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CHAPTER ONE







“I’M LOOKING FOR the Lord of the Dead,” said Sefoni Rience to the man who was standing inside the door of the Sticx Gentleman’s Club. The man wasn’t precisely blocking her way into the establishment, but he did look stern and disapproving.

Sefoni supposed it wasn’t proper for a woman of her standing and reputation to visit a place like this, but it was the middle of the afternoon in the middle of the week, and she honestly didn’t think anyone was going to be there at all.

The place did look rather empty. Most of the round tables were surrounded by empty chairs, their seats upholstered in plush red velvet, and there was no one at the evens and odds wheel in the corner. There was a vast expanse of crimson carpet, also empty.

There were a few people standing by one of the tables. One was a musqueteer, and he had drawn his pistol, which was rather irregular, considering that musqueteers did not draw on unarmed men as a matter of course. But this musqueteer was pointing his weapon, and another tidily dressed gentleman was looking on. Both of them were staring over the barrel of the pistol at a third man. 

The man raised his hand, a careless gesture. “She means me.” He seemed amused, not the least bit worried about being shot. He was tall, with broad shoulders and deep umber skin. His well-groomed dark facial hair encircled his lips. “I swear,” he continued, “you rob one king’s tomb for jewels and you’re ‘Lord of the Dead’ for the rest of your life.”

“Shut up,” said one of the tidily dressed gentlemen.

“Well,” said the Lord of the Dead, “I have a visitor. You can see that this attempt to shoot me is coming at a very inconvenient time, can’t you? We’ll have to reschedule.” He made to go around the table and come toward Sefoni.

But the musqueeter intercepted him, pressing the barrel of the pistol into his neck.

The Lord of the Dead coughed. “You wouldn’t shoot me in front of the laidy, would you? Have you no sense of decorum?”

“She walked into The Sticx. She should know better,” said the tidily dressed gentleman. 

The Lord of the Dead gave Sefoni a shrug. “My apologies, Laidy Sefoni.”

He knew her name? Sefoni swallowed. She had never been formally introduced to the Lord of the Dead, who had a name of course. Haid Vortinen, the Deux of Darain.

Darain sighed heavily. He turned back to the tidily dressed gentleman. “All right, well, is there some way I could convince you not to kill me? Certainly whatever it is I’ve done to anger you… whatever your name is—”

“It’s Maister Black,” said the tidily dressed gentleman huffily. “Of the Black Silk Import business.”

“Ah,” said Darain, smiling. “We did meet once, didn’t we, at a ball?”

“Yes, where you also met my wife,” Black said in a stony voice.

Darain cleared his throat, looking down at the table. “Yes. Yes, I did. So, that’s what this is about.”

“You sullied her honor and I want to shoot you down like the dog you are.”

“Of course you do.” Darain scratched his chin, now less amused and more chagrined. “Unfortunately, I can’t agree to that.” 

“It’s not about your agreement, you bastard, it’s about—”

“Is there a reason you’re not challenging me to a duel?” said Darain. He caught Sefoni’s eye. “Apologies again. This is mortifying for me, I assure you.”

“Don’t talk to her,” said Black.

Darain turned back to him. “I suppose it’s because then everyone would demand to know what your grievance was with me, and you’d have to say that I cuckolded you, and that would be mortifying for you.”

Black’s jaw twitched.

Darain turned to the musqueteer. “How much is he paying you for this? I could triple it.”

“Don’t speak to anyone!” thundered Black. “I have a gun on you. Don’t you understand? Your life is on the line.”

“Mmm,” said Darain, scratching his chin again. He lifted a finger. “I’ve got an idea. You could hit me.”

Black glared at him. “You can’t be serious.”

“Well, you were going to have your musqueteer shoot me, so you wouldn’t have been carrying out your revenge personally, anyway. This way, it’s visceral. Fist on bone. It’ll feel good.” He gestured to his face. “Go ahead. I won’t hit back.”

Black’s nostrils flared.

“No?” said Darain. “It’s a good offer. I would take it if I were you. I’ll admit that it’s shameful to cuckold other men and dishonorable and… beneath me. No pun intended.”

“Shoot him,” said Black in a low, lethal voice.

“Don’t,” said Darain to the musqueteer. “I’ll quadruple it, and I’ll let you have free drinks on the house all night and I’ll give you a set of chips for the card games—no gold necessary to buy in.”

The musqueteer lowered his gun. “Done.”

“What are you doing?” said Black, throwing up his hands in disgust.

“That’s a good deal,” said the musqueteer. “What do you want from me?”

“No hard feelings, of course, Maister Black,” said Haid, reaching out to lay a hand on Black’s shoulder. “You stay and have a cup of ale on the house before you leave.” He nodded to the bartender. “See that you get the musqueteer what I promised him?”

“Of course, Your Grace,” said the bartender.

Darain patted Black on the chest and he moved past him, coming toward Sefoni.

“Terribly sorry about that,” said Darain, smiling at her.

Oh, dear, he was handsome, wasn’t he? She had noticed that before, but he was a bit more affecting so close up. Of course, he was wretched. He was a womanizing, thieving scoundrel. He might be a deux, but all his lands and wealth had been lost. His late father had gambled it all away in a card game. Immediately upon losing, his father had gone mad and killed his wife and all his children.

Somehow, Darain had survived with the help of his elder brother Zeir, who’d struck a killing blow to their father before succumbing to his own wounds. No one else besides Darain had lived, however.

Every bit of wealth that Darain had now, he’d amassed through underhanded means. But that was precisely why Sefoni needed him.

“I am utterly delighted that you’re here,” said Darain. “Why, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since I saw you gathering flowers with that shanj game.” He meant at court, when she’d beaten the king with a technique called the Lily Maneuver. Sefoni had read it in a book. She very much liked playing shanj, and she was passably good at it as well. Everyone in court had been watching when she played the king and everyone had been astonished when she beat him. “You are magnificent, has anyone ever told you that?”

Sefoni felt heat rush to her face.

“If you think a cup of ale makes us even, you’re sorely mistaken,” called Black from behind him.

Darain glanced over his shoulder at the man and then ushered Sefoni out of the room, his hand on the small of her back, urging her to walk quickly. “Maister Black will calm down with time and decide this was all an ill-advised idea. I assure you, I’m in no true danger.”

She wasn’t sure why he thought that she cared about his personal safety or why he thought it was okay to put his hand on her. Out of sorts, she didn’t get herself extricated from his touch until they had passed into a hallway off the main gambling room.

If Darain noticed he had made her uncomfortable, he didn’t let on. He simply opened the door to a room with a large paper-covered desk and a bookshelf straining with messily shelved ledgers. “Step into my office, my laidy. If I believed in the blaze, I would say it was its power that guided you to me today. I am stunned you are here, that you walked right into my gambling house. How fortunate for us both.” He shut the door behind him.

She winced. Well, she was now in a closed room alone with a man. This was quite improper. She bit down on her bottom lip.

He went over and moved a stack of papers off of a shabby chair. He deposited them on top of more papers on his desk. “Have a seat.”

“I’m quite comfortable standing,” she said.

“Are you certain?” He stepped behind his desk and sat down himself, leaning back in his chair and regarding her with an insouciant smile. “Tell me, what brings you here today?”

“I need your help.”

“Truly?” He grinned, pleased at the prospect. “That is marvelous, because I would like your help, and this means we are likely going to be in a position to help each other. This couldn’t be going better if I had planned it. What do you need?”

“Well, I… I would like to hire you.” She twisted her hands together. “It’s a job. You, um…” She lowered her voice. “You steal things, don’t you?”

“You wish me to steal something for you?”

“Well, to return it to its rightful owner, truly,” she said. “The queen, you see, she has been badly tricked by the Deux of Madigain, and it is not her fault.”

“Yes, well, that sounds like Madigain.” Darain made a face as if something smelled bad. “If it involves causing Madigain any discomfort whatsoever, you can count me in. Let’s discuss what you’ll give me in return.”

“You don’t even know what I want you to steal,” she said. “And of course I will give you money in return.”

He snorted. “No. I won’t do it for money. I want your skill. I have never seen a woman who could play shanj like you. Think of it, you and I, traveling throughout the realm to various shanj tournaments. Just in bets alone, we could make a fortune. Everyone would underestimate you.”

“I can’t travel with a man like you.”

“Why not?”

“It would be the height of impropriety!” Her voice had gotten a bit shrill. “Besides, I cannot be associated with… someone like…” She cringed. Perhaps she shouldn’t insult him when she was asking for his help. “And in any case, I am unmarried, and an unmarried woman cannot be alone with a man, let alone gallivant across the realm.”

“Mmm.” He nodded. “Yes, I’d thought of this. You’d probably have to marry me.”

She gaped at him. She was so startled that she could not even speak.

He eyed her. “Well, I’m going to try very hard not to be offended by that reaction. I assure you there are a great many women who would be happy enough with an offer from me. And you, if I am not mistaken, are only the daughter of a merchant, so the elevation to deucess should please you. I do remember people at court caring about such things.”

“You are insane,” she said.

He considered. “Perhaps. Sometimes. I suppose I’ve been overeager and I’ve frightened you. Let’s go back. What am I stealing?”

“The queen has a bracelet,” said Sefoni. “It is not very valuable. It is important to her mostly for sentimental reasons. It came with her ancestor on the ship that went off course and brought the Kandjan people to Briganne.” All the dark-skinned peoples of the realm were descended from these wealthy explorers. “She keeps it hidden in her private chambers, and the king is well aware of this. I know it is improper for her to have taken a lover at all, but… well, it is what it is. She and I are cousins, you know, and we grew up like sisters. I care for her. I only wish her happiness. Her association with Madigain did make her happy for a time. That is, until he stole this bracelet from her.”

“And now, he threatens her with revealing her infidelity to the king,” said Darain.

“You understand, then,” said Sefoni. “If you could get it back, it would solve everything.”

“I’ll get it back,” said Darain. “We’ll do it together, after you marry me.”

“I cannot marry you, sir.”

“Well, those are my terms,” he said.

“Certainly, there is something else that could satisfy you. I have access to the queen’s wealth. She is not precisely aware that I am here, but I can pay you, sir.”

“I have named my price,” said Darain, and he looked her over.

She could feel his dark eyes on her, traveling over her body. She shivered. She tugged at the collar of her dress, trying to cover more of her skin, not that her dresses ever did cover her, at least not enough of her, since her bosom was annoyingly bounteous. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?” His voice had dropped several pitches to something very deep.

“Stop looking at me.”

“Would you like me to close my eyes?”

“I’m leaving,” she said. “This was… I don’t know what I was thinking. I should not even be here.”

“You should not,” he agreed. “Stepping foot unchaperoned into this place is enough to ruin your reputation and likely get you expelled from court. Of course, once you marry me, none of that will matter.”

“If you tell anyone I was here, I will deny it.” She said, heat rising to her face again, this time in anger. “And considering our varied reputations, I am sure I will be believed.”

He shrugged. “Perhaps. I suppose if I’m really intent on having you as my wife, I’ll have to try something else.”

“I will never marry you,” she snapped. She stalked to the door and thrust it open. “Good day, sir.”

“I’m a deux,” he called as she left the room. “Isn’t it proper to address me as Your Grace?”




















CHAPTER TWO







PAIRCE GIVONS BURST through the doors of the Sticx Gentleman’s Club, turning sideways to get through with all of her luggage.

Once inside, she dropped every single bag into a pile directly in front of the door and scanned the mostly empty room. There was a musqueteer and a tidily dressed gentlemen sitting at the bar drinking ale. Both of them stared at her, curious.

Loholt, the bartender, didn’t look up from washing glassware. “You can’t block the door like that.”

“Where is he?” she said.

“You’ll have to move those.” Loholt set a wet glass onto a rack to dry.

“Is the Lord of the Dead in his office?” said Pairce. She strode across the room, hands clenched in fists.

“Get back here and do something about this,” Loholt called after her, but he sounded distracted by his dishes.

She ignored him and pushed into the hallway where Haid’s office was. There were other rooms back here, including a bedchamber, but she didn’t think Haid slept there regularly. He had a townhouse, a big one, on the fashionable side of town.

The door to the office was open, and there he was.

She stopped short in the doorway. “What did you do?”

He was sorting through a stack of papers, leaning against his desk, his legs stretched out. He looked up at her. “Oh, Pairce, excellent. I was hoping you’d come to see me.”

“Well, yes,” she said. “Where else could I go, as a matter of fact? I come back from an engagement only to find all my things packed up and set in a mound next to the front door, and another girl installed in my room.”

“That was quick. I was only there a few hours ago.” He straightened, setting aside the papers.

“Oh, they all have their eyes on my room. It was a corner room with two window seats. I imagine there was a fight amongst the other girls as to who was going to get it. And do you have any idea how long it took me to get that room?”

He furrowed his brow, regarding her. “You’re angry with me.”

“I’m homeless, and I’m told you’re to blame, Your Grace.”

“Oh, who told you?” he said. “Did you speak to Madame Horsa?”

“I did, and she told me to get out and that she was done with me, and good riddance to my ilk.” Pairce folded her arms over her chest. 

“Well, I wasn’t under the impression you liked her either,” he said. “And we’ve had discussions about how you don’t exactly enjoy the work. And yet you’re angry with me.”

“I had a plan,” she said. “I would work off the rest of my contract in my room with two window seats on the corner. Did you know it had a balcony also? I really liked that balcony. And afterwards, it would only be two years of renting that room from Madame Horsa and pocketing all my profits until I could save enough money to open my own dressmaking shop.”

“You sew?” said Haid.

She seethed.

“I didn’t know that,” he said, shrugging. “Well, obviously Madame Horsa didn’t explain anything.” He reached into his jacket and withdrew a folded paper from its inner pocket. He handed it to her.

She glared at it, letting out a sigh of exasperation.

“Take it,” he said, shaking the paper at her.

She snatched it from his hand and unfolded it. She licked her lips, looking the paper over, her body going alternately hot and cold. “You… you…” She let her hand with the paper fall loosely to her side and she gaped at him, astonished. “You bought out my contract?”

“I did,” he said.  

She shook her head, as if shaking it would sort her thoughts and make this all make sense.

“I thought you’d be grateful,” he said. “But that was obviously quite silly of me.”

“So, now I work for you,” she said. “You’ve never sampled the merchandise, and now I’m exclusively yours.”

“Well, I do want you to do work for me,” he said. “But… no, I don’t want to bed you.” He cringed. “Not that there’s anything wrong with…” He cleared his throat. “I’m sure that you’re very skilled and very professional, and you’re obviously beautiful, but you’re not… that is, what I’m trying to say is—”

“Stop,” she said, sighing. “You’ve hired me enough times and never so much as lifted my skirts even though you paid Madame Horsa for my time, so I should have realized that you wouldn’t be interested, and I’m not offended.” She stepped into the room and took two steps to a shabby chair, which she sank into. “I don’t understand any of this.”

“Well, as I said, I was hoping you’d be grateful,” he said. “I wasn’t intending to demand you pay back the price of the contract to me. I was hoping you’d agree to doing a job for me. When we’re done, there will be money—lots of money. And your share would easily be enough to open a dress shop, if that’s what you wish. In the meantime, I would see to your room and board. But since you’re angry with me, I have perhaps done this all for nothing.”

“This is one of your stealing jobs,” she said. “I thought you were done with them.”

“Well, this is the last one,” he said. “After this is done, there will be no need to steal.”

“Because it will be that much money?” Then she shook her head. “No, it’s about something else for you. But I suppose you don’t want to talk about that.”

“You suppose right,” he said. “And there are a number of steps in order to set it all up, so it may take some time. We will strike in Rzymn in six months time at a shanj tournament held at the Duke of Madigain’s home. In the meantime, I need your help with bringing in another member of the team.”

“Oh?” she said. “How would I help with that?” Then she knew. “You want me to seduce him.”

“Yes,” he said. “Well, I don’t know that he’s going to need a lot of seducing, per se. It’s…” He grimaced. “In all truth, you can say no, and I will understand. I was really hoping you were going to be grateful. Blazing shame that you aren’t, I must say.” He sighed, looking forlorn.

“I am grateful,” she said. “Who’s this man?”










PAIRCE LEANED FORWARD, gripping the back of the chair in front of her, letting out a small sound of astonishment. “No.” Haid couldn’t be serious about this, could he?

It was later in the day, evening, just after supper hour. They were in a crowded room, smoky from the multitude of candles in sconces on the walls, noisy from the pack of bodies, and full of the smell of sweat and blood. There were a number of chairs all set up around a ring in the middle of the room. 

There were two men in the ring.

One was normal looking enough. He was stretching and wearing a sleeveless undershirt, binding up his knuckles.

The other was chained up—shirtless—enormous. The muscles in his arms looked larger than those in her own thighs. His long dark hair was tied at the nape of his neck, but some of it had escaped and hung over his forehead and eyes. His eyes flashed, and he was, well, growling. She didn’t know how else to describe it. Baring his teeth, struggling against his chains, he was like an animal. It took two men to hold onto him and keep him from rushing his opponent.

And even so, he was… beautiful.

Something about his face. The lines of his cheekbones and jaw were sharp. His eyes were a very, very light blue. His mouth was full and sensuous. He was this odd jumble of softness and savagery, and the thought of bedding him—well, rutting with him, she supposed. She doubted there was going to be a bed involved. The thought of that was somehow both exciting and horrifying.

“No?” said Haid. “All right then. We don’t have to stay to watch the fight, I suppose, then.” He made to get up.

She put a hand on his knee. “Is he always like that, or is it some sort of intimidating act?”

“It’s said to be some sort of witchcraft,” said Haid. “Of course, I don’t believe in such nonsense, but whatever the case, he’s not exactly, er, intelligent. He doesn’t speak, and he’s in a heightened state like this all the time. They call him the Orc. They’ve found only one thing that soothes him at all, and that’s, um, women.”

She sat back in her chair.

“But they can’t, er, convince any of the whores that they’ve paid to come back, not even for extravagant sums,” Haid continued.

“Because he hurts them?” Her voice was very quiet.

“I don’t know,” said Haid. “Perhaps.” He sighed. “I’m realizing this is a preposterous thing to ask of you, and I want to take it back. I wish we could simply forget I had ever—”

“He hasn’t killed any of the other women, has he?” She turned back to look at the Orc, who was now being unwound from his chains. She was eyeing the region between his legs. He was clad only in a pair of black trousers, and she turned her head to one side, trying to estimate the size of him, of his cock. If it was proportionate, it would be…

“No,” said Haid.

“And you say it soothes him?” She turned back to look at him.

“Well, I didn’t ask a lot of questions about that part,” he said. “But, yes, in order to keep him somewhat manageable, they say they need to give him a release from time to time.”

“Who’s ‘they?’”

“They work for the Cowntess, of course,” said Haid.

“This is revenge,” said Pairce.

“No,” he said. “Not precisely. I don’t know where she came by him, but she’s using him in these fights and making a good deal of money on bets, I’m certain. I like the idea of depriving her of something, of course. But I also need him.”

“For Rzymn?”

“Yes,” he said. “I need his strength.” 

At that moment, the Orc was released from his chains and rushed across the ring at the other man.

His opponent’s eyes widened in fear and instead of engaging with the Orc, his opponent backed away.

The Orc leaped upon him, and everything was a flurry of limbs and fists. 

Pairce cringed, bringing up her shoulders, wanting to look away but being unable to do so.

The opponent began to scream, a shrill wordless sound that eventually became the word, “Yield! Yield!”

It took five men to pull the Orc off the other man. When they did, one of his arms hung unnaturally from his shoulder, and he could not stand. He crawled away, whimpering, face bloody, bruises blooming on his skin.

Pairce shivered. “So, you want to steal him? Steal the Orc.”

“Yes,” said Haid. “Hopefully with your help.”

“Because I’ll soothe him.”

“Yes.” He glanced at her. “Also, when you go in to where he’s being kept, you can see what the security is like, what we’d need to break through to extract him.”

“How… soothed do you suppose he gets?”

“I…” He shook his head. “Like I said, I’m realizing this isn’t a thing I should have asked you to do. Sometimes, I get so focused on the goal of a thing, I forget about all the little steps in between, and this is horrific. I can’t ask a woman to—”

“I’ll do it,” she said.

“What?” He raised his eyebrows. 

“I want you to rent me a townhouse,” she said. “An entire house.”

“Done,” he said.

“With a servant,” she said.

“You’d probably need at least two for an entire house, maybe a husband and wife,” he said. “And use of a coach, perhaps?”

She grinned at him. “Truly?”

“Of course,” he said, grinning back.

She turned back to look at the Orc, who was being wrapped back up in his chains, even as he struggled and roared. She felt liquid fear course through her, but there was also some awful tinge of excitement. A man like that… a beautiful, virile, savage man like… well, it might not be the worst thing she’d ever experienced.




















CHAPTER THREE







SEFONI RIENCE WAS appalled when the Deux of Darain appeared at court that evening. He had every right to be there, as a deux, of course. He had the status to be invited to any of the royal goings-on in the palace, but Sefoni had never seem him at an event before.

Nearly every night, there was dancing and drinking after dinner. Occasionally, if the king felt ill, he would declare that everyone must take the evening to retire early and rest, but usually, he brought in musicians and he insisted everyone leave the dining room and go to the ballroom. 

The revelry and drinking could continue late, even into the wee hours of the morning. And most of the court did not rise until mid-morning or later. 

Sefoni herself did not enjoy dancing, and she would have rather played shanj, but it was considered ill-bred for women to play shanj with men in public, though her game with the king had been a notable exception, for the king could decree anything he liked. 

She had beaten all the women in court, and most of them didn’t enjoy the game anyway, claiming it was far too much like war to be even the least bit of interest to the typical female mind. Anyone who had any interest was not interested in playing against her, because Sefoni always won.

She was permitted to join in games of cards if she wished, because card tables could encompass up to six people, and as long as there was one other woman at the table, it was not considered shocking for men and women to play together. 

However, Sefoni was only passable at most of the card games. She did not like them, because they were far too changeable depending on what cards one was dealt. Shanj, on the other hand, always started in the same way, with the four types of pieces (infantrymen, charioteers, cavalry, and commandeers) arranged precisely on the squares of the shanj board. 

It was skill to learn to move and to attack and to ultimately capture the commandeer pieces and win the game.

Some men played shanj all evening, and for lack of anything better to do, Sefoni usually sat near them and watched the games. It was one of the ways that she had gotten so good at thinking so many moves ahead of her opponents, because when she watched games, she regularly ran all the scenarios that the players in front of her could employ, determining how each of them could beat the other, and challenging herself to do it in as few moves as possible.

But when Darain appeared in the ballroom, resplendent in his finery, wearing his family’s red sash over his jacket and neckbow, all thoughts of any of the games going on around her fled from her head.

The thing about Haid Vortinen was that she had been thinking of him periodically for weeks now.

It had taken her weeks to get up the courage to go and see him at all, and it had gone disastrously.

She told herself that she only kept thinking of him after that because she was in the habit of it, and it was not because she had any intention of ever agreeing to marry him, even though the thought of it consistently seemed to make her feel warm all over.

She kept returning to memories of his voice, of how deep it had gotten, how rich, how it had seemed to cut through the layers of her clothes and settle somewhere scandalous inside her. She kept thinking about how broad his shoulders were, which was foolish. Men had broad shoulders and women had narrow ones. For that matter, men had deep voices. There was nothing particular about the deux having these attributes.

It was only that he was rather pleasantly male, wasn’t he? His masculinity seemed to affect her in ways that masculinity usually did not, and she felt flustered merely at the sight of him.

He entered and approached the king, as was only proper.

The king was surprised to see him as well, and Sefoni watched as he gestured for Darain to come with him across the room. But Darain was not paying attention to the king because he’d spotted her.

She felt heat rush to her face and endeavored to look anywhere but at the Lord of the Dead. She tried to engage herself in watching one of the shanj games that was going on in front of her. There were five tables set up, and each was filled with two men playing.

But she couldn’t help but raise her gaze again.

When she did, Darain had left the king and was coming straight for her.

Panic rose in her throat along with her beating heart. The warm feeling from before, when she’d considered marrying him, it was back, only three times as intense.

She got to her feet, lifted her skirts, and hurried toward one of the doors out of the ballroom. She wasn’t really supposed to leave the ballroom on her own. She should have a chaperone or an escort, but she would simply claim that her stomach had rebelled and all would be forgiven.

Once out of the ballroom, she took off running down the hallway, heading for the queen’s chambers. Her own chambers were in the same apartment, since she was in the queen’s household as one of her laidies in waiting. It was for this reason, rather than by any status of her birth, that she was addressed as Laidy Sefoni. Her own pedigree did not warrant it.

The queen’s father was Sefoni’s mother’s brother, and it was with him that Sefoni and her mother had sought shelter when Sefoni’s father had died. His holdings had passed on to his eldest living relative, leaving her and her mother with nothing. The queen’s brown skin and Kandjan ancestry were from her mother’s side.

Sefoni and the queen, whose name was Lynette, had been inseparable as girls, and when Lynette had married King Henrik, Lynette had demanded that Sefoni come along because she could not bear their separation.

That was nearly three years ago, though. She and Lynette were still close, but the queen sometimes made comments about Sefoni’s lack of prospects. She encouraged Sefoni to flirt and arranged for her to dance with eligible men at court. It’s high time you married, she would say.

“Laidy Sefoni!” rang out the deep richness of Darain’s voice.

Don’t turn around, she ordered herself. So, of course, she immediately stopped and turned around.

The Lord of the Dead was standing just outside the door of the ballroom. He looked amused again, and something else as well. He looked excited, as if he was enjoying himself. “Are you going to come back here, or do I have to come and fetch you?” 

A shiver went through her at the threat of that, which shouldn’t be delicious and yet was. He is wretched, she tried to remind herself. 

But there was nothing for it. Her traitorous, stupid feet were taking her back toward the deux. “I don’t wish to speak to you!” she called to him.

“Yes, I rather gathered that when you ran away from me,” he said, giving her an impish grin.

Why was she going back to him? Why not turn and run? Would he truly go and fetch her? What would that be like? No, better to go to him, in the end, perhaps. 

“If you were any sort of gentleman, you would respect my wishes.”

“Whatever gave you the impression I was a gentleman?”

“You’re the one who said I should address you as Your Grace,” she said. “Isn’t that the address of a gentleman, Your Grace?”

He considered this. “Well, I suppose I can understand the confusion, then.”

She was closer now. “You could endeavor to do better.”

“I could,” he said. “But I don’t think I will, since I’m not here to respect your wishes. In fact, I’m going to ignore your wishes and do whatever is that I wish. I recognize this is villainy, but…” He shrugged. “I am a villain.”

She stopped walking, three feet away from him. “Are you truly?”

“Well…” He spread his hands. “There’s being a villain then there’s being a villain, isn’t there? And I’m bad, but I have certain lines I won’t cross, and I’m not entirely bad, at least I don’t think so. Furthermore, I have impeccable motivations, and the people I want to hurt are much, much worse than I could ever hope to be. So, that should count for something.”

“You just said that you weren’t going to respect my wishes,” she said. “So doesn’t that mean you’re hurting me?”

“No,” he said. “I would never hurt you.”

“Am I a bad person?”

“We don’t know each other very well, but you don’t seem bad.” He stepped closer to her, his voice going lower. “Are you bad, Laidy Sefoni?”

“No,” she said, lifting her chin. “So, don’t hurt me.”

“I have just said that I wouldn’t.” He reached out suddenly and seized her hand.

She gasped.

He tugged her against him.

“What are you doing?” Her voice wavered.

“I’m ruining you.”

She only gaped at him, confused. What did he mean, he was ruining her?

His other hand came up to grasp her sleeve. Her dress was an evening dress, which meant that the sleeves were quite short. She was wearing gloves up to her elbow, which was typical for evening wear, but the sleeves of her dress were barely a few inches wide. The one he seized gave easily as he tugged on it.

The fabric ripped, and the entire sleeve was destroyed. The front of her dress fell down, exposing her stays beneath. She shrieked.

“Apologies,” said Darain.

“Let go of me,” she said, her other hand—the one he wasn’t holding—coming up to slap the front of her dress against her skin, even as the back of it fell down indecently.

“Can’t,” he said. “Listen, it won’t be so bad being ruined by me, I promise. Furthermore, I will be quite agreeable to your playing shanj at any time of the day, with whomever you wish, for as long as you wish. Is there anyone here at court who will give you the same offer?”

“Let go of me.”

“I told you, I can’t.” He was tugging on her, tugging back towards the door, towards the ballroom.

She hit him, which meant she had to let go of her dress and it fell away, exposing half of her undergarments.

“Ow,” he said, rubbing his jaw. But his gaze seemed to have gotten snagged on the swell of her bosom above her stays. “I suppose I deserve that.”

“You’re looking at me again.”

“Yes, my apologies,” he said. “You’re somewhat mesmerizing, are you aware of that?” He was still tugging her towards the ballroom.

“Let go of me.” Now, it was a plea, desperate. She tried to hit him again, but he caught her wrist and stopped her.

And now he was holding both of her wrists, and she was heaving, and her dress was ripped, and her skin was exposed, and his face was close—too close. His mouth was inches from her mouth, and he had bow-shaped lips, sinful lips, just as brown as the rest of his skin, and she shuddered again, involuntarily.

He looked at her lips and then into her eyes. He swallowed.

She gasped.

Then the door to the ballroom opened wide and exposed them both to the entire court, looking for all the world as though they were just about to kiss.










“HENRIK, FIX THIS.” Queen Lynette’s voice was shrill, and Sefoni winced because it hurt her ears. She might have even covered her ears, but she was still wearing her stupid, torn dress, and it took both of her hands to hold it up.

Sefoni was in the king’s antechambers, outside the throne room. It was a place where he met with his councilmen, and Sefoni had been ushered here by the king and queen after everyone in the court had started whispering and gawking at the sight of Sefoni and the Deux of Darain. 

Darain was there, too. He had taken a seat at the long table that usually housed the council. He had propped his feet up on the table and was leaning back in the chair, gazing up at the ceiling.

The king and Lynette were at the front of the room and Sefoni was next to Lynette. She had put the table between herself and Darain.

He really was a villain. A wretched villain. She had never hated someone more in her entire life. And yet, she also had an awful feeling of disappointment, because she wondered if he had been about to kiss her. If so, she wondered what that would have been like. She had never kissed anyone, and the Lord of the Dead seemed abundantly kissable for some reason.

“Yes, I’m handling this, darling,” said King Henrik, patting his wife on the arm. He cleared his throat. “Now, Darain, what are your intentions towards Laidy Sefoni?”

“I should think that was obvious,” said Darain to the ceiling.

“Spell it out for me.” The king’s voice was cold.

“I intended to remove her dress.” Darain turned to look at the king with a grin.

“Monstrous!” said Lynette.

The king grimaced. “All right, well, he was interrupted, so little damage has been done. I hardly think it’s worth it for someone to attempt to duel him over Sefoni’s honor.” He made a pained look. “I don’t even know who that would be. She has no father or brother… your father is her uncle, but… how about I just banish him from court for six months?”

“He never comes to court anyway!” protested Sefoni.

“Don’t banish him,” said Lynette. “What does that do for Sefoni? Her reputation is now as tattered as her dress. No man will wish to marry her now. She is ruined.”

Darain’s grin widened. “So she is.”

Sefoni started to shake. She wanted to wrap her hands around that stupid man’s neck and… and caress him before she—

“Make him marry her,” said Lynette.

“Oh?” said Darain, getting to his feet. “Well, what an idea.”

“To the blazes with you,” said Sefoni, glaring at him.

“I suppose I could be convinced to marry her,” said Darain. “Perhaps. If I really must.”

“You are the worst person in the world,” said Sefoni, her nostrils flaring.

Darain winked at her.

“She doesn’t seem to like him, Lynette,” said King Henrik.

“I loathe him,” said Sefoni.

“Oh, it doesn’t matter,” said Lynette. She rounded on Darain. “Six months away from court is all she needs for the rumors to fade sufficiently, and then I will accept her back here as my guest, and she will be the Deucess of Darain, and you two need never live under the same roof again.”

“Does she have a dowry?” said Darain.

“You have been begging me to marry you,” said Sefoni. “How dare you pretend as if it’s not what you want, you blazing bastard?”

“You can survive six months, Sefoni,” said Lynette. “Please, you have to. If you don’t, I can’t have you here, because your reputation will demand you can’t be in good society. You’ll have to go back to your mother.”

The king turned to Sefoni. “I won’t force you into this, but if he’s willing and you agree, then I shall give the marriage my blessing.”

“Excellent news,” said Darain.

Sefoni did not want to go back to her mother, although she didn’t think her mother would be pleased with this match, but then her mother had never wanted her part of court at all. She wanted a country life for Sefoni, and this was anything but that. 

“Well?” said Darain. “You don’t have a choice.”

“Yes, and who’s fault is that?”

“I’m terribly sorry,” said Darain. “But what I said about shanj was true. And you can’t tell me you wouldn’t rather play shanj tournaments than be here.”

Her shoulders slumped. “You’ll truly allow me to play so often? Whenever and wherever I wish?”

“Allow you,” he repeated. “It won’t be that way between us. I am not that way.”

“No,” she said, letting out a harsh laugh. “Clearly not.”

“Say yes, Laidy Sefoni,” Darain said.

“To the blazes with you,” she said again. She drew in a breath and turned to the king. “I’ll marry him.”

“Oh, thank the blaze,” said Lynette, hand going to her chest.










CHAPTER FOUR



TRISTANNE WINTERETH CAREFULLY closed the lock box in Maister Melehen’s bedchamber. Melehen trafficked women into contracts with brothels in the city, and he had built his little empire into quite the pile of riches. 

Of course, he would be a good bit lighter in the purse now, since she’d taken every bit of gold and jewels that he kept in his lock box. Now, she closed it back up, letting the lock re-engage. 

She’d trained for years for this moment, the one in which she used her lock picking skills to take from Melehen. It felt good, she had to admit. Very, very good.

She went to the window and leaned out, holding the bag full of Melehen’s gold out at the same time. There was supposed to be a horse-drawn wagon right below that window, if Haid’s man had come through.

Yes!

There it was.

She dropped the sack of gold and watched as it fell smack in the middle of the wagon.

The man down there didn’t even acknowledge her, just covered it up in a businesslike manner, as if it was all in a day’s work.

Time for the last part.

Tristanne darted across the room and into the hallway. She hurried to the staircase and ascended to the second level. As she did, she could hear angry voices begin to grow louder and louder.

“…tell you, I didn’t touch him!” screamed a woman’s voice.

Tristanne drew a dagger from her waist and ran down the hallway.

“Oh, so why was he hiding in behind your drapes, then?” yelled a voice she would always  recognize—Melehen.

“I don’t know, but I swear to you, I have never seen him before in my life.”

Tristanne burst into the room at the end of the hallway, sprinting for Melehen, who had his back to the doorway. His wife was in front of him, and she saw Tristanne. Her eyes widened, and she opened her mouth to speak.

Tristanne sprang up and landed on Melehen’s back, wrapping her legs and arms around him, bringing her dagger up to his throat. “Hello, Maister Melehen,” she said into his ear. “Long time.”

“Speaking of a long time,” said Haid, who was tightening the laces of his trousers. “It took you long enough.”

“Can’t have taken that long if you’re still not dressed,” said Tristanne.

“I swear,” said Melehen’s wife. “I don’t know him.”

“Yes, yes,” said Haid, giving her a reassuring nod. “It’s all right now. That little ruse has done its work.”

Melehen staggered under Tristanne’s weight. “What’s going on?”

“I have two words for you,” said Tristanne. “Alliheit Manor.”

Melehen stiffened.

“Ten years ago,” said Tristanne in a low voice, jerking the knife.

Melehen let out a whimper. “Please. It was an accident. I never meant her to die. Don’t kill me. Please. There must be something else you want.”

“Hmm,” said Tristanne. “Maybe. What will you give me?”

“I have money. I have jewels. I have—”

“How about your country estate?” Tristanne jammed the dagger into his neck and let go with one of her arms. She yanked a piece of paper out of her back pocket. “I happen to have the deed right here.”

“How did you get that?” said Melehen.

“Sign it over to me, and I’ll give you the gift of your neck. What do you say?”

“A-all right.” Melehen’s voice wavered.

Tristanne eased her feet down on the floor. She urged Melehen toward a table.

“Here’s a pen,” said Haid, bringing one over helpfully. He set it down and began working on tying his neckbow.

Melehen’s hands shook as he scribbled on the parchment.

“Thank you,” said Haid, snatching up the deed as soon as he was done. He blew on the ink. He turned to Melehen’s wife. “If you want to leave the room, now’s the time.”

“What?” said the wife. “But he signed it over to you. You said that you’d let him live.”

“Lied about that,” said Tristanne. “Do you know who that woman was, Melehen? That woman who you raped and strangled to death?”

 “What?” said Melehen’s wife in a choked voice.

“She was a whore,” said Melehen in a tight voice.

“She was my mother,” said Tristanne, and in one fluid motion, she drew the dagger across Melehen’s neck.

The blood sprayed
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