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Chapter One
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The redheaded librarian stands behind her large wooden desk wearing a simple brown dress. Her wire spectacles frame her blue eyes, making them stand out in her soft, freckled face. Her hair is pinned up in braids. She smiles sweetly as I walk to her desk, half-hidden in the back of the large, quiet building.

“Can I help you?” Her voice is calm, steady, polite.

“That depends,” I answer. “Have you seen a man pass through here, about yea tall?” I hold my hand up several inches above my head. “Brown hair, bulky.” I delve into the leather bag against my hip and pull out the sketch inside. “Looks something like this.”

The brightness in her eyes fades as she bites her lip. “I’m sorry. I can’t provide information on other visitors. If you’re looking for local resident information, perhaps the census records can help you.”

I shake my head. Leaving the sketch on the desk, I lean toward the woman. “I need something a bit more recent and specific.” I tilt my head, letting my hair—currently long, silky, and auburn—tumble over one shoulder. “Are you sure there isn’t anything you can do?” I plead.

I watch for her reaction. Her eyes trail over my hair before returning to my face; she avoids eye contact. Flustered. On the right track.

“Because, see, he has something I need,” I say, leaning farther forward to provide a peek down the top of my bodice. The edge of the desk pushes uncomfortably into my hip, but I ignore that. “I would so appreciate if you could just do me this little, tiny favor and tell me if he’s been here today.”

“Well, I...” Her eyes dart to the tops of my breasts. Pink tinges her cheeks. She clears her throat and looks away. “I’m really not supposed to do that.” 

“I wouldn’t tell anyone.” I place my sun-kissed hand over her pale one on the desktop. “I promise.”

She looks down at our hands and chews on her lip again. “I mean—” She takes a breath then looks up. “I wish I could help you. Really. But that’s against the rules.”

I sigh and pull my hand away, straightening up. “I understand.” With my lips twisted into a frustrated pout, I reach for the sketch. “I’ll be leaving then.”

“Wait!” Her hand darts out and stops mine. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

Victory. I shrug. “I only came here to find that man. He’s got something I need. If you know of a way I can find him...”

“Do you have any other details? I can see if we have a record of him. I can’t give you any personal details, but if he’s in our records, he should be in the census. It could save you some time.”

I smile. “That’s better than nothing. You’re so sweet.”

She looks down with a smile. “Oh. Thank you.” She turns to the shelf of record books behind her. “Do you have a name or date of visit?”

“Today’s date,” I say. I walk around the desk to stand next to her.

She turns to place the book on the counter and startles, dropping the large, leather-bound volume. “Oh! I’m sorry, I didn’t—you’re not supposed to—”

“I scared you! I’m sorry.” I lean down to pick up the book and present it to her. It’s heavier than I expected. “Here you go.”

“Thanks,” she says as she sets the book on the counter with a soft thud.

“You never told me your name.”

“Oh.” She shrugs, tucking a stray wisp of red hair behind her ear. “I’m Millicent.”

“That’s a pretty name.”

“Thanks.” She bites her lip. “My friends call me Millie.”

“A sweet name for a lovely woman.”

A blush blooms across her freckled face. Millie giggles. “Thanks, I suppose.”

I step closer to her and point to the book on the counter. “This has today’s records?”

She nods. “Yes, let me find that for you.” She turns back to the book and opens it, flipping through pages.

I lean close to her, watching the book over her left shoulder. There! Hidden in the pages near the back, a tiny corner of mismatched paper sticks out.

“You must be very smart to get a job like this,” I say.

Her fingers on the page slow. “I worked hard to get here.”

“I’m sure you earned it.” I brush my fingers over her left hand. She freezes. “What do you like about working with books, anyway? Don’t you get bored?”

She laughs. “Oh, no. I could never be bored in this library. I’ve only worked here six months.” Millie turns to look up at the towering shelves behind me lining the side of the room, visible from this desk at an angle. Her hand slips out from under mine to gesture at the books. “It would take me years to get through all the interesting books, and by then I’m sure I’ll have found something to like about the boring ones, too.”

“You seem passionate.”

She comes closer. Her voice softens. “I’m doing what I love, you know?”

Time to make your move. “It’s an attractive quality.” I place one hand on her arm and reach the other across the book to take hers. She turns the rest of the way to face me.

I run my thumb over her knuckles. She takes in a tiny, quick breath.

“An intelligent, passionate woman doing what she loves,” I say softly, lowering my voice with each word. “I find that very attractive.”

She bites her lip and doesn’t move.

“Millie,” I whisper.

Finally her blue eyes look up at mine. “Yes?”

“May I kiss you?”

She blushes again, but she nods. “Yes,” she breathes.

I lean forward and press my lips to hers. She’s soft and tastes like apples.

I release her hand to run mine up along her arm, her shoulder, stopping to cradle her neck. My other arm wraps around her waist; she rests her hands on my own, letting me lead the kiss. I step forward, closing the gap between our hips, then turn us so her back is to the desk. I press deeper into the kiss and pull our bodies closer. I can feel her breasts pressing against mine.

The back of her hips bump into the desk. She lets out an “oh!”

I release her mouth while we both let out a giggle. Then I return to kissing her, our soft mouths melding together.

My right hand leaves her waist to roam the desk behind her. I trace my fingers over the open book to find the edges of the pages. There. Farther, farther, pressing our mouths and hips together, reaching my fingers farther until I feel the stray piece of paper sticking out and pinch it between my fingertips.

Millie moans against my mouth. I release her lips and lean in to press kisses against her neck, keeping my eyes open. I hold up the piece of paper behind her back to check that I have what I need. It’s exactly what I’m looking for.

I kiss my way back up Millie’s neck to claim her mouth again, my tongue skimming the edge of her lips. Then I bring both hands to her sides and lift her up onto the desktop. Her eyes pop open. A brief bout of surprised giggling escapes her. She places her hands on the edge of the desk to keep her balance.

I smile. The piece of paper tucked into one palm, I run each hand down the sides of her legs and nudge her knees apart. She spreads her legs, allowing me to step closer and resume kissing. I slide the paper into my bag before bringing both hands to her waist.

I have time for a little more fun before I leave.

Gripping Millie’s hip with my left hand, I run the other up her back. Her lips part against my mouth. I pull her bottom lip between my teeth, grazing the soft surface. She moans again.

I release her mouth to leave a trail of gentle kisses down her jaw, her neck, her collarbone. With my right hand, I pull back the loose bit of chemise visible above her bodice and press kisses along the exposed skin.

I bring my mouth back up to whisper in Millie’s ear. “I wish I could take this bodice off you.”

She whimpers in response.

“Kiss me, Millie.”

Her hands leave the desk to frame my face as she pulls my mouth to hers. I surrender control for a moment. She captures my mouth with her velvet, gentle movements.

A thud echoes through the library. Someone must have passed through the heavy wooden door at the entrance.

“Oh!” Startled, Millie pulls back to look at me, her expression worried. She whispers, “You’re not supposed to be back here.”

“I’m sorry,” I whisper back. “Here, let me—”

I help her slide off the desk. I dart around to the front of the desk while she shakes her skirt out and tucks back loose wisps of hair.

“I have to go,” I say, taking the sketch of the man off the desk and returning it to my bag. “It was lovely to meet you, Millie.”

She smiles. “It was nice meeting you, too...”

“Goodbye.” I turn and walk toward the door before she can ask for a name.

I slide my hand back into my bag and grip the scrap of paper containing a time and address. I have somewhere to be.
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Chapter Two
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The meeting place is a tavern on the other side of the city. Swyndale, capital of Beldale, has at least three taverns. Of course, my contact would choose the one farthest from the information drop.

It’s not a big deal. I can walk there before sunset, the time stated on the paper.

Autumn in Beldale is nice. The country known for its large lake and thick forests pays homage to that image by filling its capital with lines of beautiful trees, planted along roadsides and between buildings. This is the perfect time to visit, as the lush foliage has changed to bright oranges and yellows.

It’s also the most popular time to visit. Tradespeople, merchants, businesspeople, and other travelers always fill the streets, inns, and taverns of Swyndale at any time of year, but the tourist crowd is thickest in the autumn. It’s hard enough to find a person in the crowd in the off season; it’s nearly impossible this week.

It’s the perfect environment for an assignment.

I pass by rows of tables, tents, and carts full of baskets, fabric, handicrafts, personal weapons, bags and pouches, bottles, breads, children’s playthings. Anything a civilized person might need can be found in Swyndale, for the right price.

A woven handbag of bright pink and red fabrics catches my eye at one booth. Kanoni would like that. I keep my gaze forward and continue walking. I don’t have time to shop. I don’t want to draw attention.

At another stall, a broad-shouldered man with a dark beard displays pottery. He notices me and smiles with a flirtatious wink.

I smile back. Mmm. The sleeves of his tunic are pulled up, revealing the veins of his strong forearms. I pause, imagining his hands on my waist, his lips against my throat...but only for a moment. Duty calls; I move on.

The soles of my feet ache. My legs begin to tire. Autumn weather is usually refreshing in Beldale, but in the masses of people crushed within Swyndale’s city walls, the air is hot and heavy. No breeze can squeeze its way between the structures and crowds.

I feel sweat trickling down my neck. I pull a bit of thick string from my bag to gather my hair together and get some airflow on my skin.

It’s nearing sunset when I spot the green-and-yellow painted sign of the Grand Crown. I don’t bother going inside. The shouting and music heard outside is enough to know I won’t find any standing space, let alone a seat or table. I walk around to the back of the building to wait.

I don’t have to wait long. A low voice speaks from a few feet away. “Have three ladies passed this way?” The speaker is standing back, covered in shadows.

I keep my voice low enough not to draw attention to our spot in the alley. “One should not try to change fates.”

“One may hope to change another’s.”

“Whose fate do you seek to change?”

The figure steps out of the shadows. He stands a few inches taller than me, with broad shoulders. His clean shave and sleek, well-kept clothing speak to the wealth and standing of his master.

He bows. “Moirai.”

I nod. “Gavin de Bolbec.”

“Yes. Thank you for meeting with me. I bring a message—”

I wave his words away with one hand. “I know how this works.”

He clears his throat. “Of course. Forgive me.” He reaches into a small, cloth money pouch attached to his leather belt and pulls out a tiny scroll. “This is the mark.”

I take the scroll and unroll it. A small sketch of a face is drawn above three short lines of text. Asher Ephraxa, 19. Family heir. One week. Under the deadline is listed a number. The money is enough to buy a house at the heart of Swyndale—average for my price.

“Why him?” I ask.

Gavin expects my question. He recites a speech most likely written by his master. “The Ephraxa family’s control over the roadways must end. Their tight grip on free travel is fueled by greed and ruins all who try to pass through Swyndale or the regions beyond. People’s lives and freedoms are at stake. Businesses are failing, families torn apart, much-needed aid or supplies stopped before they can arrive. Help me, Lady Moirai, and you help not only Swyndale but all who depend on it.”

The “ruined lives” bit is over the top, but I get the point. Getting into Swyndale has been a much bigger pain for me with every trip. Every month the requirements are changing. The tolls are getting ridiculous, and checkpoints are multiplying. I have no trouble paying, but I can easily see how the changes could affect those with a less lucrative career.

Beldale and Swyndale are the most important points on most, if not all, of the major trade routes. This could also explain the shortages and new expenses Kanoni has been dealing with back in Sahil.

“Why the son?”

He frowns. “Excuse me?”

I roll the scroll back up and tuck it in my bag. “Why is the mark the son?”

Gavin clears his throat. “Oh.” He pauses, nods. Another speech to recite. “The heir must be removed first to destabilize control. Should the patriarch be eliminated, the son will inherit and nothing will change. If it pleases Lady Moirai, following this assignment, the head of the family will be next, and the roads will be free once more.”

Makes sense, but I keep my face and posture neutral. My voice is stern. “I did not agree to two assignments.”

“My—my master understands that,” Gavin stutters. “He hopes that you will consider assisting all of Beldale in this way.”

“It will require a separate fee.”

“Of course. That is understood.”

“You brought payment?”

Gavin nods. He detaches his money bag and holds it out to
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