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Content warning



The Marked & The Menaced is an Adult Fantasy Romance. There are some scenes of violence, mentions of rape and child abuse, moderate blood and gore, threats of familial loss, illness, and forced starvation. If any of these things might upset or trigger you, please don’t read this book. Not all books are for all readers. I don’t want anyone to be hurt by my words. 







  
  






To those who think they'll never find love.
Don't lose hope.
It could be waiting for you right around the next corner.














Mom, if you're reading this, please stop here.
You won't like this one. It's spicy…🌶️🌶️🌶️🌶️
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Oliver stared out the window beyond the bar, absentmindedly stirring the cauldron of stew over the firepit, dreading the night’s itinerary. The Thieves’ Guild would be coming to collect their monthly payment, as they did every Black Moon and he was ill-prepared. 

Well, he was quite prepared. He simply didn’t want to do what he knew they’d expect of him. 

Oliver was the firstborn son of Chantrelle and Enoki, two of the most notorious grifters in the realm. They were so skilled in their grifts that their marks rarely knew they’d been robbed until days—sometimes even weeks—later. Oliver had inherited that gift from his dutiful parents, who quickly roped him into their jobs as soon as he could walk and coherently talk. He was a master grifter by the time he’d gotten his first chest hair. He’d nearly surpassed his parents’ skill when his brother had started showing symptoms of the sickness. 

At first, it had just been a small cough. Dry, but unwilling to let up. It slowly evolved into something wet and took hold of Matheu’s lungs, causing him to have a whooping cough that never truly receded. The day Matty had begun to cough blood was the day their parents had sought the Guild’s assistance. That was the day they’d become eternally indebted to the Thieves’ Guild. 

While under the leadership of a man called Tameer, the Guild had thrived and all its members had prospered. But as Tameer moved to make drastic changes—like banning child labor, gods forbid—many of the older members who relied on the labor of others pushed back, ultimately staging a coup and driving Tameer away. Rumor had it, he’d been killed, although Oliver wasn’t convinced. Tameer had been a very resourceful man, according to the stories. It seemed unlikely that he would have been so easily disposed of. However, Oliver had never actually met the man. The moment his brother’s illness had taken a turn, Oli had dropped everything to tend to his every need. Their parents began working jobs for the Guild in exchange for medicine that kept Matty’s symptoms in check. They had no cure, but they offered him relief and comfort. If that was all they could find for Matty, then Oliver knew their parents would do whatever it took to make sure he got the medicine every month. 

It had been a decent enough system—if a bit exhausting—until their parents were tasked with a near-impossible job that landed them in a merchant’s dungeon. Oliver still hadn’t learned the extent of the assignment. Their parents had steadfastly refused to give him any details about the job, and when they’d been unable to complete the assignment, the Guild had left them in that damned dungeon to suffer the consequences of their failure. On top of that, without completing the job, the Guild was under no obligation to fulfill their end of the bargain: i.e. provide Matty’s medicine. 

Three months ago, when their parents had been captured, Oliver had reacted… poorly. He’d stormed into the Guild’s tavern, demanding a face-to-face with the leader and a plan for how they intended to free his parents. For his trouble, he had been soundly beaten and left in a bloody heap in the gutter behind the bar. He’d spent three days nursing his wounds—and bruised ego—at a brothel, ignoring the women, preferring the solitude of a room and the comfort of a bottle each night. Matty had found him on the floor beside the bed, empty bottle clutched in his fist, stewing in his rage at the knowledge of what he was going to have to do. 

Oliver was a gifted grifter, but he hated it. He loathed tricking people into trusting him. He despised stealing from them. His only blessing was knowing the jobs his parents took were against marks that truly deserved their wrath. Oliver wasn’t a good person, not by any stretch of the imagination, but he refused to be a terrible one. The Thieves’ Guild didn’t give a shit. They’d send him after whoever they wanted, for whatever they wanted, regardless of his personal qualms.

Matty force-fed him broth and bread, sobering him up, and accompanied him to the Guild the next night. The assignment they’d been given was unpleasant, but not the worst thing Oliver had ever done. They conned a noble out of his mother’s fortune the next week, bringing the bounty to the Guild in exchange for Matty’s medicine. 

The next few months had been a series of the same. Grift some asshole out of their fortune, trick some fool into signing away their life savings, then convince a little old lady that her collection of gems would be safer in their “storage facility” than in her own home. He’d drank himself into a stupor for a week after that one. 

“Ye got visitors.” Geoffree smacked the open window between the kitchen and the bar, shaking Oliver out of his reverie. 

“Fuck,” Oliver muttered. Stirring the stew one last time, he nodded to Geoffree. “Coming, boss.” 


      [image: ]Tameer had spent the majority of the last few months in Ravendale with Irena and Dimitri. Well, truthfully, he’d spent the time playing with the baby. While Tameer had no desire to have children of his own, being an uncle was by far the most fun he’d had in a very long time. Possibly ever. That little boy was the most animated, adorable creature and he was so clever! At only six months old, he had the entire castle staff wrapped around his chubby little finger. 

Tam loved watching the little prince squeal with delight when his mother entered the room. Or fling his toys just to watch his father dive to retrieve them from the floor. Nicolette, Irena’s handmaiden, was an excellent partner in crime, helping Tam to sneak the little prince out while his parents were on dates or at boring meetings. The King and Queen of Mistfall had busy days filled with endless meetings, but the little prince needed to play and explore. Tameer was more than willing to take him on all the adventures. They visited the various gardens, played in the river, and strolled through the observatory where Dimitri had proposed to Irena. It was a lovely way to spend his time, but Tameer knew it couldn’t last forever. As much as he was enjoying his time in the capital, this wasn’t his real life. 

He ambled into the library one evening to find Irena cuddling her son in one of the overstuffed loveseats by the fireplace, gazing down in awe at her beloved miracle. 

“Good evening, Your Majesty,” he said with a dramatic bow.

“Hush, you.” She swatted at him with her free hand, not looking up from her precious babe’s face. “I know why you’re here and I don’t accept.” 

“I wasn’t aware that I needed royal approval to go home,” Tameer teased, but he took her hand, sitting on the low table before her, squeezing her fingers gently until she looked him in the eye.

A bright gloss shimmered in her eyes, tears lining her lashes as she tried to hide her true feelings. “I’m not ready for you to leave.” Her voice cracked on the final word.

Tameer moved to sit beside her on the loveseat, pulling her and her child into a warm embrace. “I know, love, but I can’t stay here forever. As much as I’ve enjoyed being here with you and your little family, I need to get home. You know the kind of trouble Leah gets up to when I’m not around to temper her. Not to mention, that giant of a guard she’s fucking… they’ve probably busted holes in the walls by now. I need to go make sure my room in still in tact. And probably start looking for my own place.” His thoughts trailed off. Tameer was a very confident man. Some might say too confident. But of late, as his adopted sisters have found love and paired off, he’d started to feel like a third—or rather fifth—wheel. He was thrilled for them both, truly, but selfishly, Tameer worried where that left him. 

Irena sighed, leaning back and resting her head in the crook of Tameer’s shoulder. “You could just stay. We have plenty of room here. Hells, you could have an entire tower to yourself, if you wanted. We could give you a title and position in court. Make you the leader of whatever branch of whatever you want.” She shifted, as though trying to melt into him. “Just stay.” 

Tameer pressed a soft kiss into the crown of her blonde hair. “I appreciate the offer, little sister, but I need to make my own path. And you need time with your future husband. Plan that damn wedding, already. Preferably before this little one can walk you down the aisle.” Tameer reached over her shoulder and gently stroked the little prince’s cheek. “That’s my job, anyway.” 

“You’re damn right. So plan to be back here in the spring.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”
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“What’s the job?” Oliver sat down, straight-backed in the chair, glaring at the Guild emissaries lounging across from him. 

“What kinda greeting is that? And for your favorite coworkers no less.” The woman was a head shorter than Oliver, although the enormity of her violent purple afro made her seem much taller. 

Her twin brother offered a feigned look of disappointment at Oliver’s lack of welcome. “I would’ve thought you’d be happy to see us. Since we come with instructions and the key to your brother’s treatment. But if you aren’t interested…” His voice trailed off as he took a pointed drag from his tankard, eyeing the door as though he was more than willing to leave without conveying the Guild’s message. Leaving Oliver without a job and therefore without a way to earn his brother’s medicine.

“What do you want from me?” He sighed in defeat, resting his head in his hands. “We aren’t friends. Hells, we’re barely coworkers.” Sitting back, his gaze hardened, locking eyes with them both in turn before continuing. “You deliver assignments and then return to the Guild with the bounty once I’ve finished the job. You’re glorified messenger ravens.” 

Eva looked ready to lash out, enraged by the insult, but Evan’s answering cackle was what broke the tension at their table. 

“Ravens,” he chuckled, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “That’s a good one.” Without another word, he pulled a rolled parchment from his pocket and slide it across the table to Oliver. “The job needs to be done by the week’s end. The target is said to be on the move and arriving in town from the capital today or tomorrow.”

Oliver subtly glanced around the room, ensuring no one was paying attention to him, then slid his finger under the wax seal, breaking it and quickly surveying the instructions written—in code, of course—within.

“This is a kill mission,” he whispered, his tone a mixture of confusion and disgust. “I don’t kill.”

“You will if you want your brother’s medicine,” Eva smirked, tipping her tankard in some sort of twisted salute.

“Wait until you see who the mark is.” Evan leaned forward in his seat, genuinely giddy at the prospect. 

Gods, how could this job possibly get any worse?

Oliver unrolled the rest of the missive. 

What the fuck? “Tameer?”


      [image: ]Tameer rarely found himself lacking in confidence, but as he dragged his feet on the unpaved road back to Vexia, he couldn’t help feeling pretty damn pitiable. He’d stayed with Irena far longer than he’d intended, under the guise of being the good uncle. In truth, he’d been dreading coming back. Now that Ash was living with him and Leah, Tameer often felt like an unwelcome guest in his own home. It was unfair, and he knew if he simply mentioned it to Leah, she would work to find a better balance for them all, but it was her place too. Hells, it was her home first. She’d practically forced Tameer to live there with her all those years ago when he’d been unceremoniously kicked out of the Guild. They’d sent assassins after him over and over for a while, but when the assassins kept coming up dead, and Tameer kept breathing, the Guild finally quit trying.

Tameer had never intended on living with Leah forever. Maybe this was the gods’ way of telling him it was time to strike out on his own. He’d always been quick on his feet—and even quicker with his tongue. He could start fresh in a new city. Build his own life. The gods might even see fit to bless him one last time and see him at the top of a new guild, running the thieves of a new city. He did enjoy being in a leadership position.

Minus all the backstabbing and political games that came along with it.

Vexia came into few as Tameer turned the final corner on the path through the woods. From the outside, the town looked almost quaint. Small homes built of moss covered stone with wood-framed windows and front doors that were nearly always left open or at least ajar. Cobblestone steps from the doors to the gravel road that served as the main thorough faire as well as the market street. The majority of the residents of Vexia were criminals in some capacity: retired, recuperating, or in hiding from some form of law enforcement or another. 

The laws in Vexia were simple: 

Don’t rob from your neighbor.

Don’t kill your neighbor without just cause.

Don’t be a snitch.

Tameer couldn’t help the grin that tugged at his tired lips at the sight of the town. He might not have intended to stay in Vexia when he’d joined Leah, but gods take him, he didn’t want to leave. 

I guess that kills any plans at becoming a crime lord elsewhere, he thought ruefully, embracing the smile that took up permanent residence on his face. With a bit more pep in his step—as Dimitri might have said—Tameer sauntered into town, heading straight for the only inn in town. Vexia might be home, but Tameer was certain that he didn’t want to spend another night listening to his best friend cry out in ecstasy while that giant of an ex-guard railed her. Tameer shuddered at the thought. 


      [image: ]“Well, look who finally decided to show up.” The grin on the petite woman’s face belied the chastisement in her words as Maddie, the innkeeper, came out from behind the counter to pull Tameer into a warm embrace. “We were starting to think you’d never come back.” 

Tameer returned her hug, chuckling into her braids. The woman—part pixie, if the rumor mill was to be believed—barely came up to Tameer’s chest, with sparkles in her eyes and an ever-present smile on her face. Tameer got the impression that the smile was hiding something, but he’d learned that it was easier to wait and let people spill their secrets than to force them out before they were ready. “I could never stay away too long. I was actually hoping you might have a room for me?” He gave her what he hoped was a pleading look, one that conveyed desperation without needing further explanation. The whole town knew about Leah and Ash. Those two were about as shy as wild animals in heat. 

Maddie gave Tameer a knowing smile and nodding, releasing him and circling back behind her desk to check the guest book. “Looks like I’ve got a few rooms available.” Taking a key off the wall, she turned with a wink and said, “I’ll put you in the Snowdrop room.” The key ring she handed him held a heavy iron key attached to a wooden carving of a snowdrop flower. The flower itself seemed simple enough, but Tameer couldn’t help thinking that Maddie was trying to imply something with this specific flower. 

When she didn’t say anything else, however, Tameer shrugged internally and thanked her. “How much do I owe you?” 

“Not a damn thing,” she insisted. “I will not take your coin. However, if you want to pay in trade, I could use some help deciphering Gran’s books. She left this place in a bit of mess.” 

“Left?” Tameer froze mid-step. Gran was an institution in Vexia. One of the founding townsfolk. Why the hells would she leave? 

“Oh, shit. I’m so sorry, Tam. I forgot you weren’t here. She passed, love. Two months back. The pox finally took her.” Maddie glanced down at her hands, fidgeting with her nails. Tameer followed her gaze to see the woman’s cuticles had been torn to shreds. She’d clearly been stressed and taking it out on them for weeks.

Tameer stepped behind the counter and pulled Maddie into another, firmer hug. “I’m so sorry, Maddie. I had no idea. I would’ve been here sooner. Your gran was an amazing woman. I don’t know how this town will get on without her.” Rubbing his hand slowly up and down the length of her spine, Tameer felt the tension Maddie had clearly been carrying for a while. 

Tameer didn’t know much about Maddie’s people. Gran had been in Vexia since the beginning, running the Inn and helping make the town what it was. She had children, obviously, but Tameer had never seen any of them. Maddie was the only one of Gran’s kin he’d ever met. 

When he pulled back, Tameer saw the glistening of tears in Maddie’s eyes. “I will be more than happy to help you untangle Gran’s books. And anything else you need. I’m at your disposal.” 

Maddie swiped a hand under her eyes. “Thanks. I keep thinking I’m all right, then something happens and it hits me all over again.” 

“That’s grief, babe. It never really goes away. It does get easier, though. It just takes time, unfortunately.” Tameer offered her a soft smile. “Do you want me to take a look at those books now?” 

Maddie returned his smile then scrunched her nose. “Thanks, but no. You stink. Did you walk the whole way here? You need a bath. And you definitely need to see Leah and get some clean clothes. You can’t live in those gross, sweaty things forever,” Maddie teased. The tears faded from her eyes as she poked fun at him. “Besides, it’s the middle of the afternoon, they can’t possibly be having sex right now, can they? They have to take breaks for food and rest at some point, right?” 

“You’d be surprised,” Tameer groaned.
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Oliver groaned, rolling over in his too-small cot, glaring at the sun that had the nerve to shine cheerfully through their small window. Matty perked up at the sound, pushing up from the chair he’d been lounging in and setting his book aside to give Oliver his full attention. 

“What happened? You were completely obliterated when you lumbered in last night. By the smell of it, you drank your weight in ale. I take it the Guild sent the next job?” Matty knew the arrangement, much to Oliver’s chagrin. He’d desperately tried to keep that information from him, thinking it was safer to protect his brother and allow at least one of them some semblance of normalcy. Unfortunately, that was basically impossible with their parents locked away. Oliver had failed to concoct a reasonable explanation for why their parents would be gone and unreachable for an indeterminate amount of time. The truth had won out. 

Oliver desperately wished he could roll over and forget everything. Go back to fantasy dream land where a gorgeous man had been rubbing lotion over his tight muscles and massaging away all his stress and worries. Life, however, was never that kind, and Vexia was far too loud for sleeping in. Below their foxglove-framed window, the market was alive with energy and irritatingly vocal merchants shouting out their daily sales. 
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