . . let’s just say this is startling news.”

			“Very startling,” Royce agreed, “particularly since, to the best of my knowledge, the young lady herself has not so much as hinted at this.”

			“Atreus,” Alex began, his sharpening gaze evidence of the suspicion dawning in him. “Brianna does know what you intend, doesn’t she?”

			“I can’t imagine how she would. We’ve never spoken of it.”

			The two husbands exchanged a glance. “You haven’t spoken of marriage?” Royce asked. “But some understanding developed between the two of you when she was helping to take care of you after Deilos’s attack?”

			“Not at all,” Atreus replied. “You may recall that Brianna left Akora to come here shortly after I regained consciousness.”

			Silence reigned through the space of several moments before Alex said, “She is a lovely young woman, but surely you should be better acquainted before contemplating marriage?”

			Atreus shrugged. “There is nothing to contemplate. I have known for some time that Brianna is to be my wife.”

			“Known?” Alex repeated slowly. He looked at his brother more closely. “How could you have known?”

			Atreus hesitated before replying. He rarely spoke of the central event of his life, which had transformed him from the man who would have been content to be an artist into the ruler of his people. But Alex and Royce were as close to him as anyone on earth. He owed them honesty.

			In the quiet of the gracious London room, he summoned memories of an ancient ritual on a distant shore.

			“When I underwent the trial of selection to become Vanax much was revealed to me. Among other things, I ‘saw’ the woman I now know to be Brianna and understood that she was to be my wife.”

			So seldom was the trial spoken of that the mere mention of it clearly surprised Royce and Alex. They needed a moment to grasp what he had just said.

			Gravely, Alex asked, “You have no doubt of the meaning of what you saw?”

			“None whatsoever. If I do not marry Brianna, I will fail in my duty to Akora. Naturally, I cannot allow that to happen.”

			“You said the woman you now know to be Brianna,” Royce said. “You didn’t know who she was then?”

			“I saw her face and form.” He was not about to reveal how thoroughly he had seen her with all the intimacy of a lover. “But I didn’t know her name. I had no idea who she was until a few months ago when I regained consciousness after the attack and found her caring for me.”

			Alex took a deep breath, let it out slowly. “That must have been a surprise.”

			“To say the least. There were times when I thought I would never find her.”

			With the candor of a brother who was also a friend, Alex added, “You must realize that Brianna may not share your conviction.”

			“It has been my observation,” Royce said dryly, “that women prefer to be sought after for love rather than duty.”

			“That is only part of the problem,” Alex said. “Brianna is not Akoran by birth. Her origins remain a mystery but I have the definite impression that she wants to discover more about them. That desire influenced her decision to return to England with Joanna and myself.”

			“I understood there was a certain risk involved in allowing her to come with you this time,” Atreus said. “But while I recovered from the attack, I was in no position to resolve matters between us.” He smiled faintly. “Fortunately, that is no longer the case.”

			“Then you intend to . . . persuade her?” Royce inquired.

			“That is my preference,” said the man who was absolute ruler of his people. “But I have waited long enough and there are matters at home that demand my attention. One way or another, Brianna will return with me and we will be married.” Graciously, he added, “You are, of course, all invited to the wedding.”

			“And if Brianna does not agree?” Royce asked quietly.

			“That would be regrettable,” the Vanax said. Steel in his voice, he added, “But we all must do our duty.”

			He accepted the brandy his brother offered and joined in the toast that followed. The winter wind blew down the chimney just then and raised a spray of sparks. Atreus glanced at them, noting in passing that the flashes of fire shone with bright delicacy and were not easily extinguished. Indeed, the harder the wind blew, the more the sparks rose to meet it and the more determinedly they burned.

		

	
		
			Chapter

			TWO
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			YOU WERE VERY QUIET AT DINNER LAST night,” Joanna said. She looked across the breakfast table at Brianna, who was buttering a croissant. The three women were seated in the morning room of Alex and Joanna’s residence. Beyond the high windows, the December day bloomed.

			“I’m just a bit tired,” Brianna said. Much as she appreciated the concern of her friends, she kept her attention on her plate.

			“The ship brought letters for you from home,” Joanna said. “Good news, I hope?”

			Brianna did look up then, smiling at her friend. Joanna was ever the mother, attentive to everyone’s well-being. While yet she wondered what might trouble Brianna, she would seek to draw it from her. “Very good. My father writes that we have five new colts.”

			“Marcus must be pleased,” Kassandra said. “Your family raises the best horses in all of Akora.”

			“I will tell him you said so when I reply. My mother, in her letter, says Father is working too hard, but she doesn’t sound terribly concerned. They are all well, including Polonus, who also wrote.”

			“He is your younger brother?” Joanna asked.

			Brianna nodded. “Two years younger. He is unsettled yet and restless.” She had not meant to say that, but reading Polonus’s letter the previous night, she had gleaned the impression that her brother, for all that he said little of substance, had much on his mind. She sympathized, knowing that they shared many of the same perceptions and hopes. But she worried, too, that Polonus’s dreams of the future left little room for necessary patience. His was a young man’s nature, vigorous but rough-edged, prone to thoughtless error.

			“Perhaps you are also a bit apprehensive about this evening?” Kassandra ventured. “If so, you have no reason. You are more than prepared to enter society. Indeed, you might have done so months ago.”

			“I know,” Brianna said, glad to think of other things. “And I deeply appreciate all you have done to help me find my place in the land of my birth. But I wonder if tonight is not the right time. After all, I would not wish to detract in any way from Atreus’s presence.”

			“Oh, you won’t,” Joanna said frankly. “It’s unlikely that many members of the ton will notice anyone else. Indeed, I expect them to overlook Prinny himself.”

			“That will be a new experience for him,” Kassandra murmured. “Where are the men, by the way?”

			“They rose early,” Joanna said with a smile. “At least, Alex did.” Her smile deepened. “He didn’t depart quite as soon as he expected, but I believe they had plans.”

			Kassandra rolled her eyes. “If they return bloodied and bedraggled, I think we have every right to protest.”

			“Why would they do that?” Brianna asked. Atreus had come so close to losing his life. Surely he would not place himself at any unnecessary risk.

			Yes, he would. She had lived long enough among Akoran warriors to know that full well. The plain truth was that he would regard as amusement what she would see, at best, as needless danger.

			“They are men,” Joanna said, and shrugged. She brightened as a serving maid arrived, holding Amelia.

			“My apologies, my lady, but the little one won’t stop fussing.”

			“Never apologize for bringing her to me,” Joanna said, holding out her arms. “There, sweetheart, what troubles you?”

			Nothing, so far as Brianna could see, for the baby quieted as soon as she felt her mother’s touch. Instead of crying, Amelia busied herself looking around at everything.

			“She is such a fascinating child,” Kassandra murmured.

			“Your goddaughter?” Joanna said. She laughed. “Of course you feel that way.”

			“For more than just that reason. I have the uncanny impression that she sees. . . .”

			“Naturally she sees.”

			“Not just sees, sees . . . more deeply, more completely . . . something.”

			Joanna’s arms tightened around her daughter. “What are you saying?”

			“Nothing terrible,” Kassandra said gently. “You know that full well. It’s hardly as though there haven’t been women with unusual abilities in this family before.”

			“She is only a baby,” Joanna protested even as she glanced worriedly at her daughter. “Surely it is far too soon to know anything of that sort.”

			Amelia made a little sound very much like a chuckle.

			“Gas,” Joanna said firmly. “She does not understand a word we say and she has gas.”

			“She looks very cheerful for a baby with gas,” Kassandra observed. To Brianna, she said, “Am I being completely inscrutable, or do you understand what I’m saying?”

			Slowly, Brianna said, “I know you both can do unusual things. Joanna can find that which is missing and you . . .” She hesitated before saying gently, “I have thought that your gift, as it might be called, truly must seem like a curse sometimes. To see the future—”

			“Possible futures,” Kassandra corrected gently. “Such vision served us well when Akora was threatened, but now, thankfully, the future is as mysterious to me as to anyone else. Yet we know such abilities are inherited. They date from the misty beginnings of Joanna’s own family and spread to Akora when a member of that family arrived on our shores centuries ago.”

			“But these abilities are unpredictable, are they not?” Brianna asked. She looked at Amelia, who stared back solemnly. “And in many generations, they haven’t been present at all.”

			“That’s true,” Joanna agreed. “They seem to appear when they are needed. At any rate, Amelia will be whatever she will be.”

			Brianna smiled at the baby. “Right now, she looks sleepy.”

			As though in response, Amelia yawned. A few moments later, her head slumped against her mother’s shoulder. Joanna rose to return her to the nursery. When they were left alone, Kassandra said, “You’re not really nervous about this evening, are you?”

			“A little,” Brianna admitted, although not for the reason her friend might assume. Going out into British society held no particular qualms. An evening in the library would be far more congenial, but at worst, she expected to be bored.

			An evening in Atreus’s presence . . . that was another matter altogether. She had gotten through dinner the previous evening, but only with difficulty. What was it about the man that made her stomach flutter so?

			He was undeniably handsome, but she had lived most of her life among Akoran men, who tended to be extremely fit and virile. He was commanding, but that was hardly surprising. He was the absolute ruler of Akora. It would be odd indeed if he did not wear the aura of command. Besides, she didn’t especially like commanding men . . . did she?

			He had almost died a few months before. Her Aunt Elena, the most gifted of Akora’s healers, had fought the greatest battle of her life to save him. Brianna had helped, although she considered her own contribution to be very small. But she would have fought just as hard and cared just as much for anyone else. Wouldn’t she?

			The way he looked at her . . . A shiver whipped down her spine, bringing with it truth. There was something in the way the Vanax of Akora looked at her that ignited her unease, as though he knew her in some way that was not possible.

			Clearly, she needed diversion, and quickly.

			“Would you care for a ride?” she asked Kassandra. Thinking of her friend’s condition, she added, “We can keep it nice and gentle.”

			“Not too gentle,” Kassandra said. “I’m fit as the proverbial fiddle. Now if only Royce would understand that.”

			“It’s only natural for him to be concerned,” Joanna said as she returned from settling Amelia down. “Did I hear something about a ride?”

			Brianna nodded. “It’s a perfect day. Not too cold, and there is no wind. If we’re going to be cooped up all evening, we might as well get out and enjoy ourselves now.”

			“I agree entirely,” Kassandra said with a grin. “Give me half an hour to go home and change.”

			Joanna tugged the bell pull. A young maid appeared almost at once. “Sarah, be a dear and tell Bolkum we need three horses saddled.”

			The young woman dropped a quick curtsey. “As you say, my lady.”

			Within the hour, the three friends rode out. They were accompanied by an escort of half a dozen guards who remained a polite distance behind them, far enough to allow the illusion of privacy, but close enough to respond in an instant to any hint of danger.

			“I’ve tried to convince Alex that this isn’t necessary,” Joanna said with a sigh. “But he won’t be swayed.”

			“Neither will Royce,” Kassandra said. “If one of them didn’t insist, the other would, and the end result would be the same.”

			“They do have some reason for concern,” Brianna pointed out. “There is great unrest in England.”

			“That might not be so,” Joanna said, “if the Prince Regent showed more interest in the welfare of his subjects.”

			Her bluntness did not surprise Brianna, who was well accustomed to Joanna’s speaking her mind. Nor was she alone in this.

			“I wasn’t aware he showed any interest at all,” Kassandra said dryly.

			Joanna nodded. “Too true. The self-indulgence of society from top to bottom is remarkable. Yet there are people who really are trying to make things better.”

			“May Fortune favor them,” Kassandra said. “How glad I am that on Akora we have the blessing of wise government.”

			Brianna hesitated. She truly valued the friendship of both women and would never wish to cause them distress. Moreover, discretion was her natural preference. Yet the urge to respond proved irresistible.

			“There are similarities between Akora and England,” she said.

			A slight wind blew where a moment before there had been only calm. Brianna tightened her hands on the reins. She did not like wind.

			They were turning into Hyde Park, within sight of the long curved lake called the Serpentine that gleamed in the winter sun. Nearby were the ancient, gnarled trees that framed Rotten Row—really the route de roi or “way of the king,” the name long since corrupted. The broad dirt road where the fashionables came to see and be seen was unexpectedly crowded, given that it was barely mid-morning.

			Brianna was wondering about that when Joanna said, “What similarities?”

			“What? Oh, similarities . . . well, Akora and England both have hereditary monarchies.”

			Kassandra drew her horse around a cluster of riders in the center of the road and said, “Not really. No one can become Vanax who has not undergone the trial of selection, no matter who his family may be.”

			“So it seems,” Brianna acknowledged, “but no one has ever become Vanax who is not directly linked to the Atreides family.”

			“I thought,” Joanna said, “the explanation for that is that only members of the Atreides family can survive the trial of selection. Haven’t there been others who have attempted it and perished?”

			“Ten, at least, that I know of from our history,” Kassandra said. “But, of course, that is over thousands of years. There may have been more.”

			This time, Brianna did keep silent, but the thought was in her mind that no one really knew how those ten men—or any others—had died. All that was certain was that power remained with the Atreides family, absolute power resting now in the hands of Atreus.

			“Does there seem an unusually large turnout for the hour?” Kassandra asked.

			Relieved to be on more neutral ground, Brianna nodded. “I was thinking the same myself. I wonder what accounts for it?”

			“Good Lord,” Joanna murmured, “there’s Lady Melbourne.” She nodded in the direction of a stout but still elegant figure aboard a handsome gray. The lady inclined her head in acknowledgment and turned her mount toward them.

			Kassandra permitted herself a small groan. “Now you’ve done it. She’ll want something, you can be sure.”

			“I know, it’s just I was so startled to see her. She never rises before midday, yet here she is, and not alone. For that matter, most of the ton seem to have decided to go riding.”

			“Dear Lady Joanna,” London’s most renowned, not to say feared, hostess called out as she approached. “And dear Princess Kassandra. It is such a delight to see you both.” Her glance strayed to Brianna, but only briefly. Untitled, unfortuned, and unknown, Brianna knew herself to be of absolutely no interest. For that she was immensely grateful.

			“We are all so looking forward to the grand event tomorrow,” Lady Melbourne declared. “I understand absolutely everyone is invited, which is terribly splendid of you. But tell me, have you come to join the gentlemen?”

			Joanna, perhaps feeling herself responsible for the encounter, replied. “The gentlemen?”

			“Your husbands, of course, and your guest, His Highness, the Vanax of Akora. Such an impressive title, I’m sure, and such an impressive gentleman by all that is being said. I gather those who were at the dock yesterday to welcome him were most astoundingly impressed.”

			“How nice,” Kassandra murmured. “But we are here simply to ride. As for my husband and brothers—”

			“Oh, come, do not tell me you are ignorant of their whereabouts! Word spread several hours ago that they were here.” Deflating only slightly, Lady Melbourne added, “Of course, no one has actually seen them, although everyone has certainly been looking.”

			Brianna struggled to hide a grin, failed, and discreetly turned her head away. Even so, she was hard-pressed not to burst out laughing when Joanna said, “Has anyone checked the groundskeeper’s lodge?”

			“Why ever would they be there?” Lady Melbourne demanded.

			“It is an Akoran tradition,” Joanna explained solemnly. “Isn’t it, Kassandra?”

			“What? Oh . . . yes . . . of course. A tradition . . .  to . . . to . . .”

			“To pay a call,” Brianna suggested.

			Kassandra looked at her gratefully. “Yes, that’s it, to pay a call on . . . whatever person happens to be responsible for wherever one happens to be. That’s it. It’s a courtesy, really.”

			“Do you mean to say that the Vanax of Akora would call on a groundskeeper before he has even met the Prince Regent himself?” Lady Melbourne appeared utterly dumbfounded by the possibility, but ready to seize on it all the same.

			“Oh, yes,” Kassandra said solemnly. “Most definitely he would. Atreus always upholds tradition.” She looked to her companions. “Isn’t that true?”

			They both nodded vigorously.

			“Completely,” Joanna murmured.

			“Without fail,” Brianna offered.

			“Dear ladies, thank you so much!”

			With no further pretense of desiring their company, Lady Melbourne dug her heels into the gray and sped off at a trot well beyond the capabilities of most women her age. But then she never had allowed anything to stand between herself and a social triumph.

			Seeing her speedy redirection, other riders quickly drew the desired conclusion and followed. Soon enough, the surrounding stretch of Rotten Row was deserted save for Brianna and her friends.

			“That was too bad of us,” Kassandra said with a laugh.

			“Matter of self-preservation,” Joanna insisted.

			“You don’t think there’s any possibility they actually could be somewhere about here?” Brianna asked.

			“Good Lord, no,” Kassandra assured her. “Atreus is the very soul of courtesy, and I’m sure he would be happy to meet the groundskeeper. In fact, I’m sure he’d prefer him to a great many of the people he is going to meet. But there’s no chance of the three of them being here. Royce would have realized the fuss any appearance here would cause, and Alex as well. No, they’ve gone off somewhere else altogether.”

			“And laid a false trail while they were about it,” Joanna said. At Brianna’s puzzled looked, she added, “I’d wager this was one rumor that didn’t get started on its own. Those three wanted to get up to something and they didn’t want anyone noticing, so they sent everyone off in the wrong direction.”

			“But why?” Brianna murmured.

			“Exactly what we intend to find out,” Kassandra said, with Joanna’s full agreement.

			Male laughter and the scent of excellent tobacco greeted their return to the house. As they removed their outer garments in the entry hall, Joanna asked, “Have the gentlemen been back long, Mulridge?”

			The stern, black-garbed housekeeper who had come to greet them shook her head. “About half an hour, my lady.” She looked to Kassandra. “Lord Royce wasn’t too keen to hear you’d gone riding, ma’am.”

			“Contrary to my dear husband’s opinion, I am not made of spun glass.”

			Another round of male good humor reached them from the inner sanctum of Alex’s office. Kassandra grinned. “Besides, he doesn’t sound unhappy.”

			“Up to something,” Joanna murmured. For good measure, she added, “and thinking they got away with it.”

			“We can’t have that,” Kassandra said, and swept past the curved marble staircase toward the ornately carved door leading to her brother’s office. She had just reached it when the door was opened by her own dear husband.

			“Thought I heard your voice,” Royce said. He looked her up and down, appeared satisfied by what he saw, and took her hand, raising it to his lips. “Have a nice ride?”

			“Quite nice, if rather crowded. The oddest thing happened. It seems all of society decided to go riding this morning in Hyde Park. Can you imagine what prompted that?”

			Royce chuckled and stood aside so that the ladies might enter. As he did so, Alex and Atreus got to their feet, extinguishing the cigars they had been enjoying. Though she made a sincere effort not to do so, Brianna found herself unable to look anywhere other than at the Vanax of Akora. He stood, tall, broad-shouldered, clad in a loose white silk shirt open at the collar and tucked into buff riding breeches. His thick hair, black as a moonless sky, looked riffled by the wind. Burnished skin stretched tautly over high cheekbones, a blade of a nose, and a decidedly firm jaw.

			He was unrelenting in his masculinity, a challenge to any woman who crossed his path, yet also far more. She knew there were people—including those she truly loved and respected—who revered him as uniquely wise and just. She could not share their views, but she could grant that he had extraordinary courage. Never had he been known to flinch from any enemy or challenge. Looking at him, she could not imagine that he ever would.

			“Brianna,” he said softly, yet his voice seemed to possess an odd resonance that echoed deep within her. He came toward her, across the Persian carpet, his eyes never leaving hers. “Did you enjoy your ride?”

			Breathe . . . she had to breathe . . . but when she did, the air was filled with tantalizing traces of leather, tobacco, and pure man.

			Really, that was no help at all.

			“Very much,” she said, and prayed she did not sound as befuddled as she felt.

			“Good.” His mouth curved slightly, as though something amused him. He had the most fascinating mouth . . . hard yet generous. . . . She wondered how it would feel—

			“Hyde Park was crowded?”

			“What? Oh . . . yes . . . everyone was there, or so it seemed.”

			“And I have to wonder why,” Kassandra said. “What gets society out of bed before noon?”

			“A rumor that the Vanax
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