
  
    [image: Vengeful King]
  

  
    
      Vengeful King

      Book Four in the Territorial Mates Series

    

    
      
        Mary E. Twomey

      

    

  

  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Vengeful King

      

    

    
      
        1. Meaningless

      

      
        2. Bloody Shifter

      

      
        3. Filthy Shifter

      

      
        4. Dank Dungeon

      

      
        5. Royally Wrecked

      

      
        6. For Your Protection

      

      
        7. Chasing Away My Monster

      

      
        8. Houseguests

      

      
        9. Shite

      

      
        10. A House Not Built for a King

      

      
        11. Defending Against Kindness

      

      
        12. New Friend Benny

      

      
        13. Purple Hat

      

      
        14. Answered Letters

      

      
        15. Queenly Visit

      

      
        16. Green-Eyed Monster

      

      
        17. Awkward Flirting

      

      
        18. Honey Bunny

      

      
        19. Silver Dagger

      

      
        20. The Downside of the Job

      

      
        21. Something Real

      

      
        22. The New Guard

      

      
        23. The King and His Mangey Dog

      

      
        24. Prisoner’s Plan

      

      
        25. Want

      

      
        26. A Poor Job

      

      
        27. Family

      

      
        28. Our Bedroom

      

      
        29. Love and Carriage

      

      
        30. Someone in the Woods

      

      
        31. Lalita’s Crimes

      

      
        32. Ronin’s Treasure

      

      
        33. Bold Move

      

      
        34. Lebnest Monster

      

      
        35. On the Mend

      

      
        36. Maiseline’s Only Hope

      

      
        37. Maisie Muttrend

      

      
        
          Wicked King

        

        
          
            1. The Value of a Shifter

          

        

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2020 Mary E. Twomey

        Cover Art by Emcat Designs

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved.

        First Edition: January 2020

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance of characters to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The author holds exclusive rights to this work. Unauthorized duplication is prohibited.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

      

      

      
        
        For information:

        http://www.maryetwomey.com

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        For Gwyn Kubiak,

      

      

      

      
        
        Who dances and loves without holding back.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Vengeful King

          

        

      

    

    
      Retirement isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, especially when the world begins falling apart the moment you step away.

      

      King Ronin doesn’t know what to do with himself after handing the throne down. After one of his parties takes a deadly turn, he realizes his role in leading the territory might not be over yet.

      

      With a mysterious poison that kills vampires working its way through Drexdenberg, Ronin knows he must do something to protect the people he spent a century serving.

      

      Taking a job bartending job helps Adeline pay the bills, but when Ronin’s party gets out of hand, she’s reminded of the harsh realities of how hard life is—being one of the few shifters in vampire territory, and a single mom on top of it. Though the policy to integrate the races seemed like a good idea, Adeline quickly realizes that more than just her life might be at stake if she stays in Ronin’s circle.

      

      While remaining in enemy territory seems like an impossible feat, leaving Ronin’s charming smile is a fate Adeline is unwilling to suffer.
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            Meaningless

          

          Ronin

        

      

    

    
      I thought I would enjoy retirement more than this. I was counting on an endless stream of parties filling my nights with so much cheer that a lonely moment would never find me.

      Perhaps I’m going about these affairs all wrong. I tried doubling the liquor, but I’m still watching the people toasting and laughing from a distance, never quite belonging in the place I put myself. Even the seedier elements I allowed into the affair aren’t doing their part to pique my interest, though everyone else seems to be enjoying the ensuing debauchery.

      Am I getting too old for this? Did I miss my prime completely? Ruling Drexdenberg for a century wasn’t supposed to suck the play out of me, but I fear that’s exactly what must’ve happened.

      The band is far too loud.

      The ballroom holds a mix of three kinds of people: those tweaked nearly out of their mind with wide eyes and loud voices, banging into everyone and everything without caring about where or who they are, then those on the verge of too drunk to hold more than a few sentences of lethargic conversation, and finally there are those here to simply dance.

      The elaborate crystal chandelier shines on them all, each candle and bulb reflecting on the mirror-lined walls to brighten the place that still manages to feel gloomy, though, perhaps only to me. Everyone else seems to be enjoying themselves. I throw a brilliant party; I’ve just skipped the lesson on how to enjoy it.

      And then there’s me, sitting in my leather chair of importance in the corner. I had my favorite chair moved in because the brown leather is soft and the seat comfortable, even though I’m sure the setup makes me look old. It makes me feel like the king I used to be, surveying the merriment but unenthused at the prospect of being part of it.

      I don’t remember doing so little at parties. Then again, I’ve mostly attended affairs for political purposes. Shaking hands and engaging in thinly-veiled threats took up my time. Now that I’ve passed down the crown to my great-grandson, it’s my turn to attend a party for all the normal reasons people dress up and come to these things.

      Fun. Socializing. General merriment.

      It’s dreadful, no matter how I dress it up.

      Perhaps I am a bit out of touch.

      The swing band has been playing for six hours.

      I was hoping this thing would go three hours and fizzle out, but apparently I’m adept at throwing parties, just wretched at enjoying them.

      If I hear one more jaunty tune about vampire life being raucous and amazing, I’m going to cut the band’s tip in half. Life has been anything but, yet the joyous songs keep on coming. Haven’t they been paying attention?

      Uniting the three territories by force wasn’t the easiest thing to do, and no one was ready for the massive change. They needed the good medicine of unification, of course, but children often whine over the smallest of things, and this was no small thing.

      It involved the three princes from the warring territories to all agree to marry one woman—who luckily turned out to be one of the best people I’ve ever known.

      Still, the vampire, shifter and fae categorically stick to their own sides, even though now they’re technically united under their new fae queen. It’s been a year since Lilya stepped into the crown, but actual integration of the territories is remarkably slow.

      

      “Oh, the lives we live while the others die away.

      To be the ones with futures bright while the dogs and fae all fade.”

      

      I cringe at the lyrics being sung under my roof.

      Benny’s doing his laps and stops near my chair, straightening his black suit. “You look like you’ve sucked on a lemon. This is a party, if you didn’t notice.”

      I sigh to my oldest friend, the head of my security. “The whole point of uniting the three territories was so the world could move forward. Songs like these that make us seem like the only race that matters feels like a giant step back, and not something a retired king should be promoting.”

      “Absolutely. I’ll talk to them.”

      Benny’s off in the direction of the band, conveying my wishes while keeping an eye on anyone coming too near my chair. He’s good like that—keeping watch over my safety and my sanity at the same time.

      A buxom beauty with too much mischief in her grin giggles at me as she crooks her finger from the dance floor. “King Ronin, you’re looking lonely over there. Come on out and show us how it’s done!”

      As if I want to dance with her, who can’t be more than twenty years old. Though everyone filling the grand hall of the royal mansion looks to be in their twenties, I’ve always had a knack for spotting the truly young ones, versus the young at heart.

      I was frozen at age thirty-one over a century ago, but after months of throwing these grand parties only to end up watching from my leather chair in the corner, I’m starting to wonder if I was ever truly young at heart, or if I skipped that phase altogether, sacrificing carefree smiles to the doldrums of adulthood.

      I dip my head graciously in the direction of the woman, but make no move to join her.

      My raven-haired regular saunters to my side with a drink in her hand. “Good boy. Dancing with that young piece when you won’t even take me out on the floor will only make me jealous.”

      I take the tumbler from her red fingernails and down half the glass in one go. Her eyebrows have been darkened and shaped to exaggerate the arch, which makes her look perpetually displeased. Though, after sleeping with her for five weeks, I’m positive that’s just her normal disposition, eyebrow-sculpting or not.

      “Mia, your jealousy is most unflattering. I don’t dance. It’s unbecoming for a ruler to be that jovial when there’s been no territory-wide victory. I’ve thrown the party, but I don’t even know what we’re celebrating.”

      She rolls her eyes, as if I’ve said something vexing. As if I’ve no clue how to have a good time.

      She may be right about that.

      I’m tired of it all. It’s meaningless, the whole thing. I want something real, something that matters.

      “You throw parties you don’t actually want to be at. That’s what’s unbecoming.” Mia fluffs her breasts and smooths her silky hair that’s fastened in a pearl clip I bought her.

      That’s one of the ways I know she was frozen a few decades ago. Though she looks to be twenty-two, she’s checking her posture and making sure the blokes in the gold-trimmed ballroom are glancing her way. She loves being seen, so much the more if she’s spotted on my arm.

      Meaningless, all of it.

      “Go ahead and dance, Mia. I’m sure any of the blokes would love the chance to take you for a spin.”

      Please, take her for a spin. I’m tired of the slow drip from her subtle needling, asking for more trinkets that never satisfy. More of my attention when I’m positive she only likes being near me for my money.

      Lilya encouraged me to find myself a companion. Perhaps I should’ve searched for more than someone who looks smashing in a tight dress and doesn’t hesitate to take it off for me.

      Her red fingernails trill up my forearm. “I was thinking a few of my friends could stay over tonight in one of your guestrooms. They’re dying to see your collection of gold statues.”

      “Not tonight. I’m going to close down the party in a few, so if you wanted to get in a dance, I suggest you get on out there.”

      She blinks at the bulbs in the chandelier overhead. “It’s too bright in here.”

      Yet another superfluous complaint.

      I’ve no desire to adjust my life to suit her whims. “I prefer it this way. Enjoy the last of the party, Mia.”

      One of the perks of integrating the fae and shifters with the vampires is that Prince Alexavier and Queen Lilya stay for long stretches in my mansion. Having a couple of fae around means I now have access to electricity—a novel feature in Drexdenberg. Everyone else is too wary to let a fae into their home, so they live by lamplight.

      Fine by me. Let them live in the dark, for all I care. Let them watch the dancing brightness of the mansion from afar while they cling to their prejudices.

      Mia scoffs and finishes her champagne. “You’re no fun.”

      “Indeed. I’m even less fun than I was the last time you invited your friends over and one of my gold vases went mysteriously missing.”

      Mia avoids my eyes. It’s a game we play, in which she or one of her friends sneaks something from my mansion, and I pretend not to notice because she’s still putting out. It’s cheaper than bedding a prostitute, though not by much, and far less scandalous on my part.

      Mia slides her fingernails over my wrist. Perhaps she’s trying to be seductive? I honestly can’t tell anymore. “You think my friends stole something from you? You suspect your own kind when you house the fae queen? You know how tricky the fae can be.” She flips her black hair over her shoulder. “That’s some logic, sexy.”

      I loathe when she calls me that. It’s like she’s peeing all over me, when I made it clear I cannot be claimed.

      Perhaps I’ve let things go on too long.

      I move my hand from hers and unfasten my navy and cream striped bowtie, letting the ends dangle.

      “You’ll not speak like that in my home, Mia. You know I don’t condone hate speech. Our queen deserves your respect, not your cattiness. There is no finer person than Queen Lilya—fae, shifter or vampire.”

      It’s the only dance we do that actually makes me smile. I remind Mia that she’s now subject to a fae woman, and she flattens her red lips to keep from rattling off her true hatred of my great-grandson’s wife.

      Destino knows exactly how fortunate he is to have Lilya on his arm—the very first vampire and fae union. It’s only a matter of time before the rest of the world adores her in the same way.

      Mia exhales loudly. “Whatever. It’s not my mates who took your crummy old vase. My guess would be the shifter trash serving drinks at the bar over there. She looks hard up for cash, and she barely speaks at all. Very suspicious.” She tugs at my sleeve to straighten my cuff.

      I glance in the direction Mia aims her accusation, unsurprised to find someone not of our kind behind the bar. I make it a point to hire as many non-vampires as possible for my social affairs, since no one else in Drexdenberg will give them work.

      Only one shifter took me up on my offer. The shifter bartender is working far too hard for a crowd who will never appreciate the effort from an outsider.

      Shifters by nature aren’t as kempt as vampires or fae, but the woman mixing drinks by no means looks trashy. Her auburn hair is pulled into a ponytail that curls gently at the tips. The waves brush her neck as she turns this way and that, keeping up with the line as best she can without verbally responding to a single thing anyone says. Though it’s clear she’s trying to fade into the background, all vampires are olive-skinned, and she is sun-kissed, sporting the tanned complexion all shifters are born with.

      Though her standard white waitstaff tuxedo shirt is buttoned up to the throat, I know why Mia dislikes her so. It’s got more to do with the bartender’s generous bra size than her shifter genetics.

      “Are you jealous of shifters now?” I tease, tsking Mia as I finish my drink.

      She scoffs and saunters away, making sure to exaggerate the sway of her hips, which I’ll admit, is a good trick. Draws my eyes easily away from the overwhelmed shifter.

      Poor thing. The line of buzzards in need of a drink doesn’t get any smaller, no matter how quickly she pours and mixes. She gives polite but tight smiles, nods a lot in short bursts, and keeps her eyes averted. She’s trying to be as invisible as possible, braving a roomful of vampires for a paycheck she must desperately need, if she’s subjecting herself to their constant disapproval and snide comments.

      When the man she’s waiting on starts gesturing emphatically, his head swiveling with attitude I can tell this girl doesn’t deserve, something tightens in my stomach. Even though she’s clearly being harassed, her lips remain locked tight, holding back any inkling to speak up for herself.

      Smart girl, though the sight makes me sad.

      “I’m over you dating Mia,” says the only voice that manages to coax a genuine smile from me these days. “When I suggested you find someone to spend your time with, I meant the opposite of her.”

      I sit up in my brown leather chair, leaning in to the touch I look forward to when her slender fingers brush my elbow. “Lilya, my love, to what do I owe the pleasure? Have you finally decided to join me at one of my parties? I’ve only invited you dozens of times, but you always manage to be busy. Come, enjoy what’s left of the night with me. I hear my events are fabulous.”

      Her pale, dainty hand slides into mine, so I kiss it. “That’s the thing about being queen. Not a lot of time for parties. Plus, they don’t want me here. Let them have their fun.” She leans forward and aims her finger in the direction of the spot next to the bar where a group of miscreants are growing increasingly rambunctious. “Are they okay?”

      “I’m sure they will be someday. For now, they’re young. Perhaps younger than they should be.”

      “Hmm.” Lilya’s wearing the maroon cloak I got her, the hood up and her lavender curls tucked into the velvet. I understand why she hides who she is, but it hardens off any softness to my smile. The fae are so pale, they nearly glow. There’s precious little Lilya can do to blend in to a crowd, so she’s taken to wearing her cloak indoors to cover hear more noticeable features.

      “Come, have a drink. We’ve got what I’m told are the best drinks one can procure anywhere. Forget your troubles for a night, love. Be reckless with me.” It’s the first time I’ve felt like joining in on any of my lighthearted events.

      She chuckles airily, knowing I’m less than half-joking. “You are trouble, that’s for sure. As much as I’m thrilled at the prospect of getting stinking drunk with you, I’ll pass.”

      I stand, pulling myself up so I can do as I please and wrap her in my arms. It’s the only time I’ve unstuck my backside from my chair tonight.

      I adore the way she molds to me so effortlessly. In another life, perhaps I would’ve found her first and been bewitched by her moxie before my great-grandson. But things landed how they did, and I’m okay with it.

      That doesn’t stop me adoring her from afar, and however close she’ll allow me. In a sea of people who bow and admire my position, she’s the only one who truly loves me, wicked man that I am.

      I fill my lungs with the peach and lily scent of her. “I’ve missed you, Lilya.”

      She toys with the ends of my bowtie. “I was only away a couple weeks.”

      “Are you trying to convince me you didn’t pine for me while you were away?”

      “I would never tell such a filthy lie.” The corner of her mouth curves, my beautiful little strumpet, but it falls just as quickly when shouting comes from the dance floor.

      Though Lilya’s proven she needs no backup in a fight, public brawling is for common folk, which my queen is not. So I sit her down in my chair of importance and stroll onto the dance floor, motioning to the guards at the exits to meet me at the source of the commotion.

      Benny beelines for me, my head of security the first to come to my aid, as always.

      A shoving match between two blokes. How droll.

      “Don’t touch me, man!” One of them hollers like a drunken buffoon.

      The other tackles the poor bloke to the ground, though by the time Benny pulls him off his friend, he’s torn a clump of hair clean off the man’s head.

      Meaningless, all of it. There’s no honor anywhere I look.

      I nod to Benny, who never hesitates to do as he’s asked. All muscle and no questions—my favorite kind of guard.

      Benny’s short brown hair never dares to move out of place, even as he’s wrestling the civilian who’s high as a kite out of the mansion.

      The crazed man starts screaming so high-pitched that I can’t help my flinch. On his way to the exit, his leg flings out and kicks over the stand next to the bar.

      I cringe when four-tall stacks of dozens of highball glasses fly through the air and then shatter too close to the shifter bartender. The flustered woman lets out a tiny shriek at the damage.

      “Enough,” Benny scolds the man, and finally manages to drag him out of the ballroom.

      I lift my chin to the band, my voice carrying easily, now that the music has stopped. Everyone has ceased dancing so they can drink in the hullabaloo to use as fodder for the gossip mill tomorrow. “It’s an hour till sunrise. You should all make your way home.”

      When the band begins to play slower, softer music for people to murmur their goodbyes, too many of them linger. My fists clench, and I worry, as I often do these days, if I’ve lost my touch—that intangible quality that drives fear into the hearts of anyone who might consider treating my commands as mere requests.

      Then I hear the gasps as worry splinters out in all directions. Of course, they’re not looking at me warily, but at a figure that glides in my direction.

      “Lilya, don’t…” But it’s no use. Her damned bleeding heart carries her feet toward the shifter bartender who’s now wading in a sea of broken glass.

      My darling’s maroon hood is finally pulled back, so everyone stares at the scandal of her presence. Though she’s been their princess for a year, and their queen for nearly half a year, the whispers and heads bowing instead of whole bodies taking a knee hits me at just the wrong angle.

      The only person on their knees is the shifter bartender. I’m ashamed of my people, and it sharpens my tone when a directive belts out like the crack of a whip. “Are you all too daft to remember what you’re to do when your ruler enters a room? If I have to remind my citizens to bow to their queen, perhaps I shall cut your legs off at the knee, so you’ll always be showing Queen Lilya the proper respect!”

      Lilya angles her chin over her shoulder to glower at me before she reaches the bar.

      I don’t care. She might not demand they respect her, but I will make certain of it. I handed the Drexdenberg throne down to her and Destino; I will not see it slighted.

      They don’t bow as one, but fall in pockets of grudging obeisance that I truly believe will one day be genuine admiration.

      How could anyone not adore her?

      I have to swallow the panic in my voice when Lilya descends to her knees beside the bar, picking up shards of glass because she can’t help herself. It’s the curse of being a good person.

      I trot over to her when the people start rising and making their way to the exit. I try to keep my tone light and quiet through gritted teeth. “My queen, what do you think you’re doing?”

      “A freaking tap dance,” she answers with no polish. The fae cadence is nowhere near as proper as the vampires’. “Want to grab a broom or something?”

      I motion to my dark green suit and pull open the jacket to display the navy silk lining. “Do I look like I know where the broom is?”

      She glances up at me only to narrow one eye. “What brand is that suit? Pretentious Ass?”

      I pretend to peek at the label on my collar. “Why, I believe it is. Honestly, Lilya, get off the floor.”

      “Can you ask one of your guards to get a broom?”

      “They’re your guards as well, darling.” I sigh, reminding myself that one day, the people will accept her as their queen, even though she’s of a different race. Perhaps soon after that, she will accept that she’s more important than she currently views herself.

      Humility is supposedly a virtue, but I’ve never had much use for it.

      Lilya tucks a lavender curl behind her ear. “Yes, but Benny’s the only one who actually listens to me as if he doesn’t hate the sound of my voice, and he’s just gone outside. Please?”

      I click my fingers, and a guard takes my request for a broom, returning two minutes later with the thing. The ballroom is more than half empty now, but Mia is gathering her friends with her throaty laugh that I found interesting four weeks and six days ago. At four weeks and five days, I realized my error.

      I need to rectify my poor judgment and end things.

      The people are leaving in droves now, unwilling to be anywhere near the queen. I chide myself for not having her remove her hood earlier. That would’ve cleared the room far quicker.

      “Your Majesty, no!” The tightlipped bartender whispers, still on her knees, her hands pressed to the floor behind the counter, bowing in the custom of the shifters. “I’ll clean tha up. Ye don’t need to worry about it.” Her voice is sweet and bell-like, and she sounds honestly afraid of letting the queen do common chores.

      On principle, I respect anyone who reveres my queen. This shifter just made my short list of people I can tolerate. She has honor in her, which makes her stand out to me.

      I grab up one of the few glasses left on the countertop and pour myself a gin and tonic. “Best of luck, getting our queen to behave like one. Though I appreciate the effort.”

      The shifter woman looks to be maybe twenty-seven or so. When she stands, Lilya shrieks.

      The sound of panic on my queen’s voice brings me to full attention, my gaze whipping to where Lilya’s focusing her horror, which is the shifter’s palms.

      “You’re bleeding! Oh, you knelt in the glass when you were bowing to me? Why did you do that? You didn’t have to.”

      I gape at the shifter as the scent of rust enters my nose. Vampires only feed off the filtered blood of the fae, which has real flavor to it. Shifter blood is straight rust and holds no appeal nor nutritional value.

      The shifter flinches as she shakes the glass from her black slacks. “I wouldn’t dream of not bowing to Prince Salem’s wife. You’re my queen.”

      And just like that, I’m endeared to this woman and her reddish curls. She gets it. She understands that unity matters, that thriving involves coming together, even when it might be difficult.

      She knows that progress is more important than prejudice, which is a mind I can respect.

      It’s the first time I’ve actually wanted to be at this party I’ve thrown.

      It’s the first time I’ve found any meaning at all in these affairs in quite some time.

      I stare at the shifter, transfixed, as every guest I’ve invited to the party fades into the background.
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            Bloody Shifter

          

          Ronin

        

      

    

    
      “What’s your name?” I ask, sipping my gin and tonic.

      “Adeline, Your Majesty. I’ll clean this mess up, no problem. Only please make sure Queen Lilya doesn’t hurt herself on the shards. I couldn’t bear it.”

      Her eyes are wide with worry, and I truly believe she cares much about a throne not many understand. A throne that isn’t even her homeland’s. She’s a long way from Jacoba, but she respects the throne far better than those born here. Funny how that works.

      Is it her honor that makes her beautiful, or is beauty just a bonus? I cannot decide, but suddenly, this shifter’s face is the loveliest I’ve seen in a long time.

      Green. Her eyes are deep emerald green. That’s a first. I squint at the sight, unsure if my vision is playing tricks on me.

      All shifters have slate eyes, except for Prince Salem, who accidentally mated with my fair fae Lilya. The unprecedented mating turned one of his eyes to the vibrant fae shade of blue. I’ve never seen a shifter with an emerald gaze before, especially not one so adamant and respectful as this one.

      “You’re a shifter, yes?” I ask the obvious. “But your eyes are green.”

      Her full, unpainted lips flatten and close, her wild expression dulling to the same withdrawn compliance she wore when waiting on the insufferable partygoers.

      I must’ve touched on a nerve.

      Adeline dips her chin, keeping her entire face from me, as if trying to limit the number of clues available for solving the puzzle mere seconds after it’s been introduced.

      She’s a beauty, that’s no secret, but there’s a hardness to her features that makes it clear men should only admire her loveliness from afar.

      Her wavy auburn ponytail swishes as she takes the broom. Her eyes lower as she sweeps up the glass from one end and makes a pile. Her expression is tight and muted, but she doesn’t say another word.

      Curious.

      “Remind me why you keep having these parties?” Lilya asks as she scoops the glass up using a rag to cover her hand.

      “I thought this would be a brilliant way to celebrate the lowering of our borders. Uniting with the fae and shifter territories has a more permanent feel to it, now that the physical barriers are gone.”

      Lilya casts me a dubious look. “You really thought throwing a party would make the vampires happy about it all? There’s not enough alcohol in the world to make them forget that they hate the idea of unification.”

      I sniff in her direction, my nose upturned at her gentle criticism. “I prefer merriment to the resentment and woe that festers whenever unwelcome change is thrust upon the public.”

      I was hoping to control the spin of how things would change after handing down my crown half a year ago. I wanted to portray the many changes as a fantastic advancement for our people and the world.

      I just wasn’t expecting the whole thing to be this much of a chore.

      And now there’s sweeping involved. Brilliant.

      I can tell Lilya wants to say something, but she puts her frustration on hold after dumping more of the glass into the rubbish bin. “I need tweezers. Can you ask one of the guards for me?”

      “I suppose I can pretend to be useful.” I’m accustomed to commanding armies and a whole territory, and now I’m fetching tweezers.

      The nearest guard doesn’t take two minutes before he’s procured the tool, and the entire one-hundred-twenty seconds is wasted trying to convince Adeline to sit down.

      Lilya’s sweetness comes easily to the shifter woman. “You’re bleeding, hun.”

      It’s clear Adeline doesn’t want to speak, but her desire to not let royalty wait on her is stronger. “It’s really fine, Your Majesty. I barely feel it.”

      Lilya isn’t convinced. I hardly believe she’s listening, so attuned is she to other people’s pain. “Ronin, grab me a chair? She’s really bleeding.”

      I obey because, frankly, Lilya is the one person who can make me do whatever she wants—crown or not.

      I shouldn’t touch Adeline. I’m a stranger to her, and we’ve not had more than this awkward exchange to build any sort of familiarity.

      Still, I ignore decorum and take Adeline’s elbow and lower her into the chair I’ve fetched from the nearest abandoned table. While Adeline doesn’t jerk away from my touch, her nerves are such that she stops breathing until I release her.

      Lilya works with gentle fingers to remove the glass fragments from Adeline’s palms. When my queen rolls up Adeline’s pant leg, I grimace. “Oh, that looks dreadful. Surely Queen Butcher doesn’t force her subjects to kneel in broken glass. You didn’t have to do that.”

      Adeline shrugs. “I respect my rulers.” Then her back stiffens, as mine does, at the sight of Lilya kneeling. “I respect ye too much to let ye be on your knees in front of me, tending to me, as if tha’s what’s proper.”

      Whenever Salem speaks, the shifter prince sounds like he’s gargled with nails. But the Jacoba accent is endearing coming from this pretty shifter woman.

      Lilya frowns up at Adeline, and I can’t hold back my smirk at the two sweet women going head-to-head over who can be kinder or more respectful. It’s the best kind of brawling.

      Lilya’s tweezers keep working. “Would it help if I ordered you to sit down and let me get the glass out?”

      Adeline’s lips twitch. “Aye, Your Majesty. Tha might be the only way my conscience lets me keep this seat another second.”

      Yes, I respect this woman more than most people I’ve worked with for decades.

      “Very well, it’s my wish that you sit here. How long have you been on your feet?”

      “Since before the sun set,” Adeline admits.

      Lilya scowls up at me, as if I’m cruel. “How could you let her work that long without a break?”

      “Lilya, I’m merely orchestrating the festivities, nothing more.” Though, my conscience aches that perhaps I didn’t hire enough help for the party.

      I pour a glass of orange juice and hand it to Adeline, who looks at the cup as if it’s filled with squid tentacles.

      “You’re pouring me a glass of juice? King Ronin’s giving a drink to a shifter? I guess the world really is changing.”

      “Are you going to take it?”

      She blinks at the cup, like she’s not sure what to do with genuine kindness, even as small as this.

      It’s then I remember her palms have been freshly sliced and still have blood dotting the surface. I could put the drink down, but I want a better look at the eyes that stunned me so.

      I tip the glass to Adeline’s lips, trying not to admire the fullness of the pink swells. Her golden tanned skin seems brighter against the olive hue of my hand, her eyes wide with shock as she swallows down gulps of the juice.

      Adeline’s throat is slender and long, and the startling emerald of her eyes locks in on mine with a thousand silent questions, none of which I’m prepared to answer. The loudest of which seems to be, “What are you doing?”

      I haven’t the faintest idea, only that her eyes entrance me enough to render me incapable of looking away.

      “King Ronin, are you quite ready to turn in?” Mia beckons from a few feet behind me. She doesn’t like to get too near anyone of questionable breeding, so she stands back from the three of us, her arms crossed as her eyes ask the same question Adeline’s are.

      What am I doing?

      The ballroom is nearly empty, save for a few in the corner who’ve passed out from too much liquor. Too much fun.

      The guards are trying to rouse and corral them out, but it’s a losing battle with some that are sleeping more soundly.

      “Go on home, Mia. I’ve much to do before the sun rises.”

      When Adeline turns her head to signal that she’s finished drinking, I set the glass down. It’s a chore to remind my thumb that it hasn’t been invited to swipe away the strip of moisture across her top lip. I shouldn’t study her tongue that darts out to lick the excess, nor should I mirror the action.

      I must be more tired than I realized.

      Mia takes a chance and steps nearer the shifter and the fae so she can trill her crimson fingernails up the nape of my neck. “Let’s go up to your bedroom. I need your help getting out of this dress.”

      A blatant invitation like that is flattering, I’m sure, but I simply don’t want to be there, wherever she is. “Another day, Mia.”

      She lets loose one of her signature scoffs at being summarily dismissed, and spins on her heels. But she doesn’t get more than a handful of steps away when one of my guards shouts across the nearly empty ballroom. “Benny, this one doesn’t have a pulse!”

      My spine straightens, and before I make my way over to them, the guard’s fingers press on the wrist of another slumped body. “This one, either!”

      Benny doesn’t need to be told to handle the situation, and beelines over to the two dead bodies. They’re slouched as if in slumber at a circular table with a number of others in a similar position, all of whom I hope are sleeping.

      Their drinks are half-drained, and Benny touches the others’ throats, meeting my concern with a grave nod. “That’s all five of them.”

      My stomach churns as Mia screams, and I worry my party has gone from famous to infamous.
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      The guards move without needing direction, locking down the doors and communicating in short, quiet bursts to each other.

      King Ronin helps Queen Lilya stand, checking her velvet maroon cloak for any signs of broken glass. “Where is Destino? I’ll send someone to check on your husband.”

      He holds her so lovingly; my heart aches at the sweetness. He looks so cold when he addresses Drexdenberg or Jacoba, but the moment Queen Lilya nears, he’s a softie who wouldn’t harm a fly. It’s endearing to watch, especially up close like this.

      The queen’s voice comes out pinched. “Des is upstairs. You don’t think he’s in danger, do you?”

      It’s so strange tha the new King of Drexdenberg has a nickname. I wouldn’t dream of using it, but it settles in my mind that King Destino goes by just plain Des to his wife.

      I stand and get back to sweeping up the glass, rolling my black slacks down over my bloodied knees.

      I was born without the ability to feel pain, so I always have to check myself to see if I’m bleeding. I’ve never known anyone who didn’t register physical discomfort, so I can only guess it’s because of my animal being what she is.

      Despite the upset over the five dead vamps at the table in the corner, my animal remains asleep. Good girl, Lalita.

      King Ronin kisses the tip of Queen Lilya’s nose. Again with the sweetness. “I don’t have to ask that question, and neither do you. An attack near the throne is just as good as an attack on the throne itself. Benny,” he calls to the guard in charge.

      When the hulking vampire in the standard midnight-colored neatly-pressed suit nears, he bows at the waist before speaking. “Five dead, your grace.”

      Mia shrieks again, fanning herself and glancing around to check for her friends so she has someone to fuss to, but they’ve all gone. No doubt they wanted to escape having to watch her throw herself at the king, who couldn’t be less interested.

      But King Ronin doesn’t move to comfort Mia. Instead his arm crooks around Queen Lilya’s back, his focus solely on her safety.

      Tha’s how it should be, protecting the queen at all costs.

      I want to tell this Benny gent tha the far exit isn’t locked all the way, but tha would mean suggesting a vampire hasn’t done his job perfectly, which I’m not stupid enough to do.

      King Ronin hands Queen Lilya off to Benny. “Do see the queen makes it to her chambers, and that King Destino and she are guarded, as well as Prince Alexavier and Prince Salem, if they’re here.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Queen Lilya drifts toward the table of dead men and picks up a glass to sniff it.

      “Lilya, put that down!” King Ronin calls with a stiffness to him tha’s born from an overprotective nature.

      I recognize it well, as tha’s how I sound when Heidi’s poking at mischief she shouldn’t. Though, my Heidi’s only six, and Queen Lilya is a grown woman.

      The queen’s skin is already so pale tha it seems to glow, but her complexion goes gaunt when she sets the glass back down. “Poison,” she tells King Ronin when he trots nearer. She thinks she’s being quiet, but I’m a nosey eavesdropper when it comes to the queen’s safety.

      King Ronin inhales sharply. “You didn’t…”

      The queen’s blue eyes widen with shock. “Of course I didn’t poison them!” she whispers, the sound so pained and frustrated, I almost skip over the fact tha the king’s first inclination was to ask if she was the culprit.

      The queen doesn’t poison people. Does she?

      I keep my eyes down and sweep as if my life depends on it, which it very well might. I think invisible thoughts, hoping to fade into the background of this vampire setting. The Drexdenberg castle is no place for a shifter, but it was the only place willing to hire someone like me.

      “Up to her chambers, Benny.” Then King Ronin kisses Queen Lilya’s temple. “Don’t you dare fight me on this, darling. Someone’s murdered five people in our home. You’re not to open the door to anyone, save for my dashing mug.”

      Mia hisses when King Ronin kisses the queen’s cheek, but as it’s the queen, Mia can’t exactly say anything about it.

      I never understood the relationship the queen has with the three men she’s tied herself to. Prince Alexavier was one thing. They’re both fae. It makes sense she married him.

      When she married King Destino, back when he was the vampire prince, tha was a scandal tha lit the world up. Having two marriages at once isn’t a thing tha’s done. Intermarrying across species? Tha’s so foreign, I still stare whenever I see them together.

      Then she married Prince Salem from my homeland after tha, making herself an authority in all three territories, and positioning her as the future queen of us all. We’re no longer supposed to be three territories, but a Queendom.

      I’m all for it, but most have yet to accept tha this is the new way of things.

      King Ronin’s affection for Queen Lilya is widely known, but to see it up close is a scandal I know I shouldn’t be watching.

      I go back to sweeping as King Ronin shoos the queen out into the hallway on Benny’s arm. Then he turns, rubbing his forehead. “Get the names of the deceased, if you can, and no one touches those cups. You, get a healer in here to test the liquid. My queen says it’s poison, but I don’t want her testing to see which type. I don’t want her anywhere near this unfortunate mess.”

      I can’t stand it anymore. The door across the way isn’t locked, so I trot over to make sure the queen is secure, and whatever got at these lads won’t get near her. I’ve not been a soldier in years, but I still adhere to the basics when royalty needs protecting.

      “You there, stop that shifter! She’s trying to escape!” Mia’s shrill voice sets my nerves on fire.

      I’m the only shifter in the mansion, so I raise my hands, stopping inches from the exit. “I’m sorry! I was only trying to make sure the door was locked. This one isn’t.”

      But two guards are already descending on me, each one grabbing an arm and tugging it roughly behind my back.

      Lalita stirs, her tail swishing.

      I could get out of this hold easily, but they don’t need to know tha. I’m a resident in enemy territory, because tha’s the only place I’ve got a chance.

      Though as they jerk my compliant body around, I’m not sure I’ve got even tha now.

      I try not to be afraid. They’re only doing their job.

      Then again, their job isn’t to stop a shifter from locking a door.

      “She poured their drinks!” Mia yells, already working up the evidence against me. “They’re dead because of her, and she was just trying to escape!”

      Lalita snorts her frustration, but lets me control the scene.

      For now.

      My animal loses her patience more easily than most.

      King Ronin trots over to me, taking in my wash of humiliation, frustration and freshly manhandled hurt.

      He’s my only chance at being heard, so I don’t hold back. “Please, Your Majesty! I didn’t poison them. I poured everyone’s drink here tonight, and everyone else is grand. And I wasn’t trying to escape. Why would I? I didn’t do anything wrong. This door was unlatched. I was trying to lock it so no one could get at the queen.”

      When my explanation doesn’t seem to do more than tighten the king’s lips, panic finds me.

      I can’t let them lock me up. Heidi and Maisie depend on me.

      A creeping fear trills up my spine, awakening a part of me I try to keep hidden.

      Don’t shift. Don’t do it. It’s always a disaster.

      When Mia sneaks behind me, she brushes my back and holds her hand above her head. “Thief! This is King Ronin’s cufflink in your back pocket. Get this filthy shifter out of here!”

      My whole being sinks. I’m being set up. And what’s worse, the great King Ronin believes her. I’m horrified tha someone I hold in such high regard now sees me as nothing more than a common thief.

      If I was a thief, I would have started with stealing food for my family, not taken a job to earn money to buy it.

      King Ronin’s face falls, like I’ve duped him into believing I’m not the scum everyone in Drexdenberg assumes all shifters are.

      But I’m the one who’s been hoodwinked into thinking I would get a fair shake. There were a hundred of us shifters who migrated over in the first wave.

      First wave. Jays, so many of us are either dead or in jail, tha I know our hundred will become the only wave to cross over from Jacoba to Drexdenberg.

      The guards jerk me around, as if they’re trying to contain someone who’s determined on escaping.

      Little do they know, Drexdenberg was supposed to be my escape.

      I can’t give them the stereotype they want. I will not shift. I will not fight. I live in this land, so I’ll submit to the ruler, even when he’s wrong.

      King Ronin closes his eyes and nods. “Take her to the dungeon.”

      Dungeon, not prison. There will be no daylight for me ever again if their suspicions fester.

      Terror scrapes at my insides. “Please, wait! I didn’t steal tha! If ye lock me away, they’ll starve! Hear me out! I’m a citizen of Drexdenberg! I deserve a fair trial!”

      I grasp for logic, but emotion stings my eyes. As much as King Ronin feels betrayed by me, I
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