
  
    [image: To Win A Throne]
  


  
    
      TO WIN A THRONE

      Epic Fantasy Box Set

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        MELISSA WRIGHT

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Melissa Wright

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Between Ink and Shadows

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Thank you for reading

          

        

      

      
        
          Seven Ways to Kill a King

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Thank you for Reading

          

        

      

      
        
          Frey

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            The Story Continues…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by Melissa Wright

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BETWEEN INK AND SHADOWS

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Nimona Weston was about to do something dangerously foolish. It would not have been the first foolish thing she’d done but possibly the most dangerous. A debt to the Trust had her tied to society’s dark underbelly, forced into a game of bargains. The magic held by those of the Trust could be bought by sacrifice, and Nim was an unwilling thief,  bound to do the bidding of the very organization that had seen her shunned.

      She had been born into it, but it was not where she would die. She would regain her freedom, even if she had to resort to underhanded tactics to get it. The Trust would not own her any longer.

      She locked the bedroom door behind her then walked barefoot across a rug-scattered floor to her wardrobe. Lace and beads stared back at her, but beyond them, well hidden from common view, waited slim black pants, a trim, long-tailed jacket, and tall boots. In short order, the day’s gown was draped over her chaise, and Nim was dressed in clothes that would never be accepted among respectable company. She closed the wardrobe door then took a long draw from the decanter on her desk. As the liquid burned through her lingering dread, Nim slid the hidden panel beside her bookshelf aside to stare into the darkness of a narrow corridor that would give her passage to the streets of Inara.

      It was the turn of the moon. Time to pay the tithes.

      

      The back streets of Inara were shadowed and damp, but the air was warm enough to remind Nim that the seasons were changing again. Springtide was well and truly gone, and she’d been forced to break, time and again, the promise she’d made herself. Promises broken were what she’d come to expect, along with more than her share of unfortunate luck, but it would be different this time. She had no other choice.

      Her boot splashed into a puddle, and Nim glanced over her shoulder to be certain she was still alone. A few figures shifted among the shadows, men about the evening’s work who paid no mind to the dark-cloaked figure heading to a part of the city best left unnoticed. Kings had their crowns, but the Trust held the power. It didn’t matter how one was entangled with the Trust, whether it was the threat of debt, shame, or fear of retribution—to be among court society meant that one could never associate with those who dealt in magical favors.

      Her father had taught her that. He’d been highest among them, close to the king. And somehow, he’d gotten tangled in a dark bargain that had cost him his station and his freedom.

      He’d been considered fortunate, though, because others had faced far worse. Nim could recall half a dozen members of court who’d been hanged for the mere rumor of magical favors. The Trust might have held the power, but the king still held the city. Magic was forbidden by law, and far behind Nim, between her evening’s destination and Inara Castle, a platform waited on the square for hanging day.

      A clatter echoed from a nearby alleyway, and Nim sped her steps. Her gloves felt too tight, her cloak too restrictive. She hated tithe day more than anything, and her list of hates was amply long.

      A pair of torches lit the tall arch, its iron gates raised, that led to the undercity. The sentries posted at the entrance were the same as they had been the last ten moons, but Nim did not give sign of recognition when the torchlight flickered over their features. She never looked a member of the Trust in the eyes if she could help it. Contract or no, she would give nothing to the Trust that resembled courtesy. Not after what they had taken from her.

      The torches smelled of magic but burned as hot and unsteadily as any that lined the walls of the city’s taverns and inns. A bit uninspired when one had access to untold power and yet not unwelcome—the strangest magics made Nim uneasy. It was unsettling to see forces work against nature, to feel their pulses beat with her own. She much preferred those that felt more real, those that could be pretended away.

      “Daughter of Bancroft Weston.” The voice came from the end of the corridor, from a figure made faceless by the shadows of stone.

      “Lady Weston,” Nimona said. “I am not owned by my father.”

      The figure did not move into the sparse light, but Nim could feel his smile. She might not have been owned by her father, but she was owned by his debt. Her life was signed to the Trust.

      Nim shoved the hood of her cloak back and gave the darkness a stern look. Losing her standing in society had done nothing to steal the temperament she’d earned with it.

      The man let out a breath that might have been a laugh.

      She opened her mouth to tell him exactly what she thought of his loyalties, but the door beyond him opened, bathing the corridor in light. She stepped back, even though the woman rushing through paid no mind to either Nim or the sentry. The woman bore a fresh scar from her brow to her chin, the mark jagged, pink, and stark. Nim swallowed any words she might have said. The Trust did not take what had not been bought by them. If the woman was marked, it was because her debt had not been paid, because the beauty she’d bartered for was theirs to reclaim.

      The sentry gave Nim a smirk, and she felt the color drain from her face. Nim was beautiful, too, and a part of her had long suspected that her own beauty had been bought. Those who dealt with the Trust were unable to contain a desire for the things they could not reach on their own. Their debts were often a myriad of small favors, none of which would serve them well at all. Her father had been a bettor, like so many others who sold their freedom for magic, on risks that might someday land him reward. Nim would never be able to answer her doubts until she paid his debt and held his contract in her hands. If he was the reason she was beautiful, he was also the reason his debts had transferred that contract to her.

      It was something she’d pondered since she was a girl and her features had started to gain notice. He could have wagered so many things—there was no way not to wonder whether he’d bet on her looks in order to get her a match with someone at court. And to wonder if that bargain had been paid by someone else, if it had been what had cost him Nim’s mother—why she’d caught the illness that had eventually killed her—or why Nim had never had any sisters. If those things were true, she might never know what it had cost her father, but it had all been for naught. He was imprisoned in the undercity, and she’d been forced to take on his debt. Whatever he’d owed, it was hers to repay, even if her face would be cut, even if she was to be marked as owned.

      The sentry gestured Nim into the room. She drew a steadying breath, wishing she’d taken a second pull from her decanter.

      “Ah, ah.” The sentry stopped her with a hand on her sternum, and she froze, shooting him a glare she knew she might come to regret. “Weapons,” he said.

      Nim frowned but was grateful he’d reminded her before she was caught inside with one on her person. She’d been punished before, and it was not an experience she was eager to revisit. She dropped her dagger and small mace onto the stone and waited for him to remove his hand. He did not look at her once his task was complete, and she strode into the chamber beyond.

      

      Nim walked into the space with careful, steady steps, head high, eyes forward, and hands clasped loosely behind her back, the way she’d been taught. Lessons from the Trust were not easy things—nothing was spelled out but could only be guessed by missteps, and one learned quickly. Mistakes cost those who were owned more than just the debt. Foolish errors were paid for with pain.

      “Miss Weston.” The words echoed through the open chamber, the room’s warm glow entirely at odds with everything it represented.

      “Calum,” Nim replied. It was all she offered. It was best not to speak, even when one thought they had something that needed saying. It was never worth it.

      Nim kept her gaze on Calum’s chair, though he was not in it just yet. It made the task considerably easier, but her eyes wanted to roam the contracts splayed over his desk. They stank of magic, sulfur, blood, and—somehow—regret. She was aware that somewhere among the untold number of contracts hidden throughout the Trust, her own contract waited. She could not break it, could not remove the seal to even see what was written inside, and no part of her wanted to try even to touch it so that Calum might discover she’d tried and deem her in default of the terms.

      “What brings you to my post this evening, Nimona of Inara?” His voice held a purr—evidently, he was in a particular sort of mood. It was not the sort of mood Nimona cared for, though none of them really were.

      “Tithe day,” she said.

      Calum’s footsteps were silent, but she could feel him moving closer, feel the heat of his magic ebb and flow against icy waves of fear. An instinct in her said run, and Nimona had come to understand exactly how correct it had been. But she was tied to the Trust, and with the contract—so like those spread on the desk before her—she was tied to him, her warden, as well. No matter how preferable leaving might have been, Nim could do nothing but stay.

      No one knew where the magic came from. It was older than the foundations of Inara and just as unshakable. The only thing certain was that magic was in the blood. Only those who held it—those of the Trust—passed it to their children. Calum was from the most powerful lineage of all. And Nim was only human.

      “Hmm,” he rumbled. “You’ve not much to say tonight.” He slid into her view, his dark eyes smiling and his mouth tipped up at the corner. Nim never had much to say if she could help it, especially not when he was so close. Her fingers twitched, but she had to hold them fast and force her gaze away from his.

      Calum bit his lip, the point of his incisor somehow predatory even in that brief glimpse. “Do tell me what you’ve brought, Nimona.” His tone felt teasing, as if it said she was his favorite, as if he looked forward to the nights she was forced to come more than anything else. But his long fingers rested on the carved grip of a cane, and those whispered he wanted to strike her with it and make her blood run over the stones beneath their feet. Perhaps both were true.

      Nim pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth and held her jaw still. Her chest was rising and falling steadily enough, but only after years of practice. She released her hands from their grip behind her back, slowly reaching into her vest to withdraw a fabric pouch. She much preferred setting her tithes on his desk, but Calum was standing between her and any flat surface, his gaze devouring her every move. He was maybe five and thirty and looked nothing like the monster he truly was. Had she been a normal lady and he a gentleman of court, he might have been just what she enjoyed. As it was, Calum’s grace and well-defined jaw only made her loathe him more. She loosened the string ties and waited for Calum to reach for his due. It was a moment before he finally did, and her chest eased as she upended the pouch over his open palm.

      “As you requested.” The pendant had been from a lady whose contract was up, and Nim suspected Calum was only toying with the woman before he sent his men. He had no real need of Nim with a hundred merciless accountants at his beck and call. Nim had seen what they could do. She’d felt the magic tear through its victims, the torment it wrought far worse than pain or death.

      Calum rolled the pendant between his fingers then slid it into the pocket of his coat. He tugged his hem, not that it needed straightening, but more, Nim thought, in an attempt to draw her eyes.

      It didn’t work. “Next month’s tithe.” The words came out as more of a demand than she intended.

      Calum wet his lips. “So eager, my lady. We both know there is no reason to rush.”

      Nim’s teeth pressed together hard. What they both knew was that debt was swallowing her, that the interest on her father’s contract and the tasks set upon her would not allow her ever to get free. That didn’t mean she relished being in Calum’s company. The rush was that she wanted nothing more than to escape it. She silently stared at the wall past him.

      He let out a small laugh then turned to stroll to the opposite side of the desk. His boots were trim and polished, his uniform impeccable, but Calum’s hair was missing a small chunk near the base of his neck. He turned to settle into his chair, and Nim snapped her gaze forward once more. Looking at him had been a mistake that she hoped he hadn’t caught. Don’t think of her, Nim warned herself. Not Calum’s mother and head of the Trust. She was too near the woman’s lair.

      Calum cleared his throat as if he could somehow sense the direction of Nim’s thoughts, and she was once again reminded that soon, the head of the Trust would not be a woman they both feared. The head of the Trust would be Calum.

      She was grateful for the tonic she’d swigged in her room.

      He slid a strip of parchment across the desk. Nim stepped forward, her gaze only passing over the note, though her hands longed to reach out and touch the fine material.

      Then her eyes shot to Calum’s. Her heart struggled for rhythm, but she could not say whether it was owing merely to fear. She’d caught his gaze, and he had been ready for it, and Nim could do nothing about it. She was trapped. Worse were the words on the parchment, the task he’d set. Are you trying to get me hanged? she wanted to scream, and she might have, had her voice not been snared with her heart in her throat.

      Calum’s dark eyes seemed to read her mind, his lips curling into a wicked smile. “Yes,” he told her. “I do think you’ll enjoy this task, won’t you, Nim?”

      The familiar use of her name snapped her out of his magic’s hold on her, and she forced her eyes back to the paper—to the slanted script that read not just the name of a mark but a mark who was the king’s seneschal, Warrick Spenser.

      “It’s impossible,” she whispered. “How”—Nim swallowed. She would have to gain access to the man’s personal rooms, to a suite inside the castle. She could not understand what madness Calum was playing at. The seneschal was second to the king, the very man responsible for the hanging of those who associated with magic, the head of law and order for Inara. “And if I cannot?”

      Calum’s soft chuckle nearly brought her gaze to his again, where it might have been snared, but the coldness that swept through her stayed her will. Nim was aware of the terms of the tithes, even if she’d never read the contract that bound her to them. To miss her dues would be the end of what little freedom she knew and the death of hope. Calum’s tone only confirmed it. “Ask me in a month and see.”
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      Nim was plagued by nightmares worse than the usual tithe-night sort, woke late the next day rumpled and ill mannered, and could not be consoled by rashers or biscuits. In fact, her mood wasn’t resolved even after Allister attempted to intrigue her with valet tittle-tattle. Honestly, that the man had even spoken the words “tittle-tattle” should have been enough.

      “I thank you for your valiant efforts, my good man, but I’m afraid I’ll need a moment to mourn what’s left of my freedom.”

      Allister didn’t ask what she meant. He never did. She wasn’t certain whether he thought she was just being dramatic or if he suspected the truth and wanted no part of it. It didn’t matter. A valet’s honor relied on holding his patron’s secrets, and though Allister might occasionally pass on a neighbor’s particulars, he would never speak of one from his own house. And he never commented on her speaking to him as if she were the man of that house. He was a valet, after all.

      Nim pursed her lips. “I have been given a task far beyond my means, and there is no hope for working it out.”

      He drew a long-suffering breath. “Shall I proceed to get you drunk, my lady?”

      Nim snorted and fell back onto the settee. “Oh, that it would be enough.” Tossing a hand over her eyes, she thought possibly she was being dramatic, but she was more than a little doomed. Nothing had gone as planned. She was in worse shape than when she’d resolved to break free of her contract. She knew she would be lucky to make it out of the task alive. In four weeks, she had to steal a small drum watch from the seneschal’s desk drawer, which was no doubt locked or hidden behind a secret panel in some ridiculous manner, or risk being thrown in a dark cell in the depths of the undercity like her father. Or worse, she might have the price of the task taken from her flesh at the hands of Calum Lucus.

      A chill ran over her, and she dropped her arm from her face. “No. Drinking won’t fix this. I’m loath to say it, but I must at least make a go of it. Something to avoid the regret of not trying as I waste away in the depths of despair.” She was destined to lose what paltry freedom she had left with Calum’s task—she would either be hanged or miss her tithe and break the terms of their agreement. There was little risk in grasping at straws. Maybe she would end up in the dungeons of King Stewart’s castle instead, which was a far improved prospect, should she manage to stay imprisoned instead of being burned or hanged for the crime. She wondered if it was treason to steal from a king’s man. A glance at Allister, and she decided it best not to ask. “Please send a note to Margery that I should like to meet her tomorrow afternoon.”

      He inclined his head. “Of course, my lady. At once.”

      Nim picked up a biscuit and slathered it with preserves. “I’ll miss you, my friend,” she whispered to the food as she shoved it into her mouth.

      Allister cleared his throat, and Nim glanced up, her words thick around a mouthful of bread. “I thought you left.”

      His lips tightened in the effort not to laugh at her, but he managed to restrain himself. One of his dark brows lifted, and his gaze fell to the rumpled wardrobe on the floor.

      “Right,” she said, swallowing roughly as she brushed her palms over her skirt. “Hide the evidence. Good man.”

      Allister inclined his head, and she was fairly certain he did smile then, but he was gone in a moment, so she bent to pick up her nighttime illicit-venturing clothes. She shook them out, hating the realization that she would be wearing them again in a matter of days—as a thief inside the king’s castle. “Cursed Calum,” she muttered then glanced over her shoulder as if the name might inadvertently call him.

      Satisfied it had not, she stashed her wardrobe away then crossed to the desk. She usually wrote in the sitting room, where the light was better, but Nim had to face getting her affairs in order and had no interest in penning the instructions where the head of the household might happen upon her. She could trust Allister, and only Allister, with her instructions. She prayed that by some twist of fate, he would not need them, but the truth hammered against her in waves of dread and hopelessness. The chance of her succeeding was little to none. There was no way to escape. Should she attempt to flee the kingdom before the contract was resolved, the magic would find her. Worse, breaking the terms would put her in Trust hands that much faster.

      The day had started what was likely Nim’s last month with any taste of freedom. In a matter of time, she would be hanged or found forfeit in her contract and at the mercy of Calum’s monstrous whims.

      

      By the next afternoon, her outlook had not improved, but she at least made a plan. The list of tasks to order her affairs had been safely hidden where Allister would find them, should she be caught, and she had made the walk to the massive manor that was Margery’s family home. Margery’s father had long since gone, and her brother was off to fight in the king’s army, so Margery and a distant cousin haunted the halls of the manor as if it was their own.

      As Nim approached the main entrance, she glanced across the courtyard, a habit she supposed seemed casual curiosity to anyone who did not live in fear of the Trust. She had gotten used to seeing nothing, though, so when a cloaked figure shifted in the shadows of a column, a chill ran over Nim’s spine. Her palm found the handle of her dagger beneath her cloak, and she made the decision to turn away from the house. She should never have come to Margery. It was too big a risk.

      The door behind Nim opened, and someone snagged her by the cloak. “Nimona.”

      Margery jerked Nim through the massive oaken doorway. The woman had opened the door herself despite having a half dozen in-house staff, and she immediately clasped their fingers together to drag Nim toward the sitting room. “I haven’t seen you in weeks. You’re a poor companion, Miss Weston.”

      Nim managed a smile. She could not warn Margery. There was no speaking of the Trust without putting her friend in even more danger than she’d already caused. She could only hope the figure she’d seen outside was meant as a threat toward Nim. She squeezed Margery’s hand. “I’ll remind you that the last time I was here, I was chided for trespassing on your time when you had lawyering to do.”

      Margery sniffed. “I doubt that. ‘Trespassing’ doesn’t sound like a word I would throw around casually.” She gave Nim a laughing glance, as they both knew “lawyering” was the word she’d not thrown around. Nim felt a sharp stab of guilt that she might have brought the Trust’s attention to her, but Margery was the only one she could come to and the only one who might have the information she needed, even if Margery’s work mostly dealt in the crafting of marriage contracts and property transfers.

      The women passed into the sitting room, its chaotic arrangement bright with the sunlight coming through a row of windows on the far wall. Margery called for tea and asked, “For the love of all things sacred, could guests finally be served some decent cake?” as she led Nim to a set of chairs near the far corner.

      “Have you been painting?” Nim asked.

      Margery rolled her eyes at the stack of splattered canvases. “Beasley. He’s got it in his head he’s going to paint for the king someday, the floppy-headed slack.”

      “That’s treason.” Nim’s whisper was scandalized, though it was clear Margery had been speaking of her cousin, he of the waffling ambition, and not the king.

      Margery’s brow lifted in challenge, as if she had somehow anticipated treason would be the subject of the day’s meeting. She didn’t know the half of it. Her braided hair was tied into a loose bunch, the dark brown tinted with dye that warmed to red in the afternoon sun. Most women of society avoided any sort of artificial beauty, given that being accused of buying it through magical favors meant being burned or hanged. But Margery seemed to dare them to make such an accusation, and Nim loved her all the more for it. Her friend had rich brown eyes, a smattering of freckles, full lips, and was tall and strong but oddly terrible at running.

      “I’ve missed you,” Nim said.

      The playfulness fell from Margery’s expression. “Oh, no. I knew an urgent message from Allister wasn’t a good sign, but I hadn’t expected it would be this bad. What is it, Nim?”

      She laughed helplessly. “I hardly know.”

      There was a light knock at the door, and a slender maid brought in a tray of tea and cakes. She eyed Margery carefully as she crossed the room then settled the tray on a low table near Nim.

      “For the sake of—please stop being so jumpy in front of guests. She’ll think I’ve abused you in some horrible manner.”

      The girl gave her an accusatory glance, and Margery huffed. “Fine. Last evening’s cakes were entirely acceptable. It was only that I was in the mood for lemon. Are you satisfied?”

      The girl’s narrow chin rose before she gave a brief nod of acquiescence then turned to leave the room. Nim’s lips turned up at the corner as she took a gingerbread piece from the dish of tarts and custards. “I much prefer her to the last one. She has pluck.”

      Margery gave Nim a narrow look. “We don’t speak the last one’s name in this house.” She made the sign to ward off curses then winked. “Now, tell me what I can do for you, my dear.”

      Etiquette might have had Nim inquiring about any number of less dire things first, but she’d been friends with Margery for as long as she could remember, and Nim knew better than to make her wait. “I need information.”

      Margery shrugged one shoulder. The request was nothing new, and besides, Nim knew Margery trusted her with any bit of information she came across. It was easy enough, given that Nim had no one to repeat the information to—Margery was the only member of court willing to risk association with someone tossed from good society.

      Nim had led Margery to believe the information was used in business dealings, and though Margery understood the dealings were private, she’d no idea that it was because they were at the behest of the worst sort of bad society.

      Nim’s fingers ran across a pleat in her skirt. She glanced at the doorway.

      “You’re safe,” Margery told her. “No one can hear you, and they’d be fools to pass on a word either of us says.”

      “It’s… more complicated than usual.” It was evident Margery’s patience was wearing thin, so Nim pushed forward. “There could be more than a bit of risk for you, and I want you to understand, truly, that I’ll not hold it against you if you prefer to pretend I never asked.”

      Margery’s brows drew together. “Curses, girl, what sort of plot have you gotten into now?”

      “What do you know of the seneschal?”

      The teacup tottered in Margery’s hand, and some of the liquid sloshed onto the deep red of her gown. “The…”

      Nim nodded, leaning forward to blot the dampness from her friend’s skirt.

      Margery snatched the napkin from Nim’s hand and clasped her fingers as their gazes locked. “Are you in over your head?”

      “Yes. But there’s no need to drag yourself down with me⁠—”

      “Hush,” Margery snapped. “I’ll give you everything I know. More, if you need it. That’s my promise.”

      Nim squeezed her fingers tighter. “I don’t deserve you.”

      “No one does, love. It’s why I’m alone at five and twenty.”

      Nim’s startled laugh came out in a rush of breath, and she had to push back the emotion she felt welling in her chest. Margery hated that sort of nonsense. “Five and twenty?” Her tone was coy, but surely, they both felt the tension beneath it.

      “Five. And. Twenty,” she repeated. She set her teacup on the table, brushing her palms together as if doing away with all the rest. “Now, let us delve into the depths of the king’s venerable seneschal.”
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      Margery had told Nim what she knew of the king’s household, the castle layout, and the habits of the seneschal of Inara and had promised to send over what other information she could find. And Nim, alone at her favorite writing desk, was about to do something more dangerous and foolish than she’d ever planned.

      Nim’s father had fallen behind on his payments when she was only a girl. It hadn’t been long after when Nim’s freedom had been taken in exchange for his life. A poor bargain, because he’d had no life at all. She’d been young and foolish—she surely would have agreed—but she’d not been given the chance. Calum had stolen her blood, touched her flesh to parchment, and bound her without consent. That was all it took to steal someone’s freedom: fresh blood, clever terms, and the magic of the Trust.

      Calum had been younger then but just as vile. And the bindings tied her stronger than most because she had been touched by the magic of her father’s bargain—one made directly with the head of the Trust, a dark queen whose power was unfathomable.

      Nim’s father had been trapped in the dark cells deep in the undercity, beneath the weight of a magic that had slowly devoured all that he was, a sacrifice like so many others who’d fed the magic of the Trust.

      Nim would not let the same happen to her.

      She tapped her quill into the ink pot, resigned to the words. The decision had been made, and there was no going back on it.

      She would never be free until the debt was paid, regardless of whose bargain it was. There was no way to reclaim her freedom from the Trust on her own. She needed help. She needed leverage.

      People like Nim weren’t embraced by the king’s court, but that didn’t mean she had to ask for favor. If only she could manage to hold something the seneschal wanted, she might be able to bring him to her aid. There was the certain risk of being hanged, but Nim had never feared the king’s men as much as the contract on her life—as much as Calum.

      Despite the substance of the letter amounting to extortion, she finished with a polite “I look forward to our meeting” then rested the quill back in its place, folded the paper, and sealed it with wax. “Sealing my fate,” she muttered, glancing up just in time to see Allister come in.

      He inclined his head, and she gestured toward the waiting pile of correspondence near the edge of the desk. “Have these delivered by this afternoon. Tell the staff I plan to take dinner in my rooms. I’ll not be disturbed this evening.”

      Allister nodded, his dark eyes on her but his manners and uniform entirely in order. “Anything else, your ladyship?”

      Nim’s gaze drifted in the direction of the high vaulted ceiling. “Nothing that can be helped by you, I’m afraid.” She pushed to standing, straightening her skirt before meeting the valet’s gaze. “Thank you, Allister. I’ll check in with you tomorrow.”

      He dipped his head at the dismissal and spun, silently disappearing from view. Nim knew he could be relied upon. There were two people in the world Nim trusted, and Allister was one of them—he would see the missives delivered and ensure her evening ventures would not be found out.

      She made her way through the long corridor to her suite of rooms in a house that was not hers—an owned woman could possess no real property—but indeed was no less free for her use while its proprietor was enjoying an extended visit to the countryside, one from which he might never return.

      “Miss Weston.” Elena’s greeting was formal and brisk as they passed in the corridor. The woman had been head of household since before its owner had disappeared from the premises, but she did not seem to mind his absence. Lady Weston, it seemed, was of no bother to her, either. As long as she kept her friendship with a member of the house staff and her unseemly undertakings from the woman’s notice, all would remain well.

      Nim inclined her head politely and carried on, the pad of her shoes silent as Elena’s echoed off the walls in their wake. Three corridors and a long flight of wide marble stairs later, Nim glanced over her shoulder as she neared the door to her suite. She did not feel unsafe there, but it felt as if the Trust was always watching and had a hand in every move she made. She pulled the key to her rooms from her pocket and slid the metal into the lock. The latch clicked, and when she opened the door, she was not surprised to find that Allister had already prepared a fire and lit the candles near her vanity. Nim let her gaze trail over the space, but nothing seemed amiss. She tucked her key away and dipped her hands in the basin to wash. By the time she had patted them dry, a knock on the door signaled her dinner being delivered.

      “Come in,” she told the door. Elena’s turnover for maids and servers had been impressive, but the new girl had managed to stay on for nearly a week. Her hands trembled as she set the tray on a low table. Nim asked, “What’s your name?”

      The girl flinched but turned to curtsy. “Alice, your ladyship.”

      “Alice,” Nim repeated.

      The girl looked up, her eyes wide and green.

      “You seem you’ve maybe a chance here, so I’d like to discuss the rules. When my doors are locked, you do not enter. Should the manager of the household inquire whether these rooms have been serviced, tell her yes.” Her color rose, and Nim added, “Should the task be brought to question, I will assure her of your faithfulness to duty.” Nim clasped her hands in front of her waist and stepped nearer, dropping her tone. “I cannot pay you in coin or jewels, as Elena will search your person, but for your risk, you are welcome to half my rations and may come to me if you are ever in need of a favor.”

      “My lady…” The words fell out of the girl in a breath, and apparently, whatever follow-up declarations she might have made could not find their way to her.

      Nim reached up to tuck a rumpled fold of the girl’s uniform into place. “The last half dozen in your position were tossed for being slow. Best make haste.”

      Alice’s attention seemed to snap back, and she bobbed another curtsy. “Thank you, my lady.” She was out the door in a moment, glancing back only once with what Nim thought was a desire to verify that she was not falling into some sort of complicated trickery.

      Nim had only lied about a few of the girls. At least three had been replaced for being too slow. The others, though, had asked questions they should not have or spoken out of turn. If there was anything Elena couldn’t tolerate, it was being talked of among society. Nothing had made keeping Nim’s own secrets easier.

      She smashed together a hunk of bread and meat from the platter while she unlaced her gown and fussed with the tiny buttons along her sleeve. She could barely stomach food on nights she had to venture to the undercity, but years of experience had taught her it was better to have something other than hollowness in her belly when she was scouting a mark. The king’s seneschal was no usual mark, though, and the food felt like sand in her mouth. She tossed it aside after only a few bites then moved the tray outside her door with well more than half the food remaining for her bargain with Alice.

      She crossed to her wardrobe, prepared to dress not for bed but for the warm night air. Soon, she would be on the dark streets outside Inara Castle, silent and stalking, ready to plot her way inside.
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      The following day, Margery sent over several sealed maps and documents she’d been able to secure. It was more than Nim could have hoped for but still far less than she would have liked. Few could be trusted in a task tied to treason, and there was little information to be found on such a private, powerful mark.

      “Mark,” she muttered, disgusted that she even sounded like the criminal she’d become. Best to get her story straight, though. Should she be caught, nothing she said was likely to save her from the dungeons.

      “Except a hanging rope,” Margery had said.

      Indeed. So it was the gallows or the Trust. She could not flee the kingdom without being caught, and even the attempt would break the terms of her contract. As it had for her father, breaking those terms meant losing more than just her freedom. Nim had been given his debt, but his future was forfeit. He would forever be owned by the Trust. There would be nothing left of him to restore. It had been too long even before she’d gained his debt.

      She stared at her reflection in the looking glass of a bedroom in a home that had never truly been hers, black silk tucked snugly over her pinned tresses, dark cloak over clothes unfit for palace wear. The Trust had gotten her there. The Trust had kept her tied to a life of misery and deceit. She would not let them take what was left—the Trust was not where she would die. Her expression grew grim. “The gallows it is.”

      She took the hidden corridor from her room to an alleyway outside the manor. Normally, she followed the dark alleys toward the common areas of the city and toward the Trust. But tonight, her steps were swift and sure, despite the objections of her hammering heart, and led her in the opposite direction—toward the stables and servants’ quarters of Inara Castle. She’d had a previous task inside those quarters the year before, and though she’d returned the item Calum had requested, Nim was certain the young man she’d procured it from had been killed the following week. There had been a fire and the rumor that as many as two dozen of the castle staff had been lost and not a word of the incident since—not that Nim had been fool enough to ask. Investigation into the Trust was the most expedient way to an unpleasant end. One didn’t try to discover the Trust’s secrets without coming to regret it.

      The layout of the quarters had not changed. The king’s men had simply washed the ash from the stone and installed new cots—and new servants—by the following moon. Since taking the throne, King Stewart made occasion to publicly denounce the use of magic, but he did not openly discuss the Trust. Even with evidence that the fire had been their doing, to call them out by name would be akin to an act of war. It was safer to sit in his castle and warn that the use of magic led to such just deserts. It was safer to have anyone who tangled with the Trust hanged before the consequences of their bargains took root.

      There were rumors about the king and whispers of how a decade of potential queens had been burned inside their rooms, how dark magic had slithered inside to steal his chance to create an heir.

      Nim didn’t countenance rumors. The truth, she’d found, was often far worse than any idle gossip would bear.

      Nim stepped quietly through the corridors, clinging to the shadows or striding with purpose when necessary, avoiding attention in the ways she’d learned from previous tasks and previous mistakes. Guards passed through the castle grounds on constant rotation. She only needed to appear as if nothing she was doing was out of the ordinary, as if she belonged. Ideally, she wouldn’t be seen at all. The change of guards would come in more than an hour, which meant those on duty were wearing down. It wasn’t as if the servants’ quarters needed a good deal of their attention, in any case. Fire incident aside, no one had much interest in sneaking into a room full of overworked castle staff.

      Things became trickier deeper inside the castle, but that too was aided by a previous task. Calum preferred her for tasks near the grounds. She’d been born into a high family and could pass easier than the others—she knew more about how to fit in. She’d once been assigned to procure an item from the mistress of a courtier, and while planning her attempt, Nim had learned the route the woman made each night to enter her lover’s chamber.

      Nim was not headed for a mere courtier’s rooms, though, and no guards had been paid off to keep their silence. So the task was a bit slippery and involved more climbing and hiding than she liked, more risk, and a fair amount of luck. She didn’t believe in luck as a rule—Nim’s father had carried a coin in his boot for years, and it had done him no good at all—but whatever game the fates were playing, her fortune held.

      The lower levels of the castle were grand and imposing, and Nim could not help but feel overwhelmed by their size and ill at ease by the way even the whisper of her cloak echoed off stone walls and high vaulted ceilings. They were nothing compared to the upper levels. The king had posted guards far more frequently, and even the dark alcoves she was forced to hide in were detailed beyond measure. Tiny lions, grand longswords, and bare-bottomed infants curled through carved wood and stone. Every window, every door, every turn of the structure was ornamented. Nim had a thought of Margery’s floppy-headed cousin and that maybe he’d been right that he could attain a position in the castle as an artist, but she could not bring herself to imagine him inside such a lavish and dangerous place. Not when even the guards were decorated at every turn, polished steel and sharpened points flashing over finely stitched carved leather.

      She took the final corridor with far less speed and estimated that she’d been traversing the route for well more than an hour. The marking of time did not stop. Guards stood at each corridor in the upper level, and Nim found herself settled into small, dark spaces for what seemed like endless delays while she waited for her chance to slip past.

      When she finally made her way to the entrance to the seneschal’s rooms, the door was locked. Nim drew her most prized possession—her key—from the hidden pocket at her waist then split the thin strips of metal from what appeared to be a skeleton key into what, among other things, was a lock-picking tool. The mechanisms inside the lock were far from silent, but when she pushed open the massive door, its hinges did not scream. She carefully pressed the door closed behind her, putting the lock back in place with a satisfying click in a room that was utter darkness.

      Beyond black shapes inside the shadows, a thin line of pale light showed Nim another door. She prayed her information was correct, that the room on the other side was the seneschal’s private study, and that she was not about to stumble through darkness and into a situation that would have her in irons.

      

      Nim crept into a room lit by dim blue moonlight that fell through half a dozen massive arched windows. The centermost frame held her awestruck for a heartbeat, the delicate carvings of its lancet arch so intricate that together they became almost formidable. She shook off the hesitation, unsettled that she could be so drawn to skilled architecture when she’d never been struck by more than passing notice of anything of the sort in the past, and took in the rest of the room.

      The far wall held two shelves of bound books, and pedestals stood along the walls and between the windows, displaying sculptures of wood and of stone. A small table stood near Nim, on its surface a tall candle, fine cloth, and a bowl of dark fruit. A chair sat before the table, deceptively utilitarian in shape. Like the rest of the castle, every curve was adorned and ornate. A wide stone fireplace dominated the opposite wall, its hearth cold though the space was warm.

      Satisfied she’d found the room that held her intended target and that all was quiet throughout the suite, Nim crossed to the considerable desk near the far wall. It was dark and handsome, simpler than the other furnishings. She traced a finger over its edge, near a plush chair and where the wood was worn from use. The chair, too, held signs of wear, and Nim wondered just how much time the seneschal spent in his private rooms. Surely, Margery’s information had been correct, and the king’s head of law and order throughout the kingdom truly did spend long days installed in the official workrooms of his post. But there was evidence the desk had been well used. Nim stepped toward the center, between the chair and desk, and noted how the moonlight from the largest window fell perfectly across the writing space.

      The surface was neat and orderly, and when she carefully opened the first drawer, the papers inside were as well. She drew out a sheet, and the air rose with a warm, woody scent. Nim glanced over her shoulder, but the room was still, its corners dark where hidden from the moonlight.

      The paper was lovely, heavy and thick, its surface smooth. Margery had been right about the seneschal’s script. It was strong and elegant and spoke to the confidence a person only gained after writing thousands of pages. It was no secret that Nim had always been impressed by good ink and well-shaped handwriting. Of course a seneschal would have a good hand—he would write logs and letters and laws. “Why should I care about his handwriting?” she’d asked Margery, despite all the rest.

      Margery had smirked. “All your favorites write well. It’s like you collect them. Your pets.”

      “Pets,” Nim had parroted with a snort. But the mark had hit true. Margery knew things about Nim that no one else had gotten close enough to discover. It was past time to draw away—if she wanted to keep her safe, Nim would leave Margery alone.

      She pushed the unpleasant thought down and scanned over the correspondence before returning it to the drawer. On top of the neatly stacked pile, she laid the letter she’d brought with her, a sealed message that demanded a meeting if he wanted to see his precious watch returned—a warning that she knew of his ties to the Trust.

      Her last chance to gain freedom was by extorting the hand of the king. It truly was an exceptionally foolhardy plan, but she’d no real options, given that she had a month to return the watch before Calum assigned her a new and potentially more dangerous task. If the seneschal could offer her some sort of protection or aid in an escape, Nim would take it. If not, the watch would be delivered to her warden at the turn of the moon. She stared at the letter for only a moment before sliding the drawer closed.

      Nim fished through the other drawers but found nothing aside from pen and ink, a tin of what might have been tobacco, and more papers. She frowned, glancing over the desk’s construction. There were no locks to be seen, no obvious place where the structure might be thick enough to hide a compartment. But her instructions had said the portable drum watch would be hidden within the seneschal’s private rooms, inside his desk. Nim had never seen a portable watch, but a little research had awarded her a sketch of a round bit of carved metal, small enough to fit in the palm of one’s hand. She assumed whatever the Trust was after was hidden inside the drum. Why Calum needed it should have been none of her concern, but she suspected the items were tied to her marks’ bargains somehow, owed to the Trust. Once she stole them back, Calum would be free to enact his punishment without fear of losing the bartered item. His accountants were more cruelty and brute force than stealth, and given the way they relied on magic, none of them would be able to sneak into a castle courtyard, let alone the seneschal’s rooms, without gaining notice.

      She knelt below the desk, feeling its surface for a sign of any hidden latch or grooves. Her fingers crossed over joint work so smooth that it was difficult to be certain. She shrugged off her cloak and slid farther beneath the wood, searching out dark corners and edges but finding nothing.

      Nim sighed and slipped from under the desk, standing again to lean over its top. Aside from the edge and the writing area directly in front of the chair, the wood grain showed no wear. None but one odd mark on the front edge of the desk. Nim could imagine a figure leaned against it, his hand resting over the ledge. Leaving her cloak sprawled on the floor, she walked around the desk, tapping a knuckle at intervals on the sides of the wood. It echoed back: Solid. Solid. Hollow. A slow grin slid across Nim’s lips, and she pressed her fingertips over the hollow area’s trim. A small point of the carved embellishment slid down like an opening wing, and beneath it was a thin slip of wood that served as a latch. Nim drew her key from her pocket and slid the metal lockpick through the latch. The panel came free noiselessly to reveal a narrow coffer.

      She wiped her palm over the thigh of her pants and thanked the fates. The entire ordeal was taking longer than she had, and it was past time to steal the fool thing and be gone. She was beginning to hope she might actually get away with it. Nim carried the box to the back of the desk for better light, but when she opened the top, there was nothing inside. She whispered a nasty curse.

      “How very vulgar,” someone said into her ear. The breath was hot and close, and Nim’s heart slammed into her chest. She spun, but the figure was already pressed against her, his grip tight on her wrist. She gasped, suddenly trapped between the desk and a hulking man, and as her back leaned precariously over the wood, Nim stared up at her captor, the man who held her wrist, the seneschal of Inara.
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      The lord Warrick Spenser stared down at Nimona, his hard features outlined by moonlight and shadow. He hovered unbearably near, his thigh pressed to hers, not allowing a single chance for escape. He did not appear to react in the way she might have suspected from a man in his situation, could she even imagine the proper response at all. Given that he was a king’s agent, at the least, she would have expected a call for his guard. But his gaze only narrowed on her as his fingers became a manacle around her wrist. His grasp on the thin bones of her wrist was short of painful but tight enough to make her unable to deny that she could not fight him and win.

      Nim was slender but not slight and reasonably tall. She’d never had much trouble handling men—outside the Trust, of course—and the weapons at her side were not merely for show. But the man towering over her radiated strength and confidence. They both knew she didn’t stand a chance against him.

      He raised his free hand beside her. “Is this what you’re after?” His voice was a low rumble, though Nim doubted anyone would hear a word they spoke even if she screamed. Not that she was considering it.

      As he held the timepiece in his spare hand, her gaze remained steady and trying for uninterested, but she knew her pulse ticked beneath his fingertips, her chest rising and falling beneath his in too-quick breaths. She had stolen into his rooms, left a message in his desk. There wasn’t exactly a route to talk herself safely out of a mess of such proportions, so Nim held her tongue.

      He set the timepiece on the desktop beside her. She held very, very still, every inch aware of the heat of him in the thin space between them and where his legs pressed to hers. The room was dark, lit only by moonlight, and his eyes seemed unnaturally green, his brow drawn low.

      “They won’t let you go, even if you succeed. But you know that.”

      Nim startled, her mouth coming open. No one spoke of the Trust. No one dared. And certainly not a king’s man.

      His gaze roamed over her in what she thought was an attempt to instill fear. The look hadn’t worked. His words, however… The man had mentioned the Trust—he knew her secret. He understood she’d been sent on a task and that she was afraid she would never get free.

      “And yet,” he said, his words rolling over her, “here you are.”

      She didn’t reply, dread a vise around her throat.

      The seneschal did not back away from her. “You realize it means death to steal from a king’s man. Surely, at the least, you understood there would be extended torture and the possibility of being tossed in the dungeons.” His tone turned conversational. “Stewart’s favorite dungeon is quite disagreeable.”

      He watched Nim’s throat work then drew his eyes from the movement with a slow smile. “All that risk, knowing full well, should you be caught, the society will not protect you. You’ll still owe them, your debt accruing while you’re imprisoned, alone in the dark depths of Inara Castle. Or worse.” His last words came in a whisper, as if toying with her, dangling her attention on a string. “So why? I ask. What price do you put above your own life by stealing into the heart of a king’s house?”

      The silence stretched before her word slipped free. “Freedom.”

      “There is no winning freedom from the Trust.” Nim’s jaw went tight, and he added, “Not even in death.”

      He’d hit his mark, but he didn’t stop there. “The contract is not yours. You inherited a debt.”

      Panic welled in Nim—the king’s seneschal knew too much, impossibly so—but the man straightened, suddenly giving her room to breathe. It didn’t last long.

      “You’re trapped.”

      She felt defiance flash in her gaze, and he moved forward again. His free hand gripped her hip as he released her wrist with the other to fish in the pocket at her waist. He retrieved her key. “No,” she said. “You can’t.”

      His brow shifted. He already had.

      She watched in horror as he tucked it into the waist of his own pants. Nim became aware, quite suddenly, that he was wearing nothing over a thin shirt and pants. It was not particularly commonplace to have a visitor hours before dawn, or, she imagined, he might have dressed for the occasion. She shook off the odd thought. “I need that. You can’t take it.”

      His mouth twisted in wry disapproval. “As you steal from beneath my very nose.”

      He kept hold of her hip, his thumb pressing a warning, careful and deliberate, his gaze steady on hers. She didn’t know what was wrong with her—she was acutely aware that she should not feel herself drawn to a man who might see her hanged. And yet she could not take her eyes off of him.

      His voice was low. “So, thief, I give you a choice. Death or a bargain?”

      Nim’s confusion had to have been plain on her face, but she could not seem to find the ability to form a proper reply. “What?”

      “You’re already caught. Nothing could incriminate you more. You are in the private rooms of the king’s seneschal. There could be no single excuse that might find you a way out. What I’m offering is all there is.”

      There was something curious in his manner, and her fingers trembled where they pressed onto the desk, holding her tipped backwards as he leaned over her. She had no idea what he wanted and couldn’t fathom why he would propose such a ludicrous proposition, but she knew better than to trust anything that might bind her. “I don’t make bargains.”

      He couldn’t seem to help the soft laugh that slipped from his lips. “So much honor for a thief.”

      She glared. An overwhelming desire to lash out at him seared through her, followed by one to run. But he was right. She was trapped. “I’m not a thief.” She wasn’t up for trade.

      The seneschal reached into the drawer beside them and drew out the letter she’d left in his desk. Nim’s resolve crumbled. There was no coming back from a written threat.

      The letter was addressed to him. With her seal. In her hand.

      He cracked the wax seal then flicked open the parchment with one hand.

      Nim’s eyes closed for a long moment, the words echoing through her mind: If you want to see your watch again, meet me on the square beneath the banners at midnight.

      “Extortion,” he said, making no effort to pin down the beginnings of a smirk. “From a woman who doesn’t make bargains.” He dropped the letter onto the desk beside the timepiece. “Take the watch. It doesn’t matter to me. It won’t be enough to draw me out.”

      Her gaze flicked to the timepiece, but she didn’t make a move. It was a trick. It had to have been.

      “Do you know why they want something personal?” he asked.

      Her eyes came back to his. His jaw was square and shadowed, his mouth a solemn line. She did not know. She wanted to know.

      “It’s how they work the theurgy to draw someone back.”

      “Back,” she heard herself say. “Back to the Trust. You’re saying…” She shook her head, shifting as far as she was able from him and from the watch. “If they would use that thing to try to bring you to them, why would you give it to me?” Why would you give up your freedom?

      He leaned toward her. “Because it won’t work. I’ve never become attached to material things. None of it matters.”

      She gestured disbelievingly to the room, a space filled with rich treasures, artwork, sculpture, and trinkets from far-off lands.

      The seneschal’s hand shifted on the desk beside her, trapping her from edging any farther away. “Gifts to a man of the king. All for show.” His tone echoed the import: none of it matters. “That watch will not give your keeper what he wants. This will not end tonight.”

      Heat rose to her cheeks, and she turned her face from him. Her keeper, he’d said. Because Nim belonged to the Trust.

      “He wants you to think you’ve done this on your own. That you’ve decided to accept his tasks to buy your freedom. But you suspect, deep down, that there’s more,” Warrick said.

      Her gaze snapped to his.

      “He’s been training you, I’ll wager. Giving you tasks that fit so well with what you needed to reach your mark tonight—such a high and dangerous post surrounded by guard and law.” The blood drained from her face. That much, she’d considered, but she certainly hadn’t expected to hear it from her mark. “How long?” he asked her. “A year? More? How many incidents in the kingdom were created simply to cover your tracks? Fires, deaths, floods, all to hide any trace of a thief in training. Of a lady meant to spoil the seneschal of Inara.”

      Nim’s stomach dropped. “You’re lying,” she whispered. Her gaze fell to his waist in an accusation. He’d stolen the key from her and was teasing her with discussion of her keeper, trying to tie her to a bargain when he was the very man who held her trapped. “You’ll never let me free.”

      He straightened. “Lying is for cowards. I have nothing to fear.” He let his fingers slide from her waist but gave her no space beyond the sliver of moonlight between them. “You can take nothing from me. Why would I need to lie—to cover anything of myself? I’m bare to you, my lady.”

      She stared at him, incredulous.

      He held his hand wide. “The bargain. I hand you to the king, or you become my agent.”
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      Nim stared at the man, certain she’d lost touch with her senses, as any sort of reasonable existence seemed to have floated well out of reach. “A bargain,” she said, apparently out of touch, too, with a word that she’d so often despised. There was a possibility that the whole thing was some elaborate trap, but she could not fathom how or why Calum could have maneuvered an agent of the king to be involved. Nim wasn’t important enough to warrant attention from a king, not even for her ties to the Trust. She was trapped, well and truly, but not by the Trust’s deceit. She was caught by a man of flesh and bone.

      He stood only inches from her, his gaze intense, his presence enormous. He’d snatched her wrist with the speed of a viper, and she could still feel the pressure of it, how easily he could have snapped the fragile bone. But he hadn’t. He’d only kept her still. And though he’d released first her wrist and then her hip, he still had her pinned beneath his gaze—beneath the pressure of his threat.

      A bargain. The words she’d written in her letter echoed again. She’d been a fool to think that she might persuade him, that she could have outmaneuvered a man of his station with threats and trades. Calum had known she would never retrieve the watch without being caught—and somehow, she’d landed in a mess more tangled, because the seneschal’s offer was not the sort of trade that dealt with material things.

      If she accepted it, she would again be contracted for her freedom, no longer solely from her bindings to the Trust but from the threat of imprisonment. Or worse, the seneschal’s words reminded her.

      “What are your terms?” Her voice was stronger than she expected, but she felt no pride in it. She’d lost everything. It was only a matter of dealing with consequences.

      He crossed his arms. “You do everything I say, and I don’t hand you over to the king.”

      She stared up at him. “Those are entirely appalling terms.”

      One of his sturdy shoulders lifted in a shrug, and Nim wondered at Margery’s description of him being graceful. Beneath dark hair, he was all sharp angles, the lines of his body more power than grace. It was hard not to be entirely aware of him with the man so near. “I don’t make bargains,” she said again, “and certainly not open-ended ones.”

      “So you choose the king’s punishment.” He straightened, adjusting the sleeve of his shirt as if preparing to call for the king, despite there being no cuff or jacket present at his wrist.

      Nim pressed her eyes closed for a horrible moment. “Of course I don’t choose the king’s punishment.”

      “There is no third choice. It is the king or it is the bargain.”

      Her anger flared. “Do you always speak with such condescension?”

      “Yes. How else is one to know of my superiority?”

      Nim gritted her teeth. “Your fancy dress, perhaps. I hear you’ve jeweled buttons and metal pins to cover your jacket and robes. A silver coronet upon your head.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched, and he mock-bowed toward her in his flimsy undershirt. It brought him too close.

      “How can you expect me to bargain with a stranger?” She knew practically nothing of him. He could have been worse than Calum. “How could I possibly trust you?”

      His expression melted into something entirely solemn, his voice low. “I’m bare to you. I vow to only speak the truth to you.”

      A strange surety accompanied his words, a sensation that told her as plain as a pikestaff that the seneschal was no mere man. He held power beyond his station—he had magic. Like the Trust. Nim’s fingers were suddenly scrambling for purchase as she tried to back away from him over the top of the desk. She was half across when her feet, caught in the tangle of her cloak from the floor, resisted her frantic jerk to get away, and she lost her balance and tumbled over the other side. The seneschal did not save her.

      Nim landed solidly on the wooden floor with a grunt. The panic had not subsided, but when she shot to her feet, he was still standing opposite her across the desk, his hands folded casually behind his back, his expression grave.

      Her finger rose like a dagger to keep him back. “You,” she said. “You’re one of them.” She felt the spike of his surprise wash over her and realized she’d been sensing intimations from him all along. She’d just been too distracted to recognize it. It was too unreasonable to believe from the man who carried out the law. Not him.

      His brow shifted the slightest amount, but his voice was steady and too calm. “How can you be certain of that, my lady?”

      She glanced toward the door—locked—then the arched windows and their narrow panes of glass. She knew because she could feel the magic crawling over her like… but no, it was not the same. Another reason she’d not realized. When she sensed intentions from Calum or the sentries, it was as if serpents slithered over her skin. From this man, it was something else, a rising warmth that did nothing to urge her away. And it was the absolute last thing she’d expected.

      He was an agent of the king. A mark of the Trust. There was no way it could be possible. And yet it was.

      “You can sense it.”

      Nim felt something strange from him, something that might have been disbelief or distrust, but it was quickly driven into resolve. Whatever he thought of her, however rare it was that she had been touched by magic, that she could feel both the power and intimations, he saw that it was true.

      “And because you can, you know well that I speak the truth. You can feel that my vow is yours.” He stepped back then settled into his chair. As his gaze met hers again, he said, “That is how you know you can trust me, Nimona Weston. Because my intentions are nothing like theirs.”
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      Nimona’s fear was like a knife blade shearing her in half. Not only was he one of them, but he knew her name. A curse superior to the one he’d called vulgar slipped from her lips.

      The seneschal smirked. “Come now. Don’t tell me you aren’t familiar with my name as well.”

      Of course she was, because he was her mark. The thought sent a shiver of unease through her, and all the suppositions her mind had been sorting into answers reshuffled. “You knew I was coming.”

      He reached for a decanter then poured a finger of amber liquid into a glass. “I did. Though not tonight.” He ran a hand over the trim of a small side table, pressing his thumb against the wood to reveal a hidden drawer. Nimona tried not to gape as he drew a letter free, its shade horribly familiar and its vermilion seal cracked. It read the name of a lord in Nim’s precise hand, a lord she’d written in her inquiries into the seneschal of Inara. He opened it carefully, as if glancing over the paper to remind himself of her words. “You see”—his eyes met hers—“your letter was intercepted and handed over to me by a trusted agent. And it seemed it was not the only inquiry that was made. I was intrigued that someone of your station seemed so desperate for details of the castle schedule, so I looked into your history.”

      Ice shot through Nim.

      The seneschal, Lord Warrick, took a slow slip from his glass. “There was surprisingly little information available for a lady residing in Hearst Manor, but, as you might imagine, that only intrigued me more.”

      Nimona did imagine. She imagined he’d heard right away about the gentleman Hearst’s unexpected and extended departure from society. She felt the urge to back away again, but there was nothing to edge toward, aside from a sealed window and a locked door. “I didn’t kill him,” she heard herself say.

      Warrick chuckled darkly. “I am glad to hear it.” A silence followed, in which Nimona considered whether the man had actually been killed. She might not have believed it before, but Warrick’s suggestion that the Trust was covering her deeds with fire and flood was worming its way through her recollection of the recent past. The servants’ quarters at the castle, the lady’s maid near the river… each of those tasks had been followed swiftly and severely by disastrous events. She’d known the Trust was involved but hadn’t suspected any of it was to cover her tracks. And yet, every time she’d stolen back an artifact that had belonged to the Trust, her mark had disappeared. There was no way to be certain they were only being held in a cell.

      His finger tapped the side of the glass. “I had you followed.”

      Nim felt her face pale. They would have seen her go to Margery and would have known about the messenger her friend had sent with information on the king. Nim’s mouth came open, but the words lodged in her throat.

      Warrick’s head tilted to the side as he examined her. Her lip quivered, but she bit hard into the inside of her cheek and forced her distress into a locked box deep inside her. Margery had only tried to help. She’d never been involved in the seedy, sordid things Nim had done.

      “I’m not—she isn’t who you might think she is. She doesn’t know what I—” Nim drew a steadying breath. “She doesn’t know about my ties to the Trust.” She didn’t know that Nim was involved or that her life was bound by contract.

      Warrick’s tapping finger stilled on the glass. “The lady Margery? You care about her.”

      Nim couldn’t hide it. The emotion had been plain on her face.

      The idea did not seem to please the seneschal. “I’ll ensure she’s protected.”

      A strange fluttering beat through Nim’s chest. He wasn’t lying. She could feel the truth from him. Margery would be safe. “I’ll do it.”

      Warrick’s distracted gaze snapped back to hers.

      “Your dreadful bargain. I’ll do it. If you can protect Margery and keep her safe from the Trust, I’ll be your spy.”

      “Agent,” he corrected. “And it’s hardly dreadful.” Nim stared at him, and he added, “given the alternative.”

      He stood and crossed to her, the long line of his body lit by moonlight that dipped into shadow on his opposite side, splitting him into two. Graceful was not the word that came to mind. Predatory. Wolfish. Those were the words her friend should have used. Nim wondered what she looked like to him, standing in that same light, torn between her agreement with him and a contract held by the Trust.

      Warrick reached out a hand. “So we have an understanding.”

      Nim’s eyes rose to his. She swallowed her first response then placed her palm against his. Something strange swelled through her, a feeling from him that she could not unravel, as his warmth spread through the bare touch of their hands. Her voice was breathy, not her own. “Yes. It’s agreed.”

      His mouth shifted as if it could not decide whether it meant to form a smile or a frown then settled into a stern line. “It’s done, then.” He withdrew his hand from hers. “I’ll send a messenger with instructions.”

      The abruptness in his change of tone startled Nim from her shock. “How can I—what madness do you have planned? They obviously watch me. They will know that I’m plotting against them with the king.”

      “No,” he snapped through the quiet room. “You are not plotting with the king. You are plotting with the king’s seneschal.” He leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “And should you be caught, I will deny any knowledge of you or our agreement.”

      Nim’s mouth fell open. “You vowed not to lie.”

      “I vowed not to lie to you, Miss Weston. I could not very well hold a position in the king’s court by never lying at all, let alone keep my head attached to my neck.”

      An exasperated sound startled out of Nim. “How do you expect to carry on without the king or the Trust discovering us?”

      He gave her a look. Nim crossed her arms. He held up the small drum watch, which she’d not even seen him retrieve from the desk. “This,” he said. “You had less than a month to secure it from my private rooms. They will assume, should they become aware of our correspondence, that you are earning your way into my suites. And the king…” Warrick shrugged. “It would do my reputation little harm if a lady were seen stealing into my rooms in the dead of night.”

      She felt her expression sour and made no attempt to hide it. “They will assume nothing of the sort if they’ve paid a bit of mind to my conduct thus far.”

      The tilt to his brow seemed to imply he’d just caught her pilfering his desk in a pair of slim pants.

      She raised her chin. “May I have your leave to go, your lordship?”

      “Warrick,” he said. “And yes, it would be a great relief to resume the privacy of my suite.”

      A great relief. She could not say she disagreed, but she’d never been dismissed quite so bluntly by a man of high station or no—and one who’d vowed never to lie to her, no less, which meant it was nothing but truth. Nim started for the door then turned. “I need my key.”

      The glance he gave her said that it was hardly a key, and she knew it. She was very much going to dislike having an additional keeper who could intimate so much with a look. “You don’t need a key. You can leave through the corridor.”

      Nim stared at him. “What corridor?”

      He gestured over his shoulder, toward a shadowy corner behind the desk. She bit back another curse at the realization that he’d been watching her the entire time. She would think about how she’d shucked her cloak and climbed the furniture later. “The corridor,” she echoed. She would not need a key, he’d said. He was showing her a secret passage. His rooms would essentially be unlocked to her.

      The seneschal of Inara had opened his suite to her.

      “I’ll remind you,” he said, “that should you be caught, you’ll be thrown in the dungeons or hanged, depending on the king’s mood.” His gaze took on that curious manner again. “But as you seem to enjoy scampering about in the dead of night, you might well be safe.”

      “I need it for other things,” she said. “The key, I mean.”

      He gave a single, short shake of his head. “You’ll not need it while you’re working for me. Anything you require will be supplied. Your purchases will be covered by an ample purse, and requests for anything else can be sent through my messenger.”

      She gaped at him, aware she’d been vacillating between a sagging jaw and clenched teeth for however long she’d been trapped in his acquaintance.

      Warrick apparently seemed to think she was a bit witless, as he repeated the terms of their agreement. “You have one month to return the watch. When that happens, they will assign you a new task. In the meantime, you’ll only be stealing for me. Any keys you need will be provided.”

      “I—” She pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose. “I think it best that I go now.” Before she said something she might regret. Before one of them had enough of the other.

      Warrick nodded. “There is a light inside near the doorway. Take the third turn and then the second. Leave the lantern in its alcove near the exit.”

      She nodded numbly then made her way to the hidden corridor at the edge of the room.

      “Nimona.”

      At the sound of his voice, she glanced over her shoulder. He was watching her, and that strange sensation she could not quite make out washed over her once more. His face was turned toward her, made pale by the moonlight. His eyes seemed to glow in an unsettling shade of green.

      “Don’t get caught.”
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      Nim walked in a daze through the streets of Inara as the glow of sunrise crept over the city’s dark stone walls. She’d come out of a hidden corridor deep within the castle, its entrance entirely disguised by magic that had not been bought by the Trust. Warrick had powers of his own—that much was clear—but his magic felt nothing like the unpleasantness that was Calum’s.

      The seneschal had offered the bargain because he knew who she was, who she had been, and about her father. Her name was already sullied, and should she be caught, he could deny everything.

      She was tied to an agent of the king in a bargain that might see her hanged. The Trust still owned her. Calum was still her keeper. She’d gained nothing but another binding and more tasks.

      A bell rang far off in the city, and wooden clatters echoed from the stables outside the inn. Inara was waking, but Nim felt as if she’d fallen into a hideous, unending dream.

      By the time she reached the manor, dawn had crawled over the slate roof and into the upper-level windows. Nim took her own hidden passage, well aware that it was no secret to the seneschal and his watchman or to the Trust and theirs. She trod on, arriving in her room to the cold welcome of a dead hearth and unlit candles. Unlacing her boots, Nim realized her cloak remained in the seneschal’s room. She grumbled as she climbed onto her bed.

      She did not sleep but sat, staring blankly toward the wall of her bedroom in the stolen house of the gentleman Hearst. Hearst, who might have died at the hands of the Trust or might be deep in the dungeons with what was left of the man who had been her father. She did not know which idea was preferable or whether she cared to find out the truth.

      The soft click of metal came from the lock on her bedroom door, followed by the whisper of its hinge. Her stolen valet approached the bed. “My lady.” Allister’s voice was nothing but quiet concern.

      She glanced up at him and blinked. “Oh good,” she managed. “I’m glad you’re back. I’ve lost my key. I’m afraid I’ll not even be able to get in and out of my own rooms.” A helpless laugh escaped her.

      Allister’s brows drew together. “Of course, my lady. I’ll have another one made.”

      He very well knew the key meant more to her than that. If he knew anything at all, Allister knew she was in trouble.

      “Perhaps some tea,” he offered carefully.

      “Did Alice make it?” she asked absently. “I like her.”

      “Yes.” He crossed his wrists loosely before his buttoned jacket, proper posture for a dutiful valet. “I believe she has a chance.”

      “Good,” Nim said, echoing “I like her” before promptly collapsing onto the bed.

      

      Nim woke with a start some time later, based on the low sun through her window. The lingering scent of smelling salts hovered around a too-close Allister and a wide-eyed Alice. The girl let out a sigh of relief. Allister looked down at her. “What have we learned today?”

      “Don’t bury them until you’re sure they’re dead.”

      “Very good,” Allister said. “Now, fetch hot water, and we’ll review proper tonics.”

      The girl gave no more than a small nod before she darted from the room.

      Nim waved a hand and coughed. “For all things sacred, what have you done to the salts?”

      “They are certainly stronger,” he agreed. “I’ll work on it for next time.”

      Nim groaned. She prayed there would not be a next time, but there was only one alternative to guarantee she would never again be overwhelmed by the presence of so much magic, and being hanged by the king seemed like no fun at all. “Thank you for letting me sleep first.”

      Allister stepped back. “Not much else could be done about it, to be honest. You resisted my first several attempts at waking you.”

      “Regardless,” she said, “I’m grateful to have the rest.”

      One of his sharp brows hitched up.

      “I’m not saying it has improved my mood or my situation. Only that I needed a clear head.”

      “Ah.” He straightened the hem of his jacket. “Well and good, then. I’ve just the thing to help with that.” He directed her to the chaise, where a full breakfast waited on the table, complete with half a dozen biscuits and a heap of rashers.

      Nim stared down at the spread. “Why would you think I would need all this food? Did I seem starved? Have I been out for a week?”

      Allister cleared his throat. “It seems the girl Alice has put in a request at the kitchens—or, to be more precise, a complaint that the lady Weston was not being served as well as she might.”

      Nim glanced at the myriad of plates then back at Allister with a snort of laughter. “I like her.”

      Allister inclined his head. “As you said, my lady. Repeatedly.” His gaze trailed over the table and Nim’s tripled rations, even counting that they were to be split into two. “She does have a way of filching one’s regard.”

      Settling onto the chaise, Nim layered a variety of food between two biscuits and pressed the lot together, Allister’s disapproving brow be damned. She let out a relieved sigh and crossed her stockinged feet atop a pillow, her eyes on the poorly rendered but impressively tranquil painting above the console table that depicted a dog curled at the foot of its master’s bed. At least, she thought it was a dog.

      “A clear head,” Allister said.

      “Indeed. We’ve doubled our trouble, my good man, and only a solid plan will get us through.” The “us” lingered in the still silence for a moment as Nim took another bite of her afternoon breakfast. “I mean me, of course, but it feels far more exciting to plot as if we were a cast, don’t you agree?”

      “Exhilarating,” Allister agreed.

      “It’s all secret, of course. You’ll have to leave. A proper shame, too, as I suspect Alice would be quite dashing with a dagger sheath strapped to her thigh.”

      The girl stood at the doorway, tea tray in hand.

      Allister’s mouth twitched, but his propriety crumbled no farther. Nim gave him a look meant to imply that she would get to him eventually. He made every indication of not receiving the message.

      The two talked through tonics and cures while Nim finished her breakfast, and by the time she was dressed and back in her room, they presented her with the results of their work. Nim took it without hesitation, if only to spare the pair’s feelings, and tossed back the warm liquid before her courage fled. “Burns a bit,” she wheezed, “but it will do.” She gave a satisfied pat to her sternum then a salute at the tonic’s providers.

      The wide-eyed girl turned to Allister. His nod contained a far more complicated message that Nim guessed was in a language only the house staff possessed in order to convey the ridiculousness of their employers. “Right,” Nim said. “Now off with you.”

      Allister and the girl gave perfunctory bows before fleeing the room. Nim fluffed her skirt then retrieved her worst-case instructions for Allister. Previous plans had gone to cinder and ash, so all that was left was to rewrite her fate.
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      Nim was in the drawing room when the first letter came. She’d been elbow deep in notes and distracted by a book she’d accidentally come across that listed the penalties for treason and the ways in which especially creative and unpleasant punishments had been carried out by Stewart’s forebears. It did not feel like a particularly productive distraction, but she was quite unable to stop herself.

      “Lady Nimona Weston,” Allister said from the door.

      She glanced up at him, likely appearing as preoccupied as she felt.

      “A messenger.”

      Nim blinked at the valet’s presentation then noticed that a still figure waited at his back, the boy’s fine jacket trimmed in the king’s colors, his posture stiff and formal. “It’s all right, Allister. Please do let him past. I’m certain it must be urgent for a—” She flattened her palms against her skirt. “Oh, a king’s messenger.” Nim had a feeling that Allister had not fallen for her feigned surprise, but the production had not been for him. “Why, yes,” she told the boy as he approached. “Of course there would be no other reason to flaunt protocol, aside from urgent business from the king. I daresay, we must be needed at court straight away for such a⁠—”

      “Lord Warrick sends his regards.” The boy stopped well in front of her in a swift bow, apparently oblivious to her pronouncements, his hair falling forward and somehow reminiscent of a chicken on the loose.

      She smiled at the boy. He must have been six and ten at the most, impeccably dressed, and tailored into a jacket that was highly ornamented with symbols of stature. “You are messenger to the seneschal of Inara?”

      He straightened. “Indeed, miss.” He held the letter out in a gloved hand and, evidently realizing he’d stopped several paces short, sort of hopped forward to reach her.

      Nim pressed her lips together and adamantly refused to let her gaze slip toward Allister, who watched from near the doorway. She cleared her throat. “My, that is quite a station for one so young. Tell me, does the seneschal employ many personal messengers?”

      The boy’s brows drew together. “He said you’d try to wiggle information out of me.”

      “Wiggle?”

      “Aye,” the boy said. “‘A woman like her will be wilier than you give her credit for.’”

      Nim crossed her hands in her lap. “I wonder that he should give me any credit at all with that sort of talk. ‘A woman like me?’”

      The boy winced.

      “I suppose he expected you not to repeat that bit.” At his silence, she shifted forward in her chair and gave him a conspiratorial smile. “No bother. We’ll keep that just between us.”

      His cheeks flushed but only for a moment before his eyes narrowed. By all appearances, he was not fooled by her attempts at charm.

      Nim held a hand forward. “Will you be my messenger each time?”

      He nodded. “I’m the only one for the seneschal’s personal correspondence.” Then his gaze shifted, as if realizing he’d given her the answer to her previous question quite by mistake.

      “Good,” she said. “I like you. Now, give me your name and let Allister show you to some tea while I decide if a reply is necessary.”

      “Wesley,” the boy said. “And I’m to wait here, as there will most certainly be a response.”

      Nim’s brow rose, and she finally fell to the temptation of glancing at Allister. She wished she hadn’t. “Tea,” she managed.

      “Of course, my lady.”

      Allister bowed grandly before escorting the boy from the room, leaving Nim alone with her thoughts and a letter from a man who was second to only the king. “For all that is sacred,” she muttered. She might have laughed had the letter not been so heavy in her hand. She glanced at it, pale against the folds of her dark skirt.

      The seneschal’s elegant hand was slanted across what might have been the finest parchment Nim had ever held. The notable Lady Weston, Hearst Manor. She blinked. Notable. She supposed it wasn’t an insult, though it was probably best not to think on the word for long. At least he’d addressed her with the title of lady instead of miss, as was her due since her family had been dismissed of their station.

      She ran a finger over the letter’s seal, a dagger and an annulet on a shield beneath a phoenix, pressed into dark-red wax. It cracked loose, and she examined the ribbon beneath it more closely, half certain it had been made from the same material as her missing cloak.

      Nim unfolded the parchment, dreading what awaited her inside.

      

      My Lady,

      

      Please do not abuse poor Wesley. I have grown quite fond of him and would prefer to keep him on. By now, you’ve had time to consider our agreement and have settled with the idea as best you can. As such, the days spend quickly toward the turn of the moon. Submit to me a full report of your last encounter with your keeper, as well as any tokens that have been passed to you by the society.

      

      With Regard,

      —W

      

      Nim stared at the writing, dumbfounded. She remembered the boy’s words about there most certainly being a response and frowned. She stood, her previous notes and trappings fluttering to the ground, forgotten, and crossed to the small writing desk near the window. Taking pen and ink to hand, she scratched out a loose note.

      

      My esteemed lord W, held in highest of regard, even by himself,

      

      Thank you for your favor. I’m referring, of course, to the letter and the use of your darling boy. I am quite overwhelmed by your generosity in allowing me a full morning to recover, as well as your concern for my health. One can only hope that your fears will be eased by the assurance that I’m not fool enough to relay information of this private—dare I say intimate—a matter in such a common manner that might put my own health and the health of our beloved Wesley at risk.

      

      With Discretion,

      Your reluctant agent

      

      Nim folded her message and gathered the most important of her papers and books to carry to her own desk, where she sealed the letter with wax quite hastily before returning to find Allister and the boy. Young Wesley was half full of cakes, his gloves in a pile on the floor.

      “Miss—my lady,” he said around a mouthful of delicate pastries.

      She waved off his attempt at a bow. “I’ve managed a response.” When she held the letter forward, he reached for it, and she caught sight of his mangled hand. Her intake of breath was sharp, and he flinched away, but Nim only stepped closer. “What happened to your hand?”

      “It’s nothing miss. I⁠—”

      “Does he punish you? Does that bullheaded⁠—”

      The startled noise that came from the boy drew her up short. “That’s treason, miss.” His words were a whisper. Nim crossed her arms, and he added, “It’s not what you think. It’s not him at all. Lord Warrick has never raised a hand to me. He’s treated me nothing but well.”

      Nim’s narrowed gaze trailed the lines that ran into his sleeve. “I’m no fool about wounds, Wesley. I can see that this damage was not the fault of a single accident. These scars are none the same age.” He’d been tortured, repeatedly, and it appeared that the jagged, hot red scars had been left by someone with magic—someone like an agent of the Trust—who’d stolen as a sacrifice payment for its cost. “I know who the seneschal is, and I know how this type of wound is made.”

      The boy’s eyes went round. “You know Warrick? Truly? He said you’d only just met.” He looked a little crestfallen. “He said he wouldn’t lie to me.”

      Guilt pinched Nim’s heart. She uncrossed her arms. “He hasn’t lied. We did just meet. I only mean I know the type of man he is.” The associations he kept, at least. What he looked like in a thin linen shirt. She cleared her throat before attempting a softer tone. “He didn’t do this to you?”

      “No, my lady. I swear. It was like this… from before.” He glanced at Allister. “I’m not supposed to talk about it.”

      She stepped forward and patted his shoulder. “Of course, you’re in the right. It was exceptionally rude of me to ask. I was only worried for you.” She understood his tone. The Trust had hurt him. The marks that remained would hurt him still—it was what the sacrifice was. Permanent. Painful. A trade for what the magic had wrought. The boy was not to speak of it. It would cost him more than his position as messenger. It would cost his life. She set the letter on the table beside him. “Have Allister pack up some cakes for you, hmm?”

      A sheepish grin changed the boy’s face. “I’m very loyal to Lord Warrick, and he does treat me quite well…”

      Nim smiled. “But he doesn’t give you cakes.” At the boy’s nod, Nim looked to Allister. “Alice-sized rations for this one, my good man.”
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      The second letter came while Nim was still in bed.

      “My lady,” Allister said in a tone that suggested it was not the first time, “you have an urgent message.”

      Nim grumbled and pushed to sitting, the light between the curtains indicating it was the small hours before dawn. “All things sacred. What sort of pompous clod—” She narrowed her eyes. Allister narrowed his own right back. “Is Wesley in the room with us?” Nim whispered.

      “Absolutely not,” Allister assured her. “Propriety would never allow such a slight.”

      There was a long silence before Nim said, “He’s just outside, isn’t he?”

      “Attached to the door, it would seem.”

      Nim groaned and fell back onto the bed.

      “Shall I fetch your robes, my lady?”

      “No bother.” She sighed. “I might as well dress for the day. After all… what day is it, Allister?”

      “A day past yesterday, my lady. We’ll be waiting in the corridor.”

      After drawing the curtains to let in the faintest glow of light, Nim picked up the candle he’d left as she scuffled toward the wardrobe. Lack of sleep complicated the process of dealing with buttons considerably, but she managed to dress before dawn broke through the windows. With a yawn, she pinned her dark hair back and made her way to the door.

      Wesley was regaling Allister with tales of his employer. Nim set the candle by the door and leaned forward to listen through the thick slab of wood.

      “…never seen him so ruffled. Thought he might call on her myself, I did. Don’t think I’ll leave here without a well-warranted response this time. No, sir.”

      Wesley straightened when Nim opened the door. Wearing a solemn expression, he made a grand bow. “A message for her ladyship, by order of the venerable seneschal of Inara, Lord Warrick Spenser, faithful to his duty, honorable beyond question, and… not terrible to look at.”

      Allister’s face remained impossibly serene. Nim pressed her lips together. “Does he make you say all of that to all of his intended recipients?”

      “Oh no, my lady. I’m only to sound official. I get to make the last bit up at will.” He pulled a face. “It’s a mite tricky past the first parts.”

      Nim grinned. “I would imagine, though I’m certain he would be mightily impressed by the job you’ve done.”

      Wesley seemed to shake himself, thrusting a folded parchment toward her. “The message.”

      “Thank you, Wesley. Please, let Allister provide you some tea and cakes while you wait.”

      His eyes lit up, and though otherwise composed, Nim thought she might be able to win him over. Not from the seneschal, maybe, but at least so that he might ease into conversations that would help her case. She gripped the thick parchment in her hand and made her way to the sitting room, where the first light of dawn cut across the city beyond and into the gentleman Hearst’s plush rooms.

      The ink on the letter was hastily done, and the address… Her ladyship, the remarkable Nimona Weston.

      “Remarkable,” Nimona murmured. It somehow seemed not an improvement. She ran a finger over the black ribbon, cracked the seal, and unfolded the parchment. A familiar woody scent rose to her, reminiscent of myrrh and balsam. He must have written it just before calling for Wesley, must have held it in his hands no more than an hour before. Nim realized she had raised it to her face to better detect the scent. She jerked it away, horrified at herself, before glancing over her shoulder.

      The room was empty, so she leaned against the windowsill with a shake of her head then held the message toward the light.

      

      My lady,

      

      Be assured that you misunderstand the agreement that binds you. As my agent, your actions are mine to call. These are not suggestions but orders. Further, your doubts regarding our correspondence are misplaced. Trust that a man of my station would know well enough whether young Wesley was safe transport of any intimate messages you wish to send. I will not repeat my request; you know what is required of you. I expect it before another day passes.

      

      Regards,

      —W

      

      Nim stared at the sharp lines of the W and the depth at which it was etched into the page. She’d gotten under his skin—that was clear. But he was a fool if he thought she would lay bare her secrets for all the world, set her neck on the block, and hand Calum an axe. Her finger tapped against the thick paper, then she found her feet moving quite without having decided how best to act.

      “Wesley,” she snapped as she entered the small nook near the kitchen. His head shot up, his cheeks packed with pastry. Allister stood watchfully, though she imagined he’d been perched on a stool in a friendly manner before he heard her footsteps. The muffled clatter and rustle of early-morning kitchen chores came from beyond a set of double doors. Nim bit the edge of her lip. “Is the seneschal not busy with kingdom duties all day? If I send a reply, will he be able to get away from those duties—should it be urgent, I mean?”

      The boy swallowed a lump of food. “Yes, my lady. Lord Warrick, he’s a very busy man. Though he could get away, I suppose, should the business at hand be more urgent than that of the king.”

      Nim held the letter to her chest. “Tell him I understand.”

      “My lady?”

      “My response,” Nim said. “Tell the seneschal my response is ‘I understand.’” She wasn’t convinced it would buy her the time she needed to think, but certainly, he could not simply walk from his post without alerting the king. He could, she speculated, simply tell the king’s men she was a thief or that she was tied to the Trust. It would be very easy for a man of his station to do away with the lady Nimona Weston completely. But Warrick needed something from her. He must have. Otherwise, he would never have let her live at all.

      Wesley’s look was doubtful. “I beg your pardon, my lady, but I’m not certain that was the sort of reply the seneschal was looking forward to.”

      “Hmm.” Nim tapped a finger to her lip. “You’re likely right.” She glanced up at Allister. “Do send some cakes along for the seneschal as well. I’d hate terribly to disappoint someone as respected as Lord Warrick.”

      Wesley’s gaze slid from Nim to Allister then back. “My lady…”

      Nim settled onto the stool across from him. “What is it, Wesley? Does the seneschal not like cake?” She frowned. “What would he have, then? Does he have a special interest? A hobby, perhaps? What is it that our Lord Warrick enjoys?”

      A stillness came over Wesley, then he slid the cake plate forward, away from himself and Nim, evidently aware that he was being plied with baked goods and polite conversation. “He is very interested in whether his orders are properly carried out. He enjoys gentlemen and ladies who show a deference to duty.” His hazel eyes were sharp. “He expects respect, my lady. Honorable intentions.”

      A coldness swam through Nim. She drew her fingers back from the table. “And what if I don’t do as he expects, Wesley?” She glanced at his hands, the tip of his finger gone beneath a fine pair of gloves and who knew what else beneath his jacket and shirt. “Will I lose a part of myself? Will I be scorched by magic?”

      The color drained from Wesley’s face, but he did not look away. “I’ve told you before, that was not Lord Warrick.”

      “Even so. Why should I trust that he will not do such a thing to me?”

      The boy did not flinch or answer that it was because Warrick had no magic, which meant he knew. Allister was as still as a wall beside him, but Wesley, apparently showing more trust to him than to Nim, did not even glance the man’s way.

      “My father did this.” The boy’s voice was suddenly younger but more certain than it had yet been. “He bargained, and he lost.”

      A sick feeling rose from Nim’s belly, and she tasted something copper on her tongue. “It was wrong of me to press you, Wesley. I’m sorry. Truly.” She’d brought it up again, knowing full well how it had affected him. The boy was not the first she’d seen scarred. Signs of the Trust were everywhere, the scars only a piece of the evidence, sacrifices required so that the Trust could draw on the energy, bend it to their will, and bestow it upon those who did not bear magic. They had to pay the toll.

      It was only that she needed to know and be certain she was not risking the same—she couldn’t allow herself to be punished by magic again.

      Her gaze dropped, unable to look at Allister when she admitted to a stranger something she’d never discussed with someone she considered a true friend. It was a horrible, dark, and ugly thing, her secret. The best would have been to leave it buried, but buried things sometimes rose through the earth, bringing even darker trouble along with them when they came.

      “My father has done the same.” Beneath the table, her hands clenched into fists. “And I shall never forgive him.”

      The room was still and silent for several long moments before it was broken by Wesley’s whisper, his answer to her fears. “My lady.” When Nim looked up, he said, “It was the seneschal who saved me from them.”
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      Nim was convinced she was about to be hanged. Warrick had likely sent soldiers out for her hours before. She couldn’t say she wasn’t concerned, but she would rather be hanged—tortured, even—than surrender to the Trust.

      She’d made up her mind: Warrick was the lesser risk. Warrick was the one person who might have information to help her find a way free. Decision in hand, she was marching straight to the doom of her choosing.

      Wesley had said that Warrick had saved him but refused to reveal much else. It had been a tightly held secret with good reason. A contract with the Trust could not simply be bought with money or jewels. It took sacrifice—personal sacrifice, torn from its victim with great pain to feed the magic.

      Nim hadn’t seen anyone actually escape the Trust without great cost. And while she supposed there had been great cost paid by Wesley, given his wounds, he had still managed to secure a position in society, and near a king, no less. The boy seemed satisfied and well adjusted, as if he might someday be just Wesley and not the contract that had bound him.

      Warrick had done that.

      Nim was no fool. She knew there would be risk. Calum had assigned the seneschal, a man who had evidently beaten the Trust’s game, as Nim’s task. She could not know what her keeper had planned, but Warrick Spenser was second to the king and enemy to the Trust.

      Nim was decided.

      The shadows were black as pitch against a sky that showed no hint of dusk or dawn. It was late enough that should she be caught, she would not be able to talk her way out of it, but Warrick had at least given her a path concealed from the guards inside the castle. Once she made it into the hidden passageway, she would be safe—safe as she might have any chance to be. Wesley had said that when the seneschal was angry, he’d nearly called on Nim himself. She could not let such a thing happen. There would be no way to hide a visit to Hearst Manor from Calum and the Trust.

      So she had come to Warrick instead.

      He’d set a deadline in his message, before another day has passed, but Nim would give him what he’d asked for by the end of the night. She held the lantern high, letting the warm glow of its magic illuminate her path down the hidden corridor. Nim prayed no one else used the passage but was fairly certain the seneschal would not be fool enough to allow anyone to find a corridor secreted by magical means, let alone with access to his rooms. A man of his station would have had a price on his head—a price, it seemed, that would happily be paid by the Trust.

      The panel came open into the very room she’d left the night he’d caught her, when he’d trapped her between himself and the desk, but this time, no moonlight came through the massive row of windows. Her heart picked up, her nerves suddenly on edge at the rash actions that had driven her through the city once she had made her decision. She had not been invited. She’d stolen into his private rooms again. She was wrong about not being a fool. Worse, it seemed she was a fool with a death wish.

      Nim settled the lantern in its alcove then carefully entered the room. The warm glow of candlelight flickered from beneath the opposite doorway, and she had a moment of panic that he might be hosting guests. She backed up a pace, but she’d come so far already. There was no reason not to listen at the doorway, to quietly cross the room and, should he be entertaining, quietly leave again—no reason aside from that it was eavesdropping.

      “Curse it,” she whispered, striding into the darkness with a purpose, despite all natural sense and wit.

      She was nearly halfway across the room when a third door opened. Nim staggered to a stop, gaping at the hulking figure in the doorway. He crossed his arms over an entirely shirtless chest and stared back at her with a dark look.

      “I—” Nim held up a finger as if it was somehow going to lead her way out of the mess. It did not.

      The seneschal stepped closer. “Lady Weston.” His tone was strangely flat and unsurprised, given the situation.

      “Wesley said—I, well, I’ve brought you information.” She glanced nervously at the door behind him. “You’re not… entertaining guests, are you?”

      Warrick closed the door solidly, giving Nim only a glance of unidentifiable shapes in the darkness. The action forced him to uncross his arms, but his posture remained… irritated? She couldn’t be certain.

      She should apologize, surely, but she’d gone so far past any sort of decorum that she might as well have doused the actual king in pitch. She turned to face her observer. “My lord, while your assurances were adamant, I wish to report on the matter we discussed in person.”

      “The intimate matter?” His tone held something Nim could not identify. She might have thought he was toying with her had his posture not been so rigid.

      “Yes. Regarding the information you requested and any tokens I’d been given.”

      “Well?”

      She pursed her lips. “It will take more than a moment, I’m sure.” His stare, shadowed as it was, seemed to imply that it would certainly take more than a moment, should she not just get on with it. His intimations were excruciatingly clear when he wanted them to be. “What I mean to say, my lord, is that you’ve time to… put on a shirt.”

      His chest flexed in a movement, catching a spare bit of light, and Nim’s gaze strayed toward his form.

      He stepped closer. “Miss Weston, you steal into my private rooms in the small hours of the night, question whether I’m entertaining guests, and expect me to be dressed for your company.”

      “I didn’t—you misunderstand. I only mean to make you more comfortable.”

      “By invading my private quarters.”

      Nim huffed. “Well, I certainly cannot call on you in any way that is proper, now can I?”

      His silence seemed to say, and whose fault is that?

      She crossed her own arms, stung by his assessment. “Have you something against light in this room?”

      The clouds took it upon themselves in that moment to part, letting half a dozen shafts of moonlight spear through the window and, to her horror, over the lines of his chest. Heat rose in Nim’s cheeks, and she had to resist the urge to back away from him. Not because she wanted to but because she very much didn’t. She wanted to look at him, which would have been incredibly foolish.

      He was the seneschal of Inara, second to the king and the man responsible for hanging people like her.

      Nim’s hands curled into fists. She couldn’t help it. She’d always been drawn to magic, pulled by a horrible desire to reach for it. To brush against it—him, in this case.

      Her eyes managed to stay on his for a moment, but when he drew a breath, her gaze betrayed her, falling over the curve of his shoulder and onto the plane of his muscled chest. Near his shoulder was a jagged scar, like so many wounds she’d seen left by the Trust.

      Her finger twitched with the irrational urge to touch it, even as something inside her warned her to step back. She could almost imagine the way the scar would feel beneath her fingertip, still warm, still painful, holding some lingering sense of the magic that had marked it in the first place.

      Her gaze shot to his, and an unspoken message told her not to ask. “You said you wouldn’t lie to me,” she said.

      “That does not mean I have to answer your questions.”

      She wanted to tell him she knew about Wesley, that the boy had confessed. But it was not her secret to tell—it was between Wesley and Warrick. Then again, it was clear there was far more to Warrick and the Trust than her task. She would find out what it was and discover if it could in any way help her get free.

      “My lady,” he said, “while I cannot say I am not intrigued by your nighttime romps through my private rooms, they remain the only hours of the day where I am free to attend personal affairs.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Of course.” Get on with it, Nim. Just tell him the whole sordid tale. “Shall we sit down?”

      A single brow raised at her continued delay.

      She cleared her throat. “I paid my last tithe at the turn of the moon.” It was not the bit of information she’d been afraid to convey in a hastily scrawled message, sent with a boy who’d been scarred by magic. What was more, it was information Warrick likely already knew.

      In fact, he knew far more about her than she liked. Her gaze strayed over his hair, unmussed despite the hour. It was dark, a shorter style but not recently cut, though his square jaw appeared just shaven. Shadows cut his face into sharp angles, the line of his nose, the dip of his brow.

      He was handsome, just as Margery had said. But something in his bearing made him more than simply pleasant to look at. She felt an unsettling urge to move closer.

      “Miss Weston.”

      Nim snapped out of her perusal, and her cheeks flushed as she forced her gaze to the floor. But though she could feel his intentions and sense the power within him, Warrick was not Calum. He wasn’t like the others she’d been exposed to through the Trust. She let her eyes return to his. They did not capture her. They did not freeze her into place.

      “Is it because it’s so dark?” Her words slipped out unbidden.

      Warrick’s brows drew together.

      “The reason you can’t—” Snare me like a rabbit. She waved a hand. “Never mind. I reported to pay my tithes and was tasked with retrieving the watch from you.” She did not remind him that she’d intended to drag the month out by extorting an agent of the king, though Warrick had certainly not forgotten. She stepped forward, reaching into the pocket at her waist to retrieve the only token she’d ever been gifted by an agent of the Trust. Warrick’s gaze fell to her hand, then briefly lowered to her unfit-for-proper-society pants. She thrust her hand toward him. “This is it, all I have.”

      He reached to take the locket from her palm then turned it over. The silver flashed in the moonlight, strange etchings that resembled ivy and thorns and something of a snake carved over its surface. Something told her Warrick recognized the design. His voice was strange. “You don’t wear it?”

      “Stones, no.”

      He looked up at her.

      “I keep it hidden beneath a pile of blocks outside the manor. You think I’d sleep with that thing around my neck?” Not when the Trust could choke her with it. Not when Calum’s thoughts had strayed so near the feeling of a chain around her neck that she’d nearly been ill as she stood right in his chamber. A shiver ran over her. “I won’t even bring it inside my rooms.”

      “Why bargain for this if you’ve such a distaste for it?”

      He’d straightened to look at her, and when she flinched at his words, it seemed as if she might have been flinching away from him. Her indignance at his comment kept her from correcting that assumption. “I did not bargain for that thing.” She shook her head. “I told you, I don’t bargain.”

      His fingers tightened around the locket. “He gave this to you without a bargain.”

      “Yes. You said you wanted any tokens I’d received. This is it, only this.”

      A roiling sensation rose through Nim, followed by a strange sort of heat. She stared at Warrick. “What is it?” she asked.

      The clouds closed, throwing his green eyes once more into shadow. His voice was ice in contrast to the strange heat that had Nim wanting to throw off her jacket. “The society doesn’t give anything without a bargain. Nothing is without cost.”

      Her throat went dry. “I made no agreement. I bargained nothing. I didn’t even want the fool thing.”

      The locket made a thin metallic crunch inside Warrick’s closed fingers. He tossed it into the hearth, and a hot flash of magic lit the darkness, his power burning the locket to ash. “Nothing is without cost.”
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