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Chapter one




With a cup of Bardivian gold in one hand and a dagger in the other, Octavia inched toward the man she’d kill today. Matron Fortunata would soon bestow the coveted Domanulos sigil ring on her cousin Brádach, sealing his ascension to Māja Babesta’s inner circle. 

And Octavia intended to prevent it.

Having never killed before, Octavia needed to fortify her courage. She sipped the wine and reminded herself what a banch-nagging pustule Brádach was. Brádach’s father, Batiste, sat at his side, and there mere sight of her uncle made her lip curl in disgust. He—Batiste—was the true enemy of Octavia and the entire house. But the Domanulos ring already bound to Batiste made him nearly impossible to eliminate. To end Batiste’s line, I must snip his branch and must do it tonight, before Brádach receives the protection of the sigil ring.

Octavia glanced behind, and her eyes landed on her bodyguard, Rignar1. He stood at the edge of the crowd, dutifully watching for threats against her. Fortunately for Octavia, he didn’t know of her plan, or he’d have tried to stop her.

She gripped the dagger in her sweaty palm and took a deep, calming breath. Octavia focused on Brádach and edged closer.

Cousin Junia’s voice rang out. “There you are. I’ve searched everywhere for you.” Her beaded hair clacked as she walked. Junia swept her arms wide, inviting a hug, and wine sloshed from her cup as she staggered toward Octavia.

Already tippled, Octavia thought.

Octavia slipped the dagger into the sleeve pocket of her long coat and flashed Junia a false smile.

“Dearest cousin,” Octavia said. Standing a full head taller than diminutive Junia, Octavia stooped to return her cousin’s embrace and kisses. Junia smelled of thrumian spice, jessamine blossoms and wine.

Junia grabbed Octavia’s cup and downed the remaining wine in one gulp. She wiped wine from her lips and smiled. “You’re drinking the good stuff.” She raised an eyebrow and gave Octavia a derisive laugh. “So you’re celebrating then? I hardly thought you’d be happy about Brádach’s ascension.”

Octavia snatched her cup back, but didn’t answer. She returned her attention to the dais where Brádach sat, awaiting the Domanulos ceremony. Fortunata, Matron of Māja Babesta, would place the house sigil ring on his finger, and everyone would politely applaud, though most members of Māja Babesta disliked Brádach nearly as much as they detested his father.

Junia hooked an arm in Octavia’s. She followed her cousin’s gaze, then patted the hard steel she felt in Octavia’s sleeve. Junia stomped on Octavia’s toe. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

Octavia raised the cup to her lips, and too-late realized Junia had drained it. “I’m doing what needs done to secure the future of our house.” She placed the empty cup on a passing server’s tray and moved toward the dais, but Junia held her back.

“Look at me,” Junia said. “Even if you kill him, you’ll never ascend to the Cordomis.”

“Eleventh in line, I wasn’t going to anyway. But at least Brádach won’t. Rumor has it, he’s as odious as his father, and for the same reason,” Octavia said.

“Those rumors are true.” Junia’s mirth was gone, and her jaw twitched.

“For the sake of the house, especially its youth, you understand why I must do this,” Octavia said. “And now, before the Domanulos goes on his slimy finger. Once it binds to him, the sigil will make it nearly impossible to steal, and it will protect his disgusting ass.”

“All true,” Junia said.

“Matron Fortunata favors house members who triumph at the game,” Octavia said.

“Also correct.”

Octavia sighed and patted the blade hidden in her sleeve. “Then why should I not plunge this steel into his wormy fucking gut?”

“For the love of Jantu’s balls, Tavi, you need a triumph, not a Shills-style half rate hit. You could hire your man Rignar to do that.”

Rig was near enough to pounce, yet distant enough not to overhear their whispers. His expression was stoic detachment, his gaze expertly shifting across the room, watching for danger. Yet Octavia knew he was anything but detached or stoic about defending her. What would Father say if he knew I’d taken Rig as my lover?

Returning her focus to Junia, Octavia said, “Hiring a Vandu assassin takes no finesse.”

Junia grabbed fresh wine cups and inclined her head toward the balcony patio. Tavi followed, and she felt Rignar sweep through the crowd behind her, following like an ever-present shadow.

Once clear of the crowd, Junia handed Tavi a goblet and whispered. “Matron Fortunata values guile. Subtlety. Artfulness. And she adores the long game.”

“You’re not a member of the Cordomis. How do you know what grandmother adores?”

“I have my ways,” Junia said. Mischief twinkled in her eyes. “Look, if you kill Brádach in such a crass way, Fortunata will shun you. You must play a sophisticated game. Take risks. Do this, Tavi, and grandmother will reward you.”

Octavia thought Junia would talk her out of even entering the bloodsport of Māja politics and intrigues. Tavi was the eighth of Mistress Fortunata’s grandchildren, and eleventh in the line of succession. Her role was to support those above her, not leapfrog over them. Since Junia was ahead of her in the leadership queue, Tavi had assumed it served Junia’s interests to keep Tavi right where she was.

Rig melted into the shadows by the door. Tavi didn’t understand how someone so tall could vanish so thoroughly. She caught his eye, and he gave her a single nod, then returned to his stoic surveillance.

Tavi sipped the vinegary red and puckered. Batiste, the cheap bastard, was serving wine only a step above vinegar. “What do you suggest, dear cousin?” Tavi asked.

“To gain Fortunata’s attention—in a good way—you must pull off an audacious plan. Something none have yet achieved,” Junia said.

“Sounds like you have something in mind,” Tavi said.

Junia chuckled. “What if we solve two problems at once?”

“Go on.”

“Cousin Brádach is bothersome, to be sure, but his father is an absolute menace. Since he is first in the line of succession…”

Tavi nearly choked on her wine. “Are you suggesting… You can’t possibly propose—”

“Batiste,” Junia said.

Tavi shook her head. “He already wears the Domanulos. No, it’s impossible.”

“Not if you use your available assets.”

“Maybe you’re forgetting. The ring is theft proof. Māja Artifexa makes sure of that when they craft the rings,” Tavi said.

Junia groaned and thumped Tavi’s head. Rig sprung and bolted to Tavi’s side, ready to protect her from her cousin’s assault.

“My cousin merely jests,” Tavi said.

He frowned and kept his hand on the hilt of his Vandu blade. Tavi smiled and waved him off. Apparently satisfied that Junia wasn’t a threat, he gave Tavi a nod and returned to his spot by the door.

Junia continued. “Think, Tavi. Do you know someone impervious to the Domanulos’ poison?” Her gaze flitted to Rignar. “Perhaps someone who is already under your command?”

As the realization dawned, Tavi’s heart thundered. Her eyes, too, landed on Rig.

“To become a member of the Cordomis, you must do two things above all else. First, please Fortunata.”

“And you think she’d reward someone who killed her son?” Tavi asked.

“People whisper that Matron Fortunata is quite unhappy with Batiste.” Junia pressed even closer and lowered her voice further. “A trusted source heard Fortunata say, ‘Even a venerable seed can grow a twisted plant warped by disease,’ and ‘Sometimes you must pluck the pestilence out and begin again.’”

Tavi laughed. “Was she talking about Batiste or her garden?”

Junia did not laugh. “Trust me on this. Grandmother Fortunata was definitely referring to Batiste. Anyway, to rise in Māja Babesta you must win Fortunata’s favor and be audacious. Take the Domanulos off that pervert’s dead hand and place it on yours. Steal his Domanulos and you gain his estate. Do this, and Mistress Fortunata will respect you, not disgrace you.”

Tavi’s heart raced with the excitement of possibility. If she succeeded with Junia’s plan, she’d not only prove her worth, she’d take all that Batiste has: His seat on the Cordomis, his wealth, his housing compound, his dominion over his vassals, and even command of his children.

Her gaze again found Brádach. Not one to hold back on lording his lofty station over everyone, Tavi generally avoided Brádach’s company. Ironic that I could become his master. Tavi’s commitment to the idea Junia planted grew with each passing second.

As much as Junia’s proposal excited Octavia, she had doubts. Junia and she shared closeness, yet no one within Māja Babesta offered help without expecting a return.

“Your idea intrigues me.” Tavi narrowed her eyes at Junia. “But what do you gain, dear cousin?”

“Besides seeing that Batiste never touches another girl or boy again?” Her expression looked like she’d tasted something sour. “While that would suffice, in truth, your success will move my mother up to first in line. And the rats whisper Fortunata would be most pleased for my mother, Eligia, to succeed her rather than Batiste.”

“Then why don’t you do it? Or your brother Gavino? He’s wily,” Tavi said.

Junia nodded toward Rig. “We don’t have a Vandu at our command.”

Tavi followed Junia’s gaze. He must have sensed her stare, because he gave her a small smile.

Rig was a newly minted Vandu assassin, and the youngest to have ever survived the arduous trials. Fen Menir wouldn’t allow him to remain a bodyguard for the eleventh heir to Fortunata’s legacy. Soon, they’d reassign him, and she’d lose not only her highly skilled guard, but her lover and friend. Perhaps my only true friend.

Junia’s plan to steal Batiste’s sigil ring presented many concerns and challenges. The assassination of Batiste wouldn’t be Fen Menir sanctioned. If Rig didn’t succeed, Tavi couldn’t protect him from Fen Menir. Am I asking too much of him?

But if they succeeded, Tavi would hold wealth second only to Fortunata and leapfrog to second in line to succeed her. She’d be able to buy Rig’s remaining indenture. And set him free.

‘Oft times, sacrifice is required to secure one’s station,’ Fortunata often said.

Tavi hoped that whatever sacrifice the gods demanded wasn’t too high a price to pay.

Chapter Two
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       Rignar Nyanja di Shills, aka “Aldewin di Partha”.
    










  
  
Chapter two



In the long history of the Mājas, nobody had successfully purloined a Domanulos. Māja Artifexa, the house of crafts, arts, and magic, ensured that each ring worn by a Mājas Cordomis—or “Heart of the House” inner circle—contained a sigil imbued with magical properties. Its key feature: Impervious to theft. 

Achieving such a feat…

Tavi tossed her long coat onto a bench and flung off her shoes. She nearly toppled and grabbed the bedpost to keep from falling. Too much wine. She hiccupped and tried to undo the clasp on her gold-beaded choker, but her fingers weren’t working properly.

“Allow me.” His voice was a low breath on her neck. His deft fingers on her skin sent waves of heat through her. Rig’s nimble fingers undid the clasp, and he caught the necklace before it fell, his fingers sweeping like a breeze over her chest.

Tavi hadn’t heard him enter her suite. He moved with the shadows and had arrived through her hidden passage. He’s perfect for the Domanulos heist.

She pressed against him in all the right places. Octavia offered her lips. “You will stay the night, yes?”

Rig wound a firm arm around her waist, kissed her deeply, and said, “No.”

His defiance nearly extinguished the building fire. “No?” She tittered. “You mistake me. That was a command, not a question.”

He sighed. “Octavia, dearest mistress of mine, you are quite intoxicated, and therefore not in possession of your ability to consent or withhold. Therefore, I’m within my right, as your vassal, to deny your request.”

Tavi rolled her eyes and made a talking motion with her hands. “Blah, blah. Boring legal mumbling. Blah. Your Fen Menir masters filled your head with too much drudgery during your Vandu trials. You’re becoming a bore, Rig.” She feigned a pout. 

Reaching back to undo the buttons of her thin silk shift, she struggled and again, nearly fell. Rig caught her before she collapsed.

“Should I call for your dressing assistant?” he asked.

Tavi pressed into him again. “She smells of cabbage.” Tavi’s nose wrinkled. “And her fingers are icy.”

He chuckled. “That sounds unpleasant.”

Tavi turned her face up to him. “You do it.”

Rig groaned like she’d asked him to roast his own balls on a grill. He muttered under his breath. “You test me more than the Vandu trials and may be the death of me someday.” He complained but unfastened the buttons.

Tavi turned and allowed the shift to fall. She wore no underclothes. His gaze languid, he didn’t allow his eyes to rove over her body. Instead, Rig maintained eye contact.

On tiptoes, her pert breasts pressed to him, Tavi swirled her tongue in his ear. “You enjoy torture, don’t you sweet Rignar?” One hand undid the laces of his shirt, while the other cupped his manhood. He could deny that he loved her, and even pretend he didn’t intend to bed her, but his hardness proved he was anything but neutral about Tavi.

She planted feathery kisses on his now-bared chest. Her voice low and sultry, she said, “Because you’re assigned to me, I hold your contract. Your very life is in my hands.” Tavi gave his nethers a squeeze to punctuate her point.

He neither spoke nor embraced her.

“By writ, you must do as I command.” She nibbled his ear and undid his pants laces. “And what if I command you to kill Batiste?”

He scoffed. “Batiste? If rumors about him are true—” 

“They are.” She scowled.

“Then he deserves a slow torturous death, not the quick, virtually painless death from a kiss of the Night Sister’s Vandu blade.”

Tavi continued kissing his chest and neck though Rig didn’t return her affections. “True. Batiste deserves suffering. But killing Batiste opens a path to many things.” Frustrated by his lack of reciprocation of her affections, Tavi sighed. “I could command you to kill him, but I prefer if you agree.”

Rig remained stoic. “I must follow your command in most things, that is true. You are mistaken on one point though, Mistress. Killing a member of the Cordomis must be sanctioned by Fen Menir.”

“Rules.” She tsked. “Rules are meant to be broken.” Tavi kissed him again. “What if you could be free of Fen Menir’s shackles?”

He didn’t answer, but also didn’t bat her hands away.

Her voice became earnest. “This will alter our destinies, Rig. What do you say?”

“I’m listening.”

She kissed him again, and this time he returned her affection.

The possibility of a future with Rig—as an equal rather than a servant—sobered Tavi. She hugged him and caught his eye. “One death, Rig. That is all I ask. A strategic kill, and I hold the power of that loathsome prig’s sigil. One kill, dearest, and I will possess the ability to purchase your remaining indenture. Kill Batiste, and you are free of Fen Menir.”

Her lips found his, and this time he wound his arms around her. His tongue darted into her mouth, and his hands were everywhere all at once.

Tavi’s heart hammered. Her voice was breathless. “Help me with this, my assassin, and you will be free.”

Rig met her gaze. “Even if you cut Fen Menir’s strings, I’ll still be ensnared by you, Tavi.”

In one swift move, Rig lifted her onto the bed. He gently parted her thighs and kissed her deeply there, sealing their bargain with Tavi’s favorite kind of kiss.








  
  
Chapter three



Rig departed before Tavi rose from her slumber. She wasn’t proud of using her feminine guile to lure him into her scheme, but in hindsight, throwing herself at him hadn’t secured his assent. No, she dangled the right carrot by promising Rig his deepest desire. 

Freedom.

Tavi knew he despised his indentured status. Not enslaved exactly, but not totally free, either. He could roam the city at will, even leave Partha to adventure for a time. But ultimately, Fen Menir held his leash, able to call upon him at any time to perform services under a contract. If he did not obey…

He is a wild stallion, never suited to being trapped into captivity.

To pull off the Domanulos heist, she’d need more than one freshly minted Vandu assassin. She needed a tactical plan and the personnel to pull it off. And she knew where to begin.

Her cousin Junia’s younger brother, Gavino, spent too much time drinking and losing money, but he’d been great friends with Brádach in their youth. He knew Batiste’s compound better than either she or Junia.

Tavi invited her cousins for luncheon to discuss the Domanulos heist. Servants arranged a spread of finger foods in Tavi’s solar, where they would have the utmost privacy. Rig had swept all passageways for unwanted intruders and stood guard at the door.

She was reluctant to pull Gavino into the scheme. Tavi loved her cousin well, but one could never be certain of motivations and loyalties within the ever-shifting winds of Māja Babesta.

Even Junia’s true intent remained a mystery. She’d said she had a vested interest in Tavi’s success, but Junia could just as readily hope for her failure, which would disgrace Tavi’s entire family. That could be enough to knock Tavi’s father, Lorencio, from the Cordomis, thus opening space for Junia.

In private, Rig had pointed out his concerns about Junia’s loyalty. “She profits as much from your half-success as from a perfect triumph,” he’d said.

“How so?”

“If, using me, you eliminate Batiste from the board but fail to capture his signet’s power, then Junia wins even more.”

“How dare you suggest my dear cousin would use me that way? We have always been the closest of friends and holders of each other’s secrets. She has never betrayed me,” Tavi had said.

Rig gave her a roguish grin.

“What’s so amusing? I’m truly furious with you.”

“Did you know you get an adorable crinkle between your eyes when you’re cross?”

Tavi smoothed the skin between her eyes with her thumb. “No, I didn’t know that and now, thanks to you, I’ll be forever self-conscious of it.”

His earnest demeanor returned. “Look, Tavi, you’re naïve at this game.”

Tavi laughed. “And you, still shy of your eighteenth birthday, know more about Babesta machinations than I do? I’ve lived in this Māja my entire life, Rig. Do not forget who you speak to.”

Questioning Junia’s motivations had annoyed her, but impugning Tavi’s skill at the game stoked her ire.

Rig’s mirth gone, his face returned to the practiced stoic mask of his Vandu assassin persona. “And you, Mistress, should not forget who you speak to. I am Fen Menir, trained since my childhood to serve only Night’s Sister. Before attaining my first blade at twelve, my ears and eyes served my true Mistress, Sicara. I’ve listened to plots and schemes of Mājas my whole life. And trust me, Babesta’s schemes are relatively bloodless and straightforward compared to Wix. Mistress Idaya is…”

“What is she?”

He waved her off. “A story for another time, perhaps. About my misgivings, know that I want your plan to succeed.” He’d taken her hand. “I’m on your side.”

She believed he was.

Rig continued. “I’ve observed twisted machinations planned over decades and unfolded over years. I have faith that one day you will be among the best at the game. But if you trust Junia wholly… Well, members of Babesta should not trust their cousins, even ones who are friends.”

He’d given her much to ponder, and also made her anxious. Though he’d intended to make her wary of Junia, Rig had also increased her anxiety about Rig.

Rignar had come into her employ a year ago. A young and green guard.

Tavi’s father, Lorencio, hired Fen Menir bodyguards for his entire family. Not unusual for those with seats on the Cordomis.

Lorencio had been upset with Ser Mélantos, Master of Fen Menir house, for assigning such a young guard for Tavi. But Mélantos had assured Lorencio that Rig’s skill exceeded many older members of Fen Menir. And once Tavi met Rignar, she’d lobbied with vigor for Rig to remain.

In the end, she doubted her entreaties had swayed her father. That Fen Menir tapped Rig to participate in the Vandu trials won her father over. Failure at the trials meant Rignar would be dead, and Fen Menir would have assigned a new guard for Tavi. But if Rig succeeded, Lorencio’s compound would be the only one in Babesta with a Vandu assassin in its employ. A great boon, given that a Vandu was impervious to poisons and toxins and masterful with a blade.

It was less than ideal to bring two of her aunt Eligia’s children into her scheme, but Tavi had no choice. Rig was right. Tavi had little experience with the game, while Gavino had served as tactician for one of his mother’s plots, and Junia the gadfly always possessed deep knowledge of gossip and goings-on within the Māja.
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