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London, 1772

Playing host to King George III’s foreign guests holds little appeal for Sir John Frederick—until he meets one remarkable visitor. Because Akna, the Inuit princess, outshines every jeweled noblewoman at court and offers a sensual challenge the jaded navy captain craves.

The court may view Akna as a savage, yet there is more treachery within the ton than she has ever faced before. But there are pleasures to be discovered, too, and with John’s wicked skill tantalizing her every sense, soon Akna is keen to experience further English delights—and with this man in particular….


Princess in a Strange New Land

Linda Skye


For all the adventurous hearts looking for romance and finding it in unexpected places.


The Seven Years’ War (1756–1763) affected much of the colonized world and was waged for control over trade. Great Britain’s main antagonist in the Americas was France, and matters were complicated by alliances between the empires and the native peoples, primarily the Iroquois and Algonquin confederations. However, not all relations between the British and the natives were war-related. George Cartwright, an explorer, trader and army officer, visited Labrador and made friends with the Inuit there. And in 1773, he brought over a small group of Inuit people to England to meet the king and the Royal Society. Unfortunately, all but one woman named Caubvick succumbed to smallpox while abroad. Caubvick then returned to Labrador alone.
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Chapter One

Whispers rose through the great hall like the angry hum of bees, and Akna felt her face grow warm. The stares of dozens of privileged courtiers were hot on her body, like the noonday rays of golden sunshine. But instead of filling her with joy, this warmth was angry, condescending, curious and…just a little lustful. Akna squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, dark eyes flashing. She refused to cower before these strangers, these painted fools in layers of frills and impractical fabric. Their towering hairdos and shiny clothes seemed monstrous to her, and she flexed her arms, relishing the feel of her sealskin dress. It was warm and soft and stretched over her creamy olive skin like a perfectly formed glove.

And Akna, third daughter of Inuk chief Tulok, was as perfect as any of her people. Her thick, glossy black hair was neatly plaited into one long braid that hung down her back. She had a smooth, oval face punctuated by doelike hazel eyes and rosebud lips. She had always been envied for her swanlike neck and her perfect hourglass figure, which was accentuated by her tightly wrapped dress, hand-beaded with coloured bone and stones. It was warmer here than in her homeland, so she had left her caribou parka in her guest quarters, and she wore only the lightest of moccasins. Her defiant eyes sweeping the crowd, she caught the envious looks on several white-faced ladies…as well as some lingering looks from men. Narrowing her eyes to slits, she watched as a man trailed his eyes down her lithe form, his gaze lingering on her shapely calves.

Savages, she thought angrily.

Then her ageing father, the chief of their Inuit tribe, stepped forward. A hush fell over the crowd.

“We greet you, King of England,” he said, his deep voice gravelly and thickly accented.

The king stood from his throne and extended his arms.

“You are welcome here,” King George III boomed from the dais.

“Many thanks,” Tulok responded, his normally confident voice hesitant. “I present… May I present daughter?”

Muffled giggles and snickers filled the room at his stumbling speech. Even so, Tulok did not seemed fazed; his wrinkled face was as serene as ever. But Akna felt indignation race through her veins. Very well, she thought, steeling herself. If it’s a show they want…

Akna stepped forward boldly, gently placing a hand on her father’s arm. And then she spoke, her voice as clear and melodious as a bell and her accent flawless.

“This is my father, Tulok,” she announced with her head held high. “He is the chief of our people. And I am Akna, his daughter.” She paused for a moment to take in the shocked faces around her. Yes, she thought with a victorious tilt to her lips. Those hours spent mastering the language on the long voyage across the sea had not been wasted. It helped that she had been the voice for her people when the English traders and explorers ventured north. She had spent years picking up the vocabulary and nuances from these bands of brave travellers—and then weeks immersing herself in English on the sea voyage to Britain.

“Along with these three companions,” she continued, gesturing to the elders behind her, “we have travelled from Labrador in order to greet you and your people. We look forward to this exchange.”

“Well,” the king replied after a short, stunned pause, “I trust that you will enjoy your stay. I will arrange an escort for you. Now please,” he said, clapping his hands, “enjoy this feast we have prepared for you!”

Akna tried not to flinch in surprise as the hall’s doors opened with a loud bang. A line of servers poured into the hall carrying trays of exotically prepared food, which they set down on long tables. The courtiers sighed in pleasure as they migrated slowly toward the treats, their stomachs leading them.

“Father,” Akna said in her mother tongue, leaning in to whisper in his ear, “let us return to the quarters these white strangers have prepared for us.”

“No, daughter,” her father replied with a stern shake of his head. “That is not the reason we are here. Go now, try these strange delights and learn what you can. You will be our voice and our ears in this land.”

Akna pursed her lips. It was her duty to obey, but she was less than pleased about being paraded before the gentry. The white people who had visited their lands had been interesting, yet unable to understand the ways of the earth, people who knew nothing of the land nor of how to glean the essentials from the gifts of Mother Nature. Not only that, but she had heard horror stories whispered at night of white warriors crushing the people of the South, burning Algonquin villages and chasing out the Iroquois. These invaders might have riches and wealth, but she could not fathom what lessons her father thought she could learn from them. But he had always been a wise chief. So Akna would obey.

Her moccasins were silent on the polished hardwood, so when she glided up to a gaggle of ladies fanning themselves, they jumped. She arched an eyebrow. The ladies tittered, recovering. One woman closed her fan with a snap and pointed it at her feet.

“What are those things on your feet? They look like men’s shoes.”

Akna met her vicious grin with a sage smile.

“These are called moccasins.” She paused and glanced down at the woman’s heeled shoes, in which her pudgy feet were pinched. “They are comfortable and terribly practical compared to yours, I should think.”

The woman’s glare was as feral as a leopard seal’s. Ah, yes. Akna smirked to herself, preparing for a battle of wits. Civilised society, indeed.

Outside, two men rushed to the great hall. One of the men, Sir John Frederick, strode effortlessly through the ornate corridors, his face a mask of calm. The other man, Albert Waite, fussed like an old woman as he skipped to keep up with John’s brisk gait.

“The king will not be pleased that we were late for the presentation,” Albert worried aloud, clenching and unclenching his fists nervously.

Sir John barked a short, humourless laugh.

“The presentation of a handful of savages from the colonies? Don’t be daft.”

“Daft? This is a hand-picked delegation from the Inuit peoples of Labrador!”

“Delegation?” John snorted. “I’m sure it’s not as important as you think it is.”

His face darkened. Sir John Frederick was not only a nobleman, he was also a captain in the Royal Navy. He’d seen nothing but brutality and bloodshed over the past few years during the Iroquois-Algonquin wars…on all sides. Europeans and natives were alike in war. And despite his grudging respect for the noble warrior – on both sides, he had nothing but disdain for the way they traded for alcohol. He’d seen villages decimated by its terrible influence. Trading had become nasty, and men of all heritage became beasts. In only a few years, he’d grown tired of the New World. So when he had been invited to the king’s country estate, he had gladly accepted, revelling in the beauty of the English countryside.

“Oh, why did I let you talk me into that afternoon ride?” Albert moaned. “Now we are late!”

“You shame yourself, old friend,” John said dryly as he marched on. “This is a silly court event like all the others, and no one will have missed us.”

So saying, he pushed open the great wooden doors.

“Fourth Baronet and Captain of the Royal Navy, Sir John Frederick,” a stuffy herald announced as they stumbled into the hall. “And Sir Albert Waite.”

As expected, no one really turned to look at them—except for a few of John’s female admirers. After all, John was a well-known bachelor—and a prime specimen of English nobility. With thick, sandy-brown hair that fell over warm, honey-brown eyes and his square, masculine jaw, Sir John Frederick never wanted for attention. As a tall, broad-shouldered man, he confidently towered over most of the other snivelling aristocrats who thought of nothing but currying favour for their families. Of course, it didn’t hurt that rumours of his sensual prowess sent hearts racing across the English court. Women often flocked to him, pressing their ample bosoms against his arm and fluttering their eyelashes in the hopes of a tumble in his bed. And John welcomed the occasional tryst; after all, a hardened man such as himself needed a pleasurable diversion now and then. But none of these court women kept him interested for long; they thought of nothing but hair and clothes and royal favour, and engaged in nothing but witless, fanciful conversation. More often than not, John found himself craving biting banter or trading political ideas—something which no one cared to do while dabbling in luxury.

He strode confidently through the hall—until he felt the king’s eyes on him. He looked up, and the imposing monarch beckoned to him with an open hand. King George’s face revealed nothing, but that did not necessarily bode well for John. His fickle companion, Albert, had already disappeared into the crowd. His lips thinning ever so slightly, John made his way to the royal dais, where the king sat waiting.

“You are late, Sir John,” King George intoned, his tone deceptively light.

“My most sincere apologies, Your Majesty,” John said with a low bow. “I was so caught up in the beauty of your realm that I lost track of time and returned late from my afternoon ride.”

“After your years of faithful service in the colonies, you are of course entitled to some relaxation in your native land,” the king hummed thoughtfully. “But that does not excuse you for being late. Your service to me is far from over, Captain.”

John bowed again. “I will do whatever is in my power to be of service to you, Majesty.”

“A wise answer,” the king rejoined, “for I already have a task in mind.” He pointed a bejewelled finger to a group of visiting savages. “Do you know who they are?”

“Yes,” John replied stiffly. “That explorer, Mr. Cartwright, brought back that group of Inuit with him from the Northern colonies, did he not?”

“Indeed,” said the king. “They are here on a diplomatic visit.”

“Diplomatic?” John scoffed. “You give them too much credit, Your Majesty. They are only travellers, and the court considers them nothing more than a passing circus.”

“You would be wise not to underestimate the power of goodwill,” the king said. “These Inuit envoys may help us gain favour in the North. Or is battle all you know?”

John pursed his lips, his brows lowering as he studied the group of Inuit. There were five of them: an old chief decked in lush furs and necklaces, three elders and one young woman. His eyes lingered on the woman’s shapely form. Her back was to them, but he could not help but notice the taut beauty of her arms, the elegant curve of her waist and the gentle arcs of her long legs.

“What would you have me do?” he asked, turning back to his king.

King George eyed him speculatively, his fingers drumming against the arm of his chair.

“Of all the nobles here, you know the most about the New World,” he said authoritatively. “So I am appointing you to be their guide and host during their visit.”

John bit his lip, knowing better than to argue. But this was not what he had wanted upon returning to England. He had hoped to escape all reminders of the New World, not be an ambassador between the natives and his own people!

“Well?” the king prodded. “Go and make their acquaintances.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” John said through gritted teeth as he bowed and then spun away.

He made his way to where the Inuit elders were still clustered together; apparently the young woman had already wandered off. They turned as he approached, their wizened eyes locking on to his regal form.

“The king has appointed me to act as your host for the duration of your stay,” John announced abruptly, executing a stiff bow.

“Many thanks,” the chief said in his stuttering English. “But please see daughter. Akna. She is our voice.”

The old man nodded in the direction of the youngest member of their delegation. With a strained smile, John bowed again and headed to where the chief’s daughter had engaged in a conversation with a small group of women. As he grew closer, it became apparent that the noblewomen were not simply curious about their foreign visitor; rather, it seemed that they were intent on bullying her in the most polite manner possible. John’s brow arched; he was curious to see how the Inuit girl would handle this type of civilised warfare.

One noblewoman, ornately decked in jewels and fine clothes, sniffed delicately and plucked a tiny cube of white from a passing server’s tray. She held out the cube for the visiting Inuit woman.

“Try this, my dear,” she said haughtily. “I’m sure you savages have never had this delicacy before.”

John watched as the woman took the cube between her thumb and forefinger, turning it slightly before easing it into her mouth.

“What is this?” he heard her muse aloud in perfect English as she tapped her chin. “Ah yes. What do you English call it? Cheese? But this is so bland compared to the cheese we make in Labrador.”

The noblewoman turned three shades of red, her fingers tight around her fan. She took a step forward.

“Why you little—”

“My, ladies,” John interjected quickly. “Aren’t you all looking particularly lovely tonight?”

He quickly took the offended woman’s hands in his, drawing her away. He caught her in his most suave smile, smirking as she blinked in pleasant surprise.

“Lady,” he said with a conspiratorial wink, “why don’t you fetch our visitor a glass of…spirits?”

The ridiculously dressed noblewoman tittered at this supposed alliance and scuttled away with her skirts swishing. He resisted the urge to sigh, his mind turning, desperately searching for a way to salvage the diplomatic nightmare he’d stepped into.

“My lady Akna,” John continued as he turned, his voice velvety smooth, “your mastery of English is astounding.”

“Why of course,” she replied dryly. “It is a far simpler language than my own tongue.”

And then finally Sir John Frederick laid eyes on Akna, daughter of Tulok of the Inuit. And for once, he was struck speechless. This was not just a Northern princess; no, this was one of the most beautiful creatures he had ever laid eyes on. She was tall and willowy as a young sapling, and her long, dark hair gleamed in the candlelight. Her wide, hazel eyes were lit with bright flecks of green and gold and were set above high, refined cheekbones. Small, plump lips were stretched into a sly smirk, and her small, delicate hands rested on the generous swell of her hips. Oh, and that dress…that sealskin dress did absolutely nothing to hide her sweet curves. The edge just grazed her knees, scandalously revealing her perfect calves. John was suddenly very aware of the heat spreading from his loins, and his fingers twitched as they ached to test out the creaminess of that beautiful skin. He inhaled as he imagined sliding his palms up the curve of her legs, past the hem of her dress and up the length of her thighs. What would he find there? he wondered longingly. How he wanted to cup her bottom in his hands, squeeze her tender flesh and push his fingers—

“And it appears I speak English even better than you do,” she commented, interrupting his reverie.

“Apologies, my lady,” John said, flourishing a bow as he recovered. “I am Sir John Frederick, appointed to be your host during your stay.”

“Ah,” she said with a knowing tilt of her head. “The fearless captain. Tell me, Sir Frederick, did you enjoy subjugating our neighbours in the South?”

The other women, who had been completely forgotten up till that point, stifled gasps of horror. But John only smiled, his handsome lips curving appreciatively. He had misjudged this woman, for she was savage indeed—but in wit and beauty.

“You give me too much credit, Lady Akna,” John countered, “I, alone, was not capable of subduing the native warriors. It was the power of the English empire.”

“An empire that can’t seem to produce decent cheese,” sniffed Akna with a raised brow. “What good is an empire that can’t even provide the most basic pleasures?”

His smirk widened, revealing pearl-white teeth. Stepping forward, he boldly took her hand and kissed her knuckles before tucking her hand into the crook of his elbow.

“My lady,” he said as he leaned over her, his deep voice rumbling in his chest, “please believe me when I say that I would be delighted to introduce you to all the pleasures of this realm.”

Despite herself, Akna’s heart skipped a beat. He was so tall, so broad and so…close. She could sense the heat radiating from his chest and feel his warm breath as he spoke. Her lashes fluttered of their own accord, and she cursed the man half-heartedly. For here was a man who had started with condescension and yet proceeded to banter with her as an equal, trading insult for insult without true malice. And by the gods of earth, was he ever handsome! Akna had never seen such a man, neither in Labrador nor in England. Though she was tall, he was taller. He had a wide, strong chest and a trim waist, and she could see the bulges of his muscles as he moved. This was no English dandy; no, here was a man’s man, a rough-and-tumble warrior disguised as a courtier. And when he lifted her hand for a kiss, his hooded eyes spoke volumes of sensuality and dark passion. She prayed that he had not noticed the flush that rose from her breast to her chin.

“Shall I give you the grand tour of this civilised mass of people, Lady Akna?” he asked with a twinkle in his eyes.

“By all means.”

As he began to lead her to another part of the hall, Akna steeled her heart. She would have to tread carefully with this man, she told herself sternly. For it was obvious that he was not only skilled in the battles of men—he was also adept at waging the war of hearts.


Chapter Two

The hall was swathed in warm candlelight, and the golden light sparkled and danced in the prisms of the hundreds of jewels and crystals that swung from towering candelabras. The king had ordered an impressive display of pomp: a royal dinner party. The servants had decked the hall with the richest decorations, and the cooks had prepared the most decadent displays of food. Only the most important aristocrats had been invited to the special dinner, and they were seated along a line of rich mahogany tables adorned with innumerable platters of richly presented delicacies. A few places down from the king and his most important retainers sat the Inuit delegation. The elders, along with Akna, sat stiffly in their regal seats, their eyes roving disbelievingly over the mountains of exotic dishes. Sir John Frederick sat at Akna’s right, his eyes carefully gauging her reaction to the lavish celebration.

The nobles began to heap food onto their gilded plates, and the Inuit elders politely picked at a few dishes and began to nibble—but Akna remained stiff and unmoving, her eyes still wide. There was just so much. And so oddly prepared, as well. Her eyes darted from a silver pedestal so filled with fruit that it cascaded down like a waterfall to a platter filled with fowl that had been roasted and arranged into a sculpture of some mythical creature. Her stomach gurgled in response to the tantalising smells, but her eyes told her that food should not be treated in such a way.

“My lady,” John said, interrupting her thoughts, “are you not hungry?”

“To be sure,” she answered, blinking slowly. “But I cannot discern what is to be eaten and what is to be looked at.”

“Do you not have feasts in your village?”

“Indeed,” Akna said, turning to meet his eyes. “We celebrate with food—but we do not eat to such excess. And I have never seen such…amazing arrangements.”

John pulled a dish of roasted chicken pie closer to them. He broke into the flaky crust with his heavy silver spoon and lifted out a small portion, depositing it on her plate. He gestured to the creamy chicken filling and the beautifully browned pastry that topped it.

“And what, may I ask, dear lady,” he said, “displeases you about this beautiful dish?”

Akna delicately speared a chunk of chicken with her fork and placed it in her mouth, her lips caressing the tines of the silver utensil as she savoured the delectable morsel. Then she carefully set her fork down and once again met John’s eyes.

“Well, my lady?” John asked.

“Sir Frederick,” Akna replied, her melodic voice unwavering. “I find the taste very pleasing, indeed. However, it is not the ingredients that I find unnatural. It is the presentation.” She gestured to the strange meat sculptures. “Why is it important to make ducks look like dragons?”

“It is interesting to the eye, and it shows the skill of the cooks who made it,” John said, shrugging.

“Perhaps,” Akna said. “But can you honestly tell me that all this food is necessary?

“The king wants to show his generosity.”

“But,” Akna said, wrinkling her nose at the sight of nobles pushing mouthful after mouthful of juicy meat past their lips, “will we be able to consume all this food?”

“Well,” John said, slightly taken aback, “no.”

“Exactly, Sir Frederick,” Akna said with a nod. “In our village, we frown upon such waste.”

Despite his misgivings about the Inuit delegation, John could not deny the sense in her speech. It was true that he also viewed the excesses of court with disdain after he had lived a life of meagre rations in the navy. It was no doubt wasteful and perhaps foolish, but still, it showed off creativity and talent.

“True, the waste is a shameful practice,” John conceded. “But can you not appreciate the skill involved?”

“Perhaps other outlets for creativity would be more appropriate?” Akna quipped, taking another bite. “We frown upon the wasting of precious resources.”

“Such harsh criticism!” John exclaimed, bending as if wounded, but with a wry smile on his face. “However, you cannot deny the skill of the English! Waste has made us experiment. We have built castles and great ships and armies. We have explored the world and brought technology across the oceans. What has your tribe accomplished that can compare?”

Akna smiled, a baring of teeth that promised a verbal battle. Finally, she thought, she had found someone willing to trade honest information.

“We live at peace with our land,” she countered. “You exploit it until there is nothing left.”

“We make the most out of every situation,” John said, shrugging. “How else would we achieve greatness?”

“That depends on your definition of greatness,” Akna was quick to reply. “Is it a sign of greatness to impose your ways on other cultures?”

 “Why not?”

“Then why have we been invited here? Surely your king would not have invited us if he did not see our value.”

“As entertainment, perhaps?”

John said the words without menace, but the instant they left his mouth he wished he could take them back. He had meant to pique and tease, but he could see that he had struck the wrong chord with his guest.

Akna had paled, her eyes sparking in fury. She’d warned her father about this when trying to dissuade him from visiting Britain. She’d feared they’d see her people as nothing more than entertainment, an amusement to fill their time. But they were so much more than that. She clenched her fists as she gritted her teeth, then forced her voice to remain low and controlled as she replied.

“You assume too much, Sir Frederick,” she hissed. “And do you think that I don’t know that we are here as entertainment to satisfy your king’s curiosity for the exotic? Do you think such a status pleases us? Do you think we even had a choice?” Angry tears shone in her eyes, and she stood suddenly. “Please excuse me.”

John reached out, catching her by the wrist. He tugged gently, and Akna glared down, only to see the chagrin written plainly on his face.

“My apologies, my lady Akna,” John said, his tone contrite. “I spoke out of turn and without thought to your personal circumstances. Please sit, my lady.”

Akna slowly sank back into her seat, her eyes wary. John’s fingers lingered on her wrist, his eyes searching her face. Confusion clouded his expression as he struggled to come to terms with his understanding of the young woman.

“Why do you all hate my people so?” she asked, her brows furrowing.

“I am a man of war,” John explained, his large hand covering hers under the table. “I am not a man of polite words. And besides, I have never had the chance to properly converse with one of yours, much less with a woman like yourself.”

“But all warriors can be this way,” Akna countered. “Why do you disdain us in particular?”

John glanced away, his features darkening in remembrance.

“Bloody battle is one thing,” he murmured in a haunted whisper. “But I watched a native warrior take a blade to a fallen man’s head to peel away his scalp like the skin of ripe fruit. Would you not see this as barbaric?”

“It is,” Akna conceded, her fingers unconsciously squeezing his. “But this is not the way we all behave. And also, you must understand how much suffering has been wrought upon our continent because of your diseases and your obsession with wealth.” She paused, eyes narrowing. “How would you feel if I told you all Englishmen and women are stuffy, preening fools?”

“I would tell you that you do not know us all,” John admitted.

“It is the same with us,” Akna said with a curt nod. “We are not all thirsty for revenge and violence, just as you are not all wasteful peacocks.”

“Your words humble me, my lady,” John said with a rueful smile.

He lifted Akna’s hand and brushed his lips over her knuckles. Akna flushed and pulled her hand away, cradling it gingerly. John grinned devilishly. For all her proud words and keen observations, the Inuit princess was still as shy as an innocent debutante. He decided to press his one advantage.

“So,” he began slyly, “how did you come to understand our language so well? An English lover, perhaps?”

Akna’s blush deepened.

“No,” she said, her fingers returning to her fork. “I was simply the voice of our people for the traders.”

“And have you been pledged to a man of your tribe?” John needled, enjoying the spread of a rosy blush up her neck.

“I was,” she admitted. “But I am not anymore.”

“Was the man not to your liking?” He paused. “Or were there others who were more…satisfying?”

“He was a good man and a strong warrior,” Akna replied stiffly. “But he was unimaginative and unwilling to widen his horizons. And you, sir, certainly ask personal questions.”

“I only mean to get to know you better, Lady Akna,” John said with a roguish grin.

“Well, you are just as the rumours say.”

“Which are?”

“That you are very free with your affections, and that you entertain numerous lovers.” She raised a slender brow. “So perhaps I should be the one asking about your ability to satisfy.”

“Lies,” John said without pause, a playful smirk hovering on his lips. “Though it is true that I’ve had a number of lovers at court.”

“And why then have you not selected one as your wife?” Akna asked, genuine curiosity in her tone. “Surely there has been one worthy to carry your name.”

“Your naivety is refreshing, Lady Akna,” John replied dryly. “But I have not met a court woman yet who is after love.”

“So then,” Akna asked with a frown, “what are they after?”

“Status and riches,” John answered. “You will quickly learn that noblewomen wield their bodies as weapons in order to gain titles and wealth. I have known no woman here who was as true and as sweet as she made herself out to be.”

“Is there a fiancée, perhaps?” Akna teased.

His mind wandered for a moment. Before he’d left on his first naval voyage, he had been engaged—to a noble lady of extreme beauty and with a keen wit. He had been madly in love with her, only to have his hopes cruelly dashed to pieces when he discovered she’d been consorting with other men in his absence. When confronted, she’d pled and begged. But when his forgiveness had not been easily given, she’d shrugged and told him in a cold voice that she’d only wanted him for his title anyway. That woman had fooled him well—so well that he’d vowed never to trust another woman again.

“Yes,” John replied stiffly. “A fiancée who did not love me. Or rather, she only loved my fortunes.”

“Ah, so you trust no one,” Akna said, her words painfully true yet also gently said. “I see. But yet you indulge anyway?”

“Why not?” John said with a shrug. Then, leaning in and placing his palm on her knee, he said, “But surely you are not interested in my title or my wealth.”

“Surely not!” Akna exclaimed.

“Well then, in the interests of intercultural communication,” John said teasingly, giving her thigh a gentle squeeze, “shall we…explore?”

“Why explore?” Akna rejoined cheekily. “You cannot possibly have anything to gain, and you have nothing I want.”

“You wound me,” John said, covering his heart in feigned hurt.

“Rubbish,” Akna scoffed with a smirk. “Your ego is much too large to be injured by the rejection of a simple savage.”

“Now, now,” John said with a suggestive waggle of his brows. “Surely there is something about me that you might want. And for your information, my ego is not the only thing that is larger than most. And I can promise you hours of…entertainment.”

Akna laughed, a rosy glow to her cheeks and a sharp retort ready on her lips. They continued to exchange witty barbs over the course of dinner, their animosity forgotten and replaced with banter void of any note of bitterness. John lavished Akna with warm, sultry smiles, which only earned him playful rebuffs and quips. John relaxed in her company, refreshed by her disdain for manipulation and social climbing and intrigued by her unique world view. He found their repartee exhilarating, and she was truly a creature of wild beauty when she met him in verbal sparring. Perhaps, John thought to himself as he admired the fire in her dark eyes, the next few weeks would be exciting after all.


Chapter Three

“I do not like it,” Akna declared stubbornly.

“But it suits you so well,” John protested, chuckling.

“How so?” she demanded.

“The material is stiff, and the colour is dark,” John explained frankly. “Would you not say these are qualities that describe your personality perfectly?”

“How dare you!” Akna seethed, spinning around to pin him with a glare. “Perhaps you should be the one to put this dress on, you stiff-necked soldier!”

“On the contrary, my lady,” he said, stepping just out of her reach. “I am as limber and light-hearted as any man could be. Perhaps you would care for a demonstration?”

Akna flushed and turned again, clenching her hands into tight fists. John only continued to chuckle as he retook his seat. The seamstress and her assistant glanced at each other and rolled their eyes heavenward. The diplomatic party of Inuit had been at the king’s country estate for a little over a week, but their young delegate, Akna, and the king’s representative, Sir Frederick, did nothing but bicker their way through the grounds like quarrelling school children. Everyone seemed amazed that the king did nothing to intervene, simply watched with an amused tilt to his lips as they traded barbed jibes while striding though his halls. Nobles always edged away from the pair at parties, worried that the savage would erupt into violence at any minute. But if anyone had dared to look closer, it would be obvious that the two opposites were secretly enjoying their saucy banter.

“I want to take it off,” Akna muttered discontentedly.

She shifted uncomfortably under the thick silk, unaccustomed to the tight, unyielding fit.

“Well,” John piped up from behind, “don’t you think you ought to wait until the seamstress has left before you shed your clothing?”

Her face flamed attractively and she turned on her heel once more, her eyes daggers. John smirked appreciatively. She was ever so interesting when she was alight with passion—even if it was ferocious anger directed at him.

“Perhaps you should be the one to leave, Sir Frederick,” she said, jabbing an angry finger at him.

“And miss the show?” John shrugged. “I think not. And I believed we’d agreed upon John, not Sir Frederick.”

“You are missing the point, John,” she said, slurring his name and tugging self-consciously at her sleeve. “I do not belong in this dress.”

“But you do look stunning,” said the seamstress’s assistant suddenly in a quiet, admiring voice.

Akna turned slowly, levelling the mousy maid with a stare that dared her to laugh. The young woman stepped forward, her hands gesturing shyly.

“You look so refined,” she explained, her voice an awed whisper. “I’ve never seen any lady look so regal in that style or in that colour of dress.”

“Surely, you jest,” Akna said disbelievingly.

“No, my lady,” the seamstress said, slowly climbing to her feet from where she was pinning the hem. “The girl does not lie. This dress brings out your natural beauty, though I’ll warrant it’s not so comfortable.”

Akna’s cheeks blossomed as she cautiously took in their words. John looked on in amusement. Though he teased her incessantly, no one could deny that the young woman looked every inch like an exotic queen. Instead of the gaudy brocade usually worn by court women, the seamstress had chosen to swathe Akna in blue-and-silver silk, colours that shimmered in the light like ice and set off the toffee tone of her skin. It had a dangerously low oval neckline that bared her slim shoulders. The tightly laced bodice pushed up her pert bosom and was a dramatic contrast to the flare of the voluminous skirts. The seamstress had indeed chosen well.

“A fine job, lady seamstress,” John said, standing. “Now let us see if the savage can be tamed by fine clothing.”

“Very well, Sir Frederick,” the seamstress said, brushing the dust from her skirts. “But mind the hem of her skirts. I haven’t stitched them permanently yet.” She paused to eye him critically. “And mind you don’t crinkle the fabric.”

“Why address me as if I am the savage?” John said with a raised eyebrow and a smirk.

“A savage man, you are, Sir Frederick,” the seamstress muttered under her breath as she ambled away. “Ask any scullery maid or beautiful lady.”

John chuckled and took Akna by the elbow, leading her from the boudoir and into the stone corridors. Akna peered at him through narrowed eyes as they wandered the castle. They slowly made their way toward the open courtyards, the stone corridors gradually widening into covered walkways.

“And just what did the lady seamstress mean by that?” she asked accusingly.

“That I am a very, very popular man,” John said with a suggestive waggle of his eyebrows.

“Indeed you are,” a cool, feminine voice interrupted.

Both Akna and John looked up to see a small group of noble ladies approaching. The young woman who had spoken was classically beautiful with perfectly pale skin, golden locks in ringlets and icy-blue eyes. Though she outshone the others, all of them wore strings of pearls and jewels over expensive court dresses, and their heels clacked noisily on the stone floor as they approached. They stopped in front of Akna and John, their eyes unfriendly.

“What a pleasure it is to see you, Lady Leake,” John said in a deadpan voice that expressed the exact opposite sentiment.

“John,” cooed the beautiful lady with a sardonic smile, “I thought we’d moved past such formalities. Surely you can address me by my given name. It’s the least you could do…after all we’ve been through together.”

“I wasn’t aware that you cared for me so deeply,” John replied stiffly, “my dear Lady Georgina.”

“Much better,” Georgina said with a falsely wistful sigh. She turned to rake over Akna’s form with cold, appraising eyes. “And what do we have here?” she asked with an arched brow. “Such a waste of fine material on a dirty little savage from the colonies.”

“She understands English perfectly,” John warned Georgina, anger edging his voice. “And she is a princess among her people.”

Akna glanced up at the man at her side in surprise; she hadn’t really expected her host to come to her aid. And his stiff, unfriendly tone was also completely out of character.

“Oh, I want her to understand,” Georgina said with a sly, catlike grin that made Akna shiver despite herself. “I want her to know how she ranks compared to true nobility. She should realise just how ridiculous she looks in that borrowed finery.”

“Borrowed? This dress is not borrowed,Georgina, dear. It was commissioned expressly for Lady Akna,” John announced unexpectedly. “Commissioned as a gift and paid for…by me.”

Georgina went pale in anger, and she clenched her fingers into furious fists.

“You bought her that dress?”

“A true lady deserves such a gift, wouldn’t you say?” John asked, his tone ever so slightly taunting.

“You gave me no such token,” Georgina snarled, her porcelain cheeks becoming mottled red in anger.

“Now, why would I give you a dress,” John said mildly, his eyes piercing, “when you were always so intent on shedding your own in my presence?”

Akna blinked as the other ladies gasped in unison. But Georgina merely stared, open-mouthed. She recovered a breath later, her teeth clacking shut and her eyes flashing. She turned her sharp eyes on Akna, who resisted the urge to flinch.

“You think you’re something special, don’t you?” she growled, her beautiful face contorting in rage. “But you’re no more than a toy, a novelty. He’ll tire of you soon enough, you little heathen.”

With a quick toss of her golden locks and one last scathing glare in John’s direction, Georgina and her ensemble stomped off, the sound of her heels echoing through the halls. Both John and Akna let out a sigh.

“A scorned woman is truly a vengeful force with which to be reckoned,” John finally said tiredly, gently massaging his temples with his fingers.

“I take it that you and she were well-acquainted in the past?”

“Acquainted, yes,” John confirmed. “But not well.”

“Well enough to warrant such anger.”

“There was a time when we shared a few…trysts,” John admitted, his tone sour.

 Akna shook her head disapprovingly. Seeds of doubt sprouted in her mind. Lady Leake was beautiful, even if she had a monstrous personality. Akna’s time with John had been intriguing and entertaining so far, but would he tire of her just as easily? Perhaps she had let herself get too close to him after all.

“Women in my tribe do not prefer such…familiar men,” she said calmly, her tone chilly.

“Well, men in my position never know which women are after us because they truly like us…and which are after our riches or titles,” he countered, his usually warm voice dropping an octave.

“And so you sample them freely?” she asked waspishly.

“How simplistic,” he commented dryly, his hand unconsciously tightening on her arm. “Can you honestly tell me that you haven’t had your fair share of lovers?”

“I have never treated men as playthings to be cast aside, if that is what you’re implying,” she answered in a huff.

John stopped, and he was suddenly in front of her, his chest to hers. He leaned in so close that she swore she could have counted his eyelashes if she had so wanted. With a calloused thumb, he gently traced the line of her cheek.

“I don’t treat women as toys,” he said, his voice deep and rumbling. “I simply haven’t found a woman worthy of my continued affection and attention as of yet.”

“Ridiculous!” Akna exclaimed, pushing away hurriedly. “You are attempting to toy with me now!”

She marched away angrily, ignoring the sharp pain caused by the constricting shoes. John caught up with her easily, snagging her wrist with his long fingers. He spun her about, but she twisted in his grip. Grunting, he pulled them both into a sheltered alcove. He grabbed her by the wrists and tugged her close, his eyes earnest.

“Do not assume that I am treating you like the others,” he hissed ardently. “You are nothing like them.”

“Indeed,” Akna replied as she tried unsuccessfully to pull away. “I am a dirty savage, a little heathen—”

“You are none of those things,” John cut in passionately. “You are clever and curious. You care nothing for rank and decorum. And you are beautiful beyond belief.”

Akna stilled suddenly, her chest heaving.

“What did you say?”

“You are beautiful.”

She looked up then, and was startled by his closeness.

“Surely you jest. We are not of the same world.”

“What of it?” John said with a careless shrug, moving even closer.

“Perhaps this is just another conquest to you? And I am simply a different type of prey to catch and subdue.”

“Just another conquest, no,” John whispered heatedly, his arm snaking about her waist. “But I have always been searching for the perfect quarry—the perfect woman.”

“And how will you know if you find her?” she asked, cursing her breathlessness.

His eyes were deep, dark and hooded as he twirled a lock of her dark hair around his index finger, gently tugging until it sprang away in a perfect coil.

“I will know soon enough,” he murmured. “And when I find her…”

He dropped his lips to her neck and inhaled deeply, setting her nerve endings alight.

“When you find her?” Akna prompted in a breathy whisper.

“When I find her,” John continued, his voice rough as he leaned back to catch her chin between his fingers, “I will catch her. And I will subdue her.”

“No one can subdue me,” Akna declared, her eyes brightly flashing.

“We shall see about that.”

With that, John gently tipped her face back and pressed forward, his lips catching hers in a seductive kiss. He suckled gently at her plump lower lip before grazing it with the edge of his teeth. When she gasped, he parted her lips with his tongue, sweeping the cavern of her mouth and stealing her breath. His fingers slipped across her jaw and behind her ear to cup the nape of her neck and draw her even closer. He deepened the kiss and moulded his body to hers, revelling in the feeling of her curves pressing against him.

For her part, Akna had completely forgotten to protest the onslaught of pleasure. With his mouth working against hers in the most delicious manner, she could only let her eyelids slip closed. He slowly backed her up against the cold stone wall, but all she felt was the press of his taut chest muscles against her body. She reached up to twine her arms around his neck, pulling away from the kiss only to gasp for breath. John took this as an invitation to trail searing kisses down her neck to her shoulder, his open mouth leaving a scalding trail of moisture that quickly chilled in the cool air. When his teeth caught her collarbone, her breathing hitched, and she felt him smile into her skin.

In revenge, Akna slid her fingers into his thick, sandy hair and pulled him close. She nipped at his earlobe with her teeth, eliciting a gasp of pain and pleasure. Then she slowly laved the shell of his ear with her warm tongue.

“Minx,” he rumbled as his hands slipped to her hips.

He grasped her and thrust forward with his own hips, hoping to alleviate the painful pressure that was building there. Akna moaned, cursing the many layers of fabric between them. She felt desire spike between her thighs, hot and furious. It was torture to just barely feel the heat of his body through the thick material of their clothing.

John felt much the same way.

With a practiced hand, he began to loosen the stays of her corset. With a grunt, he jerked downward at her collar, and her pert breasts spilled free of her stiff bodice. He wrapped her tightly in his arms, his skilled hands pulling the bodice open and pushing it down to hang at her waist. Akna immediately felt the cool rush of air on her bare skin, and instinctively burrowed deeper into his broad chest. His arms tightened around her waist. The scratchy wool of his jacket chafed at her erect nipples, and the buttons on his coat were like cold stones against her heated flesh. She felt him slide his rough palms up her sides, and she gasped with delight when he cupped a breast with one large hand. As he lowered his mouth to hers once more, he began to knead the sensitive mound. She cried out when he took the tip of her breast between his thumb and forefinger, rolling it like a pebble.

But when he pulled away suddenly, she glared at him in dismay. His heated eyes dropped from her flushed face to her exposed chest, and he stared unabashedly.

“Do you not like what you see?” Akna said, embarrassment flooding her face as he continued to gaze upon her form.

“Oh, quite the contrary,” John said, looking up to meet her eyes with his own lusty stare. “You are quite the beauty to behold.”

With a sweep of his arm, he guided her deeper into the corridor’s alcove. He effortlessly lifted her so that her bottom was perched on the edge of a stone window seat. With a feather-light touch, he trailed his fingertips from the underside of her chin to her navel. Then he slipped his hands under the hem of her voluminous skirts and slid his palms up her legs. She grabbed at his shoulders to keep from falling and buried her face in his neck to hide her gasp of pleasure. His calloused hands grasped the undersides of each of her knees to pull her thighs apart so that he could fit his hips between them. His deft fingers traced a sensual pattern against the back of her thighs, and she could not stop from groaning against the light stubble under his chin. He rotated his hips against her centre just so, and Akna felt the full strength and size of his pulsing desire.

And in that moment she wanted nothing more than to be rid of their fancy, useless clothing. She wanted to see him free of his woollen jacket and silken shirt. She wanted to see his muscled torso, to trail her eyes down his chiselled abdomen, to feast her eyes on his straining manhood and corded thighs. She wanted to run her hands over his pale skin and feel the power thrumming through his veins. And then she wanted him on top of her, his hips nestled between her thighs. She longed for him to fill her aching need, to see him dripping sweat onto her bare breasts as he pounded his passion into her body.

And when she met his eyes, he saw it, too. His hand went to the buttons of his trousers. Her hand followed his to help him free.

And then they heard the footsteps.

Cursing, they jumped apart, hurriedly straightening their clothes and smoothing their hair. John quickly spun her around as she lifted her bodice, his fingers nimbly pulling her stays closed as best he could. Akna collapsed onto the stone bench, a hand over her heaving bosom and the other fanning her face. John stepped back to lean against the opposing wall, a hand thrust in his pocket and a look of bored apathy dropping over his face.

It was just in time, too, as a pair of noblemen stepped into view.

“Why, if it isn’t Sir Frederick and his…diplomatic charge!” one man exclaimed.

“Greetings, Sir Boswell,” John said, looking up as if surprised. “We were just discussing our native flora and fauna.”

“How…educational,” Sir Boswell commented blandly. “And how do you find our flora and fauna, Lady Akna?”

“The landscape is breathtaking,” Akna said, forcing her voice not to crack. “But I have yet to see much of your animals.”

“Well, perhaps a trip to the stables would be of interest then,” Boswell said. “A worthy suggestion, Sir Frederick?”

“Indeed it is,” John replied, mustering all his manly enthusiasm.

“Well, jolly good seeing you.”

The men exchanged muttered goodbyes as they walked off. Both Akna and John let out the breaths they’d been holding. Feeling flustered, Akna stood and dusted her skirts.

“A trip to the stables then,” she said, somewhat stiffly.

“Lady Akna—”

“Please, John,” she stopped him, lifting a hand and unable to look him in the eye. “I believe I have toured the castle enough for the day. Please escort me back to my boudoir.”

“Yes,” John replied after a long pause. “The seamstress will want to finish that dress. This way, my lady.”

Akna brushed past him, their elbows accidentally touching. She glanced up, her eyes bright. It was impossible not to feel the electric tingle between them. Denying it was foolishness. But for now…for now, she wanted to be alone. She wanted to see if his fancy would last for a time or just until his curiosity was sated.

“Tomorrow,” she said finally, placing her hand in the crook of his arm. “Tomorrow let us go to the stables.”

John relaxed. She was not casting him off just yet. John offered her a slow, devilish grin.

“Yes,” he affirmed as he began to lead her back to her quarters. “I am looking forward to finishing what you started.”

“What I started?” Akna exclaimed in mock surprise. “I believe that honour belongs to you, Sir Frederick.”

“Is your memory impaired, my little savage?” John teased.

“Who is the savage who attacked me?”

“I didn’t see you protesting.”

And so they continued their light bickering all the way back, each eager for the next day’s meeting.


Chapter Four

She hadn’t been able to sleep. And when their appointed time drew near, she hadn’t been able to wait either. Her near-tryst with John had been at the forefront of her mind, so much so that she had skipped dinner and spent the night ruminating in her quarters. Was John simply after her for a novel tryst in order to sample a different type of woman? He himself had admitted to never even conversing with a woman of her race, so perhaps once he’d satisfied his curiosity he would drop her as he had his many other lovers. It wasn’t that she knew what she wanted with him just yet, but she absolutely refused to be treated as a plaything.

So Akna had wandered the halls aimlessly, instinctively winding her way toward the gardens. She longed for a bit of respite from the cold stone of the castle, and the crisp morning air called to her. As she stepped into the gardens, she noted a strange set of hedges in the distance. But her puzzled thoughts were quickly forgotten as the sounds of neighing filled her ears. Akna had found the stables. Though the wooden sheds themselves were not particularly awe-inspiring, Akna could not contain her wonder at the sight of the creatures they housed.

Akna had seen horses from a distance, but she had never before been so close. They were creatures unlike any she knew, unparalleled in grace and strength—even when she thought of the majestic caribou that her tribe hunted every summer. They were tall, so tall, and their coats gleamed in the sunshine. Akna stepped closer, nodding as the stable hands stepped back to allow her access. She stood across from a towering chestnut stallion who stamped his front hooves impatiently.

“He’s waiting for a treat, my lady,” a stable hand said, pressing an apple into her palm.

Still entranced by the marvellous animal, Akna could do naught but hold up the apple. The great horse bent its elegant neck, its velvety nose sniffing out the ruby-red apple. Then, with a quick snap of its white teeth, it took the apple from her palm. As it crunched the fruit, the horse held her gaze with its chocolate eyes, and Akna was amazed at the quiet intelligence she saw there. She reverently reached out to stroke his sleek neck, and the horse shook out its mane and nickered softly at her touch. Then suddenly, without warning, the stallion reared back and whinnied, stamping its hooves and backing up. Startled, Akna stumbled backward, nearly losing her footing.

“I see the horse is like the master.”

Recognising the voice, Akna turned around slowly. Lady Georgina stood before her, prim and proper as always in a beautifully crafted court dress. She let her icy-blue eyes trail disdainfully down Akna’s form. Despite herself, Akna felt self-conscious. While Georgina was decked out in all the finery of her station, Akna had opted for a simple sealskin dress that gently curved around her body.

“I see you’ve reverted to your people’s poor excuse for clothing,” sniffed Georgina, her eyes flicking about. “Is that scoundrel John about?”

“No,” Akna huffed. “He is not.”

“Well,” Georgina said, her eyes quickly glancing around the stables, “that is just perfect, then.”

“Lady Leake,” Akna began, her anger quietly beginning to simmer, “is there a reason you have come to the stables?”

“Why yes,” Georgina said, her grin predatory. “I’m here to see you, in fact.”

“Is that so?” Akna asked, raising a brow.

“Well, actually,” Georgina said with a wicked giggle, “we are here to see you. Isn’t that right, my lads?”

A pair of handsomely dressed men came around the corner of the stables, their smiles smarmy. Georgina turned her eyes to the stable hands.

“Begone, peasants,” she said with a flick of her fingers. “This is no place for the likes of you.”

The two young men who had been tending the horses hesitated before exchanging cautious glances.

“Miss Akna?” one stable hand began to ask.

“I said, begone!” Georgina demanded in an angry hiss, stamping a foot. “How dare you disobey a noblewoman such as myself. I’ll have you whipped.”

The two peasants muttered curses under their breath and reluctantly ambled away, throwing worried glances over their shoulders as they did.

“Well, now that we have some privacy,” Georgina said with false courtesy, “I can finally introduce you to my two friends. This is Mr. Townsend and Sir Aiken. They have been just dying to get to know you better.”

“Have they?” Akna replied sceptically. “I’ve not seen them before at court.”

“How could you?” Georgina tittered. “John has been monopolising your time, hasn’t he? Well, these gentlemen think that’s mightily unfair. Don’t you?”

The two men stepped closer with matching leers, and Akna felt dread slide up the base of her spine like a cold eel.

“Perhaps we ought to take tea on the terrace, then,” Akna suggested, bravely hiding the panic bubbling in her throat. “Then we can have a proper conversation.”

“Oh, Akna,” Georgina said with a cold smile. “These friends of mine aren’t interested in proper conversation. Just like John isn’t.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Akna protested angrily. “Sir Frederick has been nothing but a gentleman.”

“Liar,” Georgina said mildly. “John’s nothing but a rake. And he’s been hoarding the foreign delicacy all to himself, hasn’t he, boys?”

“Yes, Lady Leake,” one man said, his teeth flashing with a crude grin.

“Well, then,” Georgina said, lifting her skirts with a smug smirk and turning away. “I hope you enjoy yourselves.”

The two men advanced slowly as Georgina walked away. But Akna had no time to shoot a glare at Georgina’s retreating back; instead, she found herself being slowly corralled by the two thugs. She backed away, curving back toward the garden path but never letting them out of her sight.

“Come now, my dear,” one man coaxed. “This needn’t be unpleasant. We’re only curious after all.”

“Curious men ask questions,” Akna retorted, still trying to edge her way back to the castle.

“Our questions cannot be answered with words,” the other man cooed. “Only with touch.”

“I do not like to be touched.”

The men chuckled, and Akna knew that she had to flee. These men had no intention of giving her a choice. Their long legs brought them even nearer, and her heart began to thud in her chest. They licked their lips like hungry dogs, their hands reaching for her with curved fingers. She tensed, preparing to bolt.

And then suddenly there was a rush of wind as a body flew past her. Her field of vision was suddenly filled with the sight of a broad back, muscular shoulders shielding her from view.

“Scoundrels!” the man cried. “How dare you accost a lady!”

“A savage colonial wench, you mean to say!” spat one of her would-be attackers even as he retreated ten paces. “What is it to you?”

The man straightened to his full height, and Akna felt something hot and admiring surge through her chest.

“I am Sir John Frederick,” her saviour announced confidently. “Representative of the king and host to this delegation of Inuit people. Not to mention a baronet and a captain of the Royal Navy.” He paused. “And who are you?”

Peering around John’s arm, Akna saw the other men pale. They shuffled further away, casting looks around.

“No one, no one,” one man said contritely. “Please excuse us, my lord.”

And under John’s imperious glare, the two men skulked back toward the castle. As soon as they were out of sight, John spun about and pulled Akna into his warm chest, his chin over her shoulder.

“Are you all right, my dear?” he asked, genuine concern filling his deep voice. “Did they hurt you? Touch you?”

“No,” she answered, her voice muffled by his shoulder. “You arrived just in time.”

“Thank the heavens!” John exclaimed, pulling back to search her face. “The stable boys found me searching the corridors for you. They warned me something of ill nature might be afoot.”

His grip tightened on her shoulders, and his gaze grew severe.

“Why didn’t you wait for me in your chambers as we had agreed?”

“I was bored,” Akna said, pulling away and feigning indifference. “You are not my keeper.”

“On the contrary,” John said, pulling her close once more. “You forget that I was appointed to be your host and guide during your stay here. If anything untoward had happened to you…”

His voice trailed off, and he shuddered ever so slightly as he held her. Akna let herself lean into his warmth. She felt his heart thudding in his chest along with his panting breaths. The man was clearly worried for her safety and dignity. She leaned back, her eyes finding his.

“I am all right, John,” she said, her tone reassuring. “Thank you.”

For a moment he seemed gratified—and then anger sparked anew in his eyes.

“Those men,” he growled, straightening. “When I find them—”

Akna placed a hand on his arm.

“No, John,” she said softly. “I’ve no desire to dwell on what happened. Shall we do something else? What had you planned for this morning?”

John inhaled deeply and forced thoughts of revenge from his mind. Instead, he turned warm eyes to his waiting charge. Indeed, there were far better things to attend to at the moment; vengeance could wait.

“A morning ride,” he told Akna with a devilish grin.

“A what?”

“My horse!” John called out suddenly to the stable hands, who were trotting back. “Ready my horse, boys!”

“Oh, so that is your horse?” Akna asked, glancing at the magnificent creature she had been so entranced by only moments before.

“One of many—but he is my finest stallion,” John said with a nod. “I promise you a morning of fine adventure.”

Curious, Akna watched as the stable hands carefully fitted the steed with a bridle and saddle. The majestic creature tossed its head expectantly as it was led back to them.

“Easy now.” John spoke in low tones to his animal as the boy handed him the reins. He turned to Akna. “Side-saddle, my lady?”

“Pardon me?”

“Would you like to ride side-saddle as the ladies do? It is easier.”

“How do men ride?”

“Like this,” John said as he expertly boosted himself into the saddle.

Akna had to shield her eyes as she looked up to see John towering over her. He sat regally in his saddle, his deft fingers loosely holding the reins. The sun shone gold in his hair, and his eyes twinkled mischievously in the light. Akna snorted.

“We Inuit women can do whatever you English men can do,” she said, tossing her chin defiantly.

“As you wish,” John said with a sly smile. “Help her up,” he instructed the young lad attending them.

With John’s hand gripping her forearm and the stable boy giving her a lift, Akna awkwardly swung herself into the saddle in front of John—and she immediately understood his mischief. So seated, she had to grip the pommel of the saddle to stay on, and the curved saddle made her slide back into his chest, where she found her bottom flush against his groin. He snaked an arm around her waist to anchor her firmly against his chest, and she felt every muscle of his thighs contracting against hers. There was a low chuckle at her ear.

“Please remember that this position was your choice, my lady,” John whispered as she gave a shiver.

Then, with a swift kick, they were off. Akna stifled a gasp as their great mount surged forward with a whinny, galloping across the fields. The sudden upward jolt startled Akna, but not as much as the feel of John’s hand slipping below her thighs to lift her. But before she could protest, John’s lips were at her ear.

“Clench your thighs around the horse,” he instructed, holding her fast. “And lift yourself so that it does not jar you every time he rises. I will help you.”

Akna did as she was told and found that the ride was smoother. Slowly, she began to become aware of the gorgeous scenery flying by. She also began to appreciate what John loved about riding—the feeling of the wind in her face, the light smell of polished leather and the pounding hooves of the horse beneath them. It filled her with a sense of joy to be atop such a powerful beast.

As they crested a hilly rise, John slowed his steed and gently lowered Akna back into the saddle. With each step, he felt her pert bottom rubbing between his thighs—and it was sweet agony. Glancing down, he imagined her poised in such a position but free of her dress, her bare bottom grinding against his hips. He would grip those hips and push her down until he could thrust himself deep within her waiting wetness. He would make her scream in ecstasy. He grunted. Soon he would not be able to hide his growing hardness.

“What is that?” Akna asked, interrupting his steamy reverie.

John glanced to where she was pointing.

“That is the king’s maze,” John answered. “They are bushes that have been grown and trimmed to form a labyrinth. They say that the most lovely rose garden hides at its centre.”

“How fascinating,” Akna mused.

A plan began to form in John’s mind. He turned the horse toward the garden, easing them into a leisurely trot.

“Would you like to try it?” John asked. “I have never been to the centre myself.”

“Yes!” Akna agreed enthusiastically. “Such a thing I have never seen before!”

When they reached the entrance to the leafy maze, John slipped from the saddle and tied the reins of his horse to a tree before helping Akna down. Akna immediately gravitated toward the hedges, her hands wonderingly hovering over their flat planes.

“How strange,” she murmured.

“The gardeners trim the hedges almost every week,” John noted. “Shall we enter?”

Akna absentmindedly took his offered hand as he led her into the maze. And soon they were hopelessly lost within the hedges. Akna giggled as John pulled her around corner after corner. Their play was punctuated by lingering touches and slow, sensual smiles. Akna alternated between skipping ahead and tugging John along. They were completely surrounded by green walls and manicured grass, and the adventure of the maze had made them giddy with childlike excitement. That is, until they disagreed upon which turn to take and began to laugh, pulling at each other’s hands in a playful tug of war. With a smirk, John suddenly let go, and they tumbled backward into the soft grass with Akna on her back and John cradling her from above.

“You said something about unfinished business?” Akna purred with a grin.

In a heartbeat John’s mouth was on hers, stifling her giggles with his lips. As his fingers began to trail up one of her creamy legs, her giggles turned to soft moans of encouragement. He knelt over her as he ravished her mouth, inhaling nothing but the sweet scent of her skin and the earth. Akna tugged impatiently at his jacket collar, and he shed the garment without hesitation, tossing it over his shoulder after pulling it away. But when he returned for another kiss, Akna pushed him away with a grin, her eyes flicking to his buttoned shirt.

“Do it yourself,” he challenged.

Sitting up, Akna pulled at the strange little buttons until she grew so frustrated that she simply ripped the shirt open. And then her cool hands were on his hot chest, searching out the hardened planes as his muscles rippled with his every panted breath. Akna shifted so that she straddled his knees, her arms twining around his neck as they continued to kiss passionately. As for John, his hands were not idle. He slipped his fingers under the hem of her sealskin shift, pushing the lush material up over her hips. She gasped as he grabbed the swell of her bottom, pulling her centre closer to his.

“Naughty girl,” he murmured between kisses. “No underclothes.”

“They seemed unnecessary,” she gasped as he kneaded her flesh.

Her fingers blindly searching, she helped him to shed his jacket and shirt and then proceeded to tug at the buttons of his trousers. He dipped his lips to her neck, relishing the arch of her back as he scraped his teeth across her collarbone. He groaned as she finally tugged his engorged member free.

“You’re an insatiable animal,” he grunted as she slid her fingers over his velvety shaft.

“I’m a savage, after all,” she answered with a firm tug.

He could hear the laughter in her voice, and his breath hitched in his throat. She was far too much in control, and she would send him over the brink before he even had a chance to explore her wondrous body. No, he told himself sternly. He would not let her have all the fun to herself. He tensed, preparing to flip her onto her back and take control once more—but then she suddenly stopped.

“Just what is that smell?” Akna asked, pulling away.

“What?”

 John cursed her inwardly, wondering at the depths of her cruelty. Surely she would not abandon him in that moment of need; surely it was a jest, a trick.

“That smell.”

She stood and took a few small steps toward a gap in the hedges. Her sealskin dress fell back over her hips. John cursed aloud and rose to follow.

“You are too cruel—”

But then he stopped, for he smelled it, too. It was an intoxicating scent, rich and full of floral headiness. They stepped around the corner and were greeted by the most magical sight they had ever seen. Of course, he thought. It was the scent of roses, hundreds upon hundreds of roses. He glanced down at Akna’s awed expression, his ardour returning with renewed force.

They had found the secret rose garden—and it was the perfect place for him to shower his sensual affections about this wild woman.

In a move that made her gasp with delight, John swept Akna off her feet and carried her through the paths of the rose garden, under hanging boughs and around towering bushes. At the centre of the garden was a small gazebo, where he finally let her down, his hands gliding along her curves as he did. Without speaking a word, John drew her dress over her lithe body, pulling it effortlessly over her head and dropping it to the ground. With the barest of caresses, he swept her up once more and carried her across the gazebo to one of the low benches. Trailing his fingertips over her plump lips to stifle any objections, he gently laid her out on the bench, arranging her limbs carefully as if she were an exquisite dish to be tasted. He knelt by the bench and leaned over her.

“Now,” he whispered as he kissed her eyelids, “close your eyes, and let me be the explorer.”

To his surprise, she obeyed.

“Don’t move,” he told her as he traced the lines of her face with his calloused fingertips.

She nodded, shivering.

John began to plant hot, open-mouthed kisses down the column of her neck while he let his fingers trail along the lines of her body. He left no inch of flesh untouched, tasting and touching her unhurriedly. He began to stoke her internal fires with his tongue as he sucked gently on each of her fingertips while flicking her erect nipples gently. Then he laved her breasts with kisses, drawing the taut bead at the centre into his mouth with his questing tongue. When he tugged at it with his teeth, she arched up with a loud cry of delight and surprise.

“You are so beautiful,” John murmured, his fingers trailing paths of fire down her body. He gradually moved down the length of the bench, worshipping her body with his tongue, lips and teeth as he did. When he reached the other end of the bench, he gripped the underside of one of her thighs with his rough fingers and hooked her knee over one of his shoulders. He began by kissing her ankle, his lips moving over her shapely calf to the back of her knee. He pressed hot kisses up the length of her upper thigh. Akna began to tremble. With one hand, John gripped her hip, and with the other, he began to massage the apex of her thighs. He first pressed one digit to her moist warmth, slowly pushing in as she arched up once again with a heady moan. His breathing grew heavy as her scent filled his senses, and when he pulled his finger away it was slick with her desire. With a twist of his hand, he pushed two digits into her heat, withdrawing and thrusting in a rhythm that made her buck wildly under his ministrations. Spurred on, he pressed his thumb over the pearl of her sex and began to rub in sensual circles as he continued to thrust his fingers in and out of her.

“John,” Akna cried out desperately, covering her face with her hands. “I can’t take it any longer!”

“I am not finished yet,” John nearly growled.

And then Akna’s world imploded as he lowered his lips to her sex. She was overcome by waves of heat and fire that washed through her with such force that she had no idea she was thrashing. She twisted in passion as he gripped her hips tightly. Just when she thought that she could not possibly have ever experienced such pleasure, John’s tongue entered her, and lights exploded behind her eyes. Her fingers found his thick hair as she panted in delight. And then with a glorious sweep of his tongue, John brought her to a soul-shattering climax. Her impassioned cries filled the garden as her orgasm slowly receded, leaving her in a boneless, shuddering heap of limbs. John drew slowly away and stood.

“Oh my,” Akna panted breathlessly, looking up at him with dazed eyes.

“Did I teach you something good?” John asked with a smirk.

Akna looked him up and down. He had a wicked, satisfied grin on his handsome face, and he stood tall and unashamed, his manhood standing at attention. She raised a brow. He was impressive, indeed.

“Perhaps, you taught me something, Sir Frederick,” Akna said with a cheeky smile as she sat up. “But I do believe that there is a thing or two I can teach you.”

She rose to her knees on the bench and pulled him toward her so that he stood over her. When she stood up, she was a head taller than he was. Tangling her fingers in his hair, she pulled his head back and treated him to a searing kiss, her tongue commanding his. Then she pushed him down by the shoulders so that he was sitting on the bench in front of her. Flipping her hair over one shoulder, she stepped down and straddled his hips, gently positioning the head of his shaft at her opening. She lowered her mouth to his ear and nipped at his lobe.

“Now, don’t move,” she instructed him sensually.

Bracing her hands on his shoulders, she impaled herself on his rod in one smooth stroke. This time they both cried out in delight as he filled her completely. With a knowing smirk, Akna stood up quickly, releasing him completely. She slowly lowered herself onto him again, but teasingly began to bob over his head only. John groaned.

“You test my patience, woman,” he growled.

“It is my turn,” Akna replied breathlessly as she moved over him with a cruel grin.

John groaned again and grabbed her breasts, taking a tip between his teeth. Akna rewarded him with a series of quick, deep thrusts before drawing in and out slowly. John was about to voice his complaints about her speed, when suddenly he felt her tighten around him—and his comment cut off into a low moan. She gripped him inside her as she slid up and down his length, and the hot friction was unlike anything he had ever felt before. Oh yes, he thought, she was teaching him just as much as he was teaching her.

And then she pulled away again completely, releasing his bobbing member into the cold air. But before he could protest, she spun around and bent over the bench, planting her hands on the stone, and all he could see was the plump peach shape of her bottom and the sweet curve of her waist. When she tilted her hips upward and arched her back just so, John lost all control. He grabbed her hips and thrust into her with wild abandon. Akna threw her head back and cried out as he pounded all his pent-up desire into her body, the sound of their lovemaking loud in the isolated garden. Akna lifted her body and drew his hands to her breasts, cupping her hands over his. He moulded his fingers over her soft mounds, clutching at them fiercely as he filled her over and over again. She leaned back and arched over, turning slightly to meet his lips with hers. One of his hands slid down to her pearl, his thumb working a furious rhythm as he drove into her. Joined at every juncture, they grew more and more frenzied. Then with hoarse groans, they tipped each other over the edge, and John exploded deep within Akna, filling her with liquid heat. His chest heaving, John pulled her into his chest, wrapped his arms around her and dropped his forehead to her shoulder. His member still pulsing within her, his whole body trembled over hers in the aftershocks of their lovemaking. Akna clung to his forearms and leaned back into him, sated and spent.

They stayed wrapped in each other’s arms until they grew cold from their cooling sweat. He slowly withdrew from her with a sigh, and they turned to face each other, eyes wide and wondering. Without a word, they embraced again, their lips locking in a slow, languorous kiss. It took them a long time to dress, and even longer to work up the strength to exit the rose garden. But as they rode back toward the castle, their hearts were light.


Chapter Five

On the night before the Inuit delegation was to depart, King George unveiled an exhibit that had been put together in their honour. A grand hall had been filled with artefacts from the New World, and they were displayed on pedestals around the room. Noblemen and women wandered about, pointing at and cooing over various things. The Inuit delegates politely toured the display, nodding when each item was presented to them.

But when Akna arrived with her head held high and her hand threaded through the crook of Sir John Frederick’s arm, all eyes were on them. She was dressed in the blue-and-silver silk dress that John had had made for her, and she radiated the confidence and regal air of a Northern princess. As they walked across the room arm in arm to join the delegation, they left a chorus of whispers in their wake, some admiring and others jealous. The pair ignored them all. They paused to curtsy and bow before the king, who greeted them warmly.

“Welcome,” King George boomed proudly. “Please enjoy this last gift.”

Akna inclined her head politely and turned to survey the exhibit. Her smile was stiff, but she relaxed as John gave her hand a squeeze and led her away. The pieces that had been put on display were not particularly interesting to her, as each were simple tools or items for everyday use: a tobacco pipe, a sealskin coat, a hunting spear. But when she saw how the aristocrats looked at each item with giggles and puzzlement, she understood. This was a museum, and she was part of the display.

Over the past week, John and Akna had felt a chasm grow between them. Neither felt inclined to address Akna’s impending departure, each unsure of how to broach the topic. For her part, Akna wondered if there was any way to prolong her time with John, to see if there was any possibility of lasting love between them. They had spent much time together, and yet she still wasn’t sure if he truly reciprocated her feelings. It was obvious that he was attracted to her; it was even obvious that he cared for her deeply—but did he care enough?

Meanwhile, John did not want to scare the young woman away. More than just lust and affection was budding in his heart, but he’d told her too much of his past life, and he feared that she would never believe him when he made his feelings clear to her. He wanted her to stay—or he wanted to go back with her to see the New World through her eyes. But she, too, had guarded her true intentions well; perhaps he was just a passing fling to her.

A commotion at one end of the hall drew Akna’s attention. A group of nobles were crowded around a corner of the room, their awestruck gasps loud in the echoing hall. Raising her brows at John, they made their way over, both curious at what could have garnered so much attention. As they drew near, the sounds of growling and snapping jaws became clear. Alarmed, Akna pushed forward quickly, skipping ahead of John. When she reached the front of the crowd, she stopped dead still, her jaw dropping and her eyes filling with angry tears.

Three arctic wolves paced the length of a small cage, their teeth bared in anger and fear.

But these were not the majestic wolves she had grown accustomed to seeing against the horizon. No, these wolves were half-starved, their white fur mottled and patchy, and spittle was frothing at their dark gums. They snarled and snapped at their audience, their regal beauty reduced to a shadow of what it had once been.

They were nothing more than caged beasts, a cheap thrill for bored aristocrats.

Akna’s stomach felt like lead. Just like these poor animals, she was on display—a novelty to be admired. They might not have caged her with steel, but they had caged her nonetheless with their condescension. Would these people ever stop, she wondered to herself in a daze. Would they ever be able to see others as equals and not as beasts to be tamed and civilised?

It was an icy, self-satisfied voice that finally broke her out of her angry haze.

“Appropriate, don’t you think?” Lady Georgina Leake said snidely, coming alongside her. “All savages should be caged in such a way.”

The fog clouding Akna’s mind evaporated, her rage sharpening into a fine point. She turned hard, furious eyes on the British noblewoman, who unconsciously stepped back from the force of Akna’s gaze.

“And you would know of savages, Lady Leake,” Akna countered, her tone bladed. “I understand you to be quite the beast yourself.”

Georgina flicked open her fan and hid her snarl behind its fine pleats.

“You’re one to talk,” she retorted. “I hear you like to entertain men like a dog in heat.”

Akna’s fury grew as cold and sharp as ice, and she stepped forward menacingly with balled fists. Suddenly she felt a large hand clamp on to her forearm and another on her slim waist. She turned to see that John had caught up with her, and his protective stance and furious eyes spoke volumes.

“You have gone too far, Lady Leake,” he warned, his voice dark with anger.

“Not far enough, apparently,” she said, looking down her nose at the way John held Akna’s arm. “You just couldn’t keep yourself from the filth, could you, John?”

“How dare you speak to either of us. I promise that you won’t go unpunished for your despicable—”

Akna spun away, her feet carrying her across the hall even as she heard John’s promise of retribution in the distance. Her eyes stung with unshed tears, her mind awhirl. Her throat had closed up in anger, so she grabbed the first goblet she could find and downed its contents in one gulp. Then she reached for another. As she swallowed mouthful after mouthful of the sweet substance, she felt her belly grow warm and her vision grow fuzzy. How odd, she thought as she shakily set her third goblet down. A strange fire crept from the pit of her stomach to her chest, and she shook her head, trying to clear her eyes and focus her vision. Her limbs felt loose…too loose, and she suddenly felt the desperate urge to sit down—or perhaps to erupt into riotous laughter. In the end, she did both—but not completely on purpose. Her legs seemed to give out, and she briefly remembered laughing before her vision darkened.

From the other side of the room, John began to curse profusely. He watched as Akna swayed dangerously, her eyes rolling back. He sprinted across the hall just in time to catch her falling body across his outstretched arms. He pulled her up, lifting her whole body to rest against his chest. One sniff confirmed his suspicions. Akna had just unknowingly downed three goblets of sweet wine—and they had already taken a toll on the unsuspecting princess. Her head lolled against his shoulder, and she giggled incoherently.

Cursing wine and goblets and museums and women, John swept Akna into his arms and marched smartly out of the hall before anyone else noticed her intoxication. He swept through the corridors, imperiously staring down anyone who even glanced their way. Finally he arrived at his chambers. He pushed his way past the doors and then kicked them shut behind him. He was now completely alone with a drunken woman—not that it was his first time in such a situation, but it was the first time it was not filled with mutually lewd thoughts. He let Akna slide down the length of his body until her toes touched the floor. She tittered and spun around, her arms wide.

“John,” she cooed drunkenly. “Come with me!”

“Where?” he grunted crankily as he reached down to unlace his shoes.

“To where we can be free!”

Akna laughed loudly and threw her arms around his neck.

“You are not yourself,” John cautioned her. “Let me have water drawn for a bath, and I will leave you to relax.”

And sober up, he added to himself.

“No,” Akna said with an uncharacteristic pout, tugging on his sleeve. “Don’t leave.”

She pressed into him with a sensual smile. Her bosom pushed up against his chest, eliciting a groan from him despite his better senses.

“Please, Akna,” John repeated. “You are not yourself.”

“No, I am not,” she said, suddenly straightening. “I am too hot.”

“What?”

“Yes,” she declared, beginning to tug uselessly at her dress. “This thing is too tight, and too hot, and— Oh! I just want it off!”

Akna pulled at her stays, clumsily trying to shed the restrictive bodice. Huffing in frustration, she turned pleading, childlike eyes on John. She turned and presented him with her back.

“Help me?”

Her voice was small and much too endearing. With a sigh, John began to jerk methodically at the corset laces, loosening the bodice. Akna exhaled and shimmied out of the bodice and silk skirts, letting them pool on the floor at her feet. Then she shivered and wrapped her arms around her torso. She turned back to John, mild confusion writ on her beautiful face.

“Now I am too cold.”

John spared one longing look at his guest. She was dressed only in her undergarments, a simple cotton shift. Her curves and crevices were clearly visible through the translucent material, and he stifled another frustrated groan. With a long sigh, he forced himself to turn away and head for the low-burning fireplace. With an iron poker and a fresh log, he carefully stoked the flames into a gentle roar. The heat flared and spread through the room.

“Much better.”

John felt Akna approach him from behind, her breasts to his back and her arms encircling his waist. She clasped her hands and placed her lips at his ear.

“But I’m still cold,” she whispered, her moist breath fanning over his ear. “Can’t you warm me some more?”

John turned in her embrace, tucking a stray lock of dark hair behind her ear before cupping her smooth cheeks with both hands. He studied her hooded eyes, her long lashes and her pouting lips carefully. Her gaze, though sultry and willing, was still slightly unfocused. He brushed a thumb gently over her lips.

“You are drunk, my lady,” he pronounced gently. “And you are not yourself. Perhaps you should sleep.”

“But I don’t want to sleep,” Akna protested. “There is so little time, and I need to know…”

She began to trace lazy circles over his jawbone with her fingertips.

“Know what?”

But Akna did not answer. Rising to her toes, she slowly drew the tip of her tongue over his chin and then tugged at his bottom lip with her teeth. His question forgotten, John’s heart began to thud quickly in his chest as Akna pulled him down into a slow kiss. His loins began to ache as she pulled his hands down to her hips and guided them over her most sensual curves.

“Do you want to sleep?” she purred.

“No,” he admitted with a groan. “But—”

“Well, I definitely am not interested in sleep right now,” Akna told him with a seductive twist of her hips. “But I do want you to carry me over to your bed, throw me onto your—”

Suddenly, John lifted her in his arms. He marched over to the bed and tossed her, giggling, onto the mattress. Looking down at her prone form with lustful eyes, he began to loosen his tie, tug at this jacket and shirt and unbutton his trousers. After shedding most of his clothing, he crawled over her on all fours, caging her with his muscular limbs.

“Now what?” he asked, his voice a purr.

Akna smiled playfully and tugged at the hem of her shift.

“This thing,” she said, batting her eyes. “It offends me.”

John sank lower and took the hem of her undergarment between his teeth. He began to tug the thin material upward, the stubble on his chin grazing her sensitive flesh and eliciting round after round of girlish giggles. When he had pushed the slip over her hips, John settled down at her side, wrapping one strong arm around her shoulders and pulling her body to his. His lips captured hers, and he engaged her in a passionate kiss as his other hand slid past her shift and up her bare skin. With a sudden jerk, he tore the shift from her body and began to nip and nibble at her heated flesh. Akna moaned and arched into him. He anchored her more tightly to himself and let his long fingers rove lower. He spread her thighs gently and then pushed two fingers into her ready sex, slowly rubbing and massaging her into a shuddering peak. Akna mewled and twisted against his muscular frame as he coaxed her body into release, his sharp eyes taking in her every reaction. When she finally slumped over his shoulders, he gathered her close to his side and pulled his coverlet over them both. Gazing down at her slightly trembling form, he could clearly see that she was still heady with wine, though her body was alert with sensual tension. His groin ached for release, but he would not take her selfishly while she lay intoxicated in his bed.

“What about—” she whispered, already drowsy.

“Shh,” he hushed her, pressing his lips to her brow. “You need to sleep the liquor off.”

“John?” she began to ask, her voice sweetly childlike.

“Sleep now, my dear.”

“How dear?”

“What?”

“How dear am I to you?”

“As dear as any could be?”

“Dear enough to leave England for?”

“What is this talk?” John murmured, nuzzling her gently. “Sleep now, my sweet.”

“Would you sail West?” Akna asked drowsily, curling up against him like a sleepy kitten. “Sail with me?”

He watched as her lashes fluttered closed. He watched as her jaw relaxed and her head nestled into his neck. He watched as her breathing lengthened and deepened into sleep. Her words were garbled but he thought he caught the gist—and he dared wonder if her feelings were true or if it had been the alcohol talking. Could she want him for longer? Could she possibly be asking him to go back with her to the New World? He pressed a kiss to her smooth brow. He was not yet ready for this adventure to end. When she woke, he would ask her if he could accompany their delegation back the Labrador. His resolve grew firm; he would lay his cards on the table and risk it. Finally, he, too, allowed his eyes to close, gathering her into him for a short rest.

The room was dark and the firelight was low when Akna blearily opened her eyes. She shifted slightly, and warm blankets twisted around her bare legs. She was safely cocooned on a soft mattress…with a man’s bare, muscular arms twined around her naked body. She sat up with a start and stared down at her bed partner. She wondered if he had ever considered visiting her homeland—but as a guest and not a warrior. Her eyes traced the stubbly line of his jaw. No, she thought, perhaps she needed another course of action. She wanted to invite him to go back with her…but not yet. First, she wanted to see more of his land—with him. She wanted to test his affection for her, to see if it would last while he showed her around his homeland. And also, she wanted to see Britain through his eyes. There was so much she might have misunderstood and so much she had yet to see if she wanted to know who he really was. And would he be happy to know that she was staying longer? Or angry that she was not departing as planned so he could move on to his next conquest? A plan formed in her mind as she watched him sleep.

As if sensing that he was being watched, John rolled onto his back and sleepily opened one eye.

“Up so soon, my lady?” he rumbled, pushing himself up onto his elbows.

Akna placed a hand to her forehead, frowning. Flashes of the previous evening flew through her mind, and she struggled to process how exactly she had ended up naked and in bed with John. Though the memories were hazy, she could remember two things quite distinctly: the taste of sour grapes, and the absolute pleasure wrought on her body at John’s hands. A flush rose up her chest.

“Remembering?” John teased, walking his fingers up her outer thigh.

“What was that foul drink?” Akna asked, looking down.

“That,” John told her as he pulled her down for a kiss, “was the legendary wine your Southern neighbours fight so hard to get. It muddles the mind and makes you…less controlled than usual.”

“And gives you a headache, apparently.”

“I can help you forget that, now that you’re back to your full senses.”

John rolled atop her, his arms encircling her shoulders and his hips pinning hers. He nuzzled her neck as he splayed his fingers over her thighs, gently pushing them apart. She moaned as he pressed his hardened length against her core.

“What do you mean?” she asked, writhing as he squeezed her breasts and ground against her.

“I mean that your headache will soon be a distant memory.”

“No,” she said between heady kisses. “Why did you wait?”

John rose to his knees and raked her body with his eyes. He placed his large palms on her shoulders, gently pinning her to the bed as he caught her eyes with his own. Then, with one sharp stroke, he thrust inside her, sheathing himself to the hilt. He watched as she writhed beneath him, her eyes wide with pleasure. He leaned forward, his eyes dark with passion.

“Because when I am inside you,” he told her in a low purr, “I want you to remember every moment clearly.”

He withdrew slowly, only to drive into her again swiftly.

“I want you to feel every stroke,” he said.

He lifted her legs, hooking her knees over his shoulders. He pushed even deeper, and she moaned appreciatively.

“Yes,” John said. “I want all of you here and now.”

And then he began to plunge into her in earnest, his hands holding her legs to his chest and his eyes on her passion-filled face. The room was filled with her echoing cries of delight, and she thrashed as they drew nearer and nearer to climax. When he spilled into her with a throaty cry, he released her legs and collapsed above her, his face pressed to her hair.

They rested like that for a while, until the sheets grew cool once again.

“You are magnificent,” Akna breathed, her fingers stroking his hair.

“And not nearly done yet.”

To her surprise and delight, Akna felt him grow hard within her once more. She twisted and bucked beneath him until his girth was full and rock-hard. With a grin, she pushed him onto his back and sat astride his hips, her hands on the rippling relief of his abdomen. John gazed up admiringly at his lover, her inky black hair flowing over her shoulders. He reached up to tweak one of her dark nipples and then cup her breast.

Thoughts of conversation disappeared from both their minds. Talk could wait…until after. Let their bodies do the communicating, each thought earnestly.

“I hope you’re ready for a long night,” Akna said with a seductive smirk.

 And then she began to ride him, first slowly and then with wild abandon. Sounds of their love-making echoed around the room, and they filled each other with ecstasy until they were both so spent and sated that they fell asleep in each other’s arms.


Chapter Six

John rushed from his chambers. Somehow he had not woken with the sun as he normally did. Even worse, he had awoken alone, with Akna nowhere to be found. Cursing himself as he practically ran through the castle, he remembered the day—this was the day that the emissaries from the Northern colonies were to be sent off, back to their homeland.

Why hadn’t Akna mentioned it to him last night? Did he mean so little to her that she thought simply to leave without a word of farewell? Perhaps he had just been a simple carnal diversion after all. He frowned. He had had every intention of asking her if he could go back with her, but now he began to doubt if she would welcome him along—not if she found it fit to leave his bedchambers without so much as a word!

He skidded to a halt and composed himself before he entered the great hall, schooling his features into his customary mask of casual indifference. The herald announced his arrival and all eyes turned to him.

But he only had eyes for Akna.

She stood before the king, the Inuit elders a few steps behind. She wore all the finery of her station, with feathers in her glossy black hair and a luxurious sealskin cape around her shoulders. When she turned, her hazel eyes were grave. John could not help the furrow in his brow as the king beckoned him closer with a wave of his hand.

“Yes, Your Majesty?” John said with a bow.

“The Inuit delegation returns by sea this very afternoon,” the king announced. “And you are to see them off.”

John nodded, his throat tight but his face carefully blank. He turned stiffly to Akna, who was regarding him with her sharp gaze.

“Thank you for your visit, my lady,” he said woodenly, his heart freezing as he spoke. “I trust I have been a satisfactory guide.”

“More than satisfactory, evidently,” the king cut in dryly.

John looked from Akna to the king, his expression puzzled.

“My King?”

“Indeed,” he continued, raising a brow. “The lady Akna was so impressed by her time here, that she has requested to stay in England for a while longer—in order to learn more about our way of life.” The king paused, and then said, “And, of course, she has requested you as her guide, seeing as how you are already…familiar.”

“You want to stay?” John asked Akna incredulously.

Akna tilted her head to one side, her smirk barely concealed. The joy that leapt into his face was proof enough for her. He had not tired of her; in fact, he seemed more than happy for her to stay—and for him to be her closest confidant. Her face lit up in a giddy grin.

“Perhaps you would not be the best guide after all,” she said with her usual sharp tongue. “You seem to have problems understanding the most basic of ideas.”

“You wound me,” John said, feigning a sigh. “I am simply expressing my surprise at your willingness to stay among such civilised people.”

He took her hand, his fingers squeezing hers in relief.

“I am overjoyed to be your guide, my lady,” he said in a hushed whisper. “And I would welcome any opportunity to follow you in England or abroad.”

The king chuckled and waved them off.

“It would seem that all is in order,” he announced. “Please escort the Inuit elders to the docks, where they will board a ship back to the New World. Then you have my leave to tour the country with Sir John Frederick as your guide, Lady Akna. Now please, take your bickering elsewhere.”

Akna curtseied and John bowed as they led the delegation away from the royal dais.

“I thought you couldn’t wait to leave England,” John said under his breath as they were formally marched out of the hall with great fanfare.

“This is a good opportunity for me to show your people what we savages are really like,” she said with a wry smile. She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “I trust you’ll be a satisfactory guide once again?”

“Oh, I can promise you hours upon hours of satisfaction.”

They walked briskly through the corridors, arriving at the carriage that awaited them in the courtyard. John took Akna’s hand as he helped her to step up into the carriage.

“Is there a particular place you’d like to start your extended tour of Britain?” John asked as he climbed in after her.

“Well,” Akna said with a gleam in her eye, “there is a rose garden that I’m just dying to visit.”

“That would be my pleasure,” John answered, lifting her hand to his lips.

As the carriage rolled forward, their laughter echoed throughout the courtyard.
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