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Chapter 1

Death is the only way to escape being a Monterris. Nic had been five when his father told him so, which was, if one thought about it, a bit messed up. When Nic was eight he’d said love was nothing but a bargaining tool. At eleven he’d clarified it was a bargaining tool should someone love him, a weakness should he deign to love another. And at fifteen that it was a weakness he could never indulge.

Wine, on the other hand, was encouraged.

Thank. God.

Nic downed his glass and returned it to the dresser with the rest of the antique glassware—a tarnished family, crowded around their decanter. “A decanter,” he said, gesturing at the collection of charmblown glass inset with fine filigree feathers. “The best parent one could have.”

“That’s depressing.”

He spun a grin upon the young man lying on the four-poster bed, his shirt open at the neck and his hair tousled. “Isn’t it, though? But thankfully you’re here to cheer me up.”

“Is that even possible in this gloomy pile of a house? Every time I sneak in here it’s like walking into a tomb.”

“Except I am very far from dead.”

The young man levered himself onto an elbow, his crisp shirt out of place against the fraying brocade bedcovers.

“Oh yes? Come here and prove it.”

Nic pushed himself off the dresser, sending the glassware family tinkling. From her cage beside them, his long-tailed echo clicked her beak in protest and ruffled blue feathers edged in gold. “Hush, Avery.” Nic pulled the embroidered cover over her cage. “Papa is busy.”

“Papa. Papa is busy,” she mimicked between trills.

“Avery?” the young man said. “A lovely name. Although not after Avery sa Barnet, I presume?”

“Then you presume wrong.”

Brows rose. “I would have thought even a famous conjurer was beneath your touch, my lord.”

“Beneath my father’s, certainly, but you see I have more taste than snobbery.” Nic made a mock little bow and dropped onto the edge of the bed. “That my father has never complained means he thinks me unimaginative enough that I named my bird Aviary.”

His companion snorted and gripped Nic’s arms, drawing him down. “That,” he said, close enough for Nic to smell the wine on his breath, “is even more depressing.”

“That’s us. House Monterris, here to make you feel better about your life. Truly it is an honour to serve.”

“You can serve me any time, my lord.”

“No time like the present,” Nic murmured back, and caught the young man’s lower lip between his teeth.

A knock thumped on the outer door and Nic froze. “I told Rowerre I was busy,” he said as footsteps crossed his sitting room, the floorboards creaking in protest.

“Then he is sure to tell whoever that is to go away.”

Nic scowled at the closed bedchamber door, until an exploratory caress pulled his attention back to the young man lying in his bed. “I assure you, I’m far more interesting, my lord,” he said, smiling an invitation beneath lowered lashes. A kiss teased Nic’s lips, promising a blissful afternoon in which he could cease for a time to be Lord Nicholas Monterris, heir to a long, proud line he had better not fail. With a groan, Nic deepened the kiss, pressing his companion down into the pillows in a determined effort to ignore the approaching footsteps.

An apologetic knock tapped upon the door. “My lord?”

“I said I didn’t want to be disturbed!”

“It’s Master Everel, my lord.” The words were muffled, but unfortunately unmistakable.

The young man pouted. “Who’s Master Everel?”

“My father’s cousin and indentured vowsmith.” Nic sighed. “And secretary. And general doer of all the unpleasant things my father would rather not dirty his hands with.”

“Ah, so the duke isn’t one for letting men own themselves. Why am I not surprised?”

The knock stuttered out again. “My lord? His Grace has just arrived from town and wishes to see you. Now, I’m afraid.”

Nic closed his eyes, allowing himself a moment as his heart sank through the floor—a moment just to breathe, such an easy skill of which his father seemed always able to deprive him.

Outside the door, Rowerre cleared his throat. “Shall I… tell him you’re on your way, my lord?”

It wasn’t a question. Not really.

“Yes, tell him I’m coming.”

“You mean tell him you’re not coming,” his companion muttered as Rowerre’s steps retreated. “So much for no time like the present.”

Nic dragged himself off the bed. “Ah, but consider that absence makes the heart grow fonder. Or…” He reached into his breeches and adjusted himself. “The cock grow harder.”

The young man gave him a look. “In your father’s presence?”

“All right, maybe not,” Nic said with a theatrical shudder. “But I will be back, so don’t go anywhere.”

“As my lord commands.” His companion snuggled into the faded crimson bedclothes and shot Nic a look through his lashes, one hand sitting close to the bulge in his breeches. Nic groaned, but he knew all too well his father’s dislike of being kept waiting. All he could do was hastily rebutton his shirt and pull on his coat, a glance thrown toward the mirror resigning him to complaints about his unruly hair.

“Wish me luck,” Nic said, heading for the door.

Lifting a lazy hand, the young man trailed a few sigils through the air with the tip of one finger. Golden light spread through the room like a blooming lantern flame, only to fade away, leaving Nic’s skin tingling.

“Needs more practice, but thank you. A fortunate garden party to you too.”



“Do you know why he wants to see me?” Nic asked, glancing back at his valet.

“I’m afraid not, my lord.” Rowerre grimaced. “He didn’t send word ahead, but it must be important to bring him from London.”

Nic returned the grimace, attempting to flatten his hair as he walked. “I was afraid you would say that.” He halted at the top of the stairs, where threadbare carpet gave way to stone steps made smooth by the passage of centuries. His father kept his rooms in the oldest part of the house, claiming his personal suite was where King John had stayed six hundred years earlier, which, given how draughty they were, Nic could well believe. “I know it’s probably too late, but you’d best see if I’ve left anything around the place. I don’t need another lecture on the appropriate use of my time.”

“I checked the front rooms when I saw the carriage, but I will look over the rest of the house now.”

“Thank you. Whatever would I do without you?”

“It’s nothing, my lord.”

With a bow, Rowerre set off upon his mission, leaving Nic to descend the stairs alone. He’d always hated this part of the house, in part because it was his father’s, but also because the old, central rooms smelled of decay—a smell that managed to be both damp and dusty. Monterris Court had once been a grand, stately manor, but a family history going back to William the Conqueror did not save buildings from collapse. Now it was a sprawling pile, a maze of faded rooms only one wing of which remained habitable. At least the windows here were intact, and no vines were growing in through the cracks in the walls—yet.

At the bottom of the stairs, Nic hid his reluctance with a sharp knock on his father’s study door. Inside, a murmur became a footstep, and after a moment that dragged into eternity, the door opened upon Master Everel’s scowl—a scowl etched upon his face like someone had scratched his features from shadow.

“Ah, you’re here,” he said, the word finally hovering unspoken. Turning, the old vowsmith added, “The young lord is here, Your Grace.”

Young lord. He was sure the man only called him that because Nic hated it.

“Nicholas.” The duke didn’t look up from his papers. He sat at his desk, glaring at a line here, making a mark there—every single thing on the page more important than his son. Nic set a hand on the back of the silk-upholstered chair, unsure if this was the sort of meeting where he was expected to sit, or the sort where his father wanted him out of sight as fast as possible.

Despite the five-day carriage journey from London, the Duke of Vale looked as fresh and precise as ever. The long-sleeved black shirt that marked him as a Brilliant was both starched and fitted, the perfect canvas for a gleaming silk waistcoat in cream and gold, each button a delicately formed dragonfly. Nic had never owned anything so fine and could only soothe his envy with the knowledge that his father would soon return to his dull home attire.

“Thank you, Everel, you may go,” the duke said at last, and Nic was grateful the ever-scowling vowsmith wasn’t to be present. Small mercies, the true zest of life.

From a cage on the duke’s lacquered side table, his echo groomed its black and gold feathers, watching Nic with disdain. “You too, eh, Revere?” he muttered.

His father pointed to the chair. “Sit.”

Ah, a sit-down meeting. Nic wished he’d brought wine.

Once Nic had settled on the stiff chair, the duke finally deigned to look up. With no welcoming smile, he stared at Nic through a pair of smoked glasses—glasses in which Nic could see more of his own reflection than his father’s eyes.

“This moment has always been coming,” the duke said. “But I have now finally accepted an offer for your marriage.”

Nic’s stomach sank. Of course this moment had been coming, but with every passing year he had dared to hope a little more—hope his father’s requirements for an acceptable offer were too high to ever be fulfilled.

“Did you hear me, Nicholas?” the duke snapped when Nic made no reply.

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. The offer comes from Lord Charborough, negotiating for his eldest daughter, Lady Leaf Serral.”

Nic’s eyes widened. “The Serrals?”

His father’s brows rose above his dark glasses. “You are surprised. You do not think the heir of House Monterris good enough for a daughter of House Serral?”

“I…” His father’s brows rose higher and Nic decided honesty was, for once, the best course. “Frankly, I thought you hated the Serrals. Lord Charborough took your seat on the Council.”

From behind those inscrutable glasses his father stared at him and Nic stared back, until the duke shifted in his chair, making its antique joints groan. “He did. And their being on the Royal Council of Magical Guilds makes them impeccable candidates. Lady Leaf also has an acceptable position on the Brilliance Register, and comes with a substantial dowry.”

“Ah, that explains it.”

“Sneer all you like, Nicholas, but as a ducal family, we must maintain our fortune above the king’s financial threshold or risk losing everything.” He gestured toward the letters patent hanging in pride of place beside the duke’s favourite pair of pistols—pistols that shone like nothing else in the house. “It may be an old-fashioned practice from a time when dukes protected the empire’s borders, but what is vowed into law cannot be unvowed. As a Monterris, this is your highest responsibility.”

With a small grunt of effort, the duke rose to stare out the window, the paint on its thick ironwork crazed with age. “They want your high magical aptitude and we need their money,” he admitted to the panes. “They have been informed of your preference for men, of course, and so an agreement on how best to ensure children shall form part of the negotiations.”

“How lovely.”

The duke turned from the window, the weak sunlight shimmering on his waistcoat’s golden threads. “You think this is amusing?”

“No, sir.”

“Good. It’s time you grew up and took your responsibilities seriously.”

Grew up. The duke always spoke like Nic was a child who had chosen to remain cooped up in a decaying mansion on the Northumberland moors. Pointing out the truth never helped, yet Nic said, “You could have presented me in town years ago.”

“You know very well your mother could not have spared you, and the estate could not have borne the expense. Now, had you made more of your remarkable magical talents and become a vowsmith, things might have been different. As it is, your choice to waste your time on less worthy pursuits has left us where we are.”

An old complaint, often rehashed. Long before his birth, the Dukes of Vale had spent generations gambling away their grand fortune, and somehow it was Nic’s fault for not becoming a vowsmith.

“Fortunately, being my heir counts for a lot even though you have achieved nothing that would allow me to leverage a greater price for you.”

Price, like he was an animal to be sold at market.

“I did not send for you to argue, however,” the duke went on, returning to his desk. “Rather to let you know that since the announcement has already been made, we now have three weeks to prepare for the lock-in. The old wings will be shut up and the central halls closed off for cleaning and repair. New furnishings will be brought in, and a tailor will be here next week to fit you for a new wardrobe. Master Everel will lead our side of the negotiations, though it is in our favour that they’re to bring Master Vowsmith Dashiell sa Vare. I think—”

His father went on speaking, but Nic’s heart stopped. He hadn’t heard that name for years—a name that conjured a young man long faded from his thoughts, though some memories remained bright and unbreakable. Dashiell’s dark, bronze eyes beneath finely arched brows. His ink-stained hands. The way his lips curved when Nic’s humour drew from him an unwilling smile. He’d been good at making him smile.

“—can negotiate to our best advantage, you must embody your ancient and proud lineage. You must be my son, not your mother’s, for the duration. Do you understand?”

His father looked over the rims of his reflective glasses, the scars around his eyes briefly visible and always disconcerting.

“Yes, sir,” Nic said, glad he could manage as much. Because even had it been worth arguing with the man who owned his entire existence, he could not speak another word while his heart beat so fast. That name. So unexpected at this of all moments.

“Good.” His father took up his quill—a man well satisfied. “Rowerre will prepare your wardrobe, and the servants will clear your rooms. We wouldn’t want any of your… oddities being stumbled upon.”

Oddities like his books on conjuring and far-off places, or the table crammed with mechanical trinkets and salvaged mechanisms, or the company currently awaiting Nic’s return. He couldn’t even manage a docile “Yes, sir” this time, not when his memory had betrayed him with a recollection of the all-too-brief occasion Dashiell had lain in that bed.

The duke dismissed him with nothing but a look, and having no desire to stay and no voice with which to object, Nic rose, chair scraping across the floor. His father winced—a small joy in an otherwise painful meeting. Even so, Nic hurried out with more haste than dignity, needing air, needing to think, to remember the young man who had so bewitched his youth without the feeling his father could see inside his head.

Out in the hallway, Nic leaned against the wall and just breathed. It was, for now, all he was capable of.

Dashiell sa Vare. Dashiell Bane-of-His-Existence sa Vare. Dashiell Perfect-in-Every-Way sa Vare. Youngest master vowsmith in three generations. And unless the intervening years had been very unkind to him, owner of the greatest hair ever. What had Nic done to warrant such punishment? Locked in with the Serrals while Dashiell sa Vare inscribed his bloody marriage contract.

Blissful oblivion waited upstairs in the arms of his latest pretty thing, yet no amount of oblivion would let Nic escape just how completely the last ten minutes had changed his world.






Chapter 2

Three weeks was forever until they had gone.

Nic had hoped to make them good weeks, but his father’s presence made smuggling company into the house unwise and sneaking out even less so, while hours vanished into fittings and lectures and rehearsals preparing him for the last days of his life.

The only silver lining to the impending lock-in’s dark cloud was Nic’s new wardrobe, full of the latest fashions. Although much to his disgust, the duke had picked out what Nic was to wear for the Serral delegation’s arrival. The coat was excellent, but the waistcoat…

He glared at it while Rowerre prepared his shaving water, glared at it while he buttoned up his crisp new black shirt, and was still glaring at it when a knock sounded on the outer door.

“Nicholas?”

Nic froze, neckcloth half-tied around his throat. The servants had been through his rooms days before, days during which his sitting room had returned to its usual state—untidy and full of things that may as well have been deliberately designed to annoy.

Unfreezing, Nic hurried out in his valet’s wake, stepping in front of a pile of books as the opening door spilled the duke’s heavy footfalls into the room.

“Father, I am almost ready to—”

“I was informed your rooms had been cleaned,” the duke said, looking about with distaste.

“They were, sir. The maids went through twice alongside their usual—”

“They cannot have, or all this… junk would not still be here.” He turned to Rowerre. “Fetch Mrs. Podmarsh.”

With a quick, apologetic glance Nic’s way, his valet hurried out. In the resulting silence, the duke strode to Nic’s worktable, where boxes of mechanisms and gears and springs sat neatly stacked alongside tools and oil drippers, reels and cranks, and dozens of incomplete clockwork creations.

“How often have I told you not to waste your time on such nonsense?” the duke snapped, picking up a half-finished frog only to drop it with a metallic thunk, sending springs and screws scattering. Nic reached out as though to save it, aborting the gesture as his father turned a glare his way. “You are my heir and it’s time you acted like it. All this goes.”

As the duke stepped away from the table, Nic hurried over to gather up the frog’s remains in shaking hands. “But, sir, it brings joy to—”

“The Conjuror’s Monthly? Laurence Sterne?” Lanced through with horror, Nic spun as his father picked up books off the table before dropping them as though the bindings bit. “Voyage d’Egypte et de Nubie,” he read, discarding that with as much disgust. “Ann Radcliffe! No one should touch anything written by that woman.”

“It’s an account of her travels, sir, along the Rhine and—”

Hurried footsteps brought Mrs. Podmarsh scurrying through the door, already bobbing a curtsy. “Your Grace sent for me?”

“Yes. The Serral delegation is all but here and these rooms have not been cleaned to my satisfaction. Have these books removed and that table cleared, along with anything else that is… out of place.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

“No one is going to see the inside of my rooms except me!” Nic cried, making a futile grab for the book the duke tucked under his arm.

“That,” his father said, striding toward the door, “is not a risk we can afford. See it done, Mrs. Podmarsh. And as for you.” He rounded on Nic. “Our guests are due within the hour and I want Lord Monterris there to meet them, so start at least acting like you are my son.”

With that the duke strode out, leaving Nic’s hands shaking with as much fury as grief.

“My lord.” Rowerre touched his arm. “Shall we hide things?”

Out in the hallway, Mrs. Podmarsh was shouting for her maids. Soon they would descend upon him to clear away his joys, but Rowerre’s pained expression was a timely reminder that not everyone thought such pursuits beneath him.

“Yes.”

A smile lit his valet’s face. “Bring what you can to the dressing room. Quickly.”

So while the housekeeper shouted in the hallway, Nic grabbed his favourite travelogues and periodicals and all but threw them at Rowerre, before hurrying to his tinkering table. Most parts he could replace, but he piled the half-finished pieces into a box, followed by as many of the tools and spare reels as he could grab before footsteps approached the open door.

“Everything on the table and all the books,” Mrs. Podmarsh said as Nic thrust the box into Rowerre’s hands. “And anything else that looks… out of place.” She didn’t glance Nic’s way, yet he felt her censure all the same.

“It won’t be forever,” Rowerre said, rejoining him as two maids carried clockwork parts clinking and clattering out the door.

“Won’t it?” Nic sighed. “Marriage is quite definitely forever, especially with a vowsmithed contract. Did you know there are people who don’t bother vowsmithing marriages? If I was French, or poor, I could do the thing and still run away afterward.”

“I’m sure Lady Leaf Serral is a fine young woman, my lord, and your marriage may… settle His Grace somewhat.”

“You mean her money will.” Nic glanced at the mantelpiece clock—a heavy monstrosity of bronze and ormolu. “I had better finish dressing. All it will take is for the Serrals to be early and my father will have my head for being late.”

By the time the maids had finished clearing his belongings, a deep, familiar anger had settled in Nic’s gut. That the duke owned him was just the way Brilliance Law worked, but that he sought to control Nic’s passions as well as his life always rankled.

“If you could just lift your chin, my lord,” Rowerre said, holding the powder box. “I fear we are running out of time.”

“No powder.” Nic thrust the box away. “It’s too old-fashioned.”

“But, my lord, His Gra—”

“If he complains, tell him I insisted.”

What could the duke do about it after all? Marry Nic off for the good of the family? Lock them all in the old, rambling house for the length of the negotiations? Oh, would you look at that. The worst was already happening.

“No, none of that either.” Nic rose from the dressing table as his valet reached for rouge.

“But, my lord—”

“No buts, Rowerre. I’ll be damned if I meet my future wife dressed like a puppet.” His gaze fell upon the duke’s chosen waistcoat. “And I’m not wearing that,” he added, pointing at the gaudy garment, all pale green smothered in gold. “It’s the most hideous thing I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been in the third duke’s mausoleum.”

Rowerre wrung his hands. “His Grace had that made specifically for the occasion.”

“Then let him wear it.” Alight with the freedom of knowing there was nothing more his father could do to him, Nic added, “I’ll wear the understated cream with the red flowers. Since I’m walking to my execution, I may as well look good.”

“Yes, my lord. The cream.”

It was, in the grand scheme of things, a small act of rebellion, but it was rebellion all the same. Easier to do as he was told, yet his father’s admonitions had never stopped Nic from conjuring and tinkering and dreaming of far-off places, had never fully quashed the rebellious spirit that allowed him to find life in the crevices of his dry existence, growing where it ought not have been able to grow.

“I hadn’t a chance to mention before, my lord,” Rowerre said, returning with Nic’s chosen waistcoat hooked on one finger. “My cousin sent over your sales for the last batch. I left the envelope on the mantelpiece in your bedchamber.”

“Oh, thank you.” Nic felt suddenly much smaller—a hopeful child again. “Do they… want more?”

“His letter says they continue to be well received, as such curiosities make excellent gifts. It seems the shopkeeper is requesting another dozen small automata and a couple of larger ones for special occasions.”

“Oh.” A smile tugged at Nic’s lips. “I’ll look through what I have, but I think without taking from Mama’s collection I’ll have to make most from scratch. Something to keep me busy during the lock-in.”

Rowerre held his waistcoat ready. “Yes, although getting into the old grotto for parts may prove difficult. His Grace has had the old wings locked up.”

“Of course he has.” Nic sighed. “A problem for another time unfortunately, or I’ll be late.”

Time was short, yet once dressed, Nic couldn’t help stealing a look at the envelope on his mantelpiece. Inside, a small collection of bank drafts added up to more than he’d received for the last batch, meaning Nic now had more money hidden away than he’d ever seen before. Although that wasn’t saying much.

Rowerre appeared in the doorway. “His Grace is waiting, my lord. I feel the most pressing need is your hair.”

“My hair?” Nic turned to the mirror and found his sandy hair sprouting from his broad brow in a look he liked to think of as romantically dishevelled. An unruly haystack, his father called it. “I like it like this; it makes me look dashing. Roguish.”

“Roguish, my lord?”

“Yes, like a highwayman.”

Worry lines creased Rowerre’s face, cutting his wrinkles deeper. “I might lose my job if you meet the Serral delegation looking like a highwayman.”

“Father would never let you go, but you may tidy it. Just a little.”

“Somewhere between highwayman and the heir of House Monterris?”

“Something like that, yes.”

With his valet’s skilled hands and a generous amount of oil, it was the work of mere moments. “All ready, my lord,” Rowerre said, stepping back with something of a proud smile. The oil added burnish to Nic’s wavy hair and the cream waistcoat looked elegant beneath his perfectly cut coat. Now he needed only to slip his stockinged feet into his shoes and he would be ready. Ish. Could one ever be truly ready for such a thing?

“All right, Rowerre, wish me luck,” Nic said, striding back into the sitting room. “Likely I will need—” He froze. On the dressing room door hung the waistcoat his father had ordered for the occasion. Or rather, half of it. Only the left breast remained, cut from hem to neckline, leaving torn cording to sag like loose strands of skin, while on the floor golden buttons shone.

A step scuffed beside him and Rowerre drew a sharp breath. “I… How? I don’t understand, my lord. We were only out of sight a few moments.”

The room lacked shadowy places where someone could hide, meaning the culprit had come and gone while they’d been in the bedchamber. Behind him, Nic’s echo, Avery, let out a relaxed coo and fluttered her dark wings, untroubled by any disturbance.

“Whoever did this worked very fast.” Nic ran his fingers down the cut fabric. “Quick, check if anyone’s in the hallway.”

Rowerre hurried out as Nic bent, examining the cloth. The cut had a perfect edge, so straight and fine it was as though the other half had never existed, while the air around it had the slightly sticky feel of fresh magic. Nic closed his eyes, listening for sigils yet hearing only Rowerre’s returning steps.

“No sign of anyone, my lord,” he said.

“No.” Nic pulled his thoughts back to the room, where the last of the afternoon sunlight crept its fingers across the faded carpet. “Cut by magic—a very fine splitting charm.” He drew a golden loop with his finger, then pinched and pulled sharply upward, ripping the air. “Much better than anything I could do.”

“But then who?” Rowerre drew close, peering at the cut. “His Grace has never hired servants with the Brilliance.”

Nic slowly shook his head. “I know. I couldn’t feel any sigils, though, so perhaps the charm was made by the tailor and lay dormant somehow.”

“Is that possible?”

“No, but I don’t like the other answers.”

On the mantelpiece, the ugly ormolu clock chimed the half hour and Nic grimaced. “Also I have to go or my father might try something like that on me. Will you clean it up?”

“Of course, my lord,” Rowerre said, his gaze sliding away along the wall as though he were deep in thought. “You go. I’ll take care of it.”

“And don’t tell my father.”

Without looking around from contemplation of the fading paintwork, Rowerre shook his head. “No, my lord. I wouldn’t dream of it.”



For three weeks, the central rooms had been locked up for refurbishment, and as Nic entered the great hall he couldn’t but stare at the result. The whole room shone. Moss had been scraped from the corners; the tall, stained-glass windows had been cleaned, the parquetry polished, and the walls repainted. Fine brocade had replaced threadbare drapes and the frames of every portrait gleamed. Even the central pillars, which had once been chipped and choked and blackened, were now smoothly polished with hundreds of perfectly wrought enamel vines climbing to the vast ceiling, from which a pair of shimmering chandeliers lit the whole.

Where the money had come from for such a transformation, Nic dared not ask.

“You are late,” the duke said in greeting. “They are already outside, and that is not the waistcoat I ordered for the occasion.”

Trying not to think about someone doing slicing charms in his rooms, Nic waved a dismissive hand. “We found it didn’t quite fit. Is Mama not joining us?”

“Your mother is unwell and has chosen to remain in her rooms for the evening.” The duke’s words were clipped and precise and every one of them was a lie. “How, exactly, can it have not fit? The tailor finished it mere days ago.”

“I couldn’t tell you, sir. Perhaps the stiffer fabric sits differently.”

“Sits differently isn’t—”

Voices echoed in the entry hall, and never had Nic been so grateful for the approaching hell. There was no time to change, only to turn and receive their guests.

For the last three weeks, Nic had been trying not to think about this moment. Trying not to wonder what Lady Leaf would be like, nor what changes time had wrought on Dashiell. Had success altered him? Turned him into just another vowsmith? Or would something of the young man he had once called friend still remain? Now the moment of truth had arrived and it was too late to run. Although as a Monterris, it had been too late since the day he’d been born.

With a groan of old hinges, the entry doors swung open, spilling a tide of murmuring guests into the room. Castor, Monterris Court’s aging butler, stepped forward. “The Most Honourable Marquess of Charborough, and his daughter, the Lady Leaf Serral,” he intoned as the first two guests approached.

A brief glance at Lord Charborough gave Nic the impression of a large, broad-shouldered man with an easy smile and gold glinting in his neckcloth, but of more interest was the young woman at his side. Lady Leaf had a pleasant countenance, every feature well proportioned, yet where her father smiled, she looked utterly bored. Even the pale yellow gown she wore did nothing to enliven her appearance, though it was ruched and ribboned along the hem like it had been edged in daffodils.

Two women followed behind his bride-to-be, both in gathered gowns that dropped soft fabric from high waists. Though they were young, one wore a grey lace widow’s cap over her curls.

“The Right Honourable Lady Radlay and the Lady Lisbeth Pomerin.”

Lock-in parties could include any number of extra guests invited for the occasion, but as Lady Leaf’s companions approached, Nic had the feeling of being socially underdressed without any of his own. At least years of having to learn the peerage stood him in good stead. Lady Lisbeth Pomerin had to be one of the Earl of Withington’s daughters, while Lady Radlay was surely Baron Radlay’s widow. He had a suspicion, too, that she was related to the Serrals. A daughter of Lord Charborough’s brother perhaps?

As though Nic had summoned the man by thought alone, Castor announced, “Lord Ricard Serral and Lady Theresa Serral.”

Nic had spent some time reading about the Serrals in the old society journals. He had gleaned the impression that Lord Ricard was the family businessman, while Lord Charborough gave talks on classical literature—what the duke might have called an unfortunate ordering of birth.

Not as striking as the marquess and his daughter, Lord Ricard and his wife were still an elegant pair, attired in muted blues and greys and with silver gleaming around the lady’s throat.

“Dr. Fanshaw,” Castor announced as a square-jawed young man with spectacles followed in their wake, looking rather out of place in the white shirt of a non-Brilliant.

A doctor was a sensible addition to a lock-in, yet Nic couldn’t but glance his father’s way and wonder whether the duke had expected quite so many guests.

“The Serral negotiation team,” Castor said, and as a group of vowsmiths, negotiators, and scribes all entered together, Nic hunted the crowd, as afraid of finding Dashiell as of not finding him at all.

“Master Vowsmith Dashiell sa Vare,” the butler intoned, and Nic’s breath caught as the vowsmith stepped forward, attired in the formal black of his craft. It made him look older than Nic knew him to be, and for a brief moment he allowed himself to stare—at his gleaming dark tresses, at the gold epaulettes that marked his guild rank, at features grown even more handsome with time. And when their eyes met, it was, for a fleeting moment, sixteen-year-old Dashiell sa Vare who stared back.

Nic’s heart lurched into his throat and he looked away, anywhere but at the way the vowsmith’s lips twitched as he sought to suppress a smile.

The Marquess of Charborough appeared, eclipsing Nic’s vision. He had an intense presence, seeming overlarge for the space despite his broad smile.

“Nicholas, this is Lord Charborough,” his father said, performing a proper introduction. “Charles, my son, Lord Monterris.”

“Delighted to meet you, Monterris,” the marquess said, his piercing gaze raking over Nic. “When last I saw you, you were a bulge in your mother’s stomach. A pity we haven’t yet seen you in town. Allow me to introduce my daughter, Lady Leaf Serral.”

As the lady drew close, Nic’s initial good impression solidified. Pretty of countenance, she had a pair of dark eyes and a direct gaze that met his without a hint of shyness. “Lord Monterris.” She curtsied. “What a relief to find you do not have a tail after all.”

Nic, about to bow, found himself swallowing a shocked laugh. “A tail?”

“Leaf,” Lord Charborough hissed, the apologetic look he threw Nic owning a hint of long-suffering.

“You must also be pleased that Lord Monterris has no tail, Papa,” she said, seeming to enjoy her father’s discomfort. “Since none of our acquaintance was able to assure us otherwise.”

The red-faced marquess led his daughter hastily away, leaving Lord Ricard Serral and his wife standing before them. “Vale,” Lord Ricard said, the duke’s name a snap. “I think you have not been introduced to my wife, Lady Theresa Serral, and my daughter, Lady Radlay.”

While the duke murmured his delight, Nic watched Lady Leaf walk away, as much bemused by her statement as her lack of chagrin.

“My son, Lord Monterris,” the duke said, claiming Nic’s attention. “Nicholas, Lord Ricard Serral.”

Nic smiled and bowed, greeting first Lord Ricard and then his wife, before being introduced to Lady Radlay and Lady Lisbeth Pomerin. None of them noted aloud his lack of tail, and Nic would have glanced after Lady Leaf again had Lord Ricard not gestured Dashiell forward.

“I think I need not introduce Master sa Vare to you, Vale,” the man said, his smile not reaching his eyes.

“Indeed no.” The duke bowed. “Master sa Vare.”

“Your Grace,” Dashiell said, his voice twanging deep into Nic’s memories. “It is an honour to be back here again.”

“The honour is all ours,” Nic’s father said. “It is a pleasure to have such a celebrated vowsmith in our midst, especially one we can claim as our own.”

There was more respect in that welcome than Nic had ever received from his father, and he had to swallow a sudden urge to explain under what circumstances Dashiell had left so abruptly all those years ago.

“You remember my son, Lord Monterris?”

“I do,” Dashiell said, and Nic envied the quiet ease with which he renewed the acquaintance, when surely everyone could hear Nic’s heart pounding. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Lord Monterris.”

Determined not to appear like the cloistered provincial he was, nor to betray any sign that Dashiell had once meant the world to him, Nic conjured a bland social smile. “And you, Master sa Vare.”

Having invited no further conversation, Dashiell was forced to move on, and Nic had the doubtful satisfaction of watching him walk away.

If only that could have been the end, rather than just the beginning. Soon the doors would be locked and there would be no way out, though in truth there had been no way out for a long time.

Death was the only way to escape being a Monterris.






Chapter 3

The doors were locked. Charms were set to detect any Brilliant attempting to leave the house. And within the hour, Nic stood to one side of the negotiation chamber wishing he were anywhere else.

The chamber had been a dilapidated dining room with torn and mouldering wallpaper, but like the great hall, three weeks had made a dramatic difference. Now fresh paper adorned the walls, the floor had been polished and the carpets replaced—even the ironwork pillars of the upper balcony gleamed.

In the centre of the grand space, a row of negotiators, scribes, and clerks sat on either side of the long table, the head vowsmiths facing off over a hideous epergne. On the Monterris side, Master Everel, on the Serral side, Master sa Vare—or rather at present, Lord Ricard Serral, who seemed to have taken over.

“Time to begin?” he said once they were all settled.

“Indeed.” Master Everel gestured across the table. “If Master sa Vare would take his seat.”

Lord Ricard had been leaning on it, but flinched away. “Yes, of course. The table is yours, Master sa Vare.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Dashiell murmured, taking the seat, though if he hoped to be free of Lord Ricard, he was to be disappointed. The man hovered, looking over his shoulder at the spread of papers. “For our part,” the young vowsmith said. “We’re happy to keep this first meeting brief, a mere statement of terms and the initial formalities with the principals.”

“That is satisfactory to us.” Master Everel’s gaze flitted from the vowsmith across the table to the lord at his back. “Will Lord Ricard Serral be present at future meetings? If so, I must amend the register, as he’s not listed.”

“No, oh no.” Lord Ricard laughed heartily. “I may stick my nose in every now and then, but I trust Master sa Vare to keep us abreast of progress.”

Master Everel made a note. “Then when you are ready, Master sa Vare,” he said, starting the dullest half hour Nic had ever suffered.

The delegations began by each reading and repeating names and details. Lord Nicholas Francis Monterris, Earl Monterris, born fourth of April, 1791. Lady Leaf Clementia Serral, born eleventh of July, 1796. Contract negotiated between House Monterris, headed by Valentine Nicholas Edmund Monterris, His Grace the Duke of Vale, and House Serral, headed by Charles William Algernon Serral, the Most Honourable Marquess of Charborough. From there, they listed points of discussion.

Financial settlements, land agreements, and Brilliance standing were all to be expected, but Nic hadn’t expected terms like personal aggregate worth or stud agreement—words that sounded dull and innocuous on Dashiell’s lips but made Nic squirm. Across the room, Lady Leaf Serral smiled faintly, with the distant look of one whose thoughts had wandered somewhere more pleasant.

While the vowsmiths discussed a negotiation framework, two men brought in a pair of letters patent, each a long parchment document set with a heavy seal. The one by which Charles II had raised the Monterris family to their dukedom, Nic had seen any number of times, but side by side with its Serral counterpart, it looked more tatty and faded than he remembered. The letters patent granting the Serrals their rank still possessed a golden tinge, with colour lingering in the portrait of William III. Despite their grandeur, they looked a little ridiculous hanging on easels at the head of the table, as though they were art rather than old documents inked by dead kings, which somehow still possessed the power to control their lives.

Eventually a negotiation framework was agreed upon, but just as Nic thought he might finally be able to escape in search of wine, Lord Ricard Serral cleared his throat. “We also request a full audit of the Monterris family holdings.”

Before he’d even finished speaking, Lord Charborough hissed, “Ricard!”

“I told you I wouldn’t agree to this without one, Charles, and I meant it.”

“Unfortunately,” Master Everel said, looking over his spectacles in a way surely meant to cow the blustering lord, “as the head of the family, only Lord Charborough can make such a request.”

Across the room, the brothers stared at one another, a look containing so many unspoken words that it sucked all air from the room. Was it possible the Serrals didn’t know how debt-ridden the Dukes of Vale had become? Nic glanced at his father. Having royal accountants rummaging around for an audit would be a nightmare, yet the duke eyed Lord Ricard with sardonic amusement rather than annoyance.

After several long seconds, Lord Charborough turned from his brother’s fierce gaze with a helpless flail of his hand. “Oh, very well. I request the audit, but it must remain confidential.”

“Don’t want anyone hearing of such unseemly behaviour, Charles?” the duke murmured, a low sound somehow more horrible than his shouting.

Lord Charborough certainly seemed to think so, his expression sliding into a grimace as the delegations made notes. “Are we done now?” he demanded. “I’m hungry and all this nonsense is…” He waved a hand, trying to find the right word. Demeaning, Nic would have chosen. Or perhaps nauseating.

Master Everel pushed back his chair. “Done, my lord, but for the initial binding of the principals, which will take only a moment. If Lady Leaf and Lord Monterris would join us. Master sa Vare?”

Determined to exude a carefree ease, Nic followed Lady Leaf to the centre of the room.

“Hands,” Master Everel said, holding up a contract page that was already covered in inked sigils. Nic lifted a hand over one side of the paper, just as the duke had shown him in their many, many rehearsals. Lady Leaf mirrored the gesture.

“If you would repeat after me, my lady,” Dashiell said at her shoulder. “I make myself known as the Lady Leaf Clementia Serral.”

“I make myself known as the Lady Leaf Clementia Serral,” she repeated, the words turning the network of sigils beneath her hand from ink to gold.

“To this agreement I pledge my word,” Dashiell went on, and this time when the lady repeated, he formed a few sigils with both hands—arme bruss cor ma tevore. He worked with quick ease, but there was something of an accent to the way he shaped them that was uniquely his, the feel of his magic against Nic’s mind achingly familiar. Too late Nic realised he was staring, their eyes meeting over the lady’s shoulder as Dashiell said, “And to this union I pledge myself.”

Nic’s heart thudded loudly in his chest, but the moment the words were out of his mouth, Dashiell looked away, leaving Nic feeling exposed, flayed open by words not even meant for him.

“And to this union I pledge myself,” Lady Leaf said.

With her half complete, Dashiell took the paper from Master Everel, though it trembled ever so slightly in the young vowsmith’s hand.

“After me, if you will, Lord Monterris,” Master Everel said.

Nic cleared his throat. “I know it, Master Everel, thank you,” he said, though a more accurate reply would have been “His Grace made me practice it last week until I knew it better than my own name.”

“I make myself known as Lord Nicholas Francis Monterris, Earl Monterris,” he began, sigils flaring gold beneath his hand. “To this agreement I pledge my word, and to this union I pledge myself.” He looked up and, meeting Lady Leaf’s gaze, murmured, “Since I have now proven I do not possess a tail.”

The lady laughed, and as they grinned at one another over the contract, Nic dared to hope that perhaps the lock-in wouldn’t be so bad.

Dashiell lowered the paper. “Now we are finished, Lord Charborough.”



For the second time that day, Nic stood in his dressing room contemplating his new wardrobe, only this time he was on to his third glass of wine and there was no sign of Rowerre.

Just as Nic was thinking he needed a fourth glass before he could decide on a coat, the sitting room door opened only to slam shut. A few blinks and Rowerre stood in the doorway, profuse apologies pouring from his lips. “I didn’t mean to keep you waiting, my lord. Lord Charborough brought so much luggage that every hand was needed, and then I had to wait upon Lord Ricard Serral, for it seems he did not bring his own valet.”

Before he’d finished, he was across the small room, riffling through Nic’s new waistcoats, barely pausing long enough to take each in.

“Surely one of the footmen could do that?” Nic said. “I can tell my father I am already far too much work for you.”

“Oh no!” Rowerre spun, face paling. “Please don’t tell him I mentioned it. I should not have spoken. Will you wear the new blue, perhaps? Or the red? No, not the red, too strong. Baffling that the tailor thought it suited you.”

Rowerre’s hands shook as he unfolded an exquisite blue waistcoat. “With the cream neckcloth, my lord?”

“Are you all right? Lord Ricard wasn’t a brute to you, was he?”

“A brute? Oh no, not at all, my lord. He was perfectly gentlemanly. Now, you need new stockings. And a fresh shirt. And I shall fetch the oil for your hair, as it will not remain tidy without it no matter what I do.”

Nic smiled at such fussing. Ever since Nic had been a boy, Rowerre had strived to make the best of a poor wardrobe and no money, shielding his young charge from the disappointments of his situation. And its loneliness. Now he had the latest fashions to play with, Rowerre went to work with gusto, and helping Nic dress seemed to calm his nerves at having been so late.

“I saw Master sa Vare making his way to the drawing room as I was coming up,” Rowerre said as he was fixing Nic’s hair. “He’s grown into a very handsome young man.”

“Yes, he has,” Nic agreed distantly. His valet’s hands paused in his hair, causing Nic to look up, meeting the man’s gaze in the mirror. “What?”

“Nothing, my lord,” Rowerre said, a smile flickering at the corner of his lips as he returned to taming Nic’s golden mop.

“Nothing?”

Rowerre couldn’t contain his spreading smile, though he tried. “Nothing, my lord.”

“Nothing, huh? Well, I can assure you that whatever you’re thinking isn’t going to happen, because that ended years ago.”

“Of course, my lord.”

“You’re still smiling.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, my lord.”

“You know I can tell when you’re up to something because you say my lord constantly.”

“Merely showing the necessary respect to your rank, my lord. There, that will have to do. If I wrestle with your hair any longer, you will be late.”

Nic rose from his dressing table. “You’re still smiling.”

“For no other reason than because I’m proud of you, my lord. Of the man you’ve become despite…” He waved a hand, the gesture seeming to encompass both everything and nothing, and Nic pressed his lips tight against the urge to cry.

“Oh, stop it, or I’ll be going down there with hideous red eyes,” he said, and set his hands on Rowerre’s shoulders. “Likely I’m too drunk to do this justice, but thank you.”

Rowerre acknowledged the words with a fleeting squeeze of Nic’s arm, before turning away to fetch his shoes. “You are very welcome, my lord.”



The ceremonial drawing room at Monterris Court was in the oldest part of the house. The grand space, with its high vaulted ceiling, ran alongside the great hall and was even more impressive. Though it was rarely used, tonight half a dozen chandeliers created a starry sky that twinkled above a sea of guests—every humble negotiator, lawyer, and scribe from both sides of the table having been invited to the first night’s evening party.

Dashiell was, of course, present. He had changed from the plain coat and epaulettes of a working vowsmith into an evening coat with broad lapels. It was cinched well in at the waist too, which Nic decided was a crime against him personally. Like the bright bronze buttons that exactly matched the colour of his eyes. Nic assured himself he only stared because it would be impossible for anyone not to.

It fell to Nic’s lot to escort Lady Theresa Serral into dinner, and given the length of the table and the enormity of the old centrepiece—a golden statue of songbirds taking flight that was too heavy for a single man to lift—she was also the only one he could converse with. The long, ancient wooden table could seat more than a hundred people, but they only used it once a year, when the three remaining members of House Monterris sat in state to celebrate the date in 1683 when King Charles II had elevated them to their dukedom—a silent celebration due to the necessity of shouting the length of the table.

“This is quite the dining room, Lord Monterris,” Lady Theresa called to him, her voice joining the general noise of other guests raising their voices and craning their necks. “Do you eat in here every day?”

“Thankfully not,” Nic returned, leaning toward her so he needn’t shout. “We usually dine in one of the parlours, but when we do eat here conversation is, as you can imagine, impossible. His Grace sits up that end, Mama down that end, and I sit perfectly between them and stare at the birds.” He gestured to the centrepiece. “They make excellent conversation.”

Her laugh sounded discordant amid the noise. “Where is Her Grace? I admit I was surprised not to see her this afternoon.”

“I’m afraid Mama is rarely well enough for large gatherings, though I hope she will join us often once the party is smaller.”

More lies, but Lady Theresa bought them with a solicitous smile as everyone always did. “Well, it is too bad Lord Francis is no longer with you to make a fourth at dinner. Then at least you would have someone to shout to over the birds.”

At mention of his uncle, Nic reached for his wineglass.

“Though of course it’s not merely a pity you lost him because now you lack dinner conversation,” Lady Theresa went on, reaching a sympathetic hand in his direction. “How crass of me to make it sound so.”

“I thank you for your sympathy, Lady Theresa,” Nic said, hoping to turn the conversation. “But while I’m sure my parents miss him greatly, I was only a squalling annoyance swaddled in blankets when he died.”

“Blankets and attendants, I’m sure. As Vale’s heir, you must have been quite protected. Smothered, even. Little wonder he never brings you to town, though I must say your absence has elicited much conjecture over the years.”

She spoke lightly, but Nic caught the sharp way she watched him. He was used to being stared at in the nearby towns, yet such scrutiny coming within the court’s walls made him uncomfortable.

“I recall how relieved I was when my Edmund was born,” the lady went on, showing no interest in the grand spread before her. “With only dear Millie from Lord Ricard’s first marriage, it was such a comfort to give him two heirs, and I am not providing for a duke.” Her laugh was sunny yet lacked all warmth. “Dear Leaf has quite the task ahead of her, poor thing. People said the same of your mother too, although Lord Francis was alive then and might still have had children. Poor man. We heard almost nothing about what happened, you know, which caused quite the stir. People made up all sorts of stories to be interesting. Everything from him drowning in the lake to being murdered!”

She laughed at what seemed to her a good joke, but Nic just pressed out a flat smile. There were some things only a Monterris ought to know. “I’m afraid I know no more than you, Lady Theresa, having been so young at the time.”

“A pity! But perhaps I can find out more while I’m here, since there will be nothing else to do.”

Nic’s appetite for food deserted him, but his appetite for wine tripled and he spent the rest of the seemingly interminable dinner listening to Lady Theresa Serral’s endless descriptions of her own house and gardens, numerous repetitions of just how fortunate he was to have ended up with her niece—whom she looked at so often along the table that Lady Leaf turned her chair away—and broad hints that said niece was too good for him. “I just don’t know what can have come over Lord Charborough that he agreed to negotiations at all!”

How shocked she would have been to learn Lord Charborough had instigated them—a fact Nic heroically kept to himself.

Back in the drawing room after dinner, Nic found that their guests had become little more than a swirl of colour, yet still he made straight for the table where an army of wineglasses stood filled and ready to battle his troubles.

Having downed the first in a single gulp, he reached for another, only to find Lady Leaf watching him from a nearby sofa. His bride had changed into a white silk evening gown adorned with knots of ribbon. A pearl necklace encircled her throat and her maid had pinned flowers through her hair—white flowers that stood out against her dark curls. It was a charming look, Nic had to admit, earning her covert glances from more than a few young men in the room. Dr. Fanshaw in particular seemed unable to drag his gaze away, nodding almost at random to the lawyer attempting to make conversation with him.

Nic made his way over. “Good evening, my lady. How are you enjoying the party?”

“I’m finding it devilish boring,” Lady Leaf replied with a sweet smile. “But it’s so kind of you to ask.”

Lady Lisbeth rapped her friend’s hand with her fan. “Pay no heed to her, Lord Monterris. Leaf says the same of all social gatherings. I, myself, am having a delightful evening.”

“Which you say of all social gatherings be they never so dull,” Lady Leaf said.

“I do not! Besides, how could this one be dull when we have finally met the invisible heir!”

Nic blinked at them. “Invisible heir? Is this perhaps related to the tail observation?” The feeling he hadn’t had enough wine for this made him glance, longingly, in the direction of the refreshment table.

Amusement danced in Lady Leaf’s eyes, but it was Lady Lisbeth who said, “Well, your father comes to town but you do not. I know Her Grace cannot spare you, but you can’t blame people for wondering if perhaps there is some other reason you have never been presented at court.”

“Such as my having a tail.”

“Oh, that is just my favourite,” Lady Leaf said. “There are many others. That you are hideous, or mad, or that you died in infancy and His Grace just doesn’t want anyone to know. Or that your magical affinity is so high you’ve turned invisible. Or that you did something monstrous and so your father keeps you locked away like in some gothic novel.”

“Yes!” Lady Lisbeth gripped her friend’s arm. “Like Emily St. Aubert in The Mysteries of Udolpho. You really must read it, Leaf.”

As understandable as it was, the discovery that he had been the subject of ton gossip for years annoyed Nic. “Well, I have read it,” he said. “And I can assure you that as remote as Monterris Court is, it boasts no wicked Italian counts and no black veils, and the only time I have ever been locked away is thanks to this contract. Now if you will excuse me, I think I need more wine.”

With a nod Nic left them for the refreshment table, gnawing over the sour taste left in his mouth. Already he’d had enough of the lock-in and they’d hardly begun.

Lock-ins were a ridiculous custom. Long abandoned in every other situation, they’d been retained for marriage contracts due to their importance. In such contracts, families were not only negotiating the terms of the marriage settlement but also bargaining magic rites, trading responsibilities to the crown, and jostling to increase their lineages on the Brilliance Register. For those without magic, marriage could be straightforward, but magic had turned marriages between noble families into serious business.

“Lord Monterris. You look to be deep in thought.”

Drawn from his abstraction, Nic turned to find Dashiell at his side—a shock no amount of wine could have prepared him for.

“Oh.” Nic downed a mouthful, hoping it would help. “I was merely wondering how different life would be in a world without magic.”

“Without magic? I… am not sure I can even imagine how such a world would function. That’s like wondering about a world without gravity.”

“Is it? Yet there are more people without the Brilliance than with it, and they seem to live just fine. Better, perhaps, for not having to lock themselves in to negotiate marriage contracts.”

Dashiell’s lips twitched as he suppressed a smile—a familiar sight that pulled old memories across nine years of absence. “The only thing magic has ever wrought,” the vowsmith murmured. The low sound sent a frisson through Nic’s skin, and the humour in those bronze eyes invited something of their former intimacy as though those nine years could just disappear.

Nine years of silence.

“Not the only thing it has wrought, Master sa Vare,” Nic said coolly. “Merely the most annoying at present.”

He made to move away, only for a young man to appear at Dashiell’s side, joining them with a self-assurance many would have killed for. “Master sa Vare,” he said, his gaze fixed on Nic. “I have not yet been formally introduced, if you would do me the honour.”

“Of course.” Dashiell’s tone chilled. “Lord Monterris, allow me to introduce Attending Vowsmith Rufus Gillingham. Mr. Gillingham, Lord Monterris.”

The attending vowsmith wasn’t dressed in the height of fashion yet he wore his modest attire well, more than making up for it with a handsome face and a winning smile. And eyes that slid down Nic’s body in a quietly suggestive manner that was, for Nic at least, far more familiar ground.

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Gillingham,” he said, wondering if the lock-in might yet be enjoyable after all. “I hope you did not find the journey too taxing.”

“Not at all, my lord,” Gillingham said. “I travel a lot with Lord Ricard. He is never still, you know, always darting here and there about some business or other. You get quite used to sleeping on the road and meeting new people.”

“I envy you that. I have spent most of my life in this house, though it does mean I know it very well.”

The young man’s smile broadened. “Well, then perhaps you would care to give me a tour later on?”

Plenty of young men had used that line over the years, and glad of the opportunity to show Dashiell that his presence mattered as little as his absence had, Nic acquiesced with an ironic bow. And tipped what remained of his wine onto his feet.

“Ah,” Nic said, the room spinning as he set his empty glass down. “I think perhaps I need some air. If you will excuse me, Mr. Gillingham. Master sa Vare.”

“Until later then, my lord,” Gillingham said with a wink, and before Dashiell could speak, Nic escaped.

Rather than making for the terrace where he could be followed, Nic stepped into the nearby service passage. There, he wobbled unsteadily along in his wine-splattered shoes, humming as he left the muffled chatter behind. Glad to escape all the curiosity and noise, he began forming sigils to complement his song, conjuring first a deep, midnight-blue light, followed by stars, silver trees, and a flock of echoes gathered in a forest clearing. Soon, his humming became words and he sang about a man seeking to befriend the wild birds.

Nic added the man and walked on, throwing the scene before him with outstretched arms and upraised voice.

A second figure appeared in the passage, its face a pale oval like the old, broken-up automata he often pilfered for parts. Unlike the rest of Nic’s scene, it didn’t move, and in the haze of drink, it took him all too long to realise he hadn’t conjured it.

The pictures faded as Nic dropped his hands and peered through the draining colours. The pale oval turned away, a ghost amid conjured ruins.

“Wait, who’re you?” he called as it walked away. “You shouldn’t be in here. I’m Lord Nicholas Monterris and I command you to stop.”

Nic’s insides shrivelled at how much he sounded like his father, but although he suddenly felt a lot more sober, the figure disappeared into the deep shadows ahead as though he had imagined it.

“Hey!” Nic walked on. “Come back!”

A truly eager man might have run, but Nic owned enough wariness to keep to a quick walk, eyes darting at the dark shapes of unlit lanterns and closed doors. No sounds came to him now, not even the distant tinkle of glass and laughter from the abandoned party—just his breath and his hurried heartbeat, and the scuff of his shoes on the dusty floor.

A door creaked open, spilling moonlight into the passage ahead. For a moment a shadowy figure stood silhouetted against the pale light.

“Hey! If you’re with the delegation, you’re not meant to be in here.”

Nic hurried to the open door, stepping out into an old gallery that had been all but abandoned to the garden beyond, ivy left to creep in through cracks around the windows. There was no sign of the figure, although the door out to the walled garden stood ajar and Nic strode toward it.

Chill, damp air hit him as he pulled the door wider. Mist had descended like a thick blanket and a sheen of moisture already covered the ground. It would be a thin crust of ice by morning the way the temperature was dropping.

“Well, enjoy being locked out there all night,” Nic muttered, and was about to close the door and bolt it when he caught sight of the figure again. It had stopped to watch him, perhaps thinking itself invisible in the thickening mist. It might have been but for the sharp edges of its white face.

This time Nic didn’t shout, just stepped out after it. The figure turned away and Nic sped his pace, cutting toward it across the garden bed, eyes for nothing else. Puffs of condensed breath appeared before him, but he wasn’t cold, not with the lingering wine and sudden purpose. In the passage he’d seen a face like an automaton, but that shouldn’t be possible. Every single one had been broken apart and left in the old grotto to rot.

Probably not smart to follow it, really, the sober part of Nic’s mind told him, but he kept on, pushing through bushes and kicking tufts of furled winter flowers. He had to know who it was. Or what. And if it was a fully functional automaton, he had to know how.

Nic’s next step squelched. Cold ran up his leg and soaked into his wine-splattered shoes. Then something grabbed his ankle, and unable to save himself, he toppled face-first into water. It rushed into his mouth and his nose, tasting of dirt and fish and the green gunk of stagnant ponds.

Fingers closed around his arm, and though he tried to fight, he was hauled up in a flurry of spray and swearing. And there, splattered in mud and bathed in cold silver moonlight, stood Dashiell, ankle-deep in the water.

“What do you think you’re doing running about in the mist while drunk?” he snapped, and for a moment of mingled hurt and joy he sounded just like Nic’s old friend. “Are you trying to drown yourself? That would be dramatic.”

“Trying to—? I was following someone. Was it you? Did you grip my ankle too?”

“Grip your ankle? You tripped on the reeds.”

Dashiell pointed at their feet. The pair of them stood at the edge of the pond where dark green reeds swirled like ribbon. Nic’s cheeks reddened, each heavy breath producing a cloud that tangled with Dashiell’s in the cold air. He ought to thank him, but though he tried to swallow his anger, he found that it stuck painfully in his throat.

“Come on.” Dashiell took Nic’s icy hand in his. “You need to get inside and change before you freeze to death.”

“Oh, but that would be so dramatic,” Nic snapped, pulling free and almost tumbling back into the water. “And apparently I like being dramatic.”

Dashiell rolled his eyes and Nic had a strong urge to punch that all-too-handsome face. Instead, he shouldered him out of the way and climbed out of the pond, water streaming off him.

“Thank you ever so much for your assistance, Master sa Vare,” Nic threw back as he made for the gallery’s golden glow, his shoes squelching in a way that would make Rowerre weep. “Truly I would have died without you.”

“You were certainly drunk enough.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

Nic glanced over his shoulder as he spoke to find Dashiell following, but in letting his gaze linger a moment on the way the vowsmith’s wet clothes now clung to his body, Nic tripped on the edge of a flower bed. He saved himself from falling face-first into mud and dormant flowers, but it was a close thing, and there was Dashiell again, gripping his elbow to steady him.

“Maybe you should drink less next time,” the vowsmith said, the words close by Nic’s ear.

“And maybe you should mind your own damn business instead of following me around.”

“I only followed you because I wanted to talk to you. And… to warn you about Gillingham.”

Nic had almost reached the open door, but he spun back at that, finding golden light illuminating Dashiell’s troubled expression. It owned only concern, yet Nic couldn’t have stayed his flirtatious tongue even had he tried. He lifted a brow. “Oh, is that what this is about?”

“Yes, look, he—”

Nic stepped close, anger spurring him to glare his challenge right into Dashiell’s face. “Jealous?”

“What?” For a breathless moment Dashiell stared back, lips parted, before he looked away. “That’s ridiculous.”

“You’re ridiculous.” Nic strode on into the house, carrying a twisted sort of triumph he knew he hadn’t earned. “I don’t need your help.”

“Nic, he’s a dishonest rake,” Dashiell hissed, hurrying after him. “And he’s already been hauled up in front of the guild chair twice on charges of misbegotten information, so if he’s not trying to get secrets out of you for Lord Ricard, I’ll eat my damn hat.”

“Then go eat it. I can take care of myself.”

Dashiell stopped with a scuff of damp shoes, leaving Nic to stride on, grimly satisfied at finally silencing him. Hoping Rowerre had a fire burning in his rooms, he headed for the old style-wing stairs with all the pride he possessed, still shivering and trailing reeds.

“Wait, Nic.” Footsteps hurried after him as he mounted the stairs. “Nic!”

“Surely you mean ‘Lord Monterris,’ as I gave you no permission to be informal,” Nic threw over his shoulder.

And tripped over Rowerre.

Foot snagged, Nic landed hard, wrists jarring as he caught his weight. Yet Rowerre made no complaint, no attempt to move or apologise, not even a groan.

With a pained hiss, Nic rolled over. “Rowerre, what on earth are you—?”

Breath hitched in his chest. Rowerre’s neck was bent and his limbs pointed in all the wrong directions, like he was nothing but a collection of parts waiting to be assembled. His glassy eyes stared at nothing and his mouth hung open, blood pooling around a piece of paper crushed in one hand.

“No. No!” Nic gripped his valet’s broken arms as though a shake could wake him. But Rowerre did not wake, and as an all-too-final realisation crashed through the shock, it left a hollow gouged in Nic’s stomach. “Please, no,” he whispered, lowering his head to the man’s lifeless shoulder. “Don’t leave me.”

“Nic.” Dashiell knelt beside him, a hand gently pressed to his arm. “I’m so sorry.”

A few moments before, Nic would have snapped and shrugged him off. Now he could only be grateful he wasn’t alone as tears slid down his cheeks. Through the haze of wine and shock, he couldn’t even make sense of what had happened.

Overhead, a step scuffed on the upper landing. Before Nic could make sense of that either, Dashiell had leapt up and was taking the stairs two at a time, disappearing from view.

“Dash!” Panic sheered through Nic’s chest and he ran after him, brushing away tears. “Dash, wait!”

At the top of the stairs, he ran into a breathless Dashiell, who caught his arms to steady him. “I lost them. They were too far ahead of me.”

“You think someone saw what happened?”

Dashiell shook his head in disbelief. “They must have, but…” He trailed off, and dropped his hands from Nic’s arms, sliding back into the form of Master sa Vare, professional vowsmith. “I ought to fetch the doctor and inform His Grace. I’ll… I’ll be back soon, all right?”

And without waiting even for a nod, Dashiell strode away, leaving Nic reeling.






Chapter 4

Within five minutes, guests blocked the stairs, craning their necks to see the body. Despite the interest, only the doctor had drawn close, running expert hands over Rowerre as though to be sure he was truly dead.

In Dashiell’s absence, Nic had returned to the step beside his valet and there he remained, knees to his chest, as conversation passed over his head.

“Explain more precisely, Master sa Vare,” the duke said. “You came in from the garden, but did you find him like this or see him fall?”

“Unfortunately, we found him so, Your Grace.” Dashiell stood facing the gathered party, tall and assured. “Although perhaps this conversation could be had without so many people gawking at the poor man.”

“Yes, indeed,” Lord Charborough said, stepping forward to claim a commanding role. “We ought to allow the man some dignity.” Employing a scowl and an imperious wave of his hands, he shepherded the crowd of negotiators away. Mutters trailed in their wake.

Paying her father no heed, Lady Leaf moved into the unspoken space left around Rowerre, bending to get a closer look.

“Leaf,” her father snapped. “Curiosity is inappropriate. Do consider what Lord Monterris will think of you.”

“That I am rightfully troubled by the death of his servant?”

“Leaf!”

Nic thought he caught a roll of her eyes as she straightened. “It’s important to consider the evidence in cases of foul play. What do you say, Doctor?”

“Oh, uh, certainly, my lady.” Dr. Fanshaw reddened under her direct stare. “I, uh—”

“Foul play indeed.” Lord Charborough frowned at his daughter. “The poor man merely fell down the stairs.”

“Just as Lord Ellis’s son merely fell down the stairs during his apprenticeship,” Lord Ricard Serral said with a nasty laugh. “Truly, you were fortunate to depart this place in one piece, Master sa Vare.”

They’d found Louis sa Ellis the same way, lying twisted and broken at the bottom of the stairs.

“Are you calling me a murderer, Ricard?” the duke asked, a hint of bite behind the cool words. “Or claiming my house is cursed?”

“I don’t yet know enough to say, but I would deny neither.”

“Ricard!” Lord Charborough hissed. “There is no need for this. An accident, no more. Very unfortunate timing, of course, since we have already locked the doors, but your servants aren’t Brilliants, are they, Val? One can leave and take a message to his family.”

“As he had no family,” Nic’s father said, “I am less concerned about funerary arrangements than the cause of his fall. Rowerre was well used to the house. If this was an accident, it’s as extraordinary as the timing.”

The duke’s words sent a chill through Nic’s skin, but Lord Ricard only laughed. “Very dramatic, Vale, but we don’t need the added entertainment of a murder mystery to keep us occupied. Or to distract us from the negotiations. I, for one, will sleep soundly tonight.”

“There was a torn page,” Nic said, hardly aware at first that the words were coming from his mouth. “He had a torn page in his hand, but now it’s gone.”

The duke looked to Dashiell. “Master sa Vare?”

“I didn’t see it, but Lord Monterris was in a much better position to observe the details.”

Nic was grateful for the vote of confidence, yet doubt coloured the watching faces.

“Shock,” Lord Charborough said with a pitying shake of his head. “Dr. Fanshaw is an excellent physician, you know. He can give the boy something to ease his nerves.”

“Indeed” was the duke’s cold reply. “Regardless, we ought to put an end to festivities for tonight.”

And that was it. His father’s imperious finality ended all conversation, and the remaining members of the house party turned their backs on a man’s death. Rowerre had been a servant, unknown to the Serrals, but he had meant everything to Nic. And so he didn’t move, to leave now an abandonment Rowerre would never have committed.

“Lord Monterris,” Dr. Fanshaw said, clearing his throat when only he and the duke remained. “Allow me to help you to your room. I can fetch a seda—”

“He doesn’t need help,” the duke said. “I will thank you to take care of the body and leave my son to me.”

“Of—of course, Your Grace, my apologies.”

The duke approached down the stairs, glaring at Nic. “Get up,” he said. “This is no way for a Monterris to behave.”

When Nic didn’t move, his father gripped his shoulders and hauled him to his feet, fingers biting in hard.

“Stop!” Nic cried, as he was dragged up the stairs and onto the upper landing. “You’re hurting—”

A fierce slap struck his cheek, momentarily stealing both voice and thought.

“Pull yourself together,” the duke said. “I will not have my heir snivelling on the floor in front of our guests. He was just a valet.”

Just a valet. The words stung more than the slap.

“Go, and do not humiliate me like that again.”

Nic dared no words, dared not even a glance back, just started toward his rooms under his father’s watchful eye. As he walked, he tried to think, to work through what needed to be done next, but a thick wool suffocated every thought beyond the need to change his sodden clothes. Falling into the pond seemed a whole lifetime ago.

“Nic.” Dashiell’s gentle voice met him in the shadows of the long hallway. “Are you all right?”

“Of course I’m all right,” Nic said, distantly impressed by how steady his voice sounded.

He didn’t slow, leaving Dashiell to fall in beside him.

“I can—”

“I said I’m fine. And if you’re hoping to gain favour with my father, you’re better off leaving me alone.”

“I’m not hoping to gain favour with His Grace. That’s not why I’m here.”

Nic spun on his heel. “Then why are you here? You could have refused this job when the Serrals came to you—probably should have, given how long you were with us. Yet here you are.”

“Do you wish I had?”

The question owned a breathless quality, seeking to steal truths as though they were much needed air. Nothing existed beyond their shadows, but though a dozen answers knotted like tangled wire in Nic’s throat, he uttered none of them, leaving the silence to stretch and grow cold.

“What does it matter to me?” he said eventually. Dismissive. Cold. “I don’t care what you do so long as you don’t talk to me like we’re still good friends. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I can get to my door without your help.”

Dashiell hesitated, a man holding himself still while he weathered a different urge. Finally he nodded, the movement almost perfunctory. “I understand. Just… tell me you’re all right. I know how much Rowerre meant to you.”

“No, you don’t. But I assure you that I am excellent, Master sa Vare. Good night.”

Nic continued in the direction of his rooms, needing to be alone, yet when Dashiell didn’t follow, his relief was not unmixed with a twisted, foolish sorrow.



Nic took forever to get to sleep that night and even longer to wake, his body unwilling to move. And when the sun rose, Rowerre didn’t wake him—couldn’t—his ongoing absence destroying all hope it had been just a terrible dream.

When at last Nic’s body accepted wakefulness, it was nearing noon. For as many years as he could remember, Rowerre had greeted him with a soft good morning and a piece of interesting news. Today there was only silence. Someone had left a small breakfast tray on the side table.

Dragging his heaviness with him, Nic pulled himself out of bed. Between bites of bread that tasted of nothing, he dug his own clothes out of the perfectly ordered dressing room and slowly drew them on, life returning to his limbs bit by bit—only to leave him standing in the middle of his bedchamber unsure what he was supposed to do. Down in the negotiation chamber the delegations would be hard at work deciding his future, while elsewhere guests would be being entertained as though nothing had changed.

Not ready to force smiles, Nic instead made his way back toward the stairs down which Rowerre had fallen in the hope that being there again might help and the sure knowledge that it wouldn’t. Perhaps if he could make sense of what had happened, of the missing paper and the footsteps and the suspicious timing, it might ease the gnawing fear it had been no accident, might give meaning and closure to Rowerre’s death and somehow make it easier to bear.

Despite being full of guests, Monterris Court was blissfully quiet as Nic returned along the hallway, but as he reached the top of the stairs, rustling sounded on the landing below.

“Who’s there this time?” he said.

“Who what time?”

Nic descended to the second landing. There Lady Leaf Serral crouched, examining the topmost step of the next flight, the figured muslin of her morning dress gathered at her feet.

“What are you doing here?”

“The same thing as you, I imagine,” she said, still staring at the floor.

“You don’t think it was an accident.”

Lady Leaf gave him a look that ought, by law, to have been reserved only for irritating small children, not one’s intended. “An accident that just happened to take place the first night of our lockin? After which Master sa Vare heard running footsteps? And these are long stairs, so if your valet just slipped, he probably wouldn’t have tumbled so far or hit the landing so hard. So yes, he may have been pushed.”

The same thought had occurred to Nic, yet he voiced the objection he kept butting up against. “But why?”

“Perhaps someone is trying to scare us because they don’t want this contract to go ahead. I can’t say I’m that keen on it myself, though I wouldn’t kill someone to stop it.” She looked up from her examination of the steps. “You don’t seem that bad.”
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