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      Nickolas Brigham was going to marry a princess. She would be beautiful and charming and hang on his every word. She would be flawless. Incomparable. Her station would be high enough to place him securely in the ranks of Westrende’s most prominent citizens. A princess was indeed the answer to all his problems, and he would marry her posthaste. He just needed to find her first.

      “What is the highest rank in the kingdom again?”

      His mother glared at him over the rim of her teacup.

      “Oh, that’s right. I’d forgotten. There is no king, only the council ruling in his stead. No king, no princesses. And among council, the youngest, I believe, is aged around two and forty. So…”

      “So the highest-ranking match you’ll secure is already beneath us.” She made a tsk of disapproval. “Honestly, Nickolas, your great-grandfather dined with a king. Your great-aunt was gifted a horse by another. It should not be so difficult to tie yourself to a woman of station, given the esteem of our family name.”

      Nickolas gave her a look. She placed her cup on a finely carved side table and glared into the distance as if she’d not noticed his response. Nickolas moved to stare in the same direction, crossing his arms in his finely tailored suit and finding nothing but a finely papered section of wall between a pair of finely painted floral arrangements. He glanced at his mother over a shoulder. Her hair—darker blond than his and just starting to reveal its first strands of silver—was drawn back into a flawless bun, her attire impeccable. Expensive. They both knew the Brigham line had fallen well beneath what one might call influential. It was high on the precisely detailed list of reasons she’d pushed him so hard to find an acceptable wife.

      He turned to sit in the chair across from her, making certain his feet and elbows were placed in a manner that wouldn’t bring a round of censure, although his words surely would.

      “Mother, I have doused nearly every woman of high society in my charm since the day I turned two and ten, to no success. They spurn me, every one. They have run off to marry their bakers and their map makers and left me alone in the splendor and finery that the fortitude and fortuitousness of our ancestors bought. There is no one left who meets your standards. I beg you, for the love of all that is tolerable, let this—”

      The look she turned on him could have cut glass. In fact, Nickolas felt as if shards of it suddenly lined his spine. He sat straighter, overcome with an urge to check that his vest and cravat were in order.

      His mother said coolly, “I have delivered my conditions. You will follow them.”

      The or else was plain in her tone. Nickolas swallowed, knowing full well what the “else” would entail. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t expected it—they’d been having the same argument for years—but each time he thought of it, the knot inside of him grew tighter. It felt very much as if, if he didn’t find a way to stop his mother’s plans, the thing that was knotted inside him would become impossible to unbind.

      His voice was careful when he told her, “I’m afraid that I cannot do as you’ve bid.” Could not marry. Could not allow himself to be part of her schemes. Could not abide by the underhanded, unpleasant—

      The thought cut off at the sound of a knock on the main door. Nickolas’s gaze went sharp, but his mother’s expression didn’t change.

      “You speak to me as if I were enfeebled, Nickolas,” she said. “I have given you every opportunity to do this on your own. It became clear far before this evening that you cannot.”

      The knot cinched tighter. He did not know what she’d done. Perhaps the caller was only a lady he was meant to attach himself to. One of his mother’s friends, perhaps, in her dotage and desperate for a replacement helpmeet, a stand-in for a dead husband. Perhaps. Nickolas stood, wondering if it were too cowardly to leap from the window in escape. His gaze flicked to the balcony. Yes, it would be dangerous and daft and, above all, cowardly. But it would not be the first cowardly thing he’d done.

      The light of a bright moon reflecting on the railing brought a sudden, sharp realization of how late it had become. His gaze snapped to his mother. Her face, like that of his eldest sister, was long and slender, her eyes a steely gray. The countenance had been nearly unwavering since the day he’d been born. When the corner of her mouth quirked, he felt his first real shock of fear. It was too late for callers, well past the hour any respectable family would allow themselves presumed not to be abed. And his mother, she had called him there to… Saints, what she had just said.

      He did not bother to ask what she had planned; it was too late to attempt any kind of retreat, with dignity or not. He was trapped. Nickolas had known his mother was obstinate, but he had never expected it to go so far. He should have leapt from the window when he’d had the chance.

      He straightened, a sense of dread sliding over him as the figures of three hulking men darkened the sitting room door. They were dressed in the livery of castle staff, crisp black suits with very little trim. They were not castle staff. One man met him with a dead-eyed glare. Another’s eyes held a concerning amount of twinkle when he rubbed his palms together and said, “Evening, my lord.”
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      “This cannot be happening,” Nickolas repeated as they heaved him over a pile of fine silk pillows. It was happening. In fact, most of it already had. The men had hauled him down a darkened corridor, his various attempts at fighting be damned, and into a wing of the castle that held some of the most prominent families in the kingdom, where he’d been unceremoniously dragged through a set of garishly decorated private rooms. His jacket had been torn off in the struggle, his shirt tugged loose over a throbbing side and wrenched shoulder, and now a pair of men with the strength of oxen held him against a sturdy bedpost while a third man tied his hands with his own cravat.

      Nickolas hurled a few insults, but he was not quite certain whether they pertained to the henchmen or the woman who had hired them. The men did not seem to care either way. The moment the knot was secure, his captors let go their hold and stepped back to take in their work with the pride only a man of difficult labor could know.

      Nickolas let his head drop back against the post, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. “Very well. You’ve done it. Good job, all of you.” He would not tell them what it would cost them, what trusting the lady Brigham would buy them each in the end.

      Lashed to the post of a bed in some unnamed lady’s room, Nickolas felt they deserved their fate, in any case.

      One of the men chuckled. “Aye, a fine job we did. Look at you there, trussed up like a bird.”

      Another one chimed in, “Fanciest lord I’ve ever seen, even without his quills.”

      “Ain’t a roasting he’s in for.” The first one smiled, a row of fine straight teeth flashing in a face that seemed to possess no other symmetry. “Not when Lady Carvell finds him in her bed.” The lot of them laughed uproariously, apparently unaware that Nickolas had already begun working the knot.

      His mother might have found the men sufficiently brutish and unconcerned with the law to haul him there, but she’d not bothered to make certain they knew their tethering skills. Five more minutes and he would be back in his wing, packing a trunk to leave his mother, his sisters, and if he had to, the entire kingdom of Westrende.

      Anything but what she was attempting to set him up for. He would not be forced to marry the Carvell woman, no matter that propriety would demand it.

      “There she is now,” one of the men whispered as a door in the next room clicked shut. They were gone in an instant, apparently not speaking a word to the woman in the next room on their way out. Beyond the bedchamber door, the sound of light footfalls meandered through the sitting room of the suite. The lady was evidently in no rush, casually about her business before she made her way to the man shackled to her furniture.

      In Nickolas’s ears was the echo of his mother’s words as she’d stood over him while the hired ruffians had prepared to drag him away. “This is for your own good,” she had said coldly. “For the good of the family.”

      Nickolas tore a wrist free of his binds, biting back a curse at the chafing of his skin. He was on his feet, yanking the fabric free, unwilling to leave a single scrap that might be used as evidence against him.

      “My lord,” a pouting voice called from the doorway. “Don’t tell me you’re attempting to run away.”

      Nickolas froze, his back to the woman. He did not turn and did not even look toward the unmistakable sound of Lady Carvell’s voice.

      Her steps came closer. “My father paid a good deal for this.”

      There was a low sound in her throat, but it was impossible to guess whether it was anticipation at having him caught or displeasure at his attempted escape. Neither boded well.

      “To tie you to me.”

      Fate save him, the woman had been in on it. She’d not only agreed to the ridiculous plot, but by the sound of it, she’d been eager to marry a man who wanted no part of their scheme. There was a solid chance that when he thought of the scene later, he would be sick. But as he stood, his eyes only scanned the room, searching in the flickering candlelight for any escape.

      “Nickolas,” she complained. “It’s too late for that. By sunrise, everyone will know. You might as well make it easy on all of us.”

      “My lady,” he said, “this will remain, forevermore, between you, me, and that bedpost.” His gaze landed on his only recourse. “Predictable,” he muttered.

      It was the balcony. He should have known; it was always the balcony. Someday, he would be caught in a situation wherein the lady in question lived in a ground-floor room with a dozen windows. Today was not that day.

      He rushed toward the doors, thanked every deity he could bring to mind that they weren’t locked, and yanked them open to a moonlit night.

      A high-pitched scream rent the air behind him. The rush of footsteps that followed was too fast not to have been anticipating the call. He had been right in his guess that a guard waited just outside. It didn’t make his choice any easier. Nickolas stared over the balcony railing, his stomach dropping. It wasn’t a first-floor room, not even a second. Three stories beneath him waited metal railing, wooden benches, and statuary with more than their fair share of pointy bits. He closed his eyes, vowing to lobby for the installation of more courtyard ponds at the next assembly.

      He turned back toward the room, not surprised to find a pair of kingsmen coming through the bedchamber door. What did surprise him, however, was that they were men Nickolas knew—the kingsmen who’d arrested him the last time. Men who had dragged him to a cold, dark cell.

      He was done for. The men had thought him guilty of a crime far more dastardly than being in a woman’s bed that day and had promised him very bad things. Should they manage to lay hands on him, Nickolas and the Brigham name were through.

      He drew a deep breath, swung his legs over the balcony railing, and plummeted into the cool night air.
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      It was not his finest escape. Nickolas landed unsteadily on a lower stone outcropping, a slanted ledge that, unfortunately, was too slick for proper footing. He slid. He swore.

      He fell.

      Reaching out, he barely caught hold of a nearby corbel and found his legs swinging with his momentum, then the weight of his body pulled loose his grip. He fell farther, swore again, then crashed against a decorative trellis, where he held on for dear life. It was covered in thorns. Above him, one of the kingsmen shouted.

      Below him was a very tall statue of a mostly naked woman atop a rearing horse. He leapt for it and wrapped his arms about the woman’s smooth stone neck. He clambered down the rest of her, pausing only briefly to murmur an apology for his grip on her breast. The horse received no such apology. The moment he reached the base, Nickolas threw himself over the surrounding brush and ran full speed out of the garden.

      It was late, but the moon was full, illuminating every pale statue and stone barrier. With growing dread, Nickolas spun and ran at every dead end he met in an endless succession of wrong turns. There seemed to be nothing but walls: high walls, low walls, bench walls, topiary walls, and by the Rive, an obscene number of undressed women on horses framed within the surrounding castle walls. He was panting, heart thundering at every sound that might be the kingsmen in pursuit. If they caught him, it was over. All of it, every comfort and freedom he’d ever known.

      His life would be ruined. He would have to put on that he’d been in Lady Carvell’s bedchamber of his own free will and agree to marry her, or he would be thrown into a cell for breaking into her private suite. He was fairly certain either would bring a special kind of punishment. A woman who would so easily agree to having a man stolen and lashed to her bed against his wishes would certainly not be the sort he would want to bind to his name. But there was more to it than that. Nickolas had encountered the family before; he was acquainted with the woman’s father. He knew what the pair were capable of.

      A life bound to the Carvell family would be worse than eternity in a dark and lonely cell. At least the kingsmen hadn’t jumped down after him. Their lack of senselessness had won Nickolas a momentary opportunity to secure his freedom. While the kingsmen traversed the Carvell rooms to reach the courtyard—avoiding a blind leap into the night like Nickolas—he had one chance to get out.

      If only he could find a cursed door.

      He stepped on something sharp, swore again, and stumbled forward past a sweetbriar bush. Had he not been looking over his shoulder, he might have noticed the dark metal on the ground in his path. As it was, he did not. Foot tangling in the wires, Nickolas lost his balance and spun, managing to miss falling flat on his face only by taking the packed earth to his back.

      A huff of air escaped his chest the same moment that a soft gasp sounded somewhere beyond his head. He glanced up, toward the midnight sky, and whatever breath he’d meant to steal was lost.

      Above him, framed by that sky, a face came slowly into view. The creature stared, visage inverted where she knelt over him on the ground. Wisps of rich brown hair curled around a soft, sweet face made pale by the moonlight, her dark eyes impossibly wide. She was a wight, surely, or a statue come to life, some unearthly being that called to mind stories of magic and fae, a being who might capture one’s—

      “There is no escape.”

      Her hushed warning cut off whatever his thoughts had been going on about, then the flutter of a dark wing beside Nickolas’s head had him bolting to his feet. The woman reached forward to snatch a small gray bird from his path. Her wide, dark eyes traveled up the length of him, his clothes tattered and torn, flesh bared to the night air at his neck and side. Her perusal came to its eventual conclusion when her gaze reached his. Their eyes locked.

      The bird flicked a wing, its eyes on him, too, but conveying an eerie level of disdain. Nickolas abruptly recalled the metal that had tripped him and began to yank his foot free of what he realized was a metal cage. He made a sound of annoyed disgust before voices—too near—called him back to the urgency of his flight. His attention snapped to the woman once more. No escape, she’d said. Possibly, she’d meant to imply that she would call the guard—though she hadn’t yet screamed—but the ominous warning had not precisely landed as a threat.

      He said, “I need out.”

      Footfalls echoed through the garden, and Nickolas scanned the space, his heart in his throat.

      “This is a private courtyard. The only door leads into Lady Carvell’s rooms,” the woman said. “Or to be more precise, her father’s.”

      Nickolas let out a wheezing, horrified groan.

      The corner of her lip twitched. She stood, dusting off a plain, serviceable dress with one delicate hand while holding the drab bird in the other. She was not very tall. She whispered, “Perhaps I can help.”

      He closed the distance, desperation clear in his entire being. “I beg of you.” He prayed she might keep him from spending the entirety of his days inside a prison or, barring that, to at least prevent him from being forced into a marriage with the horrid woman inside those rooms. “Get me out.”

      Her head tipped back to meet his gaze. “I need something from you. A trade.”

      “Anything.”

      She frowned. “You should not agree so readily. You’ve no notion of my terms.”

      The sound of boots hitting the path came nearer, not two men now but at least four.

      “My lady,” Nickolas breathed. “It cannot be worse than the fate I’m facing.” At her dubious gaze, he vowed, “Anything.”

      She gave a sharp nod then turned to face the men just as their chase ended. She slid an arm inside Nickolas’s, locking their elbows as if to hold him in place. Had she not, he might have run—had he anywhere else to go.

      The kingsmen fell to a stop and took in the scene, their prey standing unreasonably—nonsensically—firm against them, having taken up with a petite maiden and her dingy bird.

      “My lady.” The stoutest of the kingsmen stepped forward, his head dipping in a bow. “Please step away from this offender so that we might bring him to heel.”

      “How do you mean?” she asked.

      Seemingly taken aback by her casual tone, the kingsman gestured toward Nickolas. “This man is a miscreant, my lady. We’ve been charged with apprehending him in the name of Westrende.”

      She glanced briefly at Nickolas. “How odd. What could you think he has done?”

      The stout man straightened. Behind him, his brethren shifted impatiently. “It’s a private matter, my lady. If you would only step aside—”

      She laughed. It was a light, careless thing that seemed to echo off the statues then fall dead in the still night air. “A private matter. Sir, you are surely mistaken about how such business is conducted.” She tugged Nickolas nearer while he did his best not to flinch at the proximity of the bird. “Lord Brigham and I are the ones managing a private matter. We are here under the authority of Lord Carvell himself. I wonder that you have the gall to interrupt us.” She clicked her tongue in a manner that was neither mild nor good-natured but could not precisely be called out as a challenge. “Do go and leave us in peace.”

      Despite her words, the kingsman stepped forward. Nickolas moved to pull away, but the tiny woman held firm. He wanted to tell her she was going to be hurt if she didn’t let go of him, that the men before them wanted blood. He wanted to tell her to forget their bargain, that she should deny she’d ever encountered him.

      “Do you doubt my word?” she asked the kingsman. Her tone turned conversational or perhaps as if she were speaking only to herself. “I wouldn’t think so, given my position on chancery staff and my relationship to both the marshal and chancellor. But here you are as if I’ve said nothing at all.”

      A spike of ice turned Nickolas’s spine rigid. He did not dare look at the woman beside him lest his expression give the shock away. Chancery. Marshal. By the wall, he was ruined. He couldn’t fathom how he’d stepped into a situation with even more perilous stakes. She was tied to officers of the kingdom. All Nickolas needed now was the presence of the general.

      But he was not the only one affected by her remark. A nervous glance darted between two of the kingsmen farther back, and the nearest had frozen in his approach. There was a moment of silence.

      “What is going on here?” Lord Carvell’s voice rang through the courtyard before he was even in view. He took his time, coat half unbuttoned, cravat hanging loosely at his thick, unshaven neck. Beneath an unkempt brow, his eyes raked the scene with a worrying sharpness. He drew up beside the kingsmen, each of whom had adopted a militant posture, hands on their swords.

      Nickolas’s shoulders sagged in defeat. When he tried to pull away from the woman, she refused to allow it.

      “Lord Carvell,” she said in greeting. “How lovely of you to have come to shoo off these men.” She made a show of gripping the bird tighter, but her grip was not as tight as the one with which she held to Nickolas.

      He was only slightly curious what might happen if they dared try to tear him away from her. Whatever it was, Nickolas understood that she meant him to stay quiet.

      “Look what a mess they’ve made of Frederick’s cage.”

      For one long moment, Lord Carvell stared at the woman before his gaze shifted to Nickolas. Something dark passed over his expression, a sort of slimy self-satisfaction at what he’d done and what seemed to be a promise of what was to follow.

      Saints but Nickolas hated that man. “Lord Carvell,” Nickolas said with no inclination of his head. “You’ll forgive me if I’m not forthcoming with delight at your arrival.”

      The woman dug an elbow into Nickolas’s side. “Because, understandably, we expected the privacy I was promised,” she said with a meaningful gaze at the men—a gaze that clearly no one present understood the meaning of at all.

      Nickolas cleared his throat to speak, but Lord Carvell, evidently done with the baffling midnight games, jabbed a finger toward Nickolas and barked, “That man is going to walk to my study to sign a contract this instant or be hauled to a dungeon cell to await his trial!”

      “A contract?” the woman asked brightly. “Whatever for? You know I love contracts, Lord Carvell. You must tell me. I insist. Don’t make me wake the chancellor to find out.”

      The expression on Carvell’s face went hard, his tone final. “Lord Brigham is about to marry my daughter.”

      The laughter came again, impossible amidst the crowd of stern men and still statues. Nickolas had the sense that if the woman’s hand were not occupied cradling a sickly bird, it would have gone to her midsection so she might double over with mirth. “He couldn’t possibly,” she said with a
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