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    For Daniel, my first reader and mind-twin.

      

    


The dreaded day of departure had arrived. Guards lined the path, menacing faces that never brought a sense of safety. They wore no weapons. They did not need them.

A fur-lined cloak in one hand, a jewel-handled sword in the other, Freddie waited as the last trunk was loaded. A thin layer of snow settled onto Lady Cadogan's gilded carriage. The widow's coachman was an old man, stooped and creaky. Freddie lifted a hand, gesturing to the young servant Huet Lacey to assist. Huet obeyed with a soft smile. 

"You are leaving us, my lord?" The voice behind Freddie was like the squeak of a locked door opening, unexpected and alarming.

Freddie jerked in surprise and then turned around slowly. Parth, the long-suffering housekeeper since before Freddie's birth, stood on the threshold of the house. Her hands were tucked up in her apron as if caught in the act of discreetly wiping away a bit of soot or flour. Her dress was the color of coffin dirt.

Sweat formed on Freddie's top lip. "Mrs. Parth." 

"Do not part from us for too long, my lord." Parth's thin lips stretched wide like a ghoul. "We do get up to such mischief when your back is turned."

Thoughts of ruin floated up in Freddie's mind, like ash rising from a fire. Finding no suitable response, Freddie turned and stalked to the carriage. 

A footman bowed and opened the door. The view inside the carriage was not reassuring, Freddie did not know most of the occupants and did not relish the idea of sharing air with strangers for two days. The footman took Freddie's cloak and sword. The two ladies, one young and one not so young, wore gowns that overflowed the bench seat and swelled across the small open space. Freddie swept in, deftly managing not to step on any of the ruffles and parasols and little feet, taking the empty seat next to a young man wearing a black frockcoat and no wig.

The man was powerfully built, as if he spent all his days lifting boulders and felled trees, but his hands were those of a gentleman, showing only the respectable callouses won with pursuits of war and not labor. And to his credit and Freddie's annoyance, he maintained his sword despite the tight quarters. He made Freddie seem small and delicate. Feminine.

"My lord, you do look in a foul temper," Lady Cadogan said. She bobbed her head and her high wig scraped the ceiling of the carriage. "We won't be treated to that scowl the entire journey, I hope."

Cheeky woman. 

Freddie forced a smile. "A thousand pardons, Lady Cadogan. I was just thinking on a business matter." 

"Well, put that out of your mind, we have much more pleasant things ahead of us. Introductions first, of course." Lady Cadogan gestured to her left. Her companion was a pretty, little doll, with a pile of powdered curls and an upturned nose. "The Right Honorable Frederic Sayer, Count of Aucony, may I present my darling niece, Miss Johanna-Marie Jardem."  

Freddie knew full well who she was. Lady Cadogan had spoken of little else since the young woman came out the month previous. It was rumored that the illustrious Mr. Jardem sold his best horses to buy an invitation to the duke's birthday festivities. It was unclear who was the ambitious one in the family, but it was certain there were high expectations for the young Miss Johanna-Marie. Perhaps they were all up-creepers looking for a strong tree to cling to.

Freddie leveled unrepentant dark eyes on her, forcing the girl to squirm and blush prettily. Though she was only a year or two younger than Freddie, they were obviously separated by a lifetime's worth of experience. She fussed with her fan, her chest rising and falling rapidly, setting off the blare of hunting horns in Freddie's otherwise idle mind. The chase was on.

Freddie's head dipped into a half bow. "Lovely to meet you, Miss Johanna-Marie."

Johanna-Marie extended a small, gloved hand. "Pleasure, Count Aucony." 

Freddie took the hand and murmured, "Your aunt told me you were a fine, country rose. But I see she did you no justice at all."

Lady Cadogan gave him an argute smile. "And this is the youngest son of my elder sister Master Montgomery Norwood." 

The Norwood mines were famous, not only for their deep riches but also for being the northern tip of the kingdom. Everything beyond was ice and snow and darkness.

The man turned his broad shoulders and leveled blue eyes, dusky with boredom, on Freddie. He slowly took in Freddie's lavender coat, lace cuffs, and buckled boots. "Count Aucony. I have heard much of you."

Freddie raised one sculpted brow. That was undoubtedly true, though it could not have been anything but the usual scandals and rumors. Or at least that was Freddie's fervent prayer. Parth's menacing words echoed again. What had that blasted woman done?

Freddie nodded respectfully and smiled. "I look forward to becoming better acquainted with both of you."

"As I am sure you will, my lord," Johanna-Marie said, with a well-rehearsed fluttering of her dyed lashes and an impressive show of dimples. She pushed her arms close to her body, pressing her breasts forward. "It is such a long journey, and we are nestled in so snug." 

"I am sure it will be over much too quickly," Freddie said in a low, slick voice that had been known to send far more experienced women into fits.

"Do not make me regret my invitation to share a carriage, my lord," Lady Cadogan gently chided him.

Invitation. That was a funny word for it. Demand. Blackmail. Guilt. Those were better words for what Lady Cadogan had leveled at her neighbor for the better part of a month. And this, this little flirtatious moment with her niece, was exactly why she had done it. Freddie Sayer, as The Count of Aucony, held one of the oldest titles in the entire kingdom of Leoadria and was the last progeny of that illustrious line. Prestige. Land. Wealth. Wrapped up in a handsome nineteen-and-a-half-year-old. Every aunt, mother, and sister in a day's ride had been staking an acquaintance.

But their prey was wily and had more to wish for in a wife than a pretty face and a fat dowry. Freddie bitterly hated the teas and dinners, forced introductions, and not-so-subtle run-ins, but a marriage could be a magical thing—if not an answer to a magical problem. And Freddie found some amusement in thwarting and twisting their careful plans.

"Lady Cadogan, I trust in you to keep our little jaunt civilized. And though I am an unrepentant flirt...I am also completely unprincipled." Freddie winked at Johanna-Marie. 

The young lady gasped and ducked her face behind her fan. Her shoulders shuddered with repressed giggles.

Lady Cadogan would surely rue the day she had set her sights on the wealthy count. But Johanna-Marie would have a wonderful time. They always did.

Lady Cadogan used her fan to swat Freddie's arm. "Oh, you are incorrigible, just like your father. Rest his soul, he could scandalize an entire village of maids."

"I will take the compliment, madam. And the maids." Freddie's eyes softened. "My dear father was a charmer—there is no question. And yet, he found one lady to hold above all others. It gives me hope to know such love—such absolute devotion, is possible."

Johanna-Marie smiled shyly but a spark of calculation lit her face. By the hungry twinkle in her eyes, she was planning a new seating arrangement for after they stopped at midday, and perhaps a shared lap rug. By the end of the day, she would be planning the calligraphy on their wedding invitations.

Johanna-Marie was not much of a challenge, making the triumph hollow. Pity. The Duke of Casimir Enzo Lee had invited them for an entire month. Freddie could easily see being tired of her by the end of the journey. It would be wise to keep her from falling too in love. Nasty entanglement, that. No, a bit of fun and then she could set her pretty eyes on some other wealthy lord or even the duke himself, though she had little chance of success. She was pretty-enough, but the duke had invited all the young and landed within traveling distance, and Johanna-Marie could not compete with that blood. A fine face was not enough. Not by far.

They turned, leaving the long drive that led to Vixworth Hall, joining the carriage lane. Freddie looked out the window, catching the last glimpse of the great house, the rust-colored bricks and slate roof blending into the frozen landscape. The count's pastures and woods continued for an hour, though it would take the entire day to reach the end of the county.

The horses slowed. Freddie peered down the road. A carriage and six approached. It was surrounded by mounted white horses. The riders wore all black. Lady Cadogan's carriage slowed almost to a stop, letting the other carriage by. Black, straight box carriage. A dragon painted on the door. Freddie frowned.

"Oh, my," Johanna-Marie said, leaning forward. "A prison wagon. What wretched sorts are in there, do you think? Murderers? Thieves—"

Freddie's tongue felt heavy and thick. "Traitors. The king's wagon only comes for traitors."

Montgomery shifted, lifting his hand to scratch at a tiny shadow just below his jaw, a few hairs missed by a careless razor. Did the man really shave himself? Or was his attendant unpardonably incompetent? 

Freddie's own neck was enveloped in stiff lace ruffles that cascaded over a brocaded waistcoat. The high collar hid Freddie's delicate neck, and the underclothes necessary to bind Freddie's breasts. Thankfully all fashionable men at court were gallants, making Freddie's pretty, rather soft features a coveted asset, as opposed to the obvious signs of her sex.

It was a disguise she was accustomed to, a well-honed charade. She had been posing as male ever since she was three days old. A fever had swept through Vixworth Hall taking her mother and twin brother. Her father survived but was left impotent. The only one untouched by the illness was Freddie, then known as Coralie. It should have been viewed as a gift and a miracle, but the infant girl, despite being the first born, could not legally inherit the family's estate and title. The wrong child had died.

Freddie had been told, it had been the housekeeper Parth that had seen the obvious solution—Coralie became Freddie. Her father taught her to be a man. A man like him. And she took to it like a bird to the wind. 

When the prison wagon had passed, their own carriage jerked forward and continued down the road.

Johanna-Marie shuddered and rubbed her arms. "I am so glad to be riding with you, my lord. The very thought of escaped prisoners...I don't think I could sleep tonight." Her lips pursed into a baby pout.

Freddie almost laughed. The girl was ridiculous. "Miss, you will lose no sleep to bad thoughts. Not so long as I am around."

Montgomery spread his long legs, taking more than his share of the bench, forcing Freddie into the corner. Freddie bristled. So, the sour-faced giant did not like his seemingly vestal cousin being revealed as a hopeless flirt? That would make Freddie's game even more fun. Johanna-Marie might be good for an entire week. 

Freddie searched for fault in the man. His jaw was ridiculously square. And the crevice in his chin was too pronounced. And the fine, straight nose? There was no character there. But his face of marble was softened by black waves that grazed his temple and curled around his collar.

"Miss Johanna-Marie," Freddie's unrepentant eyes took in the girl's pleasing figure. "Tell me, are you much of a horse-woman?"

She sucked in her bottom lip. "Yes, my lord. I used to ride every day..."

Freddie's head cocked innocently to the side. "Used to?" 

Montgomery cleared his throat. "I hear you keep grand stables, my lord."

Freddie idly fingered the curtain fringe and looked out the window. Huet rode Freddie's favorite mare, Pike, a grey-blue beast with black dappled spots on her front legs. Battling the wind while still maintaining a perfect seat, his face was pink from the cold and his clothes were wet from the falling snow. Freddie envied him. 

"Yes," Freddie said. "My father bred the best bloodlines in the country. The duke himself bought one of our colts last year."

Montgomery followed Freddie's gaze out the window. "I noticed that mare earlier. She is a beautiful animal." His voice was low and just a few degrees warmer than hostile.

Johanna-Marie leaned forward. "Your man has a very fine seat, my lord."

"I taught him to ride," Freddie said.

Lady Cadogan looked through her pince-nez. "Is that your steward's boy?" 

Freddie nodded. "Huet is old Lacy's only surviving child."

"He has turned out well," Lady Cadogan said, sizing Huet up the way Montgomery had the horse. "Is he educated?"

"Oh yes," Freddie said with a touch of pride. "Huet was at Kings Hall until recently." 

Montgomery looked at Freddie with wide eyes. "Kings Hall is a fine school. I went there myself. I wonder that you would spend so much to educate a servant, my lord."

Typical new-money snob. They climb the ladder and then burn it behind them.

Freddie shrugged. "Huet will take over his father's position one day, an investment in his mind seemed prudent."

"You sent for him when you inherited," Lady Cadogan guessed.

"I gave Huet the option to stay and finish his studies," Freddie said. "But he wished to come home and take his position." 

The choice had been easy, really. Huet hated school and being away from Freddie. And keeping the estate in order must be put above all things. As it always had been. Freddie's thumb looped around the curtain fringe hiding the fresh scar. The blood offerings were a minor price to pay for a title and thriving estate. Freddie had paid a much higher price–the last shred of family.

Huet moved away from the road to avoid a snow drift. He jumped a low fence and then steered Pike to trot alongside the carriage once more.

Leaning close to get a better view, Montgomery pressed up against Freddie's shoulder. He smelled like leather and hard cider and wandering in the woods at the height of spring. Freddie abruptly dropped the curtain, and Montgomery moved back to his side of the bench. 

"My lord, are you well acquainted with the duke?" Johanna-Marie asked.

"I flatter myself to think so. He is my senior by a few years, but we were playmates one summer. Long ago." Freddie's mouth stretched into a charmingly boyish grin. "He taught me all I know of toad-catching. And we share a fencing master."

Lady Cadogan made a strange tutting noise. "My lord, you and the duke inherited the same month, I believe."

"Yes," Freddie said coldly. "But we were not unique in that."

"The Great Fire thrust many young men forward, it was a difficult time, I am sure," Montgomery said, his voice betraying a hint of the worst insult leveled from one man to another–sympathy.

“The people of my county were depending on me, it was not a time for sentimentality.”

When her father died he was buried in the overcrowded cemetery, right next to a tiny headstone for baby Coralie. Maybe it was seeing her real name or the fact that the grave actually held her brother, but going up the hill for a funeral always reduced Freddie to tears, including the most recent trip–the one for her housekeeper Parth. 

She had stood in the wind, wet-faced, as the servant's coffin was lowered into the cold ground, only a stone's throw from the family plots. A place of honor for a valued and trusted servant.

Freddie turned away from Montgomery, and leaned her chin in her hand, pretending to succumb to the gentle rocking of the carriage. 

The mystery of Parth's ghost was going to steal a lot of her sleep. In life, Parth had been unerringly loyal. The Curse should not have struck.

Unless Freddie was not the only one with a terrible secret.
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COLD AIR HIT MONTGOMERY's face as the little count threw open the door, and jumped out of the carriage before it had even stopped. Montgomery looked after him with a mixture of annoyance and envy. Montgomery's impression of the foppish boy-count had only soured as the day grew long, but unrepentant rudeness must be a sweet freedom. The freedom gained by being beholden to no one. 

A footman handed down Lady Cadogan and Johanna-Marie. Lady Cadogan discretely fluffed the back of Johanna-Marie's gown. Freddie looked on impatiently. With a spiteful eye on Freddie, Montgomery took his time leaving the carriage, moving as slowly as an old man in the morning.

The little country inn where they would spend the night was red brick and flanked by mature trees. In honor of the king of Leoadria, a large, marble dragon guarded the front steps. A small stable, in need of paint, was set off to the side next to the cookhouse.

The count's servant scrambled forward with his sword. "My lord, did you have a pleasant journey?"

Freddie's eyes settled on Montgomery. "Not in the least."

Montgomery snorted and shook his head. 

Indeed.

The servant draped a cloak over the Count's shoulders and tied it under his chin. They leaned in and whispered to each other. Montgomery's ears perked. 

What secrets do you keep, little Count?

The innkeeper burst through the door. He goose-stepped across the icy ground and made a general bow to the company still gathered near the carriage.

Montgomery dipped his head. "You have rooms enough for us, good man?"

"One for the gentlemen. One for the ladies. I can spare no more," the innkeeper said. "The servants will find there is ample space in the hayloft."

Freddie let out a haughty sigh. He touched the little gems on his waistcoat, black diamonds. Montgomery owned the only mines in the kingdom where they were found and it had made him very wealthy. Montgomery guessed the ones on the count's waistcoat cost enough to feed a peasant family for a month.

The count dismissed his servant. Montgomery's aunt and cousin followed the innkeeper inside. The count's eyes softened and his lips curved suggestively at Johanna-Marie as she passed. That situation would have to be dealt with. Montgomery exhaled and watched his breath hang heavily in the cold air. 

Freddie leaned on the dragon statue, propping his elbow on the beast’s massive snout. He glared at Montgomery and his nostrils flared as if downwind from a donkey. 

"Does it put my lord out to share a room?" Montgomery asked. "Shall I take up a corner in the hayloft to preserve your delicate sensibilities?"

"That is not necessary, Master Montgomery." Freddie rocked onto his toes. Putting his hands in his pockets, he strolled forward. "With any luck, I will find a hospitable lady and share her bed."

Montgomery's mind went to the beautiful animals his uncle had sold to obtain an invitation for Johanna-Marie, an invitation that would put her in the way of marriageable gentlemen. He huffed. "I advise you not to set your eyes on my little cousin, my lord. Lady Cadogan will have you publicly set right should you..."

"Oh? Really?" Freddie sneered and kicked a rock. His voice dripped with disdain. "Your aunt would curl her toes at the first hint that I admired little coz."

Montgomery wanted nothing more than to tell the count to shut his bonebox, but he must keep a hold of his temper. Gritting his teeth, he said, "A good match...a marriage, that is what my aunt seeks for Johanna-Marie, not the lecherous attentions of a... of a..."

"Coxcomb? Bedhopper? Or what about count?" Freddie cocked his head. "Isn't that the only name that matters to your ambitious relatives?"

"You are a snob," Montgomery said.

"I think people are born where they are born. You live the life you are given," Freddie said.

"Easy for you to say—you who were given so much."

Freddie's eyes darkened and his lips thinned. He turned his head, tipping his chin up, and studied the sky.

Regret twisted in Montgomery's gut. He had spoken too freely. He was not the count's equal or friend—he had no right to speak so. His mother would not be pleased if his foul temper got his invitation revoked—or worse if he got called out by the count. Not that he would not enjoy rousting the little dandy, but it would be social suicide. 

"My lord,” Montgomery said in a low voice. “I have no quarrel with you."

Freddie looked sidelong at him. "So, your superior looks and sharp words are your idea of making friends? That is how you endear yourself?"

"We are different sorts. But that does not make...I do not think..." Montgomery let out a sigh of defeat. The count was toying with him. "You do not seek to charm me, my lord. I am sure my opinion means very little."

"It is my reputation that sets you against me."

The count did have a reputation. But it was personal experience that stained Montgomery's opinion. Montgomery had been at Court when the little man was given title. Montgomery had come across a young woman named Daphne Kell who was so distraught she could barely breathe. She had been on the receiving end of the Count's charms and then been summarily dismissed. The worst part was that foolish little Daphne was not even angry at the count, she desperately wanted to reconcile. Montgomery knew the aftermath of the count's smiles and did not want that for Johanna-Marie.

Montgomery rested his hand on his sword. "You may carry on as you wish, with any woman that you wish——except my cousin."

Freddie considered Montgomery, his expression shuttered. His eyes were the color of the soil deep in the mountain, the part that never saw daylight and never sprouted life, but hid the greatest riches. "Why are you going to Casimir Park? You obviously have no desire to enjoy yourself."

"I was invited by the duke," Montgomery said. He raised one side of his mouth in a mocking sneer, a mirror to the count's. "And... perhaps I am looking for a rich wife."

"I have heard of you, from your aunt and others, Master Montgomery. You own an impressive collection of mines in the north. Apparently, despite your appearance..." Freddie's dark eyes settled on Montgomery's plain clothes. "You have plenty of personal wealth. All you lack to be a decent catch is a title."

Montgomery's first love had said something very similar. She had left him for a weedy boy set to inherit a judgeship. Montgomery had worked hard in school, initiated changes in the mines that brought in enormous profits, and came from strong blood. But he would never have a title. Could never earn what had been given at birth to the count.

Montgomery schooled his expression and coolly took in Freddie's thin frame and tiny hands. "A title does hide many sins. As you well know, my lord."

The words hung in the air, frozen daggers that could end Montgomery's social standing. He was angry and tired, but smart enough to know his future now rested in the hands of a diminutive little shit. 

Freddie blinked and then laughed. 

Freddie's smile was boyish and easy and Montgomery did not buy it for a moment. 

"Indeed, I do," Freddie said. "Well met, my friend. Come. I am becoming more optimistic about tonight by the moment, I am sure by morning we will be brothers in all but blood."

My life is over.

Montgomery managed to avoid the count until supper, a claggy hotchpotch and a thick crust of bread. Freddie came late and kept his eyes on his bowl, ignoring everyone in the dining room.

Montgomery wished he could ignore the farmer at the other table, a young man making the rounds selling flour and wheat ale. Though little more than a boy, the farmer had a mean and bitter look.

After a few rounds of ale, the farmer seemed to fix his mind on harassing the innkeeper's wife. The poor woman flushed and took whatever insult the boy threw out. 

Montgomery tried to pay attention to his aunt and cousin's conversation, but they went in circles about the duke and the ball. Some time was spent discussing what ladies would be in attendance. The Duke of Misdale's daughter was expected, and since the magic in her land had run out and no amount of blood would make the crops grow again, Lady Clementine would be seeking a rich husband. When talk turned to the piles of food and casks of wine the duke had ordered in, Montgomery looked up, waiting for Freddie to start bragging. Aucony wine was the best in the kingdom and was the product that allowed the count to wear such frilly clothes. 

Freddie was gripping his spoon. His lips were tight and white, and his eyes were on the young man harassing the innkeeper's wife. Montgomery felt a wave of shame. The count was not being snobbish. He was barely controlling his temper.

"I am going to fetch the innkeeper," Montgomery said.

Freddie jerked his chin in acknowledgment. 

Montgomery found the innkeeper outback at the woodpile. He rushed inside to take over the dining room duties from his wife. Montgomery did not follow. 

The clouds had parted and the moon shone down on the icy ground. He walked around to the stables, hoping to take a look at Freddie's horse, but he spotted the count's servant leaning back on a bale of hay, eating a bowl of stew. 

Something floated below the wind and the soft sounds of night. Angry voices.

He walked around the side of the inn, staying under the cover of the trees, stepping silently. Freddie and the farmer were facing off under the lampposts, their swords out. Montgomery crept closer.

"To first touch?" Freddie asked. He had his frockcoat off, his lace cuffs were pulled back.

"You are not so naive as that," the farmer said. "I want your blood."

Montgomery felt a wave of protectiveness for the little count. 

No, do not hurt him.

He took a half-step forward.

Freddie's laugh was drowned out by a gust of howling wind. "I should warn you, I do not give it lightly."

Impish braggart. He will get his reward. 

Shaking his head slightly, Montgomery crossed his arms and stayed out of sight.

The farmer spat on the ground. "My blood feeds Leoadria. What could yours possibly be worth?"

Blood was always worth something. Even long after the sorceresses of Thimphka had been driven out of Leoadria, the curses remained, demanding blood. Farmers gave their blood to the land so they might have a strong harvest. Blacksmiths gave their blood to the forge that their swords would never break. And the miners offered blood to the mountains. Montgomery did not know what spells held Aucony together but a count's blood was always worth a great deal. Since the days of the occupation, and before, when the first Thimphka princesses came to Leoadria and cast their spells, blood was the real currency of every man and woman's life.

The ice crunched under Freddie's feet. He raised his sword and kissed the large, red stone. He looked up sharply, his head moving as if searching the courtyard.

A chill went down Montgomery's back. He drew a sharp breath and pressed his back against a tree, but the count did not seem to see him.

Freddie moved his sword, slicing the cold air, in an intimidating show of speed. "You need a much more thorough lesson in manners than I thought, little farm boy. In addition to thrashing you, I believe I will write your father a letter, detailing all the ways he failed in your upbringing. May I have your name, sir? Since you are determined to defend it."

The farmer slapped the flat side of his blade against his thigh. "It won't matter soon enough. Unless you would have the name of your killer."

The count stepped forward, tipping his face to the moonlight. A strange smile crossed his lips. "When death comes for me it will not have the face of a pigeon and the odor of a swine. My death note will be delivered by a warrior driving a golden chariot." Freddie lifted his hand and with two fingers beckoned.

The farmer lunged toward the count with heavy steps, swinging widely. Freddie danced out of the way, his feet sending up a fine mist of snow. 

The count was small, but he was as fast as a spooked stallion. Despite himself, Montgomery smiled.

Thatta boy.

The farmer was bold and unskilled. And Freddie was mesmerizing. He spun and feinted, toying with his attacker, luring and repelling, controlling the farm boy's every move. 

The snow crunched beneath their boots and the wind made a wolfish howl. But the farmer's pants and curses could be heard above it all.

Freddie slipped behind the farmer, making a blunt pommel strike between the shoulder blades. He followed it up by slicing the farmer's arm.

"Aaahhhggh." The farmer's cry was pained and frustrated. 

For one moment it all seemed done until Freddie's foot slipped.

"Slag," Freddie muttered as his weight shifted, his feet stuttering and his arms windmilling until he regained his balance.

The farmer took advantage, lunging. Freddie dove to the side, barely avoiding the blade but smacking his shoulder against the guard of his opponent's sword. Freddie crashed to the ground. 

Montgomery clenched his fists. 

Get up. Get up quickly.

Freddie scrambled to his feet, one arm limp at his side. Striking like a snake, the count sliced the farmer across the thigh. 

The farmer cried out, falling to the ground. Blood flowed. A few precious drops fell to the scarred snow.

"No! No, no, no," the farmer pressed his hands against the wound.

Freddie circled at a distance. Montgomery wanted to call out, to stop the killing blow that must be coming, but it would be a disgrace to all, interference after the start of a duel, even one to death, was forbidden.

Freddie rolled his shoulder and grunted. "That smarts. I think I might have a mark."

The farmer looked up at Freddie but made no move for his fallen sword. 

Freddie wiped his own sword with a handkerchief, slowly and methodically. "This is ended. I am satisfied. Do you yield, or do we continue to the death?"

"I yield, sir. If I may..."

Freddie sheathed his sword and tossed the handkerchief to the man. 

The farmer eagerly took the square of silk that was stained red. "I thank you for my blood, sir." 

"You must be more careful. Bad things happen if you go dropping it everywhere," Freddie said. "Learn to keep your tongue in check, your skills do not answer."

The farmer bowed his head, pressing the handkerchief to his wound.

Freddie put on his frockcoat and adjusted his wig. He did not turn to go inside, instead, he walked to the side of the inn, heading for the stables.

Montgomery knew the moment he had been spotted as Freddie's feet stuttered.

Freddie leaned down and scooped up a fistful of snow. He rubbed it between his palms and across the back of his neck.

"Impressive display, my lord," Montgomery said.

"Always happy to put on a show," Freddie said flatly. 

His face was in shadow but Montgomery was sure he was scowling. Montgomery felt a stab of embarrassment. Freddie had fought a duel for the innkeeper's wife, a stranger with nothing to offer him. All Montgomery had done was find the innkeeper, and then spy in the shadows like a mouse. 

Freddie stalked past Montgomery, towards the stables.
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FREDDIE LOOKED UP AT the ceiling, watching the candlelight flicker across the beams, reliving the fight. The rush and joy of the moment had passed, leaving her listless and alone, stuck in a room that smelled of tallow candles and stale sweat.

She reached out and nudged the candle, watching the lights and shadows jump. She felt the absence of her twin. It was a sad echo in her life, wondering who he would have become. But it was her life that was the echo, the faint mockery of what should have been. She was crumbs and traces. The line of film in the bucket, marking where the milk used to be.

There was one firm knock and then the door swung open. Freddie lifted her head off the bed. Huet did not wait for an invitation, striding in and closing the door behind him. 

Huet was just a year younger than Freddie. Quick-witted, loyal, and handsome, he was everything a gentleman's gentleman should be. But he was more than that. Raised in her nursery, Huet was Freddie's family.

He had removed his jacket and waistcoat, his linen shirt revealed the strong line of his shoulders and the muscles that had started to develop on his arms and chest. His blond wig was off, revealing his natural brown curls. His prominent eyes drooped down at the corners making him look perpetually doubtful.

"I am quite well," Freddie said when she saw he carried a surgeon's kit.

Huet looked her over. "The whole place is abuzz with how thoroughly you rousted that man." 

"He was a drunken swain. I should have been able to take him with one hand tied." Freddie shifted and then grimaced. 

Huet lifted one eyebrow. "Perfectly well are you?"

"Lucky hit. Gave me a dead arm."

"I have something to relax the muscle and keep it from bruising too much." Huet sat on the edge of the bed, placing the kit between his feet. He took out a poultice. 

"No leeches?" Freddie asked, and grinned as she remembered a nasty bruise treatment administered by her former nurse after she was kicked by a goat. Huet had held her hand as the leeches were applied to the bruise.

"Not this time," Huet said, returning the smile. "Will you remove your shirt, my lord?"

Freddie bit her lip. She was not shy around Huet, there was no part of her he had not seen, but they were not at home. She looked across the small room to the door. There had been no sign of Montgomery, but he was liable to come in at any time. Her waistcoat was already unbuttoned. With her good hand, she reached up to her chest and unfastened the pearl and gold buckle pin, opening the top of her shirt. Slipping his hand under the ruffled collar, Huet pushed aside the binding vest that kept Freddie's secret. He frowned and prodded the meat of her shoulder. 

Freddie flinched at the pressure and the feel of his cold fingers.

"It is not as bad as all that," Huet said, but his touch became gentle. He applied the poultice to her shoulder. "I have seen you in far worse states. Remember when that mare threw you?" 

Freddie did not remember being thrown, just the resulting sprained wrist and bruised tailbone. Huet had postponed returning to school until she mended, insisting Freddie needed him more than he needed poetry and mathematics.

"Huet, do you serve me so well on behalf of your duty or on behalf of your fear of the Guardian?"

For a moment Huet searched her face, then he rolled his eyes. "You know very well, my lord, that you are my master and my brother. I do not fear the Guardian or the Curse."

Freddie put her hand on the poultice, forcing Huet's hand away. He drew back and wiped his hands on his trousers. She tilted her head to the side, resting her cheek against the pillow. 

Her voice wavered as she asked, "Before we left, did you see Parth?"

Huet's head jerked back and his eyes widened. "Parth can't be back."

"I saw her with my own eyes. She is back and she's. . . different." Freddie bit back the tears that threatened. "She is bitter and cruel in a way she was not in life. I must have wronged her in some way, but I don't know. . . "

"Slag. Okay. We will figure this out. I will write my father. He must have some
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