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CHAPTER ONE

 


Rain slashed sideways across the
window, reminding Alexa of the night she married eight years
ago.

Now a widow, she returned to attend a
funeral—her father’s.

Foggy darkness cloaked the highway
that would take her to the estate she’d been raised on for the
first 122 years of her life. She turned away from the city behind
her as they drove into more suburban and wooded areas. Her father’s
trusted former advisor and oldest friend, Leland, gifted her a warm
smile.

“How is Mother holding up?” she asked,
pushing her hair back over her shoulder.

“Madalyn is doing much better. She has
Bradley for support.”

She stifled a snort at the mention of
her older half brother. “That’s comforting.” She spread her palms
across her black skirt to hide her discomfort.

He crossed his arms over his broad
chest. “Nervous?”

She sat up straighter as they rode up
the long driveway to her childhood home. “Some misgivings, but
nothing for you to worry about.”

The car came to a halt, and he patted
her knee. “I’ll make certain no harm comes to you. I owe it to your
father.”

Giving his hand a quick press, she
held his gaze. Questions lurked in his eyes, ones she wasn’t ready
to answer yet. Not that she didn’t trust him. He was one of the few
she did. He adjusted his red silk tie and wiped a palm down short
chestnut hair framing a face that never aged. At almost five
hundred years old, he was well into his prime.

One of the imperial guards came
forward and held an umbrella over her head as she marched up the
steps to the front door. Drops of rain splashed her cheek. She
wiped them away. They reminded her of the tears she’d shed in her
bedroom after she’d heard of her father’s death. Blinking away the
dampness threatening to flood her eyes a second time, she drew her
trench coat in tighter and nodded at the servant holding open the
door. Leland accompanied her down the hall and to the
library.

Her metallic heels tapped across the
polished floor. The sudden burst of lightning outside lit up the
wing. Leland opened the double doors, and she entered the room. The
guests stopped mid-chatter upon her arrival.

Her mother rose from the couch, along
with Bradley. The older woman, who didn’t look a day past thirty,
fingered her strand of freshwater pearls and nodded in
acknowledgement. Deep sadness lurked in her eyes, something Alexa
had never seen before. Bradley smirked and brushed a hand over her
mother’s shoulder. When her mother moved away and walked toward
her, his smirk changed into a frown.

“Welcome home, Alexa,” her mother
greeted with a proud lift of her chin.

No hugs or other signs of affection
were administered. Tenderness between them had passed long
ago.

“Thank you, Madalyn,” she said,
respect underlying her voice. She observed the eight men, most of
whom had served her father during his five-hundred-year rule. The
powers on the almighty Tribunal were conveniently
absent.

A servant came forward with a glass of
red liquid. She accepted it and took a sip. The blood-infused
alcohol hit the back of her throat, and her cheeks grew
warm.

Leland cleared his throat, awaiting
her next move. She finished her drink and then scanned the room,
showing off her fangs as thunder shook the house.

This room held her father’s
killer.

She had come home for vengeance and to
slay the person or people responsible for the death of the recently
murdered vampire king.


CHAPTER TWO

 


The chair squeaked as Penny sat behind
her desk in her small office at the Lycan Bureau of Social Affairs
municipal building near the edge of Vila Pluvia that the werewolf
community controlled. The view from her office showed towering
skyscrapers near thousands of acres of forest comprising the
werewolves’ territory. Beyond, the humans lived behind a towering
iron fence protecting them from the vampires who dominated the rest
of the territory.

She rested her head on her seat,
allowing the large mocha latte she’d consumed minutes ago to
reenergize her body. The last few nights since Alexa Dangelis
returned for her father’s funeral and to ultimately take over his
rule had been rough on her. The front page of the morning addition
of the VP Times expounded in great detail on the vampire’s
homecoming, and how for the past eight years as queen of the West
Coast vampire sect, she’d been successful in forging resilient ties
between the vampires, werewolves, and humans on that side of the
country. For three of those years, Alexa had been married to the
vampire king, Shad Westmore, who had died during a violent uprising
within his own community. After his death, his queen had become a
stronger and more successful leader than her husband.

The sudden tightening in her chest
made her wince. Alexa had always been strong-willed and meticulous.
After King Christophe’s will was read, Alexa would be named the new
queen and ruler of Vila Pluvia, the vampire capitol, and the entire
East Coast.

After throwing the newspaper down on
her desk, she walked over to the window. Her wounds were still too
fresh. She hurt now as much as she had when Alexa’s marriage to the
West Coast vampire king was announced unexpectedly. Her heart had
been torn in two.

“Stop it, Pens. It’s in the past.
You’ve moved on.” She flicked away an ash-colored curl falling over
her eye. She tugged on her button-down, lemon short-sleeved shirt,
complementing her recently purchased dark-blue jeans that hugged
her ass perfectly. The reason she bought the jeans was because
Lissa had said so.

Suddenly needing to hear Lissa’s
voice, she grabbed her phone to make a call. After a few rings, her
girlfriend answered.

“How about after our morning meetings
we get lunch together?” she asked, “I know a perfect spot for a
picnic.”

“Lucky for us, it’s Friday. We can
play hooky after lunch.” Lissa’s chipper voice came through the
line loud and clear.

Glancing at the piles of folders on
the corner of her desk, she grimaced. She’d already worked a
fifty-hour week in her coveted position as Assistant Director of
Social Awareness and Community Outreach. But seeing as her boss
would be with King Roderick the entire day, she could get away with
cutting out of work early. She needed to run off some steam to
forget—

“Hey, Pen, you still
there?”

“Ah, yeah. I’m planning on
working over the weekend anyway. After this hellish week, I’m
taking a half-day.”

“Why don’t we have a working weekend
together? I love burning the midnight oil in that comfortable bed
of yours.”

Clamping her thighs together, she
thought back to all the ways over the past four years Lissa had
enjoyed her in her bed as well as in Lissa’s queen-sized one. A
visual of Lissa’s head buried between her legs as her long,
talented tongue lapped her pussy made her nipples tighten and her
inner thighs quiver.

Clearing her throat, she fanned her
face with one of her folders. “Let’s meet near the fountain in the
courtyard at one o’clock.”

“Sounds like a plan. Having you all to
myself soon is a great way to start the weekend.”

“The same goes for me. See you later,”
she replied and hung up after a few more minutes of
chitchat.

Grabbing the files for her first of
three meetings of the day, she eyed the front page of the newspaper
she’d already read multiple times. A wave of sorrow hit her. Once
upon a time, she had spent countless hours pleasuring her first
lover, the woman she’d wanted to spend the rest of her life
with.

She should’ve known a vampire and a
werewolf were not meant to have forever, least of all a vampire
princess and a werewolf commoner engaging in a taboo relationship.
Wiping away a stray tear, she threw the newspaper into the garbage,
refusing to let those memories overtake her and reduce her to tears
over something she’d never had in the first place.

 


* * *

She’d miscalculated. All three of her
meetings lasted way too long. She and Lissa hadn’t been able to
escape, and they’d had lunch with their co-workers instead. By the
time they left, it was close to four. She was more than cranky.
Lissa just shrugged the day off.

“I’m glad this day is over,” she said
while Lissa drove through the entrance of the hiking trails leading
into the woods.

Lissa rolled her neck from side to
side. “I have one big tension ball right smack in the middle of my
back. Why did I agreed to take on the responsibility of gang
control?”

She gave her lover a sympathetic look.
They all had to deal with the rising number of inner-city wolven
gangs threatening the safety of the werewolf community in general.
That was the main reason their boss had met with the king today. He
wanted permission from King Roderick to form a special task force
to combat the gangs.

“If Jack’s plan is well received, and
King Roderick agrees, you might have less stress to deal with,” she
pointed out as Lissa turned off her car. The sun’s rays bounced off
the aquamarine sedan. At seventy degrees, the weather was perfect
for them to shift and run.

Lissa took off her tan elbow-length
sweater and fixed her gray camisole. “I heard rumors the treaty
between us and the vamps might move forward.”

She exited the car, glad she didn’t
stumble at hearing Lissa’s gossip. “How can they proceed with
Christophe dead? It’s going to take months before his daughter is
named his successor and ties up loose ends on the West.”

While Lissa undressed, Penny tried her
best not to think of Alexa, who had intruded on her thoughts the
entire day.

“Not so. The soon-to-be vampire queen
of the East handed the throne back to her brother-in-law,
Tristan.”

“How do you know this?” she asked,
surprised her girlfriend knew so much about her
ex-lover.

Lissa shrugged. “The West Coast press
and paparazzi couldn’t get enough of Alexa Dangelis. The moment she
married the vamp king, every tabloid website and magazine were
obsessed with her.”

“I never knew you were so interested
in the vampires of the rich and famous.” She hid her uneasiness by
making her voice casual.

“Always keep tabs on your enemies.
That’s one of the most important things I learned in school when it
came to the vamps.” Lissa folded up her pants and blouse, and a
frown marred her face. “Alexa will want to speed things up. I
wouldn’t be surprised if this peace our king has been working on
with the vamps happens before the end of the month. All the papers
say so, even the human ones.”

She leaned back on the car and shook
her head. “I support the treaty, but even if Alexa Dangelis”—she
cleared her throat uncomfortably upon saying the name—“does become
queen here, she’s going to be a major target. Her brother’s
supporters will try to get rid of her any way they can. And then
there’s her mother, who won’t go quietly into the night. Madalyn
Dangelis, at three-hundred-plus years, is no lightweight and can
take on anyone—”

“Penny, stop it.” Lissa placed her
finger on Penny’s mouth.

She swallowed and stared at Lissa, who
tilted her head in irritation.

“S’rry,” she mumbled on Lissa’s
palm.

“You worry about things that don’t
concern you. Let the vamps work it out for themselves. The vampire
princess can hold her own. She did a great job on the other side of
the country after her husband was killed. She’s probably glad to be
back on her home turf since she couldn’t be queen there with
Tristan still alive. Family by blood trumps all.” Lissa quirked her
baby-soft pink lips. “I have to admire the woman. She found those
responsible who murdered her husband and made them pay.” She
shivered. “She’s someone I wouldn’t want to cross.”

She had heard the stories, years
later, after recovering from Alexa’s betrayal. Alexa had
single-handedly found and executed those enemies who’d assassinated
her husband. The news reached the East Coast as a warning to any
creature attempting to rise up against their sovereign.

“Enough with this boring political
discussion. Time for you to get naked,” Lissa ordered and
unbuttoned Penny’s shirt.

Lissa’s long fingers opened Penny’s
shirt and brushed her beige cotton bra. She inhaled, her nipples
growing hard. She tugged off her shirt, and Lissa unsnapped her
bra, letting it fall to the ground.

“Don’t move.” Lissa winked and got
down on her knees. She blew on Penny’s stomach. She shivered, her
pussy becoming damp from the brushing of Lissa’s lips on her
skin.

She unzipped Penny’s jeans and stuck
her hand inside. She spread her legs apart and tugged on her
lover’s s hair as Lissa slipped her hands into her underwear. As a
finger was pushed into her slick core, she lifted Lissa up and gave
her a hungry kiss. Lissa chuckled and grabbed her ass, jerking her
hard against her. They ate away at each other’s lips, only to break
away once there was howling in the distance.

Their brothers and sisters called them
to come and play.

“I want you.” Lissa nipped her mouth,
and Penny clenched her fists to stop from tossing the woman to the
ground and fucking her silly.

“First, we run and then, we fuck,” she
replied crudely and pinched one of Lissa’s puckered
nipples.

“Just wait until I catch you.” Lissa
backed away.

She took off the rest of her clothes.
Dropping her head, she closed her eyes as her shift took over. When
she opened her eyes, she was covered in tan fur and on all fours.
Her snout caught the scent of the pine trees and dirt and of Lissa
who stood a few feet away, licking her paw.

We run!

Yes! Lissa answered in her mind
and released a sharp yap.

Penny rushed after her and
pounced.

Lissa yapped, shaking her back to
dislodge her.

Penny nipped her ass.

You’re going to pay for that, you
bitch. Lissa’s canines appeared while she snarled.

Laughing in her head, she darted
across the creek and deep into the woods. She ran with the wind at
her back, peeking behind as her lover tried catching up to her.
Trees flew by, and the buzz of insects circled past her head as she
leapt over fallen branches and small rocks. Lissa called out her
name mentally, cursing her as she ran.

She howled. She felt complete and
free, with no stress or past to haunt her as it did some nights
when she woke, drenched from an erotic dream, moaning Alexa’s name
during her climax.

She slowed, remembering the times they
ran through the woods that made up her people’s territory. She’d
never forget their last night together before Alexa smashed her
heart into pieces.

Penny, you’re too close to the
humans’ boundary. Lissa’s whisper bounced in her head as
she moved away from the wolven territory and near the unmarked line
that would take her into the humans’ section of the woods. If she
entered there, she was in danger of being shot at by human border
patrol. But she wanted to do something perilous for a change. It
was stupid and death-defying, but the urge compelled her regardless
of the cost.

She was a few feet away from human
soil, when something hard and warm landed on her from behind. She
yelped and stumbled, falling to the ground as teeth struck her
nape. Fighting like a rabid dog, she snarled and tried bucking off
whatever landed on top of her.

It’s me, Lissa. Calm
down.

She rested her cheek on the ground.
Panting, she turned on her side.

She shifted into her human form and
gulped in air.

“What the hell were you thinking?”
Lissa, also shifted, grabbed her shoulders and shook
her.

“I wasn’t,” she admitted in a hoarse
whisper and wiped away the sweat covering her face.

“I could kill you!” Lissa shook her
again and growled low, her teeth turning into sharp
incisors.

“Why don’t you kiss me instead?”
Without waiting for an answer, she crushed her mouth to the
scowling one.

Lissa bit down on her lips hard enough
to draw blood. Penny tugged her forward, rubbing her throbbing
mound over Lissa’s bushy one. Lissa shoved her hand between them
and rooted through Penny’s curls, finding her clit and stroking it.
She sobbed and wrapped her legs around Lissa’s waist, liquid heat
rushing through her womb. Finally, she could let go and just
feel.

She rocked with her lover, nipping and
sucking, until Lissa ended the kiss and licked her way down Penny’s
chest and stomach to her mound. She spread her legs apart and dug
her heels into the ground, welcoming her lover.

“Take me,” she begged, and her eyes
flickered as Lissa’s tongue poked through her curls and circled her
wet folds.

Lissa lapped deep inside her, and she
sighed from the wonderful tension building near her core. Grabbing
hold of Lissa’s hair, she humped her mouth, moaning over the sting
as Lissa nipped her swollen flesh.

“Harder,” she ordered, twining her
hands into Lissa’s hair and rocking while trying to clench her
inner pussy muscles around the invading tongue.

Lissa responded by sucking hard on her
clit and cupping her ass, her fingers circling her ass
cheeks.

“Inside me.” She panted with
need.

The slurping sounds made her entire
body stiffen, and she shouted up to the sky when Lissa’s fingers
traveled over her asshole until her thumb went in
knuckle-deep.

Pleasure crashed over her, and she
cried out her release, a rush she hadn’t experienced in
years.

“More?” Lissa moved her face away and
wiped her mouth. Her cheeks and chin shone with Penny’s
release.

“Yes, always more,” she croaked, and
Lissa smiled, pressing her face on her cunt and pumping her finger
in more.

She squeezed her breasts and sighed
Lissa’s name. Bats answered her call by flying out of the trees to
join the crickets singing around them.

When she finally came down from her
peak much later, she invited Lissa to straddle her chest in order
to return the favor.


CHAPTER THREE

 


The waxing moon broke through the
dwindling clouds cluttering the night sky. Alexa couldn’t remember
the last time she’d seen such a clear night. At 130 years old, she
had spent the majority of her years under turbulent and gloomy
weather. But during those times, she’d roamed outside without being
observed, the night her solace, especially with her favorite wolf
at her side.

If she had her way, she’d soon be with
her werewolf again.

Penelope wouldn’t take her back with
open arms, but Alexa would offer friendship then seduction and use
force if she had to. Force was best used in battle and not in the
bedroom. She hoped it didn’t come down to that with her dear Penny,
whom she’d once deceived regarding their relationship.

“Alexa, it’s time.”

Her mother observed her impassively.
Any emotions or feelings Madalyn had was reserved for her one-time
husband and currently toward Bradley. Even though they never had a
true mother-and-son relationship, they had always treated each
other with respect and were fond of one another. His own mother had
died soon after giving birth to him. As the new bride of
Christopher Dangelis 250 years ago, Madalyn had been accepted by
the then-forty-year-old Bradley, who, with his liege and new
queen’s guidance would grow into maturity and accept his
responsibility as heir to the throne when the king eventually
passed. But all of his dreams had been crushed after Alexa had been
born and her father took a shine to her.

Tonight, the role of queen would be
taken away from her mother, but their rivalry would continue. She
mourned the loss of her mother’s maternal instincts, which had
vanished once Alexa turned one hundred years old and was considered
an adult in the eyes of her people. Her father at 800 years
continued to share his affection with her. Her mother, on the other
hand, was more conservative, as fitted her role as queen, and saw
her as an adversary.

“You’re bothered. Don’t be,” Madalyn
said, taking a step toward her.

“What makes you think I’m
bothered, Mother?” She flicked her braid over a shoulder and
tugged on the cuffs of her long-sleeved, sapphire-colored
drape-neck blouse. Her mother wore an almost-identical outfit,
except her shirt was ivory and more demure in the chest area, with
her taupe skirt flaring around her knees. She smiled at the
comparison. Both women had impeccable taste in the same style of
clothing. One of the few things they had in common.

“After all these years, you still
brandish your emotions. I thought Shad would have taught you to
repress them.” Madalyn did frown then and replaced a blonde strand
in her chignon.

She cleared her throat and toyed with
her black webbed choker, a gift from Shad on their one-year wedding
anniversary. “My husband taught me many skills, much like Father
did.”

“You sound like a fledgling seeking
approval. That’s a sign of immaturity and not fitting a woman well
past her one hundredth year.” Madalyn tilted up her chin and eyed
her in displeasure. “You know perfectly well Christophe would have
expected you to call him by his given name, just as I expect you to
call me by mine.”

She nodded in pseudo-supplication. For
the first one hundred years of a vampire’s life, they gave in to
their emotions freely, much like a human would. They were allowed
to use labels such as calling their caretakers by a matriarchal or
paternal title, or whatever was chosen by the child. As soon as a
vampire reached their hundredth year, their regard
changed.

“Forgive me…Madalyn. I mean no
disrespect to you or my liege. I’ve been under a great deal of
stress, as you can imagine. Last night, my heart stopped beating
for a full five minutes,” she confided, hiding her worry. It was
expected her heart would slow down and her breathing would stop as
she reached her two hundredth year. Every vampire went through the
change and became the undead in truth after two centuries of
life.

“I remember the first time my heart
stopped. I was around your age.” Madalyn’s eyes filled with
sympathy. “I ran to my mother in tears. She told me it was a part
of our genetic makeup and not to fixate on this natural procession
because it would make me go mad. Your body’s reaction is due to the
recent upheaval you’re experiencing. If I breathed and had a
heartbeat, I would have the same reaction you had. Let it
go.”

“Is this your command as my mother or
as my queen?” she asked lightly.

“Both.” Madalyn’s lips fell into a
hard line, and her body grew rigid remote.

“I’ll take your advice.” For the next
hour, her mother was still the queen and would be given respect as
was her due. But that would all change once Father’s will was read.
She or Bradley would become the new ruler of Vila Pluvia and the
East Coast vampire population.

“You should. Bradley has never had a
problem respecting his elders.”

Showing off a full set of teeth, along
with her fangs, Alexa sniffed as if she smelled something rotten.
It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that her mother supported
Bradley. He had been born first and was the rightful heir. Plus,
her mother always had a fondness for the stepson who went out of
his way to please her, unlike her biological daughter with whom she
always found fault. If her past with Penny was discovered, Madalyn
could bring her up on disciplinary action to the group of ancient
vampire men who oversaw all matters of her people. The Tribunal’s
retribution wouldn’t be a smack on the wrist but more along the
lines of tearing off her wrist and stuffing it down her throat to
choke on.

A vampire loving a werewolf was
considered a sacrilege in their world. They could be kept as pets
and servants, like humans were, but never treated as equals. Her
subjects would be in for a hell of a surprise when she announced
how her father wanted to break down those walls of bigotry just
like she and Shad had planned to do before he was
murdered.

“Shall we proceed into the study for
the reading of the will?” she asked with a deep sense of calm. Not
waiting for her mother to agree, she left her bedroom and walked
down the stairs.

Madalyn surprised her by taking her
arm when they reached the bottom of the staircase.

“A united front,” she said, and they
walked together toward the room full of people.

The group of men—ten in all—turned and
bowed upon mother and daughter’s arrival. Both women gave a short
curtsey. Alexa scanned the group, some of whom had been with her
father since the beginning of his rule. No one looked over the age
of thirty-five, although the majority were around the
five-hundred-year mark.

A sneering Bradley stood next to
Leland. She smirked at him, and he widened his stance. When Madalyn
released her arm, his face softened and he left Leland to greet
her.

She could appreciate the male form
even though her desire was more for the female variety. But she did
have to give due to a man like Bradley, a woman’s fantasy come to
life. His single-breasted, three-button suit, complete with a
ruby-colored cravat around his neck, gave him an old-school charm.
Where she had received her hair and eye color from her father,
Bradley’s mother had been a strawberry blonde, and he’d been gifted
with that gene.

He took hold of Madalyn’s hand and
kissed the back of it. A wistful look filled his face. Madalyn
smiled warmly.

She did a double take at the exchange.
Something about them—

“Alexa, you look beautiful as always.”
Reed, her father’s lawyer, appeared at her side.

“It’s been far too long since we last
saw one another. How are you?” She held out her hand for him to
take while keeping an eye on the room. Bradley directed Madalyn by
the waist and led her toward a small group near the bar.

If he thinks he can turn
my mother against me in favor of his suit, he’ll be unpleasantly
surprised by the outcome.

“Please accept my condolences on your
father’s death. He was a great man, and it’s a devastating loss for
our people. I wouldn’t worry about the result of the reading
though.” Reed rested a hand on her shoulder. He kept his touch
light, but a subtle hunger lurked in his eyes.

Upon maturing into womanhood, and
confused by her budding sexual feelings for women, she had selected
him to take her into the greenhouse one night in order to
demonstrate what a virile vampire male of three hundred years could
do to her untouched body. She had climaxed fairly quickly from his
satisfactory lesson. That was the first orgasm she’d ever had and,
although pleasant, it had left her unfulfilled. He had invited her
to learn more pleasures under his tutelage, but she’d refused and
had turned to others, such as one of the human maids, who’d helped
her realize only a woman could give her complete
satisfaction.

If she accepted his invitation, after
the reading, she could have him in her bed, but he wasn’t what she
wanted. Her lust was reserved for another—one with chocolate-shaded
eyes, a mouth that made her come too many times to count, and the
sweetest blood she’d ever tasted.

“Thank you for your support. I can
handle…this.” She motioned around the room.

“Please know I’m your friend and
always have been. If you need anything, just ask. I would like to
serve you and no other.” He stroked his goateed-covered chin and
gave her a discerning glance as he walked behind the desk to start
the proceedings.

Bemused by the meaning behind his
statement, she smiled when her mother came up beside her. Her smile
diminished when she saw Bradley following on Madalyn’s
heels.

“Celebrating already, sister dear?” he
asked, disrespect oozing in his voice.

“We shall see in a few minutes.” She
squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, refusing to cower. He
had enjoyed bullying her while she was a fledgling.

“Children,” Madalyn warned, part of a
fang peeking through her forced grin. Her face was paler as
usual.

“Mo—Madalyn, have you fed today?” She
quickly concealed her vocal stumble.

Madalyn backed away and shook her
head. “Of course, I have. I had a light snack earlier. There will
be a full meal after the reading.” Her face wavered, showing a
split second of emotion. Bradley began to say something, but she
turned away and went over to the bay windows overlooking the
grounds.

“She’s still mourning Christophe’s
passing.” He crossed his arms and stared at Madalyn’s
back.

She held back a retort over his use of
the word “passing,” not mentioning their father’s suicide. The
public had been led to believe he had succumbed to his final
death.

“When they both visited me last year,
they acted like they were in the first fifty years of their
marriage.”

He snorted. “I know how much they
cared for one another. I witnessed their love for one another every
night.”

“Why do I have the feeling you aren’t
happy with the way Madalyn and Christophe adored one another? Is it
because of your mother and her short marriage to Father?” she
asked, prodding him with spiteful intent to see how he would
react.

He lifted an eyebrow and his lips
twitched. “Christophe married my mother for political reasons. He
married Madalyn for love.” His eyes softened when Madalyn turned,
composed again. Leland brought her over to a chair. Bradley’s eyes
tracked their movement.

“You have a great appreciation for
Madalyn,” she said softly, noting the tic in the corner of his
mouth. Someone’s jealous.

He nodded and swiped a palm down the
front of his shirt. “Madalyn took care of me as a fledgling, even
though I wasn’t born from her womb. She has always supported me and
never found me inadequate.” He gave her a sharp look. “Unlike
others.”

“Bradley, Madalyn is still recovering
from Father’s death. I hope you’ll—”

Anger and annoyance merged in his
eyes. “I don’t need you to tell me how to behave or act when it
concerns your mother. Whatever happens next, she’ll come to me for
guidance before you.”

She tapped her tongue on her fang and
flexed her fingers. He walked away laughing at her reaction. He
leaned against the fireplace behind Madalyn and Leland. Madalyn
glanced over her shoulder and smiled. He bent down and whispered
something in her ear. She nodded slightly and patted his arm. He
responded by squeezing her hand and looking down at her in
adoration.

Brushing off the open displays of
affection between her half brother and her mother, she chose an
empty chair right in the middle of the group and sat as Reed began
reading her father’s will.

* * *

“This is bullshit,” Bradley announced
and left the room, slamming the study door against the wall so hard
that the doorknob left an indentation in the wallpaper. Reed shared
a look with Alexa, which she returned with a shrug. She would talk
to Bradley about his outburst later. For now, she would excuse his
rudeness. Those sitting, including her mother and Leland, left
their seats and knelt, bowing their heads before her.

She went around the room and gave each
of her subjects a nod of royal approval. Once she completed the
circle, Leland applauded. The others followed. No one vocalized any
disapproval they may have had over her father’s final
decision.

“Congratulations, Your Majesty.” Reed
came forward and bowed, kissing her knuckles. Leland did the same
and kissed her cheek. The rest of the group also shared their
congratulations Her mother waited off to the side in
silence.

She murmured her thanks, equally
delighted and nervous about the new role she would
undertake.

Madalyn clapped and silence filled the
room. “Gentlemen.” She waved to all the guests. “I welcome you to
stay and feed in the dining room down the hall. Our most excellent
vintage of human servants is waiting for you to drink from.” She
gestured at the open doorway where a servant waited. “Our
manservant will escort you to your meals.”

The men walked out of the room,
chatting with one another.

Leland gave her a hug.
“Congratulations. I look forward to your coronation, when you
receive complete control. Your father would have been so proud of
you.” His cool cheek brushed hers.

She lightly patted his cheek. His
midnight-blue eyes sparkled with good cheer. “Thank you for your
support and friendship.”

“Always.” He smiled and then walked
over to Madalyn. They talked in low voices for a few moments and,
after one final nod, he left the room.

She rested on the desk. She couldn’t
believe she was not only the reigning monarch of the vampire
capitol of Vila Pluvia and the one million vampires residing there,
but the youngest queen in the history of the East Coast vampire
sect.

“You must be pleased by this turn of
events.” Madalyn tapped her French-manicured fingernails on the
back of the chair.

She examined her fuchsia-painted
nails. “More than pleased. Father made the right decision,” she
responded in a smug tone.

Madalyn frowned. “Keep in mind, you
could still be forced out or another could fight you for the right
to rule. You don’t have absolute power yet. You’re still
susceptible to threats.”

“I know what my limits are. I expect
my half brother to strike out at me before my coronation.” She
crossed her arms defensively over her chest.

“Bradley has powerful allies who want
him to be king. Most consider you an outsider since you’ve been
gone—”

“The reason I’m an outsider is because
you forced me to marry and leave.”

“Forced? You selfish girl.” Madalyn
rolled her eyes and also crossed her arms, mimicking Alexa’s
impolite posture. “You were given a great gift, to rule beside one
of the most powerful men on the continent behind your father. Shad
treated you well, even with your taste for females—”

“Here we go again. Your bigotry is
showing loud and clear,” she said in disgust. “After hundreds of
years, you should be open to more eclectic appetites in the
bedroom.”

Madalyn fingered her pearls. “How dare
you talk to me this way! You have no right.” Anger rolled off her
in waves.

“I have every right.” She jabbed a
finger in the direction of her mother’s face. “I’m your queen now,
and I expect you to respect that. And don’t try to pull the mother
card. You made me very aware how much of a disappointment I was
until I accepted Shad.”

Dropping her arms to her sides,
Madalyn shook her head, her eyes showing sorrow and regret. “We
must make sacrifices for the good of our people. Your father and I
did. You must set aside these feelings you have for…” When Alexa
tried to interrupt her, she held up her hand. “You may enjoy
yourself and act on these unusual desires in private, but keep in
mind they can’t be long-lasting. Now, as queen, you must marry
again and have children.”

She turned away and faced the picture
of a meadow filled with daisies and a bright shining sun in a
light-blue sky, hanging over the fireplace. She had seen such a sky
during the first few decades of her life. She wished she could see
it again, could feel the sun on her face without the fear of
burning, for one more day. What if I had been born a werewolf or
human instead of a creature of the night? Would my life have been
without such heartache and peril then?

“Perhaps it’s best if you abstain from
such sordid cravings. Your enemies may use them against
you.”

“Madalyn.” She gave her mother a wide
smile as she swallowed her rage. “Your concern is noted. Perhaps
you should take your own advice regarding your peculiar
relationship with your stepson.”

Madalyn’s face grew even paler than
her usual shade. She found little joy in making her mother suffer
but had to make her thoughts known in order to press her point
home.

“I was faithful to your father from
the day we married. Bradley is a friend and nothing
more. Your implications are disgusting.”

“Does he know this? And don’t play the
dumb blonde. It’s obvious he desires you. I smelled the stink of
his arousal for you the instant we entered the room.”

A sharp whistling sound erupted from
Madalyn’s throat. Before either could say another word, Leland
appeared in the doorway.

“Ladies, your guests are waiting.” He
glanced between the two of them. “Am I interrupting
something?”

“Not at all. Just a tender moment
between mother and daughter,” Madalyn said in a tight voice and
wiped her palms down the front of her blouse. Her hands shook for a
split second.

“Yes, just a friendly chat,” Alexa
responded. “Why don’t you two go ahead of me? I’ll join our guests
shortly.”

Madalyn opened her mouth but then
stopped. She nodded and took hold of Leland’s arm. “Don’t be
long.”

“I won’t be. I assume you’ll want to
see where Bradley snuck off to. I can’t see him lurking in the
shadows waiting to get rid of me just yet,” she sneered.

Madalyn pursed her lips, and Leland
chuckled in response. “It wouldn’t be sporting of him to attack you
here.”

“With Bradley, you never know. When he
wants something, he goes after it regardless of the consequences.
Right, Mother?” she asked in an impertinent tone.

Madalyn turned on her heel and left
with Leland trailing behind her.

She listened to the house settle in
order to help her regain her composure. She had hours left before
she could rest, and she still had so much to do. The first of which
was meeting with the person waiting in her bedroom.

She walked toward the winding
staircase and nodded at both the vampire and human guarding the
hall. Music and conversation, as well as the soft sighs and
slurping of her guests feeding, reached her ears. Soon enough, she
would join them and partake of the human banquet in her
honor.

Two more guards bowed as she passed
them down the long hallway to her room. She opened her bedroom
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