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DEDICATION
For Uncle Tony,
Who always has the right answer,
but is humble enough
to make you think you came up with it.




Wicked King


Coming together wasn’t supposed to be this difficult.


Tensions run high when prejudices are brought to light in Drexdenberg. A harsh penalty for attacking the migrant shifters is instated, but that doesn't mean Adeline and her family are safe from the bigoted assaults of the vampires. When she finds she can't be quiet any longer over the exploitation of her people, all targets aim themselves at her, whether she's ready for the abuse or not.  


Ronin knows that keeping his relationship with Adeline a secret is the best move, but when the hatred of his people threatens to take her out, he realizes he cannot stand by quietly any longer. Fighting for her cause will only earn him more enemies, but when Adeline makes it clear that there's no turning back, his fate is clear: Ronin's love for Adeline might just cost him his country... or even his life. 




Chapter One



The Value of a Shifter

Adeline

I can’t imagine how the queen hasn’t dropped from exhaustion yet. She’s been on her feet all day, and her address to the nation isn’t exactly going as planned.
Actually, tha’s not true. Benny and all of us guards planned for exactly this—the majority of the Drexdenberg territory throwing a fit because they don’t like what she’s got to say.
“I’ve been educated at length on the greatness of the Drexdenberg nation, of the vampires who mine the purest ivorum the world has ever seen. I’ve learned of ivorum’s many properties, one of which is that it’s a purifier. When ground into dust, it can cleanse quicker and more thoroughly than just about anything. Did you know your ancestors used to grind the ivorum into powder to take when they had stomachaches or food poisoning?”
Judging by the murmurs, that’s not something a lot of them were aware of.
Lilya’s head is held high. “It cured them. Purified their insides. We’ve moved onto other medicinals now, because of the high premium the fae put on ivorum to build their towers.” She pauses to admire them all. “You turned an old stomach remedy into a palace. You do that. You make the world beautiful. That’s part of your legacy.”
Queen Lilya pauses for the gruntled shouts of affirmation, which come begrudged but are there all the same. Her lavender hair and pale white skin mark her as fae, but when she married the vampire prince Destino, and then he inherited his family’s throne, the unthinkable happened—a fae woman was given rule with her husband over the vampire people.
They took it about as well as anyone could imagine.
Her dainty chin is raised in calm defiance of everything she was never supposed to become. It’s a beauty of a sight, tha’s certain.
Though I’m a shifter and far from anyone with authority, she is my queen. Such is my respect for this fearless woman tha I feel united with her, and tha surpasses any differences we might have been born with.
Queen Lilya grips the railing on the balcony as the wind picks up and whistles through her curls. “So it’s no surprise to me that you would want to protect your heritage and your future from corruption.”
This is the part where the racist arses feel safe enough to come into the light, nodding with fervency because they think she’s talking about the first (and only) wave of one hundred shifters who migrated into vampire territory once the borders were torn down.
I fight back a smile of pride, thinking of how masterful she is. She’s practiced this speech on me a dozen times already, but I never tired of hearing it.
“The corruption we must all band together to fight off is the habit of hatred. That engrained need to be small and safe. That was never supposed to be Drexdenberg’s destiny. The vampire people are made of daring and beautiful stuff, and they don’t shy away from progress just because it looks a little different or requires some work.” Her voice rises to an impassioned shout. “The citizens of Drexdenberg are fearless!”
A healthy portion of them are confused enough to agree with her, their fists in the air with a triumphant, “Yeah!”
Benny’s guarding Ronin, so I shouldn’t worry about him. Ronin’s not my charge; the queen is. It’s the most important job a guard can have, and, thanks to the wretched political climate of the day, it’s also the most dangerous.
And I friggin’ love it.
Queen Lilya keeps her head high. “So we will not tolerate any belief that dictates we keep our future small.”
She grips the stone balcony as if she means to tear it off and hurl it at the people below just to knock some sense into them.
“We lowered our borders and invited one hundred shifters into our land to show them what an amazing place Drexdenberg is. I was so excited to let them move from famine into our land of plenty. I trusted in the stories I was told about you, that you were wise.”
Her tone turns bitter as King Destino, her vampire husband, steps forward to stand at her side on the castle’s stone balcony, and Ronin, the retired King of Drexdenberg, stands at her other, enforcing her speech and her rule.
“I was wrong about you. You took one hundred starving and hopeful shifters and killed off thirty of them in the first six months. Their biggest crime was that they were foolish enough to trust you had it all together, and that you cared about life more than about winning a game only you are playing. Four vampires have gone missing in the past month near what used to be the Faveda border. Four. There have been memorials and search parties to look for them, which is good. You should care. You should also care about the thirty shifters who died on our soil.”
She shakes her head at them, her upper lip curled in disgust. “Children care about winning. Heroes care about life.”
Her voice rises to a pained shout, her words scraping against the injustice as my own soul rises to right alongside hers. “Where are my heroes? Where were you when our shifters were accused of violent crimes they couldn’t possibly have committed? Tell me why no flowers were strewn on the graves of the shifters you murdered! They are citizens of Drexdenberg now, too, and they deserved better from you.”
Queen Lilya quiets, collecting herself for the final blow. “They came in search of heroes, but you chose the habit of hatred, because it was easy. Every time you are silent when injustice happens, I will be loud in my shame of you. In fact…”
The queen turns and motions for the scribe to bring forward a chart large enough for the nation to see, even those far back on the greens. He keeps it under the direct light of the lantern, because vampire speeches have to be done by moonlight, since they all burn in sunlight.
Queen Lilya jabs her finger at the chart, which is a clear illustration of the national budget. “We are going to own our crimes. For every shifter Jacoba entrusted to us that we did not care for, I am sending fifty bags of gold from the treasury in that person’s name back to the city from which they were born. The party you were all hoping to come to on the castle grounds today has been cancelled. The funds for the celebration will be going to Jacoba to make reparations for our shifters in the first wave who’ve already lost their lives.”
King Destino takes the second half of the speech, his voice carrying the respect earned from endless generations of his kin standing on this very balcony, giving speeches to the vampire masses. “The fifty bags will be taken from programs like annual celebration day, and the society for social betterment. If you want to implode all you love about your nation, keep up your habits of hatred.”
Ronin is captivating with his easy demeanor and designer suit. Even when he flashes a wicked smile out at the stunned audience, I can’t help but swoon. “It sounds like the shifters just went from being hunted to being the most protected citizens in all of Drexdenberg.” He lets out an airy laugh. “I wouldn’t want to be the chap who lost the entire nation their next shipment of cigars from Jacoba.”
Is it obvious I salivate for this man? Can anyone tell it’s me who messed up his hair when we made out in his bedroom just this morning?
No, he combed it. Ronin’s never out of sorts.
We’ve been sneaking around for three months now. It would be quite the scandal if we were found out—the retired vampire King of Drexdenberg and the bastard shifter woman who was accused of murdering a slew of vampires by putting poison in their vodka.
Of course, I was cleared of all charges, but tha would hardly matter if we were found out.
Actually, my genetics alone would be enough to cause a riot. Sure, the queen married outside of her race, but I am no queen.
I’m Queen Lilya’s shifter guard when she’s in Drexdenberg, so I tear my eyes from Ronin’s tight backside and scan the crowd for anyone with something other than a grudge to throw at my charge.
Benny steps forward, since tha’s the last of her speech. I listened to her go over it three times this evening alone, so I know this is the moment to escort the royals back into the castle.
But instead of turning back, Lilya leans forward, her waist pressed to the railing. “I’ve got one last message to those who call themselves the Territorialists out there.”
My spine straightens but I try to keep my face composed.
Nothing should surprise a guard. If it does, I’m not doing my job. I should’ve guessed the queen would go off-book.
Lilya’s voice is strengthened with rage. “When we selected the first wave of shifters to come into our land, we chose the best, with the cleanest records. Thanks to a leak in your organization, we know exactly who you are, and we’re watching. You will be found out if you try to pin any more crimes on the shifters in our care. You think they are the monsters? It’s you who are despicable, murdering your own kin to frame the innocent. Territorialists are the worst thing about Drexdenberg, and I will see you thrown into my dungeons so the true spirit of Drexdenberg can be free.”
The Territorialists framed me a few months ago, in hopes I would be thrown in the dungeon so the vampires would never have to look on my shifter complexion again.
The queen doesn’t pause for a reaction or wait to see if anyone agrees with her.
Like the stunning ruler she is, Lilya turns on her heel and exits the balcony, moving into the safety of the castle.
Though I want to make sure Destino and Ronin get in safely, Queen Lilya is my charge, so I’m never more than a few feet from her the moment she’s out of the castle and in the open.
The second we’re hidden from view of the territory, she presses her palm to her chest, her eyes wide. “Well, we’re in it now.” She lets out a nervous chuckle tha reminds me she’s around my age, and capable of nerves. One would never guess it by the way she takes charge and doesn’t shy away from insisting the truth is told.
“Was it your plan to call out the Territorialists like tha? I don’t seem to remember tha being part of your speech.”
Her chuckle grows even as she tries to muffle it with her hand. “No, it just slipped out. Oh, Ronin’s going to be mad.”
Uh, yeah. One of the many things I adore about my secret boyfriend is tha he needs to know all the details of what goes on in his country. He cares deeply about the vampires, and wants to know which curveballs are coming for his head before they’re launched.
True to form, Ronin marches in with Benny on his heels. “Is it your goal in life to give me a heart attack?” he asks Lilya. There’s underlying frustration in his tone, but not rage. “I’ve already handed down the throne to you and Destino, there’s no need to speed along my death. And well done bringing up the four missing vampires our soldiers still haven’t managed to find.”
Lilya leans against the wall, her hands between her back and the stone surface. “I don’t regret a single sentence. Shifter lives matter, Ronin. They needed to hear everything, so they did. I’m not about to let them think they’re being all sneaky.” Her upper lip curls. “The fact that I mentioned they have a leak in their organization is going to create distrust.”
“But it’s not true. We have Dovid, who isn’t part of their madness. They’re going to wreak even more havoc,” Ronin warns. “This is why we rehearse the speeches before we give them, Lilya. Honestly.”
The queen flips her hair over her shoulder, making her truly look young and unaffected. “I did rehearse that part, just not in front of you. You never would’ve let me say it.”
“Of course I wouldn’t!” Ronin balks, but King Destino comes in from the balcony to distract from the tirade.
“Blue eyes,” he greets his wife with his hand on her hip, “I trust Ronin’s giving you the hard time I’m too chicken to?”
The queen huffs, her hand on her hip. “He’s trying to. You two are impossible. You don’t see what I’m trying to do here. They’re going to be so busy turning on themselves and trying to suss out which one of them is the leak, that it’ll buy us some time to get ahead of the problem.”
I love my job. Benny meets my eyes with concealed laughter because, as much as we might want to weigh in with an opinion, it’s to the royal family to duke it out. They’re just cute, is all.
Kaven catches my eye and shares in the smirk.
I’m still getting used to the new guard. Truly, they’re all new to me, except for Benny. Kaven isn’t nearly as tall as Benny or Ronin, but he’s just as solid as Benny, which is saying something. Benny’s to guard Ronin, I’m to guard Queen Lilya when she’s in Drexdenberg, and Kaven travels with King Destino as his guard.
The three of us are on duty together a fair amount, being tha our charges are often together. When our charges were discussing politics about the border tha was taken down, the three of us started up a poker game.
It’s strange to have money again. I was barely scraping by, supporting my sister and our daughter in a land where no one would give me a job for far too long.
I need to go check on Maisie and Heidi.
I fend off the overprotective urge as soon as it rises in my sternum. Maiseline’s capable of looking after herself now, and Heidi’s with her tutor. They’re safe, so I can do my job of protecting the throne.
The din outside grows to a fever pitch while Ronin, Destino and Lilya go back and forth.
I move to the door tha leads to the balcony while Benny instinctively knows to position himself at the door to the hallway, just in case.
I take only two steps onto the balcony before a rock is lobbed in my direction.
Instead of backing up, I close the doors behind me and step to the edge, locating the idiot who’s so proud of himself for his stellar pitch.
I catch the eye of one of the perimeter guards and give him a nod, which thankfully, he obeys. He plows through the throngs of people, some leaving for their homes, now tha no party is going to happen, but most stick around to grumble and shout about their anger.
It takes the guard a minute to get to the roundabout area of the offender, and when he does, he looks up at me to direct him to the right vamp. I guide him with subtle nonverbal cues I learned to communicate with when Benny gave me the grand initiation onto the team.
The rock-thrower is apprehended, which perhaps is a petty thing to lock someone up over, but I don’t take chances with my queen’s safety. A rock thrown in her general direction is an attack on the throne, so I don’t bat an eye enforcing the strict edict. I’m proud of myself, even as the people below are calling for my head for no reason other than tha I’m a shifter. My tan skin shines out in the sea of olive, marking me as different.
Scary.
Unwelcome.
I scan the crowd for my kin, but don’t find the sixty-seven of us left. I want to band us together. I want to make sure we’re all accounted for and safe. But the world isn’t ready for tha yet. They’ll accuse us of espionage and whatnot, so best stand here to make sure my kin get home, if they were brave enough to leave their places to begin with.
There are too many people for everyone to remain calm while they digest the weight of Queen Lilya’s speech. People are shouting, shoving, and pockets of chaos break out in waves tha worry me.
I remind myself of my job. I’m not crowd control down there. I’m only to guard Lilya.
“No!” a woman shrieks above the din. “Didn’t you hear the queen?”
My eyes dart in the direction of the outrage, realizing her shock is quickly becoming mine. An arrow aimed right for me sails through the air and thunks straight into my shoulder.
Shite.




Chapter Two

First Pain

Adeline

I didn’t move fast enough to dodge the arrow tha was aimed for Queen Lilya, but at least I was able to spare the queen by using my body as her shield. The thing was pointed straight at my chest, so a shoulder wound is a relief.
I ignore the blade in my flesh and point, so the guards see clearly who to go after, though they’re already moving toward him.
Those nearby shove and punch the man who no doubt dubs himself a vigilante.
Everyone else is going to label him a menace, because, even though I’m not dead, an attack on the queen’s shifter (tha’s what I’ve been told they call me) won’t go unnoticed.
“You’re going to lose us our cigars!” one of the men near him shouts.
Benny and Kaven burst through the balcony doors like the superheroes they are. The blood dripping down my sleeve is ghastly enough, but I want to scare the people even more.
Though I can’t feel pain, just discomfort, I play up the injury, letting out a damsel’s cry as I slump forward so they can all see a shifter’s been badly injured. I want them to wonder if I’ll make it. I want them to see their cigars and their treasury flashing before their eyes. If they don’t take our lives seriously, they’ll at least take their money seriously, and gasp at the loss they’ve inflicted upon themselves.
Part of me is livid as I play up my pain. Letting my arm hang over the railing so my blood can drip down on their heads.
My life should matter, even if Lilya hadn’t put monetary value on it.
But since this is the hand I’ve been dealt, I take it and play the heck out of the cards at my disposal.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Kaven frets as he takes in the scope of the damage when I turn with the arrow still sticking out of me.
I wink at Benny, because he knows my secret, tha I can’t feel pain, but Benny doesn’t return it. His face is ashen as he puts himself between my body and the people, guarding me because he’s my friend.
I have a friend here.
I’m perfectly capable of walking. I mean, I got shot in the shoulder, not the leg. Kaven must really buy in to my acting skills. He scoops my legs out from beneath me and carries me like a babe toward the exit.
I let my head loll, just to make the kingdom sweat.
If all they care about is their cigars, then I’m going to let them feel the weight of their crime. Let them bite their nails a bit.
“Bar the door!” Kaven shouts to Benny over his shoulder, who truly doesn’t need the instruction. Benny’s the head of the guard, and he’s well aware of what needs to be done. “Call in a healer!”
Ronin cries out his alarm.
“I’m alright,” I assure him, though my words do nothing.
In the next breath, Kaven’s lowering me to the stone floor while Benny rushes down the hall to bid one of the guards to fetch a healer who will deign to treat me.
We’re still working on finding me one of those, but I don’t care right now.
“I’m really fine. Looks worse than it is.”
Lilya gets in my face with equal amounts of anger and fear. “It has to come out. It might take us some time to find a qualified healer.”
I chuckle as Kaven and Ronin fret over my shoulder. “You’re a sweet liar, lass. Ain’t no one coming to help me. I’ll yank it out. I just need someone who can sew me up.”
“Salem’s not here! He’s in Jacoba helping his mother and brother direct the fae who are coming over to help grow more trees for them!”
I do a one-armed shrug. “I’ll figure it out.”
“Will you stop acting like this is no big deal?” Ronin roars, kneeling beside me.
“You’re panicking,” I scold him. Though the arrow’s still in me and my arm is soaked with my own blood, I’m by far the calmest person in the room. “S’alright, Your Majesty.”
Ronin’s nostrils flare. He hates it tha we have to keep our relationship secret. Everyone in the room knows, except for Kaven, but I’d like to keep it tha way.
Something hits my nose strange. “Do ye smell tha? Who’s making porridge with honey?” The stench of honey is suddenly so strong, I can taste it in the back of my throat. I smack my lips with distaste. “What is tha?”
“What is what? I don’t smell honey, just your blood,” Destino tells me as he kneels beside Kaven.
Then something dreadful hits my senses. Maybe it’s pain. I dunno, since I don’t have the ability to decipher tha. It feels like hot lightning is shooting through my veins, waking up nerves tha usually know better than to feel at all.
“Ah! There’s something in me!” I shout, shaking my bum arm as if I’m trying to get ants off it. “Are there bugs inside my skin?”
“Of course there’s something in your arm, daft girl. You were shot!” Kaven scolds through a nervous laugh. “This is an arrow.”
“No, there’s something in me! Inside my arm! Get it out!”
The second the words come out of me, I watch my arm burst into flames.
I scream and flail, but no one understands there’s a danger more imminent than the arrow. They don’t know to put out the flames, and stop me while my arm slowly burns. It’s like they can’t even see the fire consuming my arm.
Benny and Kaven wrestle me, pinning me down while I fight to smother the flames.
When Benny kneels on my wrist, I choke out my agony. “No! Benny, be careful! The fire’s going to burn ye too!”
Benny gets in my eyeline, searching my face for answers I don’t have. “Fire? Addy, there’s no fire.”
“My arm is on fire!” I guffaw, stating the obvious.
Benny locks eyes with Ronin, worry creasing both their brows while I burn.
Finally Benny touches the side of my face, as if tha’s the thing to do when a person’s burning alive. “Easy, Addy. There’s no fire. We’ll get the arrow out.”
My hips jerk, since tha’s the only unsecured part of me. Ants crawl through my veins by the millions, driving me to the brink of insanity with the urge to itch all over, but not being able to move from beneath the weight of Kaven and Benny.
Ronin moves an auburn curl from my face, his eyes clouded with moisture. “I’ll fix this, darling. I’ll make it all better.”
But of course, he can’t. Though I know Ronin loves me, he lets me burn while I scream for help tha never comes.




Chapter Three

Medical Unprofessionals

Ronin

It’s all I can do to keep from shouting at every person who looks at my Adeline without answers as to what it is that scared her so.
“I can’t handle this,” Benny mutters as the fourth healer packs his bag. “You barely did more than take her vitals. You didn’t ask one question about her medical history. You didn’t even check her wound!”
I’m relieved that Benny is voicing the rage I feel. I have to be more subdued about the whole matter, because she’s supposed to be merely a guard on my staff, not the woman in my life.
Except that she’s both.
The healer whose name I’m not going to bother to remember gives a hapless shrug. “She’s not awake for me to ask questions about her medical history. I’ve been trained extensively to heal vampires, not shifters. This is simply over my head.”
Over his head. As if she’s a mutant from the clouds or something. As if an arrow through her shoulder is vastly different than it would be in mine.
Only this one did seem different than any wound I’ve seen before.
“She hallucinated,” I say quietly to Benny once the imbecile excuse for a healer exits. “She said bugs were crawling inside her arm, and then that it caught on fire.”
“That’s troubling, sure, but more so was the fact that she felt it. She can’t feel pain,” Benny reminds me, as if I’ve forgotten the details of my own girlfriend.
Kaven enters the room with only a precursory knock to announce his arrival. It reminds me that no matter how badly I want to climb into the unadorned bed next to my love, this spare room in the castle isn’t the place for such things.
“Evening, Your Majesty. I may have found someone who…”
But that’s all he gets out before a woman’s loud and gravelly voice reaches us from down the hall. “If the queen’s shifter needs a healer, I don’t know why you think a great oaf like yourself is going to stop me. No, I don’t have identification. Either let me through, or let her bleed out. It’s your choice.”
Benny rises to deal with whatever the problem is, leaving me with Kaven. I don’t want Kaven near my pain. I don’t want him near Adeline when she’s injured. The first healer gave her something to knock her out, but that’s the only progress we’ve made, other than Benny yanking the arrow out of her shoulder and making a mess of things.
I thought I was going to faint; there was so much blood.
“Can you help her?” Benny asks out of view.
“If I can’t, she’ll be no worse off than she is. Let me through, or it’s her funeral.”
It takes much to surprise me in my old age, but this woman warrants a second look when she ambles through the door.
“What care has she been given so far?” she asks in her gruff tone. She’s wearing a black eye patch and she walks with a horrid limp. She’s got a ratty old brown burlap bag with her, which she plops atop Addy’s feet as if my love is a mere piece of furniture.
I move to snatch it up, but Benny beats me to it. “She was given valerian tonic to knock her out. I yanked out the arrow, but I’m dreadful with stitching. What’s your name?”
“I’m Healer Orpah.” She narrows her eye, as if her name should conjure up a fight, but it doesn’t ring a bell. “Did you clean it out? Disinfect anything?”
Benny slips into guard mode, his hands behind his back. “Show me how.”
I rise by his side without commanding my body to do so. “Me, as well.” When Benny quirks an eyebrow at me, I shrug. “What? Adeline is the queen’s guard. Should something happen to her again, I don’t want to be in a lurch, as I am now.”
Healer Orpah looks us up and down with her one eye. “Very well. You would first need to clean out the wound. Given that she’s already sedated, this will be much easier.”
I watch carefully, making a note to have whatever it is she’s got in her vial stored in my carriage, Lilya’s carriage, my bedroom, Adeline’s chambers and pretty much a dozen other hidey-holes to ensure my girlfriend is never without the help she needs.
Girlfriend. What a trite word to encapsulate all Adeline is to me. As the healer pours a few drops on my love’s shoulder, I wish there were better ways to tell her all that she’s done to set me free.
Adeline won’t accept gifts. I’m not sure why. Gifts are fun for me to pick out, to give. We can’t be together in public for too many asinine reasons. I loathe the charade that she works for the royal family, and that’s her only function in the castle.
She soothes the unease in my chest whenever she’s near. That’s not in any guard’s job description.
She’s so many things to me, and she blushes whenever I mention them.
Right now, she’s my strength. In this transitioning time in our world, I have to present a strong chin to the territories, never wavering, never apologizing for the state of things when progress is on the line. But behind closed doors, she lets me be a person, which is something I haven’t been permitted to be in a very long time.
The cleansing elixir hisses and bubbles over Adeline’s shoulder, so I watch the healer’s expression to gage whether or not I should be worried.
It’s when the injury starts smoking that Benny and I add shouts into the air.
“Why is it doing that?” Benny articulates, which is a good thing, because I’m a blur of wordless angst.
Healer Orpah’s brow furrows, and then she looks at us as if we’re to blame. “Why didn’t you tell me the arrow had been dipped in midnight acid?”
I balk at her. It’s been a long time since I’ve even heard of that noxious ingredient. “Midnight acid? Isn’t that a paint remover?”
Benny looks as though he might have a panic attack. He’s sweating and fists the material over his chest. “It’s one of the ingredients used in street drugs. They cook it down and… It’s supposed to be a psychedelic.”
The healer grumbles at us. “Had I known we were dealing with this, I would’ve cleaned more deeply. The poison’s probably already too deep in her bloodstream for me to get all the way out.”
It’s Kaven who speaks up from behind me. “How were we supposed to know that? We didn’t shoot her.”
I’m utterly beside myself. “She’s been poisoned?”
The healer shrugs, studying Adeline’s features. “Clearly not too horridly, otherwise she’d be screaming in agony, no matter how well she’s been sedated. Midnight acid cuts through any numbing agent and addles your brains so you hallucinate excruciating pain. My cleanser that’s drawing it out now is effective, but it’s scaled to how deep the poison’s gone. Must not have been all that deep, since she hasn’t woken to scream. That should be good for her recovery time.”
Too many alarms go off in my mind, but only one makes it out of my mouth. “You gave her something that might hurt her so much she might wake through sedation drugs screaming in pain?”
“Pain is nothing to losing an arm. This wound needs to be cleaned, and her blood needs to be scrubbed of the Midnight acid. If she must endure discomfort, so be it.” She drips more of the cleansing potion into the open wound, and I watch Adeline’s breath hitch. “Surely you understand that before something can shine, it must be purified. Isn’t that what your consequences for harming shifters is all about?”
Though Addy’s still asleep, a scared whine escapes her lips. “She’s hurting! No more!”
“But it’s not enough to truly heal her.”
Another desperate whine, and I’m panicking far worse than I would if it was my own injury. “Yes, but Adeline’s been through too much already! I don’t want her writhing in agony. No more of that cleanser!”
The one-eyed woman turns slowly in my direction, and in that moment, I can tell she knows.
She may not understand the extent to which Adeline owns my every waking breath, but she knows enough to see how very bent I am for someone not of my own race.
I used to care far less about what other people thought. That was before my love for a woman might paint a target on her. Too many attacks are already aimed her way. She’s a shifter, for one, which sets her up to be publicly pushed to the bottom rungs of Drexdenberg’s society. Add that to the fact that she guards my Lilya, who’s also made too many enemies.
Just being near me puts her in danger. Loving Adeline is selfish, I’m sure. If I was a better man, I’d walk away so she could have a less chaotic life.
But in the end, I guess that’s the man I am. I’m selfish to my core, so much that I cannot divorce myself from her side.
“Interesting,” the healer comments, saying too much with a single word. “If I go easy on her, give her wound only a drop or two of the elixir, it won’t clean what’s truly haunting her. Sometimes pain is the payment life requires for progress.” Her eye flicks to Adeline’s sleeping form. “Is she willing to pay it?”
“That’s never been the problem.” This manky woman has me confessing things that ought not be heard, but I feel them coming out of my mouth before I can stop myself. “I’m the one with the problem. Her pain hurts me.”
Benny stills at my admission, shooting me a look to silently ask if I’ve gone mad.
Perhaps I have. Madness doesn’t seem like too far a leap when the woman who breathed life into you can’t lift her own head.
“Please,” I say to the healer. “I cannot stand her pain. No more.”
Benny grips Healer Orpah’s wrist. “Don’t listen to him. Do what you need to heal her.”
At his words, the healer narrows her eye at me. “Love will require you to be made of stronger stuff than this.”
Then she tips the tiny bottle halfway, drenching Adeline’s shoulder in the cleanser that steals her breath, even in slumber.
A scream belts out of Adeline, shaking my innards and turning my limbs to mush. Her eyes are still closed, but she’s feeling the psychedelic twists from the Midnight acid, telling her there’s pain even if no one’s touching her.
I don’t hold back any longer, but sit on the edge of Adeline’s mattress, holding her hand in case she needs someone to anchor her to the land of the living.
Benny sits on her other side and mirrors my actions, their friendship a solid connection for them both.
“Do what you need to,” Benny tells the healer. He says what I cannot, because as much as I think I love her, I might always be a selfish man.
Healer Orpah pours the rest of the cleanser onto Adeline’s shoulder, and I worry her screams will never be erased from my memory.
“More sedative!” I demand at a volume that makes the healer wince. “I will not tolerate Adeline enduring pain like this!”
I ignore the hesitance in the healer’s gaze as she takes a needle and a vial from her ratty old bag, fills the syringe and jabs it into Adeline’s arm.
Just like that, my love deflates, her screams dying off as her breathing shallows.
“She will be out for too long,” Healer Orpah scolds me. “This is not in her best interest.”
The ability to think rationally left me the moment she screamed. I know little about medicinal remedies and downfalls, only that I will insist on whatever keeps my love from agony.
I ignore the healer and Benny as I watch her sleep, her forehead sweaty and her lips parted.
She will wake. And when she does, my face will be the first she sees.




Chapter Four

Babysitting Heidi

Ronin

Three days of Adeline in sedation has me smoking four cigars a day. At this point, if a vampire truly does murder a shifter and I have to make good on my word to stop the shipment of cigars, I may murder the vampire at fault myself if I have to give up my vice.
Heidi glances up at me with disappointment shining in her gray eyes. “You’re not supposed to smoke while we’re baking. The bread will stink like tobacco leaves.”
I take a long puff to show her I can be just as irritating as her constant toddler harping. “I’m not actually doing the baking, so my hands are free for all sorts of scandalous activities. I think I might chew with my mouth open when I eat the bread after it’s baked. You can feel free to tattle on me then, as well.”
Adeline’s adopted daughter and biological niece is six years old, but I often lose sight of that because she’s so very adult and unafraid of me. Perhaps she learned that from Adeline. It’s endearing on Addy, but on Heidi, it’s a reminder that I’m not a person who fancies donning an apron and baking with a child to pass the time.
“Is Benny coming back soon? You’re not very good at this.”
“To be fair, I haven’t done a single part of it. I might be a brilliant baker. You don’t know.”
She casts me a dubious look as she punches her ball of dough with tiny yet determined fists. “Where’s Benny?”
“I told you already, he’s working. Guarding the queen while I’m stuck indoors, entertaining you. Oh, the joys of retirement.”
Heidi punches the ball of dough again as if she’s working all her frustrations in life out on the flour.
“Ye promised to always tell me the truth. Ye said ye would never lie to me.”
“I didn’t lie. Benny’s been reassigned to watch the queen for the night.” I turn my nose up at her sass. “So soon you turn on me, simply because you don’t like what you hear.”
“It’s not tha.” She chews on her lower lip while she sets to greasing the pan. “Ye said before when ye promised to be the person who never lies to me tha I should only ask the questions I want true answers to.”
“I did say that, yes. I’m filled with all sorts of helpful tips like that. You’re very lucky.”
She punches the ball of dough with slick fingers now, her eyes purposefully far from me. “Aye. So I won’t ask ye where Mammy is. I won’t ask ye if she’s dead. I don’t want the truth if it’s bad.”
My stomach drops and guilt taps me on the shoulder.
“I’m rubbish at this,” I admit. “I should’ve told you that Adeline’s still alive. Her breathing’s steady. The healer’s just keeping her sedated because the injury your mum sustained while on the job hurt her a bit more than it should’ve.”
Still, she doesn’t look up at me. “Cheers, Ronin. Then I’ll also not ask ye if my mammy’s going to die.”
This would be where Benny scoops her into his arms.
I don’t do that. Instead, I nudge the pan closer to her ball of dough. “No, Heidi. The Healer Orpah isn’t worried about your mum dying. She’s trying to make sure the wound is completely healed, and that takes time.”
Heidi nods, but doesn’t say much else as she plops the dough into the pan.
“I’ll also not ask ye why I still can’t see Sad Mammy. She knows who she is now. If she wanted to see me, she would.”
Where is Benny?
I loathe that I’m the one who has to walk this parasite through things that don’t suit me at all. I don’t want to talk to her about things that might upset her. I don’t have it in me to hold and comfort a sticky-fingered spawn.
I choose my words carefully. “It’s not as simple as all that. Maiseline is your mum, yes, and her mind is aware now, yes, but she doesn’t understand much of the world or who she is yet. She’s with a helper who’s walking her through the changes in the political climate. She’s been with healers, who’ve been examining her brain to make sure there’s no lasting damage.”
Heidi still keeps her gaze from mine, which is just as well. I don’t need her big eyes asking me too many things. “Sad Mammy doesn’t know who I am.”
How I wish I’d offered to buy her a carriage or something, rather than promise her I’d always tell the truth.
I clear my throat. “No, she doesn’t have any clue who you are. We’ll tell her once the shock of where she is wears off. First the where, then the who.”
Heidi purses her lips as she presses the dough into the pan, leveling off the edges so it fills the bottom. She’s a thorough creature, I’ll give her that.
“Sad Mammy doesn’t know me, and my other mammy might not wake up.”
Her words are frank, but they pierce me through. I’m suddenly short of breath. I know my cigars aren’t helping matters, but I cannot part with them now.
I sit on a stool and run my hand through my hair while I puff, wishing anyone would lie to me and tell me things will get better.
“Adeline will wake up,” I finally manage. “The arrow she was shot with carried a drug that made its way into her bloodstream. If it was a simple poison, we could get it out easily, but it’s not. I have a healer who cleaned out much of the damage, but your mum was in pain, so we put her under more deeply. I admit, we don’t know as much about the physical needs of shifters as we should.”
Heidi lowers her chin and slides the pan over to me. “I’m not allowed to use the oven. You’ll have to put tha in for me.”
I can’t decide if I’m stunned or impressed by her stoic front. I know she must be terrified she’ll be motherless in a foreign land, but she holds it in behind a weighted gaze.
“When’s Benny coming home?” she asks.
“Have you tired of me already?”
“Yes. I want to be with my mammy. Even if she never wakes up, I want to be with her.”
I shake my head slowly. “Your mum wouldn’t want you to see her laid out, given her current state. Wait another day. I shall take you to her myself the moment she wakes.”
“The very minute,” Heidi insists, lifting her nose in the air and marches out of the kitchen.
Why anyone trusts me with their child, I’ll never know.
Adeline was supposed to be awake last night. I’ve been shooed out of the sick room. Apparently, I hover and my cigars stink.
I loathe the healer looking after Addy, but she’s all we’ve got. Healer Orpah is grimy and doesn’t look fit to treat a broken kettle, much less a person.
Yet she’s my only option, so I allow it.
I slide the pan into the oven, unsure how it is I’ve found myself doing menial kitchen tasks.
When I move into my study, the stench of my cigars greets me like a much-needed punch in the stomach. I want to drown in the fog, lose myself in the haze while the world figures itself out.




Chapter Five

Unconscious

Ronin

I sit in my comfortable leather chair behind my massive mahogany desk, eyeing contracts I’m supposed to be weighing in on, but haven’t fully read.
The top page barely holds my attention, laying out terms I couldn’t care less about. I want to be by Adeline’s side, but I’ve been banned from her bedside.
Apparently, I’m too much a mother hen.
They don’t understand because they assume it’s easy for me to connect with someone, but it’s not. I don’t care if a handful of months spent with her is too few to be certain of whom I’ll always want by my side. I know myself, and I know how lost I am for her.
I should shower, but I know my vices too well. There’s no point in scrubbing the cigar stink off myself; it’ll be back two minutes after I’m clean.
I make it through one whole contract on ivorum mining safety revisions before a trilling of fingernails on my door interrupts my concentration.
Lilya steps inside but immediately hops back out into the hallway, coughing dramatically. “Ack! Ronin, you can’t smoke this much in here. There’s no oxygen!” She bats her arms about, as if the stench is truly unbearable.
“It’s my own personal protection,” I drone. “No one’s going to want to attack me if I smoke them out.”
“Fantastic plan,” she deadpans. “I honestly can’t stand it. Come out, Ronin. I need your help with something.”
It’s the only thing that pulls me out of my seat. “What is it you need?”
She waits until her arm is looped around my bicep and we’re a few feet away from my office before she speaks.
“There’s a riot along the strip where the border used to be. More guards are needed to help the army intervene.”
“Send them along, then. Chief Harvey will obey you now without any need for me to reinforce your word. Is anyone giving you trouble?”
She shakes her head, but she squeezes tighter to my arm, so I know she’s lying. “There was an incident yesterday that diverted a lot of our people all the way over to the south end of the territory. We don’t have enough troops left to subdue the rioters on the border.”
We walk a few steps in silence.
“So the way I see it, there are a few options. I’ve already sent word for the soldiers working on the south end to make their way to the border.”
I nod slowly as we stroll together. “But that will be at least a day before the messenger reaches them, and they reach the riot.”
“Exactly. Another options is that I could send the bulk of the palace guards, which wouldn’t be everything, but at least we’d have a fighting chance.”
“I’m not a fan of this option.”
Her jaw firms. “I thought you’d say that.”
We turn the corner. “What’s the other option?”
She works up a brave smile that worries me. “Well, it’s the one I’m going to take, obviously.”
I stop our progression and turn slowly, giving her plenty of time to drink in the full breadth of my years of experience on the throne she inherited barely a year ago. “You wouldn’t be doing anything foolish, would you?”
Her defiance is almost as stubborn as mine. “You taught me everything I know.”
“Lilya,” I warn, but she takes my arm again, walking me down the hallway.
She flicks her hand. “You worry too much. I’m safe, clearly. There are far more important things you should concern yourself with.” Her mouth pulls to the side as her eyes begin to dance with mischief. “Adeline began to stir. That’s why I came to get you.”
My heart thuds so hard, I nearly vomit. “What? When?”
“Just a few minutes ago. Benny told me, and I came to find you to tell you the good news.”
I drop her arm and pick up my pace in the direction of Addy’s sick room. “What did she say? Is she alright?”
I’m already outpacing Lilya, who smiles at my frantic need to be by Adeline.
“I have no idea. Benny only told me she stirred in her sleep. For all I know, she’s still out. But I thought you should know.” She waves me forward. “Go on. I’ll catch up.”
I run through the hallways, cursing the castle for how unnecessarily large the whole thing is.
Why did I leave Addy’s bedside? How on earth did anyone convince me it was a good idea to take a break?
When I burst into the room, only Benny startles. “Oh, brilliant. You’re here. I need to go to the bathroom. Can you take over?”
“Adeline? Is she awake?” My eyes fall on my love, still laid out under a sheet as if she’s merely slumbering like a fairytale princess.
My heart falls as Benny claps me on the shoulder. “She moved her finger.”
I’ll take it. “Which one?”
Benny brushes his hand over his face.
He’s got bags under his eyes. I wonder when he last slept.
“Left index. Could you take over in here for a bit? The healer just gave her a spongebath, changed her linens and redressed her wound, so she should be good for a while. I want to check in on Maisie before I have to report back in to work.”
I nod, not bothering to pull up my usual chair.
Benny exits, leaving the door open and me alone with the woman who makes me feel like I’m never truly alone.
Before she came along, I enjoyed being alone. I liked not caring if someone was bothered by my cigars.
Her features are delicate but firmed up by too much life. I can’t imagine her journey. Though she’s filled me in on much of the hard road to get her to this point, she shrugs the backbreaking effort off as if it’s no big deal.
I peel my suit jacket off, wincing at the wrinkles plaguing my royal blue dress shirt. I can’t remember when I took my tie off, but it’s around the castle somewhere.
I shut the door, because I prefer no one but Adeline to see me in my undershirt.
My dress shirt hits the floor next to my shoes, socks and belt.
I’m careful as I climb into the bed with her, though perhaps I should be clumsy and make the mattress wobble to see if that wakes her sooner.
I lay my messy, unwashed hair on her pillow, unsure when the last time was that I slept on such a paltry thread count.
I can’t sleep without her now. Though she only permits herself to slumber in the chair at the foot of my bed still while she guards me, her presence is a comfort I’ve gone far too long without.
I chide Lilya in my mind, because my cigar stink can’t possibly be that bad if I can make out the soap of Adeline’s skin.
Her cheeks are soft now because I insisted the person who bathes and dresses her uses a cream I swear by.
I take the tub of lotion with crushed lavender in it and work the softness into her knuckles. Her hands came to me rough, but now they are smooth. I do the same to her feet, caring for her no doubt better than she cares for herself. I’ve been determined to bridge that gap—to treat her better than she treats herself, and work gentleness and value into her daily routine.
Once she’s pampered, I lay down beside her on the narrow mattress. There’s so much I want to tell her, and can’t when she’s awake, so I take my opportunity while she slumbers to confess who I am to her without judgment.
“Once I went a whole month without seeing my son. I wasn’t away on duty or anything. I was in the castle, and so was he. I just didn’t want to take the time from my schedule to see him.”
Such has been my ritual with Addy for the past few days. I confess a sin, and then exhale out my demons, waiting for her to wake up and judge me.
But she never does. Part of me wonders if I’m doing it for absolution, or more to anger her enough that she wakes just to tell me off.
“I can’t give you children of your own, and I would be a terrible father. I am a terrible father. But even if I wasn’t, vampires and shifters can’t procreate. So if you had your heart set on spawning a parasite of your own, I’ll have failed to give you everything you want in life.” I study her unlined face. “What do you want?”
She doesn’t answer, though, even if she was awake, she wouldn’t tell me the truth. Too unselfish. It’s her biggest crime to date.
“I’m a wretched man, but you’ve taken a chance on me. You’re opening my eyes to so many things I’ve overlooked. I should have taken better care of the shifters who migrated over. I should have done a million other things differently.” I lace my fingers through hers and turn onto my side so I can mold my body around hers. “I’ve made sure the shifters are on a list to receive medical checkups from the healer who’s looking after you. I’ll not allow the Healer Orpah to leave until you’re better, of course, but it’s in the works.”
I kiss her fingers one by one, working my way down the row. “You’re a good one to savor. I want to be gentle with you, and one day, you’ll let me treat you like the queen you are.”
Since Adeline’s sleeping, I go for broke. “I’m desperately in love with you. The only reason I don’t say it aloud is because I know you’re worried about what that will mean for the kingdom, because you’re a wise person. You make me foolish, though, which is new to me. You make me young, and I’m not sure I was ever young.”
I kiss her cheek and coil our entwined fingers around her stomach, always holding her as close as she’ll let me.
“If you would let me, I would marry you. We could run away, or stay here, if you like. I’m not on the throne anymore.” I thumb her navel over the sheet. “We could leave everyone behind and make love all day and night.”
Then I let out a small snort. “But you’d never allow that. You’re too good a person. You wouldn’t leave your little urchin, or Maisie, assuming she stays with us.” I let out a heavy sigh. “I suppose they’ll always live with us. Eventually Heidi will call me her father if you allow me to marry you, though she’ll only do it to vex me. She’s too smart for wasted sentiment.” I chuckle into Adeline’s cheek. “Perhaps she’s much like me in that way.”
My eyes grow heavy as my thumb moves over her stomach. “I can’t sleep without you anymore. Did you plan that? Clever vixen. Now I’ll never be able to be without you.”
When a sneeze shoots out from under the bed, my eyes fly open and I jump off the mattress.




Chapter Six

Heidi’s Mammy

Ronin

“What is…”
I bend over to peek under the bedframe, my mouth drawing in a tight line.
“You’re supposed to be elsewhere, if I recall.”
“Mammy needs me,” Heidi insists, using her elbows to drag herself out from under Adeline’s bed.
“Now you’ve got cobwebs in your hair.” I sigh heavily and reach for Adeline’s brush on the nightstand. Heidi shakes her body, but she’s still disheveled. “Come, now. Let’s get you brushed off.” I run the bristles through her curls, doing what I can to keep from asking how much she heard.
All of it. She heard everything.
“Do you have any questions, sneak?”
Heidi turns and studies my eyes with more scrutiny than an interrogator. “You’re going to marry my mammy? Ye love her?”
If only I could lie to her. “I do love her, but marrying her is a whole different matter. I would have to ask her, and she would have to say yes in order for that to happen. We’re a long way from either of those things, so best not worry too much about it all yet.”
“But ye will.”
I swallow hard. “If I get everything I want, then yes. But people rarely get everything, and marriage is a very big ask. Best save it for another day.”
She firms up her jaw. “I’m not calling ye ‘Da’.”
I choke out a chuckle. “That’s fair. I’m not much of a father as it is. No use lying to the world by calling me one.”
Her voice is small, but her words carry much weight. “Don’t send me away. If Sad Mammy doesn’t want me, and my mammy never wakes up, don’t send me away. They need me.”
The promise pops out of me before I think it through. “Never. If you’re gone, who will annoy me?”
The corner of her mouth quirks, but the almost-smirk quickly fades. “I want to stay with Mammy. Please. I’ll go back under the bed. Ye won’t know I’m here.”
The cat’s out of the bag now. There’s no use hiding my affections from the household anymore.
Besides, Adeline deserves to sleep on finer sheets than these. “I can do you one better. Go get dressed for bed, and I’ll take you to my room with your mum. It’s much cozier there.”
Her eyes light up with curiosity. There’s a whole new place to explore dangling itself before her.
“Aye.”
I leave a note for the healer to send for Benny if she wants to check Adeline over, so he can fetch her. Then the urchin and I move quickly, wrapping the sheet around Adeline so her legs don’t get chilled along the way.
I love the weight of Adeline in my arms. She’s in amazing shape, so she’s heavy in my grip. I love that she takes up space in my life. I don’t want her to be slight. I want her exactly how she’s come to me.
As I lay her down in my luxurious bed, I watch for signs of life, but still find none.
I send a servant for Heidi’s pajamas, but frown when they come to me. “This is appalling. It’s little more than long underwear.”
She tilts her head at me, looking up as if I’m daft. “It is long underwear. Did ye not know tha?”
I duck my head out of the room and summon the servant back, instructing her to have a few gowns made for both the day and the night, so Heidi’s not living like a pauper under my roof.
I mean, honestly.
“Yes, Your Majesty. I’ll see to it right away.”
I close and lock the door, knowing there will be no guard assigned to me tonight. No matter. I’m not in any danger. They need all the guards they can get by the border, apparently.
I gather up my own pajamas, finally willing to shower and dress for bed, now that Adeline is in my chambers.
“Don’t touch anything,” I warn Heidi.
“Aye. Not even if it’s sparkly.”
I narrow my eyes at her, catching myself before I smirk at her childish intrigue.
My shower should be long, but it’s quick. When I come out into the bedroom, Heidi’s in her paltry pajamas, perched atop the comforter and pinching Adeline’s cheek. “Wake up, Mammy. I need ye.”
I don’t want to feel anything for this urchin, so I hope it’s an impending heart attack that’s tightening my chest and turning my breath shallow.
“To bed with you,” I order, pointing to my pillow and tugging down the covers.
“I have a secret,” she confesses in a whisper.
Bollocks.
“Is it a secret I should know?”
She shakes her head too quickly, her eyes widening. “Mammy said to keep it between us. I’m not supposed to say anything.”
Now I’m curious.
“Do tell.”
She leans in as if she’s about to divulge dangerous information. “Ever since Sad Mammy came back, I got real good at playing hide-and-go-seek. Sometimes Mammy can’t even find me.”
My shoulders deflate, and I can’t help the irritable huff that escapes me. “Fascinating. To bed with you, child.”
She doesn’t hesitate to make herself at home in my silk sheets, now that she’s gotten that all-important secret off her chest. These were not meant for children, yet the urchin snuggles up to Adeline’s side in the way I mean to have done, but now can’t. She better not have jam on her fingers.
Heidi yawns, sealing her place by Adeline’s side.
I tuck them in, unsure how my role shifted from king to nursemaid.
Adeline’s been clear that she won’t lie in my bed with me, so I know if I’m to respect her wishes, she can have the bed, and I’m to have the chair.
So I take the guard’s spot in the chair by the foot of the bed.
I smirk to myself, that this is the turn my life has taken—guarding my guard.
I tug a blanket over me, willing slumber to weight my eyelids, but I can’t stop myself from checking on the two every few seconds.
I watch them sleep—my angel and her ragamuffin, and wonder if I would be able to tolerate life without them.




Chapter Seven 

Secret Saferoom

Ronin

I’m certain I’ve slept a grand total of five minutes when Benny raps on my door. When I let him inside, I’m certain I look just as disheveled as I feel, but Benny’s too much a professional to say so.
“There’s been an incident. I need to take you into the saferoom.”
Of all the things I expect him to say, that’s last on the list. “Are you having a laugh?”
Benny quirks his eyebrow as if to ask when the last time was that he joked about my security. “Let’s go.”
When I don’t comply, but turn toward my bed, he moves inside my room, an indulgent sigh escaping him.
“The saferoom is for you,” he reminds me, leaving the unspoken “not for them” to rest in the air between us.
“I could not care less what anything was meant for. Adeline was meant for me, and the parasite was meant for her, so if we’re moving, we’re moving together.”
Benny nods once, and then moves toward the bed. “I’ll take Addy, then. Let’s move.”
I will not allow my household to see me in pajamas, so I ignore Benny’s harrumphs and quickly dress in a suit.
“What?” I shrug. “I didn’t waste time with a tie. I’m a ruler in danger, not a vagrant.”
I ignore Benny’s grumbling and scoop the slumbering urchin in my arms, not quite recalling how to hold a child; it’s been so long.
She stirs a little, yawning before she opens her eyes halfway, barely registering who’s got her. I would love to have that kind of trust in the universe, to not worry that I’m being carried by someone foul, or to somewhere I may not want to go.
It should be Adeline in my arms, but I follow without complaint as we trudge down the halls toward the saferoom. It’s on the far side of the castle, deep down under the main level. It’s just big enough for the rulers and their guards, but I know Lilya and Destino won’t begrudge me my lovely contraband.
We’re silent as we walk quickly. When Heidi’s tiny fist grips my lapel, I realize she’s more awake than I realized.
“Where are we going?”
“On an adventure,” I reply, reaching for something that’s not a lie but not the entire truth. I don’t even know the extent of the danger, so I’m the wrong one to weigh in on just how worried we should all be.
Best keep the fear at bay until we know what we’re dealing with.
Heidi’s chin firms, and I know she’s understanding more than I want her to, more than a child should.
That seems to be the story of her life thus far.
She holds tighter to my lapel and cozies her body into my chest, as if I would protect her if harm came her way.
I have no idea what to do with her.
It’s a long journey to the saferoom, down many unused corridors, through doors that look like they’re whole walls. We pull levers that look like candlesticks, opening passageways that are unlit and wholly unseen.
It’s a different path we take, because this saferoom is new. After Melinda’s crown was rescinded when it was found that her husband (my grandson) attempted to poison me and get me taken off the throne, the saferoom’s location was moved, so not even she could find it.
“Here we are,” Benny says quietly over his shoulder to us. He stands in the center of the room, glancing about as he always does when he’s sizing up his assets.
There’s next to nothing. A partition in the corner for the toilet and sink. A few changes of clothes I wouldn’t be caught dead in. Three thin mattresses and three chairs in the square-shaped room. The low ceiling makes me feel hemmed in, though the heavy door is still open.
Everything is beige. Bloody beige, which makes my upper lip curl in protest.
Destino is sitting on his thin mattress, leaning forward with his elbows on his thighs and a gaunt look to him. He gives me a grave nod that I return, but doesn’t speak.
“Set Adeline on my bed,” I instruct Benny, who is too respectful of the throne to assume I would share.
But of course I would give Adeline anything she needs without a blink. A place to rest her head is easy to offer.
Benny complies, and then moves to the door to close the heavy iron thing. Then he locks it and pockets the key, raising Destino’s eyebrows. “Lily’s not in here yet. If you lock it, she won’t be able to get in.”
Benny dips his chin, and in that small movement, my stomach sinks. There’s a gravity to his voice I didn’t notice before. “Everyone get comfortable; we’re going to be in here a while.”
When Destino rises, Benny puts his hand up, but Destino doesn’t heed the warning to calm down. “Lily’s not here. Where is she? She was gone when I woke up. I assumed she went on a walk.”
My hands feel clammy, and my throat is suddenly dry. “Benny?”
But Benny is a soft one for the toddler, so he parses his words instead of giving us the information we demand. “The queen went on a walk on the castle grounds, as far as we can tell. She was whisked away, and a clever note was left nailed to the side door.”
Someone abducted Lilya and left a ransom note. I can read between his kid-proof lines well enough. “Who?” I ask when it seems the vein bulging in Destino’s forehead might explode.
“The Territorialists.” Benny’s posture is tight and his jaw firm. He’s in control, even if it feels like I might lose what little of mine I have left. “They even signed it this time. No doubt since the queen called them out in her speech, they’ve less a need to hide themselves. She taunted them, now they’re taunting us.”
“What do they want?” I ask, my fists clenched. “Have we no lead still on who these rebels are?”
“Leads, yes. Confirmations, no. They want…” Benny’s eyes flit to Heidi, who’s sitting up now, no doubt trying to puzzle together enough of the explanation to form a whole story in her mind. Benny does his best to keep the brunt of it just out of her reach. “They want the remainder of our one hundred visitors to go home. They’ll escort her back once the visitors are sent to their original homes.”
Destino grabs his chest, his nostrils flaring before he charges toward the iron door and pulls at the handle to no avail. “Open this thing!” he roars at Benny, startling Heidi.
To his credit, Benny doesn’t budge, but he also doesn’t hold back the compassion in his eyes. “You know I can’t do that. You have to stay here. As the King of Drexdenberg, you have to stay out of harm’s way—perhaps more so now than ever.”
Destino shoves at Benny’s chest, but the brick of a man doesn’t move. “Benny, if that’s how you want to play this, then I order you as King of Drexdenberg to stand down!”
I bite back a chuckle, only because I’ve tried that on Benny loads of times throughout the decades. Benny’s the best. He knows when I’m in charge, and also when it’s time for him to be in charge.
Benny crosses his arms over his chest and quirks his brow at Destino. “I can’t believe you thought that might work. My highest honor is your safety, not your command. I’m a guard for the throne; I’m not a common citizen. When the queen is in jeopardy, the king must be secured. Kaven is out there, and I’m in here. He’s rounding up soldiers to get to the bottom of this.” Then he does something to humanize the whole thing. He reaches out and cups Destino’s shoulders, looking him square in the eye. “They will find her.”
“Kaven is young,” Destino argues dismissively. “Every second that ticks by is another that could be my Lily in danger! Don’t you understand that?” Destino grabs Benny’s lapels and jerks them forward so he can yell in his face. “I need to find my wife!”
There are many things I admire about my great-grandson, not the least of which is his well-honed passion. He cares little for the unimportant nonsense of life, saving all his fire for the world-changing events that truly matter.
I respect him a great deal for the terror that comes out as rage. It’s thumping in my heart as well. I adore Lilya as if she was my own, and feel torn in too many directions.
“Kaven is hungry,” Benny corrects gently, letting Destino manhandle him without interference. “He’s well-trained and eager to do all it takes to save the throne. He’ll find her.” Then he slowly but firmly removes Destino’s hands from his jacket and rolls his shoulders back.
Destino bangs his fists on the iron like a madman. “Let me out! Lily! Lily, I’ll come for you! I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”
There are tears in his eyes, but he keeps banging. Little does he know, the sound in this room can’t carry into the hallway. It’s a saferoom, meant for keeping royalty hidden in times of extreme danger.
This was not the retirement I was hoping for. When I ordered the borders be torn down, I knew there would be backlash. I knew there would be protests.
I didn’t count on the worst in my people coming to light. Had I known Lilya would be snatched at, I hope I’m the kind of man who would think twice before pushing her into harm’s way.
I didn’t know it, but perhaps that’s exactly what I did.
And I positioned the love of my life to guard her, which put Adeline in harm’s way as well.
My stomach knots itself over and over as I mull where I went wrong, and that yes, there are no two ways about it—I was wrong. I was shortsighted, suggesting Lilya marry the princes from all three territories to unite them into one queendom. I was thinking of the end result, not the cost it would take to get there.
That’s what made me the ruler to drive the vampires through blood shortages, through job losses, through all the hard times.
Yet now, here in this saferoom, it’s the reason I loathe myself, and question if I ever had a clue to begin with.
My hands are shoved into my pockets to keep my fingers from fiddling, which would be a true sign of weakness and ruin. I cannot compromise my composure; when that goes, there’s little hope for victory.
And too much is at stake for me not to win this battle.
It’s not just Lilya, though that would be incentive enough; it’s the whole of the queendom that will crumble beyond recognition if Lilya is not secured and brought back to the throne. No one can rule as she does—with equal amounts of kindness and fearlessness. The people need the medicine that she is, though they loathe us for it.
“Making a ruckus isn’t going to get her back faster. You’re only scaring…” Benny pauses and whips his head around the room.
It’s only then I realize Heidi’s gone missing.
My hands are out of my pockets. “Where is the spawn? She can’t have escaped. This room is locked down.”
Benny gets down on his knees, looking odd in his professional black suit as he ducks his head to peek under the beds. Finally, he exhales when he peers under Adeline’s bed. “Heidi? Honey, it’s alright. Sometimes grownups get upset. King Destino’s going to calm down now.” Then he turns his chin to glare at Destino. “Tell her.”
Destino’s not his best self, which is understandable. He doesn’t calm all the way down, but he does take a step back, keeping his fists at his sides instead of raging against the immoveable door. He sinks down to crouch in front of the exit, his hands in his hair. He looks deranged, but not dangerous, which is a fine line to tread.
Benny’s voice is sweet for her. “Come on out, duck. Benny’s here. And what have I always told you about worrying when Benny’s near?”
The squeaky voice resonates from under the bed. “Tha I don’t need to worry if you’re around. But Benny, ye were near Mammy when she was shot by the arrow.”
Benny’s chin firms, and I feel the sword of truth sink into his side as her words cut him. “That may be true, but your mum’s still breathing, isn’t she? We got her out. She’ll be okay, just not yet. Come here, duck.”
Heidi is hesitant, but finally acquiesces.
I huff at the dust that’s managed to find its way into her curls again. “This won’t do. We’re in hiding, not in a hut.” I brush the dust out of her hair and off her long underwear with my hands, wishing I’d been more efficient in seeing to securing her better pajamas. These are appalling, and unbefitting Adeline’s family.
My family.
The thought shudders inside of me, my heart leaping without my permission.
Never did I think I would make such certain statements, even if only to myself. Yet here I am, swearing oaths of loyalty to a mere child.
I am utterly pathetic.
But I’m not useless.




Chapter Eight

Scared Ducky

Ronin

I cross the room to Destino and kneel beside his crouched form, my hand on his shoulder. I’ve no idea what comfort that might bring, but I’ve seen people do it before, so I stick with what I assume works. “There, there,” I add, though that seems a pitiful effort.
“She’s gone,” Destino whispers.
I do what I can to conjure up true fortification that might prove useful to my kin in his hour of distress. “Kaven will find her,” I assure him.
Destino clenches his fists and presses them to his temples. “Did anyone send word for Salem or Alex? They’re her husbands too. They should know about this.”
Benny stands, brushing the dust off his knees. “No, but that’s for the best. If they involved themselves, they would no doubt run headfirst into whatever trap’s been set up. The Territorialists I’m sure would be just as happy catching one of the princes as they would the queen.”
Destino looks like he might vomit. “They should know.”
I back up Benny in his stance, because I’ve been through this sort of thing before. “So they can join you in your fright? Let them help rule their territories in peace for as long as we can stand it. The fewer people who know about this, the better. Once one abduction is made public, it puts the idea into everyone’s mind that the queen is up for grabs.”
Destino’s vibrating with anger now. “I don’t care what anyone thinks! I want my wife back here now!”
Heidi’s watching the scene through the eyes of a babe who ought not be near such conversations. Still, she stares, transfixed by Destino’s pain, now that he’s not beating on the door.
Her steps are careful as she tiptoes in bare feet across the room and crouches before him, mimicking his body language.
It’s the only thing that gets him to take a breath and attempt to collect the scattered bits of himself. He doesn’t manage a smile, but more a hopeless look of empathy.
I look away, because I want no part of that—of people’s pain. For Adeline, yes. For the territory as a whole, yes, but pain like this? I don’t know what to do with it, so I look away.
Perhaps I’m a coward. Perhaps this parasite is stronger than I am.
“Uncle Des?” she says quietly, arresting his turmoil in a way only she can.
Well, that’s new. Then again, judging by the unsurprise in Destino’s face, perhaps they bonded weeks ago, when I wasn’t paying attention. She calls him her uncle?
“Yes, ducky?”
“You’re scared.”
He nods as the tears finally spill over onto his cheeks, trailing through his perpetual five o-clock shadow.
“Someone stole Aunt Lily?”
When did the urchin adopt herself in the royal family? I mean, she’s not far off, but still.
Destino nods, sniffling loudly. “Some people have anger in their hearts,” he explains. “So they make bad choices. We cannot become like them. Do you understand me? No matter what, we won’t have anger in our hearts. It breaks all that’s good in the world.”
“Aye.” Then she reaches out and wipes away a few of his tears.
Why didn’t I think to do that?
Her voice is quiet. “Ye want Prince Salem, aye? He’d know what to do? I know Mammy trusts him.”
“I wish he was here, yes. He’s like a brother to me. The kind of person who always sees a solution.”
“Where is Prince Salem?”
“In his mansion in Jacoba, no doubt.”
Heidi nods, and then leans in, whispering. “Can ye keep a secret?”
Destino finally manages a wan smile because she insists on bringing it out of him with her childish mannerisms. “I can. What secret do you have for me, ducky?”
Heidi bites down on her lower lip. “Don’t tell Mammy. She’ll be cross if I disobey. I’m not supposed to play hide-and-seek.”
I tilt my head to the side, pretty sure I’m missing something important. “What are you on about?”
Heidi places her hand atop Destino’s, but looks over at me. “Stay with Mammy, aye?”
Before I can answer, a shout jerks out of me when the little urchin vanishes before my eyes.
Benny hollers out something incoherent and dives for the spot she just was, but it’s for nothing.
The saferoom remains locked, but Heidi isn’t inside of it.




Chapter Nine

Awake

Adeline

My throat is too sore to speak. Too dry, but not on fire, so I know I didn’t accidentally shift into my dragon. Tha’s a relief. Still, everything feels weighted, aching in some irreconcilable way. I want desperately to get to the bottom of why in the world I might feel this way, but I can barely get my sluggish brain to figure out how to operate my eyelids.
Come on, Addy.
I check in with Lalita, but she’s still fast asleep.
I was on the balcony, but I’m laying down now. How long ago was the queen’s address to Drexdenberg?
I was standing behind the queen while she gave her speech. I remember tha much.
Then she went off-book and said a few things tha made the already angry vampires positively livid. Livid and fearful, which is a dangerous combination.
But it wasn’t someone reacting in fresh rage who cocked his bow and sent the arrow flying. He’d brought his weapon to the speech, which means tha no matter what Lilya said to the people, short of resigning, his foul plan was already in motion.
I’m not used to feeling pain. I tried when I was younger and more prone to letting emotion take over. I tried stabbing myself in the thigh, and it felt little more than pressing my thumb to my skin. I didn’t want to hurt myself, or maybe that’s all I wanted to do. I’m still not sure. I had such immeasurable pain building inside of me, and wanted some sort of release.
It’s hard to be known as Sir Muttrend’s bastard daughter. Even harder to drop out of school to earn my keep. Everyone has their own problems, but the ability to skip over pain entirely didn’t strike me as a blessing until I joined the army, and was able to push myself beyond what many of the others could do.
But when the arrow sank into my shoulder, not two minutes later, something hotter than fire ripped through my veins, addling my control so tha all I could focus on was myself.
Tha’s a terrible mistake for a guard to make. My pain shouldn’t matter at all; only the queen matters. But in tha moment, I felt only for me, not for her safety, her fear. I can still see her wide eyes flashing with terror.
I didn’t get her out.
Relying on Kaven and Benny to get the queen to safety is a sin I’ll not forgive myself for any time soon. Tha was my job, and I failed. I failed as the only female guard in the castle. I failed as a shifter in public view of every vampire in the territory.
I failed in front of Ronin, letting down the man I…
I’m a terrible person.
I let my pain become more important than people.
I need to get to the queen. I have to see if there were more arrows. I need to know just how horribly I let the territory down.
Heidi. Is she alright?
No, tha’s thinking about my own instead of the queendom. Heidi was inside the castle during the speech. She’s grand, probably playing about with Maiseline.
I hope Maisie’s finally well enough to play with Heidi. I hope even a fragment of her memory’s come back. She’s physically able to move about on her own and play, but the toll it would take on Heidi to not be recognized by her birth parent is too much to risk.
I can’t bring myself to hope tha Ronin’s alive. I need him to be alive for all the wrong reasons. He kisses me like I’m the only lass in the world, though I know he has his pick. He smiles at me like I matter. He sees me when I’m trying to be invisible and blend in to my surroundings.
If I failed to protect him…
I need to get up and find him. I have to know if he’s alright, if he survived the attack. I have to see him smile at me again.
Opening my eyes is a feat tha takes an embarrassing amount of concentration, but finally a too-bright light floods my vision and makes me wince.
I’m in a room with beige-painted concrete walls and a bare bulb hanging from the tall ceiling.
I’m on a mattress atop a sheet. Ronin’s golden silk sheet. I’ve seen this room before, but only once on a tour Benny gave me of the castle. This room was important, to be used only for… something.
My brain is too foggy to piece together the important parts of the story.
“I have to go,” King Destino says, his voice raw with scraping emotion. “Benny, you can’t possibly keep us locked in here.”
Benny’s voice is firm. “My key’s not touching that lock until Kaven tells me all is well. I don’t care if Ronin disappears next, I’m not opening this door.”
Jays, why is Benny being so stubborn? Where are we?
When Ronin’s voice hits my ears, my heart stutters. Never mind tha he’s got the most beautiful voice in the world, but tha he uses it to say my name? It’s too much.
“Adeline? Darling, are you awake? Adeline!”
Pressure builds behind my eyes and releases the second Ronin comes into my view. “Ronin?” I rasp as tears roll down the sides of my face.
He’s alright. He’s alive. I didn’t let my boyfriend get murdered.
He’s even more perfect than I remembered. He’s like a doll with hair ye never want to mess, dressed in a suit too flashy and perfect to be real.
But he is real. He’s real and he’s shouting something troubling in my face. I should pay attention to whatever it is he’s saying, but I’m too enamored of him to care. He’s holding my cheeks and then turns his chin over his shoulder to yell at Benny. “You will open this door right now, or risk my wrath! She needs medical attention!”
Benny’s calm cadence washes over me. “And she could have had it, if you would have left her in your bedroom. But you brought her here, so here she’ll stay.”
Ronin turns back to me and presses his trembling lips to my forehead. “You gave me too many frights,” he warns. “You were shot, and then in pain, which scared me more than anything else. Then you fainted, and we kept you under so we could clean out your wound without causing you more pain, but you’ve been under for three days!” His volume climbs again. “Three days!”
I want to hold him, but I can’t lift my arms. Everything is still so heavy. “Ronin,” I whisper, my vision swimming with too many tears. Then the words I’ve never said in my life bubble out of me without my permission. “I need ye.”
I’m instantly struck with horror, mortified tha something so pathetic could ever come from my mouth. I’ve needed help, sure, but I know better than to ask for it so pitifully.
But he doesn’t register my shame. Instead, his chest barrels and he scoops me off the mattress, taking a seat atop the less fancy, beige sheets and cradling me carefully on his lap, keeping my body wrapped in gold silk softness. “If it’s me you need, then it’s me you shall have. Finally, you ask for something.”
He kisses my lips, ignoring my gasp. I haven’t checked around the room to make sure wandering eyes tha shouldn’t know about us don’t see the scandal. But there’s nothing for it now.
I melt into the kiss, my lips slick from tears and too clumsy for much passion. But tha doesn’t seem to matter to Ronin, who’s kiss is forceful with desperation, his lips just as slippery from his own harried nerves.
“I’m scared, Ronin,” I admit. Yet another sin slides between my lips, making things even worse. This is too vulnerable. This is too pathetic. I’m a guard. Sometimes I’m his guard. I’m to reassure him, not the other way around.
Ronin’s kiss is bruising now, but I love the fierceness of it. “Tell me, darling. Tell me everything that frightens you.” His fingers tangle in my curls. “I’ll break it in two with my bare hands and throw it into the sea.”
Too many things come to mind, so I swallow them all. For now, just voicing that I have moments of fear is a grand enough stretch for me. It was a big step, and not one I intended on making.
But Ronin’s not satisfied with half-confessions. “Tell me,” he growls, his fingers digging into my cheek.
His citrus and bergamot cologne fills my senses, muting my better judgment. He stinks of cigars, but I love his unique scent, and can even pick out hints of peppermint beneath it all.
I swallow hard, mustering up every ounce of bravery I can find. “I’m afraid something will happen to ye, and I won’t be able to stop it!”
The kiss turns softer now. Pitters and patters of affection dot themselves all over my face, migrating back to my lips every few seconds.
Ronin’s lips brush over my cheek. “Of course you’re afraid of something altruistic and noble. You’re a good person, better than I deserve. It’s what makes me afraid of something happening to you, as well.” His thumb traces the outside of my shoulder. “I couldn’t stop the arrow.”
“It’s not your job,” I remind him.
“But I deserve the arrow, not you.”
His arm slides down my back, but my body’s not stable enough to support itself through the mere act of partially sitting up. My upper half flops away, but he catches me before I crash backward onto the pillow.
Ronin cradles me to his chest, his free hand ghosting over my legs. “Darling, you’re not well. Tell me what hurts. You said you were in pain before you lost consciousness. Is it gone now?”
I blink, taking stock of my faculties. “No more pain, but I can’t move much. Everything’s too heavy.”
Ronin stands and lays me down on the mattress, moving down toward my feet so he can massage my calves. “Can you feel that?”
My chin quivers, despite myself. “No.”
Benny comes to my side, his expression kind but composed. “You gave us quite the scare. I hope you plan on making it up to me by giving me all sorts of help, training doubly hard with me when you’re back on your feet.”
I short through my tears, wondering if he’s truly as unworried as he looks. “Benny?”
It’s all I can say, but it’s enough. He gives me half a smile and half a shake of his head, communicating tha I don’t need to say anything; he already knows.
We’ve been through much together. He was my only friend in this territory for a while, and tha bond runs deep.
Deeper still because he’s infatuated with my sister.
“Is Maisie alright?” I ask, my voice still scratchy.
Benny picks up my arm and begins massaging the meat of my bicep. “I assume so. She wasn’t attacked, like you were. She was with the shifter caregiver, working on her physical therapy during the speech. I checked on her a few times while you were injured, and she was well. Concerned for you, but well.”
It’s most likely a lie. I can usually spot them, though I wish I couldn’t. Why can’t I just believe the kindness and claim it? “Maisie didn’t ask about me.”
“She did,” Benny insists, and part of my suspicion ebbs. “I gave her the rundown of all that happened at the public address. She asked if she could sit with you, but the shifter caregiver told her no. She still doesn’t have her memory back, and the bits she does have are spotty. She needs to be taking life at a walk, not a run.”
Though he says this as matter-of-factly as the therapist, I can tell it guts him just as much as it does me.
“She’ll find herself,” I assure him. I can’t manufacture optimism for myself, but when Benny needs it, suddenly I have loads of the stuff to hand around. “Maisie will get better, and she’ll say yes when ye ask her out.”
Benny’s eyes widen with warning, and it’s then I realize I still haven’t scoped out the room.
“Maisie, eh?” King Destino says from the corner.
I can sort of turn my chin, but it’s just enough to ensure he’s the only other person here. “Sorry, Benny,” I mumble.
“Cheers for that,” Benny grumbles at me, though I must look so pathetic tha he doesn’t hold the grudge for more than a few seconds. “And Destino, you’ll shut up about it, if you know what’s good for you. She’s just coming back to herself. She doesn’t need to bother with a man’s affections.”
King Destino leans his spine against the door and gives a humorless chuckle. “How is it that I’m locked in a room with two romantics, and neither of them can help me get to my wife?”
Benny’s mouth firms. “At least when you get to Lilya, she’ll want you there. Maisie looks at me as if I’m the help.” His shoulders lower. “Which, I guess I am.” His eyes narrow in on me. “Why didn’t you ever look at me like that?”
I don’t like this line of questioning, but I indulge Benny because he’s like a brother to me, and it’s clear his heart is too tender to touch right now. “Because back in Jacoba, I was the help, too. Maisie was Sir Muttrend’s proper daughter. They had servants and status and money and connections.”
I’m saying all the wrong things.
I sniffle back the last vestiges of my tears. “Tha’s not how I meant it to sound. Maisie’s not mean. She always treated me like a sister, even when the rest of the family wouldn’t. She was in love with a farmer, which was far below her class. Now she’s a woman with amnesia, cast out from her family for getting pregnant by someone her father didn’t approve of. It’s no wonder she’s immune to your charms.” I meet Benny’s eyes. “Give her time. It’s not in her mind to entertain the idea of fancying a vampire. She’s missed out on the last year of the territories transitioning into the queendom.” My eyes fall on Ronin, who’s massaging my other leg. “Jays, I was there for it all, but it took me a long time to realize Ronin’s flirtations were meant for me.”
“Too long,” Ronin agrees, and then stands. “Spend time with her, showing her around the castle and doing normal things—meals together and whatnot. When I was separate from Adeline in the beginning, I couldn’t be there to remind her that she hadn’t imagined my affections.” Ronin cups Benny’s shoulder and gives him a meaningful look. “Go to her now.”
Benny leans in, but then freezes and narrows his eyes. “Did you honestly think I’d fall for that? I’m not unlocking that door. We’re all staying right here.”
My finger twitches, which makes my heart soar so violently tha I nearly vomit the nothing tha’s in my stomach. “I felt tha!” I tell them, triumph shining in my smile. I curl my knuckle as if it’s as impressive as a one-handed push-up.
Ronin lets out a whimper of relief. “That’s good, darling. Keep on her, Benny.”
Benny presses my hand to his lower lip and blows warm air on it. “Can you feel that?”
I nod, grateful not all hope is lost. I’m so turned around tha tears spill down my cheeks again.
“I’m sorry,” I work out, shaking my head at my overly emotional state. “I was worried for a second it might be permanent, me not being able to move.”
Ronin lightly pushes Benny aside so he can bend down and get in my face. “It’s alright, love. There’s nothing to be frightened of if I’m around. See? You’re already on the road to healing.” He lifts my upper half and leans me against his chest, his arms banding around my back to keep me pressed to him.
How I love the feel of his body—strong and leonine.
He’s babying me, but the thing is tha I need it right now. My stomach is hollow, I’m thirsty, and everything hurts. I’ve been out for who knows how long, and my body isn’t behaving like it normally does.
On top of all tha, I failed. “Ye have a scratch on your hand,” I tell him, calling out the scandal in case he thought his injury escaped my notice. “I didn’t keep ye safe. I’m sorry, Ronin. I’m so sorry!”
“Shh,” he coos, rubbing my back and smoothing gentleness into my skin, as if to remind me to be careful with myself when I’m so very fragile. “I’m not hurt. It’s exactly what you called it—a scratch. And you weren’t guarding me, you were looking after Lilya, whom you took an arrow for. The queen is alive because of you. Do you understand how much my heart leapt from my chest when I saw you do that? You cannot do that!” he cries, his volume climbing back to its former hysteria. “I need you whole and well, not sliced through the shoulder.”
“The queen is alright?”
Ronin doesn’t answer at first, but squeezes me in his arms before he speaks. “Lilya wasn’t hurt at the public address, thanks to you. It’s you who was wounded. You who tore my heart from my chest when you fell.”
“I’m sorry I scared ye.”
Ronin chuckles—a nervous sound as his palm flattens up and down along my spine. “Of course you are.” Then he pulls me back so he can kiss my lips again, reminding us both of all the things we treasure about each other.
Benny harrumphs from behind him. “You’re going to suffocate the girl at this rate. You stink of cigars so badly, I can hardly stand being in the same room as you. She’s too polite to tell you, but I’m not.”
Ronin sniggers against my lips. “I’m sorry, love. I take to my bad habits when I’m stressed.”
I take a chance and bury my nose in the crook of his neck. Yes, he’s had about twelve too many cigars, but I don’t mind the smell. It’s him beneath it all, which is the best smell in the world.
“I like it,” I murmur.
Ronin’s lashes flutter. “Darling, you can’t entice me like that, unless you truly don’t care if there are witnesses when I throw you down on this excuse for a bed and have my way with you.”
I can’t believe he draws a giggle out of me, but I’m just tha out of it to let one slip from my lips into his neck. I follow the sweetness with another kiss, playing with my daring as much as fate will allow. His skin is warm and welcoming.
His throaty groan vibrates against my lips. “That’s it. You’re not sleeping in the bloody chair in my room anymore. If you’re going to toy with me like this, then you can do so in silk sheets where I can do some real work, seducing you properly.”
The enticing dream life dances before me with the promise of things I can’t reconcile with reality. “Ronin,” I murmur against his neck. “Is this real? Are we real?”
“I certainly hope not,” he answers, leaning me away from his body and laying my head down on the pillow so carefully, I can’t believe I ever doubted his fondness for me. He brings my thumb to his lips and kisses the tip. “If we were real, what we had could be attained by just anybody. What we have is special. It’s a dream I never want to wake from. A dream I’m going to drown in every time you sleep, curled up next to me in bed.” He opens my hand and kisses the center of my palm. “Our bed.”
I’m dehydrated, I can feel it, but my eyes find the moisture to produce one more tear that slips down the side of my face. “Our bed,” I agree, finally giving us both a portion of what we want.
Ronin’s breath stutters and his lashes flutter shut. He exhales what sounds like an ocean’s worth of stress, his chin dipping in relief.
“I love you, Adeline.” He keeps his head bowed, avoiding eye contact. “I know you don’t want to hear it. I know it’s too fast for you, but every day I don’t tell you the truth is a lie and a waste of everything I want to be for you. I love you, and I don’t care if you can’t return my affections to the intensity mine are. I’ve been alive long enough to know that there’s no use composing myself when you’ve changed my heart so completely. So there it is.” He kisses my middle finger. “Here I am, and here’s where I’ll be, as long as you’ll have me.”
My lungs fill with too much air, pushing out any chance I have at saying the right thing, whatever tha is.




Chapter Ten

Hide-and-Seek

Adeline

I should speak. I should tell him tha I do love him. Of course I love him. It’s written all over my face tha I love him.
Why am I not saying it? Why am I keeping the words tucked inside? My hesitation makes no sense, but there it is, a silence tha spreads so badly, Benny takes a step back to respect the grand moment I’ve just ruined by being a fat chicken.
Ronin conjures up a gentle smile, closing his eyes as he kisses my littlest finger. “Our bed,” he confirms, clinging to the one step forward I’ll grant him, as if I hold any real power.
Tha’s who he is to me. He’s the man who gives me value tha the world’s tried to strip away. The man who gives me a voice and a choice and treats me like it’s a privilege to hold my hand.
Emotion strangles my throat, so he leans over and kisses my forehead, understanding tha I’m new at this, and dating someone like him in this social climate isn’t exactly a baby step.
Then he stands and moves to the foot of the bed, picking up my foot so he can massage it, the sweetheart.
Benny narrows his eyes at me as he lifts my arm again and needles his fingers into my muscles, doing all he can to coax feeling back into my limbs.
“What?” I ask of his glower, feigning innocence to the bloke who sees everything.
“You’re a proper coward, is what,” Benny mutters.
“The key, Benny,” King Destino says, his hand out expectantly. “I need to get out of here.”
When Benny ignores the king, my eyes scour the room until recognition sweeps over me.
“The saferoom,” I finally realize. “Tha’s where we are. Why?” True worry zips down my spine. “What happened?”
Benny’s lips purse as he massages my forearm, and I know he’s not spilling anything useful now.
King Destino steps forward, his face stern with bags under his eyes. Vampires are pale by design, but he looks positively sickly. “The queen was abducted while you were knocked out. The Territorialists took her, and are demanding all the shifters be sent back to Jacoba if they’re to release her.”
I didn’t think it could get worse, but there it is. “How long ago?” I rasp.
“Best we can tell, sometime this morning,” Benny replies. “I’ve got soldiers scouring the area for any sign of her, but it’s slow going, because we have no leads still on who the Territorialists are. We have suspicions, so we’re starting there.”
I wiggle four of my fingers now, but instead of triumph, I’m impatient. “Dovid? Has anyone brought him in for questioning?”
Benny nods once. “Yes, but he’s on the outside of that group still. He’s of the mind to integrate shifters into society, so the Territorialists aren’t exactly spilling their secrets to him. He gave us the same names as he did the last time, but so far, nothing. Whoever’s got her, they’re keeping the crime to themselves for now.”
“I have to get out of this bed. Come on!” I growl at my legs, frustrated when they don’t jump up and carry me out of the room. “The queen must be so frightened. I’ll find her, Your Majesty. I should have been there to protect her.”
King Destino kicks at the iron door. “She gave Kaven the slip, which she probably would have done to you if you were on the clock. Lily wanted to go for a walk by herself. A dangerous habit in Neutral Territory, where she’s from, but lethal here.”
I want to vomit, for all the angst I’m wallowing in while I try to coerce my limbs to do what they’re supposed to. “Get up!” I shout at my legs, but they don’t listen, and just lay there like lumps.
“Steady, darling,” Ronin says, rotating my feet from side to side so my ankles remember their mobility. “You’ll be alright. When they find Lilya, we’ll be released from the saferoom, and we’ll get you back to your healer.”
My wrists move on their own, and I want to raise a big, fat, “ah-ha!” in the face of anything or anyone tha might try to convince me I’m not up for whatever fight may come for me.
“I’m not trying to get to a healer,” I tell him. “I’m going to track down the manky fool who thought stealing a queen is a crime one can just get away with.”
Of all things, Benny chuckles at my fervor. “Is that so? You can’t even sit up. How is it you’re going to track down the queen?”
I snarl at him, though we both know I adore Benny. “I’ll figure it out. I didn’t know how to raise a babe, but I figured tha out. I didn’t know how to fight in Prince Salem’s army, but I figured tha out. I didn’t know how we would survive in Drexdenberg, but I figured tha out.”
“This isn’t something you can figure out,” Benny tells me with no play in his features. “I’ve locked us in here, because that’s what has to happen when the throne is under attack. It doesn’t matter if you can sit up. You can’t go anywhere. I won’t allow it.”
The strong desire to shove Benny comes over me, but in the end, he’s my superior, and well, I’m too weak to shove a fly. “Are Maiseline and Heidi frightened? Ye checked on them?”
Benny usually has a pretty grand poker face. Knowing his off-the-clock side better than most, I can spot the nuances. However, when I mention the girls, the worry widening his eyes can no doubt be seen from the next territory.
His gaze cuts to Ronin, who keeps his face from me.
“Ronin?” I ask, a new layer of dread creeping up my spine.
King Destino moves toward my side, standing with his arms crossed to give me the business. “What they’re too afraid to tell you is that Maiseline is with her therapist in the castle, and she’s in no more danger than usual. Ronin insisted on bringing you down into the saferoom, and brought Heidi along with him. We were all trapped in here, and Heidi heard a bit too much. More than a child should understand about rebel factions and the seedier element. She wanted to go find Prince Salem, so he could help locate Lily, but of course, we said no. The door remained locked.” He rubs the nape of his neck. “She said you’d be mad.”
“Where is she? Did you let her out to go to Maisie? Maisie’s not ready to take care of her yet.”
King Destino swallows hard. “She asked me to keep a secret, and then told me she was going to play hide-and-seek.”
If I thought I knew dread before, it’s panic I feel now.
I don’t know what to do when she vanishes like tha. I don’t know how to ask for help, or even why it’s started happening. It’s our new version of hide-and-seek, but I’m sick to my stomach every time she wants to play it now.
The king’s voice is quiet, but I’m fairly certain everyone else has stopped breathing, so his voice carries, bouncing off the concrete walls. “She was here, talking about games and wanting to go find Salem, and then…” He rubs his forehead. “I know it sounds mad, but she disappeared. We didn’t lose her. The door was locked the entire time. She couldn’t have hidden in the room anywhere; there’s nowhere to hide! I don’t know how it happened, and as soon as we locate the queen, I’ll put our resources into finding your daughter.” He hangs his head. “I’m sorry, Adeline. We were to look after your daughter while you were ill, but we failed. I don’t know how she ducked away. I will find her for you.”
I chew on my lower lip, wishing we could just go back to having one problem at a time. “Ye don’t need to worry about finding Heidi. She’ll come back when she’s ready.”
All three men crane their necks to gawp at me, gobsmacked and silently demanding answers I don’t have.




Chapter Eleven

Too Many Secrets

Ronin

Surprises are the worst kind of thing to find in a relationship when there’s already danger on your doorstep. I can’t stop staring at Adeline, who looks squeamish as she rotates her wrist, coaxing feeling back into her weakened body.
“What do you mean, Heidi will come back when she’s ready?” Benny asks slowly. “She vanished into thin air.” He motions a finger around the room. “The three of us are shocked, but you aren’t.” He’s standing by the door, staring her down across the small square-shaped concrete room.
I’m not sure I’ve blinked yet. I drink in the way she fishes around for the truth, parsing the pieces together before she speaks a word.
I don’t know her as well as I thought, which is troubling, to say the least. There’s a fair bit she doesn’t know about me, but it’s nothing as harrowing as randomly evaporating children.
Adeline’s voice is shaky, but we give her the space to say her piece. “It started after ye drew the curse out of Maiseline. Remember when she was writhing when it was coming out of her and going into Queen Lilya?” When all Destino offers is a curt nod, she continues. “Heidi was affected by the charm, too. Do ye remember tha something came out of Heidi? We brushed past it, because Maisie was all better. At first, I wrote it off as maybe she bore a portion of Maisie’s curse because Maisie was cursed by looking into Lalita’s eyes when Heidi was in her belly. Though Heidi’s never shown any effects of being cursed, the logic made enough sense to me tha I didn’t look too closely, searching for darkness when Maisie was finally shining so bright. But then…”
Adeline pauses as a coughing fit takes her over.
She hasn’t had a thing to drink in days. I rush over to the spigot in the corner and fill a cup for her, tipping it to her lips as soon as she’s steady enough to take a full breath.
I still can’t bring myself to speak. I can feel the air shifting around me with a change I won’t bounce back from. I’ve been alive long enough to feel that sixth sense of intuition, sensing when the world is about to break before it rebuilds.
I have to remind myself that there’s beauty in the breaking, even if I’m too far gone in the mess to see it.
I take the empty cup once she’s drained it and grip the unadorned footboard, willing it to hold me in place as the world tips itself upside-down once more.
“What happened?” Benny asks, his gaze so intense; I’m glad I’m not caught in its crosshairs.
“We were playing hide-and-seek, like we always do. It’s far more challenging in the castle, of course. After ten minutes of searching for her, I was in tears, calling her name and begging her to come back to me.” Adeline’s eyes lose focus, and I can tell she’s watching the scene play out in her mind. “When she finally did, half an hour later, she didn’t crawl out from under a table or come from a closet; she materialized in front of my eyes, appearing suddenly out of thin air.”
Adeline knew? This whole time, after weeks of hiding a secret bigger than anyone could have imagined, I had no idea. None at all. My thoughts were flooded with the possibility of finding a way for us to be together, not wondering what she might be concealing.
I need to sit down.
I could sit on the foot of her bed, but that feels wrong. She had a genuine crisis—a little girl vanishing and reappearing with no explanation—yet she kept it to herself. I was with her every night, and she kept something this life-changing a secret.
I would give her the world, but she doesn’t trust me with secrets, or with her family.
Destino scrubs his hand from his forehead down over his mouth and cups his chin. “I don’t understand. You’re telling me you knew? This whole time, you had a vanishing child on your hands, and it never occurred to you to say something? We have healers. We have skilled people who might be useful.”
It’s this that brings about indignation in my girlfriend. She sits up straighter, and I can see she’s getting mobility back in her shoulders and torso. “You have healers, alright. Healers who won’t go near a shifter, and skilled people who want to see us back in Jacoba or six feet under. Do ye think I’d risk sending Heidi to a vampire healer who knows no more about the anomaly than I do? Have ye ever heard of something like this before?”
None of us answer, because she’s right.
Well, she was wrong to keep this from me, but she’s right that our healers would have done precious little to help her situation. It was a chore finding someone to cleanse her open wound.
“After I calmed myself down, Heidi told me about her ‘hide-and-seek adventures,’ as she calls them. Apparently, when she wants to go somewhere, she can feel a little invisible rope in her chest. When she pulls on it, she leaves the place she is, and steps into the space she wants to be. There’s no delay, as far as we can tell. We tried popping her from one room to the next, and the transfer is as quick as taking a single step.” Adeline reaches down and touches her toes, wiggling a few of them just because she finally can. “She calls it ‘popping’. I call it ‘Mammy’s heart attack’.”
Benny’s jaw ticks. “And you didn’t think it relevant to share this information with me, the head of the guard? With me, your friend? With me, the one who reads her bedtime stories?”
Adeline keeps her eyes on her toes as she turns her foot left and right. “I was gathering information. I was working my way up to tell ye. And Heidi’s no risk to security. Ye know tha.”
“That’s how you’re playing this off? You know I love that girl! Why are you always doing this? Keeping people at a distance when we’re supposed to have each other’s backs!” Benny motions around wildly. “Now what? Am I supposed to wait for an anvil to fall out of the sky on my head before you tell me the next secret you’ve been holding back?”
Adeline slides her legs off the bed, her scowl in place as she tests the stability of her legs. Finally she stands, pointing her finger in his direction. “First off, I don’t owe ye my secrets. Tha’s not friendship. I said I was working my way up to telling ye. And ye have no idea how much is at stake in every decision I make. You’re responsible for yourself, not a family. If I told ye, and ye decided Heidi was a risk, then we’re out. Not just out of the castle, but out of Drexdenberg. We’d be within Sir Muttrend’s grasp, which is a dangerous place to be.”
Benny matches her shout. “Are you having a laugh? I’m responsible for an entire kingdom!”
Adeline steps forward on shaky legs, her fists clenched. “So am I! If I’m not guarding the queen, she’s likely to be snatched at, just like she was when I couldn’t look after her for a few measly days!”
Their bull-like natures are a wonder to watch.
Adeline gestures around. “What else do ye want to throw at me? I’m always one unapproved step from being deported. From being thrown into a dungeon and starved. Ye have options, Benny. Ye have healers and rights. I don’t have any of tha, and neither does Heidi! Heidi has me, and we weren’t ready to tell ye about her popping ability.” She shakes her head, and I see the long journey she’s taken to become the fearsome woman she is now. “Ye can cast your judgment on me all ye want, but ye have no idea what it is to stand in our shoes.”
Benny has the good sense to keep any other protests to himself.
It’s Destino who steps forward when she wobbles on her feet. His hand on her elbow should be mine, but I’m still too stunned for words. “What’s done is done,” Destino rules. “How do we get her back?”
“Where did she say she was going?”
Destino looks at me, but I’m useless for information.
Benny replies with a dry, “To Salem’s mansion in Jacoba, so he could help find the queen.”
Adeline is too prideful to lean on Destino for more than a handful of seconds. She bends her legs, blanches at her formless beige patient’s gown, and casts around the room. “Then she’ll come back when she’s done tha. Or maybe she’ll stay with Prince Salem until he gets here. Where are my clothes?”
Benny glances at me, but I still can’t manage words. “We grabbed you from Ronin’s bed. When the queen is found, you can grab a change of clothes from your room.”
Adeline cracks her neck this way and that. “No clue where the queen’s being stashed?” she asks, gathering information as much as she’s able.
Benny shakes his head. “No clue. We still don’t have a lead on who the Territorialists are, much less where they are. The queen could be anywhere.”
“Then I’ve got my work cut out for me. You’ll be here to watch them while I’m gone?”
Benny’s eyebrows raise, and finally, words find me. “You’re not going out. Benny’s locked us in here. Wandering about the territory is a dangerous thing to do alone, what with the current climate being what it is for shifters.”
Her chin raises, as if daring Benny to best her logic. “I’m not a royal. I don’t need to be in a saferoom. This place was designed for you, King Destino and Queen Lilya, not me. You’ve got one guard in here; no need for two.”
Benny’s nostrils flare. “Don’t think I don’t know you’re more interested in running out on this conversation than you are in finding the queen.”
Adeline doesn’t back down from his accusation. “Two birds with one stone. Ye have no reason to keep me locked in here, Benny. My charge is out there, missing. It’s my duty to not rest until she’s found.”
I cannot believe that’s all it takes for Benny to reach into his pocket and pull out the key.
Destino’s eyes gleam with greed, the only signal before he lunges for the prize.
Benny tosses the key to Adeline, who unlocks the door while Destino wrestles with the brick wall that is Benny. “Kaven’s leading a team of soldiers to find the queen. Best take a different route than him so you can cover more ground.”
“You’re barely upright!” I finally say, making my way to her side. “You’re in no shape to go out into certain danger like this.”
I’m the only thing that stops her, and finally, that rare slice of vulnerability she saves only for me pokes through her armor. “Ye don’t hate me?”
My shoulders lower as I close the door, making sure Destino can’t escape in his harried state. Though, Benny’s got him pinned to the far wall, so he’s not exactly going anywhere.
I trace my thumb across Adeline’s jaw. “Of course I don’t hate you. I’m hurt. I don’t understand. But that’s a conversation for another day, when we have time and privacy to set a new precedent—one where I’ve earned your trust, enough that when your child vanishes, you feel free to tell me about it.” I try to hold back the wound that bubbles in my chest. “I thought we were there already, is all. I’ll get over it in time.”
Adeline’s chin lowers and she allows me to pull her into my arms. Her head rests on my shoulder, where it belongs. “I should have told ye,” she confesses. “It was a bad decision, keeping ye and Benny on the outside of our lives. I’ll get better at this.”
I finally find the knot in my chest loosening. “I can be patient.” Though I’ve said the words aloud, I’ve proved them with my actions, which is why when she opens her mouth, she doesn’t respond with a protest.
Her whisper catches me right in my vulnerable spots. “I love everything about ye, Ronin.” Then she kisses my cheek—soft and sweet—her two hallmarks. “I’ll keep ye safe. Stay in here with Benny, no matter what.”
“I’ll only agree to that if you promise to return to me.” I kiss her because I can’t not. Because all of me needs to be near everything she is.
She pecks me once more, and then squeezes my hand. Her grip is too weak to be going out on a dangerous mission. Doesn’t she understand that?
It’s as if she knows she’s barely upright, and doesn’t care. “Ye know I can’t promise tha.”
My heart plummets as she exits, leaving me without words and precious little hope.




Chapter Twelve

Dirty and Dangerous

Adeline

I want to run, but of course, I can’t. After changing into my black jeans and a matching long-sleeved shirt, I’m out the door with two apples and four rolls in my shoulder sack, and a hunk of cheese between my teeth. The household doesn’t know much, which is good. The fewer people know the queen has gone missing, the better. The slower the news spreads of the ransom note, the more time I’ll have to find her without the territory getting in the way.
Of the staff, only Kaven, Benny and me know about the disaster, because the three royals are our charges. Kaven’s already out leading a team, searching for the queen, so I go for the less desirable contacts.
I’ve never been to Dovid’s flat, and check over my shoulder because I’m certain I stick out wherever I go. Though my hair is tucked inside the hood of my black zip-up sweater, and my tan skin concealed for the most part, the heightened sense of awareness never leaves me.
I wonder when tha will start to calm down.
Dovid answers the door, his shoulder-length dark brown hair is shiny, even the moonlight. His unshaven but not unkempt facial hair still casts an effortlessly handsome air about him tha’s hard to dismiss.
His eyes widen when recognition sweeps over him. “Adeline? What are you doing here?” Then his chest puffs out. “Is everything alright?”
I keep my chin lowered because a door opens down the street, and I don’t want the attention. “Can I come inside?”
Dovid steps aside without issue or attitude, ushering me into his home, even after I played him and helped get him locked up. Granted, he’d broken the law by carrying silver, and made his plight worse because he had a silver dagger in the same room as Ronin, but the information he’d given us on the Territorialists had brokered him his freedom, which, to my knowledge, he’s been using to stay out of trouble.
He shuts the door behind me and offers to take my sack. “What’s going on? Do you want to sit down?”
His kindness isn’t the sort to be brushed aside or written off as normal social graces. Not many else would allow a shifter into their home without degrading comments about fleas or filthiness following our footsteps. Dovid is a decent lad, and I hate tha I helped get him into trouble.
“I won’t be long,” I tell him, holding tight to my sack. “Dovid, I have no right to ask ye for help, after turning ye in for carrying silver in the castle. I wouldn’t be here unless I was up against a wall.”
Dovid takes my hand—another mark of kindness. Most vampires don’t like to touch shifters. They think we’re dirty or dangerous, as they’ve never been either. “Of course I’ll help you. Things have to be scary for shifters right now. Whenever there’s a promise of peace, the backlash is never far behind.”
He understands my people so easily. “Tha’s exactly right, but it’s not why I’m here. I need to know everything ye can tell me about the Territorialists.” I politely slide my hand from his, hoping I don’t offend him.
I’m not huggable. I’m no good at hand-holding, but Dovid’s the affectionate type.
Dovid casts me a guarded look and motions to the couch in his living room. “Have a seat, Adeline. You look like you haven’t had a break in days.”
“Too many breaks, actually. Time to get back on my feet.”
“You were shot in the shoulder. The entire territory saw you fall. I sent a letter through one of the castle’s guards, telling you I hoped for your speedy recovery. Did you get it?”
He’s just about the nicest lad in the territory. “I didn’t, but I only just got on my feet a couple hours ago.” I sit on the couch, grateful for the temporary respite my legs receive. I’m nowhere near as agile as I need to be for every bad thing I’m anticipating will come before I finally find the queen, so I take the rest when it comes to me, but resolve not to linger. “The Territorialists, Dovid. What can ye tell me about them?”
He sits beside me, picking up a mug of herbal tea he’d fixed for himself before I interrupted his routine. “Not much more than I told the guards before they let me go. There’s a group of them who want the borders back up. While that’s not an uncommon disgruntlement, they’ve gone so far as planning attacks in places shifters will be, so the shifters are framed for the crime. Same thing that happened to you a while back.”
“I need names.”
He quirks his eyebrow at me. “I gave the guards all the names I had, and they were taken into the prisons. The organization’s not exactly loud about who’s in their ranks. Hence the whole ‘secret’ part of the ‘secret organization.’ Plus, I’m not known for keeping my sentiments about the whole thing quiet.”
I figured as much, but Dovid was my first stop on my path to finding the queen. “I had to try.”
He takes a sip of his hot drink. “Something troubling in the castle, then?”
I offer a wan smile tha doesn’t touch my eyes. How can it? It barely brushes my soul. “Someone stole something from the castle, and the guards suspect the Territorialists. I’m to recover it, and you’re my only lead.”
“Must be important, this something. You guard the queen. Unless she’s gone to one of the other territories for a spell?”
I offer a noncommittal smile. “Any particular hangouts the Territorialists go to?”
“Not anymore. All the ones I know about are not good anymore, since the Territorialists I told the warden about were arrested after I turned them in.”
“Thanks for tha, by the way.”
He shrugs. “Just doing my civic duty.” Another sip, and he prods some more. “I haven’t heard any other rumblings, but it stands to reason that the names I gave you can’t be the only ones in their organization. The smaller potatoes are always easier to grab up. The ones with the plans and the power are deeper in the muck and well hidden. Do you want me to poke around and see what I can find out?”
“Only if it’s not going to raise suspicions about you. Landing yourself on their hit list is a danger I don’t wish on my ally.”
He smiles, the motion crinkling the corners of his eyes in the lantern’s light. “I’m glad you understand that I’m your ally, that you’re not alone in this.” He shifts his weight on the cushion beside me, scooting an inch closer. “Must be important, this thing that’s gone missing.”
“It is to me.”
“I can show you to the pub where some of them used to hang out and speak in hushed corners. The sun’s only just set, though, so there won’t be as many people, if you want to ask around.”
His words strike me at just the right angle, and something begins to tug at the back of my brain. “The sun did only just set.”
The king mentioned tha Lilya was out for her walk in the daylight, because tha’s when she does her best thinking, when the vampires can’t come near her, and she has some space to think by herself.
I was the one to escort her on these walks, because the daylight didn’t bother me.
“How did it happen during the daylight? And where would they travel?”
“Pardon?”
I’m in my head now, puzzling through too many pieces of a puzzle not meant for me to solve. “Covered carriages. How many to ye reckon there are in Drexdenberg?”
“They’re all covered,” he reminds me. “Do you mean equipped for day travel?”
“Aye.”
He smirks and sniggers into his mug. “I like when you say that. ‘Aye.’ It’s cute.”
I blink at him, remembering tha the world is moving at a different pace for most of Drexdenberg. “Thanks. Most people around here wouldn’t classify my accent as cute, but I’ll take it.” I scrub my palms up and down my thighs to center myself back on the emergency. “How many carriages in Drexdenberg are equipped for day travel?”
Dovid shrugs. “I mean, any of them could be if you want to play fast and loose with your life, but I can’t imagine the emergency that would drive a vampire to travel by day. Only the castle has carriages that are truly made for day travel. They’re not covered by a tarp or a canvas to block out the sun; theirs have an actual roof that’s not easily penetrated. The stakes are simply too high to travel by day. It’s rare to see even a day carriage from the castle rumbling along in the sunlight. Even those equipped for the task are usually only used in emergencies.”
“If the day carriages belong to the castle, then it stands to reason tha whoever stole the thing from the castle also has access to the day carriages there. Tha’s a limited number of people.”
“The thing” is a shameful term to describe the queen, but I can’t have Dovid knowing the true danger.
He takes another sip of his tea. “I can follow that logic. You’ll want to cross-reference the people who have access to day carriages in the castle with potential allies of the Territorialists I helped you track down.”
My plan solidifies, and I’m on my feet. “Cheers, Dovid. If anything comes to mind…” I stop myself before I tell him to send word through the guards. “Ask for me, if ye think of anything tha might be helpful. No one else, aye?”
Dovid’s neck muscles tighten as he stands, setting his tea down on the table. “Whoever’s stolen from the castle is most likely someone who lives there, or at least has the authority to order a day carriage without raising any eyebrows.” He touches my forearm. “Adeline, be careful. I’ll go with you.”
The sweetness touches my tender spots enough to stop me from exiting just yet. “Ye can’t. It’s best I go alone. I’ll be alright.”
He holds my gaze, trapping me in the lie my words have made. Neither of us believe them, but we agree to let the lie rest in a shared few seconds of silence, out of respect for the life we both wish could be.
I’m not going to be alright. If I accuse the wrong person on payroll in the castle of abducting the queen, I’ll be shunned and hated even more.
Whatever buffer of protection I thought I had by working in the castle will soon be gone.
I can’t think about tha right now. I have to find the queen. Everything else is a distant priority.
“What’s your animal, Addy?” Dovid asks, throwing me with his left field question.
“Why?”
His hand slides down my forearm until his fingers lace through mine. It’s intimate and very, very strange.
He knows I’m with Ronin. He’s one of the few who know, actually. Word hasn’t spread, which means I can trust his sincerity whenever he offers it to me.
Still, we’re not exactly the hand-holding sort of friends.
“If you’re a panther, then I’ll be on the lookout for any wounded wild cats that find their way. You have a safe place here. I hope you know that. I just need to know how to find you if you’re lost or cast aside.”
A lump rises in my throat. Though I’ve slept more than my fair share, I feel the heavy swings of emotion as if I’m harried from unrest.
I don’t truly know Dovid, but I recognize kindness when I see it, even if it drinks blood.
All it takes is a slight tug for my body to find itself wrapped in a hug I’m ill-equipped for bracing myself against. I don’t want to sink into the sweetness. I don’t want to let my underbelly show. But when Dovid hugs me, I realize how very alone I am in the world. This condo is an unexpected shelter in my never-ending storm.
“If I die,” I whisper in his ear, “you won’t ever know I’m gone. How I was killed or why, other than tha I’m a shifter. Promise me ye won’t stop letting us inside. Promise me I’m not the last immigrant you’ll shelter.”
He grips the back of my head. “I promise.”
When he kisses my cheek, confusion bursts through my body. I know I have to get out of here.
“Stay, Addy. No one would think to look for you here. I wouldn’t mind if you stayed the night.”
Aside from Ronin, I’m a stranger to being hit on. Still, I can hear the clear ring of a proposition in his voice. “Dovid?”
“I’ve never been with a shifter before. I know you’re with King Ronin, but someone warm like you doesn’t belong with a cold soul like him. Stay, Addy.”
A word against Ronin is a clear line in the sand for me. I’m so unused to advances from lads tha I didn’t see it coming until it’s unraveling too fast for me to undo.
I don’t want anyone to ask me to stay over except for Ronin.
Tha revelation hits me hard, forcing me face to face with the fact tha I’ve been invited into bed with the man I adore, and I’ve turned him down for reasons I can’t begin to fathom.
I want to get home to him.
But first, I need to find the queen.
I step out of Dovid’s embrace and offer him a firm shake of my head before I turn toward the door. “Cheers, Dovid.”
He hangs his head, but I don’t stay. I step out into the night and move as inconspicuously as I can to the barracks, where I hope to find more answers.




Chapter Thirteen

Suspect

Adeline

I don’t want anyone to know I’m here, but the moment I cross over the threshold, I’m very aware tha I’m walking into a secure facility where I’m the only minority, and they love to lock up my kind.
I belong here, I remind myself. I work with these lads. I’m their equal.
Well, let’s not get crazy.
I need to call Kaven back to the castle. There are a limited number of guards I trust, and Kaven is one of them. Benny’s guarding the kings in the saferoom, so I need Kaven to help me narrow down the list of suspects.
My short list of suspects will be anyone who’s eligible to sign out a day carriage from the royal stables.
Plus, Benny mentioned Kaven had taken out a slew of guards to try and hunt down the Territorialists, and I’m pretty sure they’re on the wrong track. The bad guy isn’t the obvious remainder of the rebel faction, if there are any left, but it’s got to be coming from inside the castle.
The guard at the front desk keeps five feet of space from me at all times, walking behind me, yet still leading the way through short, barked directions. “Left” sounds more like a death knell than anything else, but I try to remind myself tha I’ve done nothing wrong. I’m only here to see the chief, to get tha list. Then I’m out of these barracks in the next heartbeat.
Ronin and Benny will come searching for me if I go missing.
When we arrive at Chief Harvey’s office, I knock on the door and wait for the heavy tread to reach me. When the gent who was frozen to look in his early thirties lays eyes on me, his shoulders tense and then fall.
Yeah, I recall ye don’t care about protecting shifters. But we both know I’m not going to call ye out on it, because I know my place.
“Can I help you?”
“I need ye to call back Kaven and the men he requested, sir.”
The chief’s eyebrow raises. “Kaven hasn’t been in here tonight.”
I can feel the guard’s eyes burning a hole in the back of my head, which I know makes me look guilty of whatever it is he hates me for, even though I’m not. “Right. Kaven took a few of your men a day or two ago. Can ye tell me where they might be?”
“Kaven hasn’t been this way since last week.”
I know tha can’t be true. The barracks are the only place Kaven could have summoned the men he needed to go out and search for the queen. “Are ye sure?”
“I am. Kaven doesn’t come down here all too often, since he was promoted out and sent to work in the castle. He came down here a few days before the king’s address of Drexdenberg, picked up something for Benny, and left.”
It was the queen’s address, but whatever. If the chief feels less threatened by pretending Queen Lilya stood there and nodded along with wherever the wind blew, then fine. Bury your head in the sand, old man.
“Okay,” I say slowly. “Perhaps ye can help me with another thing, then. The king is requesting a list of all the people who are cleared to check out a day carriage from the royal stables.”
The lieutenant shakes his head and picks up a piece of parchment tha he scribbles on, and then hands it to me.
I take the parchment, which is a short list of names I recognize. “This is it? These are all the people who are allowed to drive the day carriage for the throne?”
He bobs his head and glances down, effectively dismissing me from his presence.
Grand.
I turn and walk more slowly this time, since I don’t have a clear path where I’d like to go next. If Kaven didn’t come down here, then where did he go? And I recognize all the names on the list of people who can check out the day carriage. I know it’s not any of them. Benny, myself, Kaven, Chief Harvey, and Piotr, who is Rolf’s replacement. Tha’s all.
Someone must’ve hijacked the thing to abduct her, but tha still doesn’t explain where Kaven went.
Unless he’s missing, too. Was he abducted on his way to requesting more soldiers?
My footsteps quicken to a run as the building overhead gives way to the night stars. The lanterns light my way, giving me a clear path toward the castle.
I don’t stop for anything, but make my way to the saferoom, after I’m sure I haven’t been followed.
I knock three slow times on the door. “Benny, it’s me. Open up.”
After a long pause, Benny cracks the door. “Good news?”
“Not yet.”
I breeze past him and find myself in Ronin’s arms—a dangerous place to be if I’m to get anything done. He’s too tempting. I want to stay here forever, but I scrub the notion away as best I can and stick to the important stuff as I drop my sack to the floor.
“Kaven didn’t make it to the barracks gather a battalion to search for the queen. Ye said tha was his plan, but I checked with Chief Harvey, and Kaven hasn’t been near the barracks since before the queen’s speech.”
Benny’s eyebrows push together.
“And I think I’ve narrowed her kidnapper down to someone who has access to the day carriages. The queen was taken just outside of the castle, aye?”
The king nods emphatically. “I think so. She left a note that she was going for a walk in the gardens to clear her head.”
“The list of people who have access to the day carriages is short.” I produce my folded evidence with a shrug. “It’s obviously not one of us. But tha’s all the narrowing down I’ve done so far. I came back because I’m fairly certain Kaven’s also on the list of people who’ve gone missing. They must’ve snatched him up on the way to the barracks.” Ronin’s hand on my hip is distracting, but I love it there. “Because we’re looking for someone with access to the day carriage and someone with knowledge of Kaven’s whereabouts, I don’t think we’re looking for a nebulous Territorialist. Plus, as far as we know, they’re locked up.”
King Destino shakes his head. “Except for the note from them, demanding the shifters are sent back.”
I touch the parchment. “Anyone can sign a piece of paper. I was talking with Dovid, and he hasn’t heard rumblings of anything like this. For the most part, the Territorialists have been captured.” I level my gaze at Benny. “I think this is an inside job. I don’t know Rolf’s replacement all tha well.”
Ronin stiffens. “Dovid? When did you talk to him?”
I brush off Ronin’s concern. “I went to see him because he’s our best connection to the Territorialists.”
Ronin sniffs, his nose in the air, but says nothing more about it.
Benny swallows hard and speaks slowly. “Kaven told me he signed out five soldiers. Not that he was going to. That he already did. He said they were waiting for him in the stables.”
It’s my turn to let confusion pucker my lower lip. “But I just checked. He hasn’t been there.”
Benny crumples the piece of parchment in his fist. “Then why would he tell me he’d already come from there?” He closes his eyes as horror hits me.
“You can’t mean…”
Benny’s voice hits me like a gong. “We’re not looking for a Territorialist to bring in for the queen’s capture. We’re looking for Kaven.”




Chapter Fourteen

Kaven

Adeline

Devastation washes over me as I process the most logical conclusion: Kaven abducted Queen Lilya and pinned it on the radical Territorial group.
I don’t want to believe it, but there’s too much evidence pointing to Kaven being the bad guy. He trained with Benny and me together. We’ve done many guard details together.
He knows where we are.
“We have to move the royals,” I say to the guys, who’ve been debating where it all went wrong.
Benny shoves his hand in his pocket, and I know his fingers are coiled around the key. “The saferoom is where they need to stay.”
I’m not afraid of telling Benny he might be wrong. He’s one of the few vamps I trust to give me a voice, even if he doesn’t always agree with it.
“Not if Kaven knows where they are. Kaven is one of the few people who know this is where we’d take the royals if there’s an emergency. We’re sitting ducks, waiting here like this.” Instinctively, I move my arm in front of Ronin to scoot him back from the door a few paces.
Benny’s sharp inhale tells me we’re finally on the same page. “It’s too risky to move the kings about the castle. You stay here with them. I’ll track down Kaven and take him to the dungeon for questioning.” He lowers his chin. “I still can’t believe it. I mean, I know it’s got to be him, but I didn’t see it coming.”
“None of us did,” I assure him, though I’m sure tha does nothing to bolster him.
Benny has this way about him tha makes it seem he expects himself to be omniscient, and always one step ahead of the danger aimed at the throne. I love tha he has high expectations for himself, but jays, tha must be exhausting.
Benny hands me the key as if he’s giving me a silver stake. “Keep the kings locked inside until I come for you. Four knocks will be me. Not three.”
Three is the standard for guards. This change of protocol, though small, ratchets up everything in my mind, making me tha much more aware of the danger tha’s been lurking in plain sight this entire time.
“Aye. Careful, Benny. Take one of the other guards with ye.”
His mouth pulls to the side. “Is it trite to say I wish I could take you? I know others are more experienced, but you’re the only one I trust completely with the royals.”
A compliment like tha is better than a hug from Benny. “Cheers, boss. I prefer ye, too. But you’ll have to settle for one of the others tonight.”
Benny and I aren’t huggers by nature, but we make exceptions for the people who are. Instead of an embrace, Benny gives me a fist-bump, along with a warning in his eyes tha tells me to be careful.
He taps my wrist. “There’s only one key, but Kaven is the only other guard who knows about this saferoom. So he can’t get inside without you letting him in, but he’ll know where you are. Careful, Addy. Don’t open this door unless you hear my four knocks.”
“Aye. Ye don’t need to worry about me. I’ve got them.”
Me fussing over him taking an extra guard and him overexplaining how to not open a door for strangers is a testament to how much we’ve grown to care about each other. He’s a brother to me, more than my own half-brothers who were glad to be rid of me once I moved out and distanced myself from the family name.
But Benny stands beside me in front of an entire territory, claiming to the masses tha I’m worthy of guarding the territory’s most precious assets.
He leaves, and I’m stuck wishing I’d told him as much. He should know how grateful I am for him, and how much I value his advice and opinions.
But I’m a chicken, so I let him go without a word, then lock the door behind him.




Chapter Fifteen

Old Wounds

Adeline

Ronin stands in the middle of the room, while King Destino’s plopped on his thin mattress, his head in his hands.
“It’ll be alright,” I tell the king. “Benny will find Kaven, Your Majesty.”
King Destino looks up at me, defeat plain on his features. “You don’t have to use formalities in here.”
“Apologies, King Destino.”
“Des,” he corrects me. “I don’t want a wall between me and my wife’s guard. I don’t want anything like this to happen ever again. I didn’t know Kaven. Not really. He escorted me from place to place well enough, but it never struck me that a connection could have solved this whole thing.”
“I don’t follow,” I admit, leaning against the door, my hands shoved in my pockets, along with the key.
“I don’t know Kaven’s upbringing. I don’t know his family, if he has any. I don’t know his first name, come to think of it.”
“Benny knows all those things about his staff. Ye don’t need to trouble yourself with tha.”
King Destino looks up at me, forlorn and completely lost. “If we had a friendship, he would know kidnapping my wife would kill me. If we’d shared a few pints off the clock, maybe he’d want good things for me, and not to ruin my life by taking Lily.” He motions me forward. “Your daughter calls me ‘Uncle Des’, yet you call me ‘King Destino’.”
“I’ll talk to Heidi about her manners.”
King Destino shakes his head. “Don’t. I don’t want to be about the people risking their lives for me. Tell me about yourself. If I’m to be Heidi’s uncle, I want to be your brother.”
My lips purse and everything in me closes off on instinct. “Ye know me well enough.”
Ronin crosses the small room to coil his arm around my hips. “Adeline doesn’t open up easily.”
“You’re one to talk,” I mutter. Then to King Destino, I say, “Ye know what my animal is. Not many know tha.”
Destino sits up more fully. “That’s what you are, not who you are.”
Again, I freeze up.
Who am I? It’s too lofty a question to answer. I don’t know how to talk about myself so openly, as he no doubt requires.
Ronin pulls me closer, so I can distract myself with the steady thrum of his heart. “Adeline is too serious for her own good, utterly burying one of the best laughs I’ve ever heard. She protects us easily, because she puts no value to her own life. Had she thought twice about her own safety, Lilya no doubt would have died from that foul arrow.”
“Tha’s enough,” I tell him quietly. I don’t like people bragging about me. It sounds too strange. “I can’t imagine how any of tha is relevant.” I motion to the king. “Tell me about ye.”
King Destino runs his palms down his thighs. “Only if you call me ‘Des’.”
I grit my teeth against the disrespect he demands. “Alright, Des. Tell me about ye.”
“Very well. What would you like to know?”
I balk at him. “Your schedule for the day and any possible points of weakness! This was your manky idea.”
I’m instantly ashamed of my outburst, tame and conversational though it may seem.
I lower my chin and step away from Ronin, tucking my hands behind my back. “Apologies, Your Majesty. Tha was out of line.”
Des gives me a humorless snort. “This is what I mean. How would I know where your true loyalties lie? I know next to nothing about you, except that you’ve got some unknown magic about you.”
My nose crinkles as I meet his eyes. “Beg your pardon?”
A smirk toys at the edge of his mouth. “You must be, if you’ve enchanted Ronin as you have.”
Pink colors my cheeks, but I try not to let it affect my decorum.
Des continues, motioning to Ronin. “Up until a year or two ago, I called my great-grandfather by his title alone. That was the extent of our relationship. It’s only when we dropped the formalities that we became allies. I want that for our guards, at least for the personal detail. I want you to be our friends, not just on the clock.”
“Can I be there when ye run tha idea past Benny? I’d love to see him control himself through an eye roll like tha.” I shake my head. “Ye and Ronin are related. Tha’s different. I’m the help. Ye don’t need to trouble yourself with trying to get to know me.”
Ronin touches his fingers to my spine, and my soldier’s stance suddenly loosens. “Darling, Destino’s right. The entire world moved forward when I let my guard down around Destino and invited him to know me better.”
I quirk my brow at Ronin, unbothered about showing him some sass. “And how much better has he gotten to know ye?”
Ronin squirms but holds my gaze. “Better.”
Des snorts, but keeps his protest at tha. He addresses me with a lighter expression. “Very well, I’ll start. If I want things to change around here and be safer for Lily and myself, then perhaps I should lead the charge.” He runs one palm over the other. “I haven’t spoken to Melinda since she was asked to leave the castle.” Then to me, as if I don’t know who Melinda is, he adds. “My mum.”
“Why?” Ronin asks, sounding genuinely concerned. “I didn’t forbid contact. She was in league with your father, who tried to poison me, so of course I asked her to leave the castle. She took the request with gratitude, preferring a less furnished home to prison.”
Des taps the toe of his shoe in a slow rhythm against the concrete. “I know all that, and I think you made the right choice. I just haven’t known what to say, or even if I want to say anything at all. Maybe it’s best to let some things fade into nothing. I was her nothing for a long time, and now she’s my nothing. The most attention she paid me was trying to set me up on dates so I’d be married off to someone and give her a grandchild so the bloodline could continue.” Then he smirks to himself. “Found a way around that one.”
Ronin keeps his arm around me, but this time, it feels like he’s using my body as a reason to keep him from going to his great-grandson to offer some semblance of comfort after revealing a wound tha’s clearly still raw. “Melinda is nothing like you. Neither was Harris.”
Des meets Ronin’s eyes with all bravery stripped away. “You murdered my father. Did it right in front of me.”
It’s not an accusation. It’s simple fact in the form of a weapon meant to pierce.
Ronin stiffens and I step my body partially in front of him, just in case. “I did. If you’d like me to apologize, I’ll only go so far as to say I regret killing him in front of you. That’s a trauma I didn’t calculate into the equation.”
Des runs his tongue over his top row of teeth. “I’ll take that. Harris deserved to die, just as anyone who raises their hand against the throne does, but in front of the nation? In front of me? We didn’t deserve that. You traumatized us all in one go.”
Ronin’s body is a board, unflinching as he lets the correction wash over him. “You’re right, and I’m sorry.”
Des looks just as shocked as I feel, listening to Ronin admit to wrong and apologize for it. Perhaps he is growing.
The king’s gaze shifts to me. “Well, you’ve done it. You’ve broken the longest reigning king of Drexdenberg. He never would’ve apologized before you came along. Well done, vixen.”
Ronin relaxes and huffs. “I wasn’t that insufferable.”
Des lets out a derisive “pah!” sound. “You were a whole lot worse than insufferable. It’s good to see you happy, I’ll admit. Never thought it would happen for you.” He motions between Ronin and myself. “How’s this going to work? I’m not opposed, but you might want to brace yourselves before you come out to the territory.”
“What?” I balk.
Ronin coils his arm around my waist from behind, as if the conversation is casual and easy. “I’m fully braced, but it’s up to Addy when we go public. I told that wretched Dovid about us without her consent, and it vexed her. I’ll not make the same mistake twice. But when she’s ready to tell the world, I’m more than prepared.”
I guffaw. “Going public? Are ye mad?”
Ronin touches my hip. “That’s what we’ve been talking about, haven’t we? Being more open and honest with each other.”
“Tha’s what ye two have been talking about. It’s a whole different set of stakes for ye than it is for me. It’s too soon to be having these talks as it is.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Because you’re touched in the head! Ye don’t know my da or my mammy. Ye don’t know where I came from.” When he starts to protest, I go in heavy-handed. “If Maisie never comes around, Heidi belongs to me. Ye made it clear ye weren’t a family type of person, and I’ll be fittin’ to raise Heidi until she’s grown. It’s not just me you’re committing to, it’s a wee lass. I’m not putting tha on ye, Ronin. You’ve been clear who ye are and what ye don’t want. It can only go so far with us, because she comes first. Children should always come first.”
Ronin turns me in his arms, which cools a little of my frustration. I wish we were having this conversation in private, or not at all, but here it is—my business spilled out for the king, which I guess is what he wanted.
“Give me time to get there,” Ronin asks, his request simple. “I’m not a child type of person, but if Heidi’s important to you, then I’ll learn how.”
“You’re the one rushing things along, not me. If we come out to the world, it’s not just me being loved and doted on by the king, it’s every shifter being honored by a vampire. We share in disgrace and we share in the grand moments, too. If things go south for us…”
Ronin takes my arms and loops them around his neck. “Okay, my love. You’re right. I was running forward without thinking it all the way through. We can keep things hidden for now. But sooner or later, these things come to light. We’ll want to control the spin on it before it spirals to hearsay.”
He’s doing me a favor, warning me tha it’s coming, so I have the chance to prepare myself for when we have to come clean with the world.
When I lower my chin, he lifts it with a finger. “I will not leave you, no matter how the world breaks,” he promises in a whisper. “Don’t you know how deeply I love you? How much I would sacrifice to keep you in my arms?”
“I’m scared,” I admit. Though my confession comes out in a whisper, I know there’s no way Des didn’t hear it. “They’ll hate ye because of me. I don’t want to be the person who takes away joy from your life. I only want your smile to be grander.”
He chuckles—a low, warm sound tha stirs my insides. “That you think anyone in Drexdenberg adores me is laughable. They respect my rule, is all. They fear me more than anything else, which is how I prefer it.” He kisses my cheek. “You have to stop protecting me.”
I can’t agree to tha. “Never. Ye protect what ye love, and I…”
I realize I’ve trapped myself into confessing the truth.
There’s nothing for it now.
I chew on my lower lip until his thumb frees it. “Adeline,” he says, and my name on his lips sounds like pure heartbreak.
Why am I holding myself back from this man? I know there are too many reasons, but they have only to do with the masses, and not me.
I’m letting the vampires dictate my words, even in this safest of spaces.
“I…”
But a popping noise interrupts me.
“Mammy!” Heidi squeaks as I turn around.
“Bollocks,” Ronin mutters, releasing me as Des chuckles.
Relief I didn’t realize I needed to feel floods me as Heidi jumps into my arms—curls and all. “Baby, ye scared them! They didn’t know about your hide-and-go-seek game. Ye scared me, because I didn’t know when you’d come back!”
“Prince Salem let me ride on his horse, Mammy! We were like lightning! He says I’m a grand rider. Didn’t fall off once.”
I can’t help my nervous laugh. “Well, tha’s a relief. Once is all it takes. Where is the prince?”
“He’s with the king’s guard. The one who’s not Benny.”
Destino stands, and Ronin postures in time with my heart sinking. “Kaven? Prince Salem went off with Kaven?”
Heidi’s head bobs. “Yup. I forgot his name. Kaven said he would take Prince Salem to the trail where he’s been trying to find the queen.”
“How did ye escape?” I ask, saying the wrong thing. The important thing is tha she’s here in my arms, not tha she found a way around Kaven. I kiss her cheeks and squeeze her perhaps a little too tight.
“Escape?” Heidi shrugs, indulging me in too many kisses. “Prince Salem told me to go on back to Ronin, so I did.” Her arms tighten around my neck. “You’re awake? Are ye okay? I don’t like it when ye get hurt like tha.”
“I’m okay, wee bunneh. Just needed a little more rest than usual. Tell me, was Kaven with anyone else?”
Heidi’s mouth pulls to the side. “Aye. Two men with serious faces and shiny boots.”
“Soldiers or guards?” I prod.
She shrugs. “I dunno. Not suits, like yours and Benny’s. Uniforms.”
“Soldiers, then. Okay.” I pause to kiss her cheeks. “Grand, Heidi, this is all very helpful. Where was Prince Salem when ye left him?”
“Outside in the stables.”
Too many bad options race through my mind. “Tha’s good, bunneh. Ye saved the day, ye did. And now I’m going to take ye to your other mammy. Is tha okay? Mammy’s got to work still, and I want ye somewhere safe.”
Heidi’s lips purse. “We’re in danger, aye?”
I brave a smile for her. “No more than usual. And ye won’t be in danger if ye stay with your mammy.”
She holds me tighter and rests her head on my shoulder. “But you’re my mammy. Sad Mammy doesn’t even know me.”
Her words cut me, so I know they’ve sliced her wide open. “She may not know ye perfectly yet, but she knows how special ye are. It’s why she’s been staying away. She didn’t want to hurt someone so precious and wonderful by the fact tha her memory’s not back.”
I hope Heidi buys in to my bolstering. She has to stomach so much. Too much.
She slides down my body and holds my hand. “I can do tha.”
I do what I can to keep my voice level when I address the guys. “We need Benny back here.”
“I need to find Salem,” Des insists. “He’s in danger.”
“Which is the opposite of the place ye should be. This is where you’ll stay. I’ll send Benny back down to keep an eye on ye, and I’ll go after Prince Salem.”
Des’ upper lip curls, his voice rising to a shout. “He’s my brother! My wife and my brother are out there, Adeline! You can’t expect me to sit around and do nothing.”
“You’ll do exactly tha.” My hand falls on Heidi’s curls as she clings to my waist. “Ronin, I’ll come back as soon as I have good news.”
Ronin runs his hand over his face. “Very well. Then leave Heidi with me. She’s safest here, and probably prefers it to being with Maiseline. It’ll save you time, so you can go after Kaven without the detour.”
I want to protest, but it’s a solid plan.
“What do ye say, bunneh?” I ask Heidi.
She sighs loudly. “Will ye tell me how many times you’ve been attacked? I don’t want to be bored. I want grand stories.”
Ronin tilts his head down at her. “I’ll tell you anything you wish to know. The deal we have is that I never lie to you.” Then he meets my eyes and jerks his head toward the door. “I’ve got this. Go, darling. Be careful.”
“No! Adeline, you have to let me out!” Des protests at a volume tha makes Heidi startle.
I hold up my hands. “I’ll bring them back to ye, Des.”
I kiss my babe and my boyfriend, capturing the mental image of her placing her tiny hand in his. They both look like they’re trying to put on smiles for me—pretending they get along so I can go out and do my job. It’s almost laughably cute. They both look like they’d rather be eating lima beans.
I’ve clearly underestimated Des’ desperation, because he lunges toward me in the next breath. “Let me out!”
“Close your eyes, Heidi!” I warn, turning to the side so I can trap Des before he pummels me.
I regret every move tha lands the king in a headlock, but I do what has to be done. My shoulder’s still stiff, but it does the job. “Was tha smart? Let’s think this through. The longer I wrestle ye, the more time you’re giving Kaven to do whatever it is he’s up to. Now back off!”
“They need me!”
“They need ye safe.”
“No!” When the king doesn’t stop struggling, I exhale my frustration.
“For the record, I’m sorry about this. Ronin, cover Heidi’s eyes. It’s just a squabble, wee lamb, but not one ye need to see.” I squeeze my bicep, tightening my grip on his neck. “It’s just a sleeper hold,” I tell both him and Ronin. “He’ll be just fine.”
“Mammy?” comes Heidi’s voice with a note of fright to it.
“This is part of Mammy’s job, lamb. Uncle Des will calm down soon.”
Des struggles, but tha only does him less good, working the air out of him faster than he can draw it back in. In less than a minute, his protests and punches become twitches and droopy-eyed thrashes.
“Hurry,” Ronin says with a gulp of dread as I lay the solid king down at my feet.
I press two fingers to my lips and kiss them before I slip out of the saferoom, locking the three inside.




Chapter Sixteen

Captured

Adeline

Down every corridor tha’s empty, I run, but when someone appears at the end of the hall, I slow to a brisk walk, hoping I don’t alert anyone to the problems tha are piling up faster than anyone can bat them away.
Heidi’s safe, so there’s tha. She’s with Ronin, and no one can get to her, except for me. Even though Kaven knows where the saferoom is located, I have the only key.
They’re safe. They’re safe. They’re safe.
The chant repeats over and over in my head as I bolt down too many hallways, hoping to randomly stumble across Benny on the way.
Only the guards at the front door get a word from me. “Have ye seen Prince Salem?” I ask, breathless but in control of myself.
They shake their heads. “Are we expecting his majesty tonight?”
“Aye. If he shows up, please escort him to the barracks and ask him to wait for the king there.” The barracks have too many witnesses for Kaven to try anything too dangerous.
When the night air hits my cheeks, I’m alone, but not without hope. Once I’m out of sight of the castle guards, I race to the stables in the moonlight, wishing my animal could be of any help in getting me places faster. What I wouldn’t give to be a wolf right now.
I nearly curse aloud when I realize the stable is empty, though it was a long shot they would still be here.
No sign of a struggle, and I know there would have been a grand one if Kaven had tried to engage Salem in a fight of any kind. Or, more likely, it would have been a short fight. Prince Salem is no mouse.
I’m not a fantastic tracker, but ye don’t go through basic training without learning a few things. The straw’s more trampled down near the entrance, so the two probably had a chat there. Prince Salem’s horse is tied up in the barn, so he felt safe enough to dismount, which means he had no idea of the danger, and still might not have a clue.
Tracking in the moonlight is the worst. I grab a lantern off its hook and search the ground just outside the stable around the trampled bit until my heart leaps in my chest.
It’s a clear combat boot half-print, and it’s aimed down a path tha disappears into the woods. The guards all wear black shiny boots with treads on the bottom, but nothing like mine or Prince Salem’s more rugged boots, which are trademarks of our battles fought for Jacoba.
They didn’t go back to the castle, which is something. At least I have a direction.
I hang the lantern back on its hook and set off into the woods, trying to make my footsteps as light as I can manage. I keep to the trail, mostly because I know I’ll be lost if I veer too far off it.
Too many emotions battle in my brain. My loyalty to my commander is at the forefront. How daft is Kaven to mess with Prince Salem? The lad is a beast on two legs the size of tree trunks. Kaven is a capable guard, but Prince Salem is in a league all his own.
Add it all to the fact tha my queen, my charge, is being held somewhere, and my stomach begins to curdle. I can picture her lavender hair, demure face and tear-streaked cheeks. The sight makes me rage. She’s a fae, granted, but she’s the beacon I clung to when I was debating crossing over from Jacoba to Drexdenberg. She has bravery in her soul, and I want to mirror tha in my own life. She sees the world as it should be, and doesn’t worry tha it’s taking too long a time to get there.
I’m impatient to find them. What state are they in? It must be bad, if they haven’t escaped. Lilya balls her fists and tenses her shoulders when she’s upset. She forgets to eat three meals when she’s focused on the queendom and not her own wellbeing. When was the last time she ate? Are they feeding her? She’s already so thin. What if they’re starving her?
I try to push tha thought out of my mind.
My footsteps quicken. There are too many branches. Too many things keeping me from my queen.
My queen.
Never thought I’d say tha about anyone but Queen Butcher. Prince Salem’s mammy is noble and fierce, to say the least. Ever since she came out of her coma, she reclaimed the throne without skipping a beat. She’s integrated Queen Lilya into the royal family with such grace; it’s made the shifters think twice before dismissing the fae queen as less than.
Most shifters have a wider perspective than the small-minded racists. After living in a drought for tha long, the small things start to feel, well, small.
The clouds are rolling in, threatening rain and who knows what else.
When the sound of indistinct voices hits my ear, I slow to make sure my footsteps are quieter. The hitch in my breath is annoying, but I’ll not let it hinder me. I hold my hand to my heart as I measure my steps, inching closer to what I can tell is a bunch of men laughing.
There should only be one. It should be Kaven with Prince Salem, and tha’s all.
But when a lantern’s light comes into view, I duck behind the nearest bush, spying on what I’m certain is a smattering of soldiers getting drunk in the woods.
Prince Salem never would’ve stood for behavior like this. What are they doing?
“Are you thirsty, dog?” one of them cackles, and then tips his ale over on… something. It’s hard to see in the dark.
An animal’s pathetic whine expands my heart to a painful swell. Are they tormenting a dog? Why? Is this what the soldiers of Drexdenberg do when left to their own devices?
Kaven’s voice is easy to pick out—I’ve heard the sound nearly every day. “Don’t waste good ale on the mutt.”
The dog’s yip when Kaven’s boot connects with it nearly pushes me out of hiding. Of all the things I expected for him to do, hurting a dog wasn’t on the list.
When the gray fur comes into view, bile rises in my throat, burning the last of my faith in the vampire people as I struggle to drag in a full breath.
Prince Salem.
It’s not a dog, but a great gray wolf I’d recognize anywhere, even in the dark, even in Drexdenberg. My commander, my prince, is tied by too many ropes.
When I peer above the branches tha hide me, I can see two tent stakes sticking up directly in front of him.
His muzzle is cinched with a leather thong.
I cannot imagine a disrespect worse than tha. To muzzle a shifter’s animal? It takes a sickness borne in the bowels of wretchedness to treat a shifter worse than ye would a common beast.
Why doesn’t he attack? What could they possibly have done to subdue a man-beast like Prince Salem?
A few drops hit my arm, and I look up to see the sky filling with more angry clouds. It’s as if they’ve congregated to this spot so they could take out their wrath on the earth for the crimes committed against the shifter prince.
I take a chance and inch myself taller from my crouch, holding in a horrified gasp when I see the gruesome deed the soldiers have done.
Driving tent stakes through the paws of the shifter prince is a crime I vow to see them all hang for.
Of course Prince Salem can’t get up. He’s literally nailed to a thick stump.
I can’t digest my rage.
And neither can Lalita.
Through this whole ordeal, she’s stirred, sure, but she’s let me handle the brunt of the action. She’s trusted me, but tha tie is quickly evaporating.
She loves Prince Salem as I do.
I don’t want to give away my position before I’ve got a plan.
But Lalita cares nothing for my plans. She cares only about the fury in my soul, which she’s determined to turn into pure fire. 
I draw in deep breaths, calming her as best I can while I listen to the men taunt my prince. My commander. Queen Butcher’s son. My Queen Lilya’s husband.
The small of my back was flexible a mere breath ago, but now the skin is hardening. Familiar olive scales trip up my spine and alert the rest of my body tha Lalita is going to take over, whether or not I give her permission.
I wet my lips as my breath grows more audible, but my tongue scrapes over scales, not flesh.
Ronin calms Lalita, so I picture his breezy expression, his shrug tha tells me worry isn’t sensible. He’s got a charm to him tha’s been agony to keep a professional distance from in front of witnesses.
Nope. It’s not working. I don’t need to glance down at my arms to see tha they’re already sprouting scales.
When laughter rises up from the camp, my heart sinks.
But it’s Queen Lilya’s scream of pain tha breaks Lalita loose from my tether.
I say goodbye to myself as my animal lets out a roar tha stops all laughter.
It stops their cockiness.
And as flames erupt from my throat, I know their plans for taking down the throne are about to go up in flames.




Chapter Seventeen

Forest Fire

Adeline

It’s too smoky. I can barely see a thing. Forget the fact tha my head feels like it must weigh a thousand pounds; I know I need to figure this out.
Where am I?
I know I’m in the forest, but where am I in the mess? Trampled trees tell me Lalita had a field day, tearing up everything in her path.
Rain pokes me like a hundred tiny fingers tha all have something important to say. It’s like they’re urging me to get up, to summon the strength to budge at all.
My limbs can barely move. The stiffness tha always comes after Lalita takes over infuses me with a sense of dread.
Too much fire. It’s spreading through the forest faster than I can make sense of its direction. The rain is falling fast, but Lalita had a decent head start. Before, the drops from the sky were a mild nuisance. Now they’re essential. 
Prince Salem. Queen Lilya.
I need to find them.
A dead soldier whose body is halfway barbecued stares at me with lifeless eyes.
Lifeless eyes and a canteen.
It takes too much effort and time, but I manage to get my arthritic hands on the canteen, guzzling the entire contents until the fire in my throat is dowsed and my limbs can move with only mild discomfort and rigidity.
This is definitely not my first forest fire, so I know to get down on my hands and knees and crawl using my elbows. I can see clearer from this vantage point, and draw in half a breath, which is a vast improvement.
Charred bodies lying this way and tha can’t be my focus. Only finding my two people matters.
When I spot Queen Lilya, I nearly cry at the sight. She’s slumped over Prince Salem’s wolf form, sobbing.
My crawl seems like it takes forever, but I finally make it to them and sit up on my knees in the mud. “Your Majesty, let me get ye out of here.”
Lilya screams, but when she lays eyes on me, she dissolves into a puddle of tears. “You’re yourself again! I closed my eyes and covered Salem’s face to keep our minds safe from Lalita’s gaze. You’re you again. You’re you again.” She says it over and over, chanting the solace she clings to in this harried moment.
“Quick thinking. Step back and let me get Prince Salem unstuck.”
It’s a grander promise than I’m positive I can keep, but we’ve got to start somewhere. I grip the tent stake nearest me and jerk it upwards as best I can, but all I manage to do is rip a howl from the prince, which was not my intent.
At least Lilya untied his muzzle. Tha’s a start.
“I’m sorry!” I cast around at the conflagration behind us, assessing what few assets we have. “A hammer. Do ye see a hammer around? I need something to help get this thing out of the stump.”
The queen casts around through the haze of rain and smoke, frenzy widening her eyes as she crawls toward the tents, which are mostly burning.
“Get away from those!”
“There was a hammer in the far side of the tent where they were keeping me!”
“Stay with Prince Salem. I’ll get it!”
But she’s already halfway there, not listening, and putting herself in more danger than she needs to be bothering with. I’m hollering her name as I crawl after her, but she’s not listening to anything tha might delay Prince Salem’s freedom.
She crawls into the burning tent in her filthy dress before I can reach her. Salem’s howl of agony isn’t for himself, I’m certain; it’s for Lilya, who tumbles back out with the edge of her skirt on fire.
Her pajama pants and t-shirt are determined to burn, so I tackle the queen and roll her back and forth, over and over while her screams tear at my insides. I want to apologize, but I know as soon as I start down tha path, I won’t be able to stop. There’s too much to be sorry for.
My charge was snatched at. My charge is on fire. My charge has been missing for too many days.
When the flames on her clothes die out, I don’t bother asking her if she’s alright. I know she’s not. None of us are. Instead, I dart into the tent as fluidly as my clunky limbs will allow. I grab up what I hope is the hammer, and run back out before the fire licks me.
“This way!” I call to her, getting back down on my hands and knees so I can see where I’m going.
Prince Salem’s panting through his pain tha I can’t put a stop to. If I’m lucky, I’ll be able to hook the prongs on the back of the hammer and pry the tent spikes out from the plank he’s been nailed to.
Monsters, all of them. I hope they all burn. I’m guessing Lalita saw to tha. She usually only goes back to sleep once her mission’s been accomplished. She’s fantastic at getting me into trouble, but lousy at getting me out.
I stand and place a foot on either side of the tent spike nailed into the prince’s left paw and hook the end of the hammer around its iron length. My teeth grind as I bend my knees, putting every ounce of my weight into the effort of budging the spike from its snare.
I nearly cry when the spike finally budges, choking on the black smoke tha curls in my lungs. My fingers are slick with too much rain, but determination grits my teeth.
“You’re doing it!” the queen shouts, on her knees beside her husband. Her hand tangles in his hair and her face buries itself there to hold him through his howl when I finally yank the spike free.
He transforms back into a man, breathing through his teeth and staring with horror at the gaping hole in the center of his palm.
When I move to his right hand, he shakes his head. “Give me a minute.”
“Ye don’t have a minute!” I protest between coughs. Then I do the unthinkable—disobey my commander. It’s for his own safety, but still. Pain is nothing to being burned alive, which is where we’ll be if we don’t get out of here. The fire is spreading behind us, but with the slightest shift of the wind, it could come straight for us.
My throat is dry, each word scraping my insides, as it always does after Lalita goes back to sleep. I want to nap. I want a drink of water.
I want to get home.
Home.
Ronin is my home. Heidi is my home. I want Maisie to know tha I am her home, no matter how lost she may be.
All my effort goes into yanking the remaining spike from the plank. It takes too many tries. Too many coughed breaths. Too many seconds, but eventually, the prince’s howls of agony pierce the smoke, and I fall away, the spike on its side at my feet.
He’s breathing like a beast and bleeding all over the place, but there’s no time for field-dressing his wounds. “We’ll have a healer help ye at the castle. For now, we have to get out of here. This way!”
I’m pretty sure this is the way. At any rate, it’s the only way tha’s not completely on fire, so we take it. The prince stumbles along, no doubt delirious from too much torture. The queen braces him as we run together, acting as his crutch as best she can. Though, truly, she looks barely upright herself.
They have been starving her.
Lalita offers her deadly services again, but I gently push her back, letting her know she’s done a grand job of messing the soldiers’ plans.
I don’t have any weapons other than my dagger and the hammer I forgot to discard. Even so, I run ahead of them a few paces, clearing as much of the path as I’m able to make it easier for them to escape.
I don’t see Chief Harvey in the forest until he’s charging at me from the side, knocking me over in a tackle tha punches the wind from my lungs.
He’s fighting for life to stay the same in Drexdenberg, but I’m fighting for freedom.
I don’t mean to bring the hammer down quite so hard on his skull.
Or maybe I do.
I know I shouldn’t bash him in the side of the head a second time, but I do. It’s as if my arm knows what needs to be done, even if my brain won’t accept such atrocities.
The third hit makes a sizeable dent, and the chief of the vampire army slumps, his jaw slack.
I can’t let myself fret about the murder just yet.
I can’t let myself rage tha this deception of Kaven’s was backed by the leader of the vampire army.
All I can do is pick myself up, choke down the fire in my throat, steal the lieutenant’s short sword and use it to hack through the brush, so my charges can escape to safety.




Chapter Eighteen

Guarding the Royals

Adeline

I don’t trust the guards at the front door, so I deal with them only as much as telling them to let us through. Whether they do because they want to or because they can’t openly show their heinous colors, I don’t want to decipher.
I don’t want any part of them. Any part of this.
Prince Salem is barely standing, and his hands are perhaps beyond repair. These are the hands tha signed many a deal to revive our land. His hands tore apart our opposition, and then later had the strength and clarity to make allies out of enemies.
They are the hands of a warrior, and they’re utterly destroyed.
I cannot forgive the vampires. What they’ve done to my commander is a crime I blame them all for committing. Each vampire may not have driven the spikes through my prince’s hands, but they ignored the comments about shifters being dirty. They said nothing when we were ostracized, attacked, or falsely imprisoned.
I want them all to pay, but I know I can’t make tha happen.
Lalita is tempted. Her tail curls with a coy desire to destroy them with her cleansing fire. They’ve ruined us well enough, along with all the healing the future could hold, if only they could learn to let it.
They will never learn, and all I’m left with is the anger tha festers and curdles in my veins, telling Lalita tha she shouldn’t attack the household or vampires at random, but only able to think up one single reason why she should stand down.
Heidi’s in there, I warn her, stroking her scales tha will never be soft. Lalita doesn’t want to harm my babe. She wants to rage against the source of the poison.
When the household starts to exclaim and murmur tha Prince Salem’s bleeding all over the place and the queen is barely upright and covered in soot and mud, I don’t stop. Instead I lead them to the nearest chair and start giving orders, though I know such things are beneath me. I’m going to fake tha I believe I have authority over these vampires, and so help me, they’re going to believe it.
“Prince Salem needs a healer. Ye over there, bring in Healer Orpah. And gather as many clean rags as ye can and bring in a kettle of boiling water. And ye work in the kitchen, aye? Grand, then bring the queen a tray of meats, cheese, apples and tea. Has anyone seen Benny? Ye,” I say to a soldier who’s hovering. “Find Benny. Quick as ye can, now. Quick as ye can, which means no stopping to talk about the happenings along the way.” When they only move at half-speed (I’m surprised they’re following my advice at all), my voice sharpens to a bark. “Hurry!”
Thank the clouds they scatter.
My head lifts with pride I didn’t think I could feel, even in the midst of a coughing fit tha overtakes me.
The moment I can breathe, I use my newfound moxie to look my haggard ruler in the eye, connecting with him in a way I hope infuses some sense of fortification. “We’ll get through this, soldier.”
Prince Salem doesn’t allow a sliver of vulnerability to shine through until the queen sways beside him. The panic in his eyes over her ailment moves me to my feet.
In the next breath, the queen is a babe in my arms, her breathing ragged and shallow through coughs tha shake her slender frame.
“S’alright,” I assure them both, though I’m certain they can see I’m lying. “Can ye walk, soldier?”
Prince Salem bucks up marginally at the use of a formal address. “Aye. Let me carry my bride.”
“Ye can care for her by leading the way to the nearest room with a bed. No stairs.”
I know Prince Salem can tell I’m putting him in my eyeline because I’m afraid he’s going to collapse or be shanked from behind, but he doesn’t argue more than a glint of defiance tha quickly fades. “Aye. This way.”
His trail of blood on the hardwood floor scares me, as does the heavy tread of his boots as they scrape across the surface without force or purpose. When he stumbles, I race forward, my lungs burning as I try not to jostle my queen too much. She’s curled into my body, weak as a kitten, so I make sure to treat her with great care.
It’s not a bed, but a sofa tha Prince Salem selects to bleed all over. Once he’s situated, he holds his shaking hands up, motioning for me to hand over his wife, who’s barely conscious. “Give me my wife.”
I can’t believe my gall when I disobey the prince, but it comes quicker than I can stop it. “Not until a healer’s bandaged your hands.”
I know they’re mated, but it only just occurs to me tha what I’m witnessing isn’t just a lad in love; it’s the mate’s bond in full effect.
I step before him so he can see every inch of his bride. “I’ll keep her where ye can see her. I won’t let anyone snatch at her.”
“Ye did, though.” His breath is ragged as he sways in his spot. “Someone snatched at my wife. You’re supposed to be her guard. You’re supposed to make sure tha doesn’t happen.”
It’s a well-aimed shank I know I don’t deserve, but I’m not disrespectful enough to argue. “Aye, Your Majesty. I’m here right now to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”
“Not good enough. As soon as the healer’s here, you’ll pack up your things and leave the palace. You’re not to guard my wife again.”
My entire being goes cold, like he’s doused me with a bucket of ice I’m ill-equipped to handle.
My limbs are weighted, tempting me to drop the queen, but I hold tight to her.
I hold tight to myself.
In tha moment of moments, I ask myself what Lilya would do if a ruler she adored broke her heart. I know I’m the best guard for her, aside from Benny. She cannot afford to go unprotected right now, of all times.
Feminine power, the likes of which I feel doubly, since I’m holding one of the strongest women I know, floods my veins and straightens my posture. “All due respect, Your Grace, but I don’t work for ye. I work for your wife, and she can fire me as she sees fit, once she’s back on her feet.”
Part of me wants to burst into tears, but I know tha’ll do me no good. My hands are clammy, and I can feel my pulse slowing and growing louder in my ears.
My commander wants to fire me. I let my prince down.
I will not let tha wreck me. Not right now, anyways.
I need to rest soon. Everything is too heavy—my soaking clothes, my spirits. My breath is hard to come by. I need another drink of water. My head is starting to swim. I can’t decide if it’s an adrenaline crash, if it’s from Lalita coming out in the forest, or if the escape was too arduous. I’m also a wee bit on the mend still with my shoulder, so there’s tha, too.
When a soldier comes into the room, I’m torn between relief and worry. I’ve worked with Jerry a fair amount here and there in the castle, and he’s always been fine.
They’ve all been fine.
Biding their time until they could abduct the queen in plain sight, apparently. There’s no telling how many of them are in on the scheme.
When Jerry closes the door behind him, I know my worry was well-placed.
“I’ll take the queen to her chambers so she can rest,” he offers.
A growl slips through my lips. “She doesn’t leave my sight. Neither does Prince Salem. You’ll do well to find Benny and tell him where we are.”
“Give me the fae,” Jerry demands, his voice stern as his mask of obeisance slips away.
Lalita wakes back up, grouchy and snorting as her tail twitches at the interruption of her slumber.
Prince Salem makes to stand but he wobbles on his feet before he takes his seat again. “Go,” he orders the soldier, though he doesn’t exactly look like he can enforce his edict. A loud, stuttering cough shakes his ribs.
Jerry acts as if a prince hasn’t delivered a direct command. His upper lip curls as he narrows his venomous gaze on me. “You know it’s time to end this. You can go back to Jacoba. Don’t you want to go back where you came from? I know this isn’t what you want. You made your point, now hand over the fae.”
I’m careful as I place the muddied and drenched queen on the couch beside Prince Salem, positioning my body between her and the soldier.
I don’t bother with words, only with my newly-acquired short sword tha I pull from my belt, courtesy of the recently deceased Chief Harvey.
I normally don’t fight with a short sword. They’re for military officials and whatnot. I have no idea if I can do enough damage with this thing, but I know for sure tha I’d better learn quick. I want to appear formidable, but I’m certain I look barely upright.
Jerry isn’t winded at all. He didn’t just help drag an enormous man and his wife through the smoke-addled forest.
Jerry tsks me, as if he knows better. “You don’t want to do this. Put down your sword and hand over the queen. I won’t make her suffer. I’ll end it all quick.”
I try to wipe a drip from my brow, but only manage to smear mud across my forehead. “Is tha what Chief Harvey promised, too? Because he didn’t live up to it—back when he was alive, anyway. He had the queen for days, and yet she still draws breath.”
The soldier stiffens. “What do you mean? Is the chief dead?”
I nod, taking a step toward him, sword at the ready. “Died at the hand of a shifter lass who didn’t have the good sense to go back where she came from. Tha’s gotta be a blow to every soldier’s ego, so I’ll make sure to spread the word far and wide. Is tha how you’d like to die, too?”
Jerry takes a long breath before he glowers at me. “I gave you a chance. Remember that when you’re bleeding out, dreaming of your homeland.”
“Then come for me, lad! If ye want to get at my charge and my prince, you’ll have to go through this filthy shifter first!”
I won’t make the first move, because whatever I do will leave the queen unguarded.
Prince Salem stands, but the flash of the soldier’s dagger is too quick for my commander to dodge. He’s unarmed and far from ready to fight, but his gumption doesn’t know tha.
Jerry’s dagger plunges into Prince Salem’s thigh, drawing a whimper from my queen.
This is my chosen moment to lunge toward my attacker. I don’t bother with anything short of matching my prince’s wound. My short sword sinks into Jerry’s thigh before he can pry loose his weapon from the prince.
“Now ye die!” I warn in a shout.
Salem howls out a roar tha rattles my ribs, but I don’t falter. I grab the hilt of my enemy’s dagger and rip it from my prince’s thigh, brandishing both weapons in a wild “X” across Jerry’s torso.
When it dawns on me tha I don’t want to maim him, but rather end him, I raise the soldier’s dagger in my fist and thrust it into his chest, thankfully making it through the narrow space between two of his ribs. 
I release him and shove him backward so he lands against the door with a thud. He sinks slowly to the ground, clutching his chest and gasping what little air his lungs will hold.
I turn away from him, not giving him an audience to hear his last utterings of bigotry and madness.
Too many people listen to filth when they should be strong enough to stand up to the noise.
“Sit down,” I order Prince Salem. “You’re likely to get yourself killed, taking on a soldier like tha. Ye can’t even grip a knife.”
I can’t believe how steady my voice sounds, or tha he obeys it, dumbfounded and speechless.
Then I kick Jerry’s body away from the exit and post myself there, knowing tha whoever comes through tha door next might likely be my next victim.
I can feel Prince Salem’s eyes on the back of my head, but I don’t care. He’s already tried to fire me. My heart’s as broken as it could possibly be. I idolized this man, fought for his causes and didn’t blink to serve in his army. Even though I hold to my position tha he can’t fire me, only the queen can, since I’m her guard, my heart’s armor is damaged all the same.
I could let him lose more blood. I’m not his guard, after all. 
Or I could be the better person.
Grudgingly, I tear off a portion of the bottom of my shirt all the way around my hips and cross the room to kneel before the man I can’t bring myself to look at. I do what I can to put pressure on the thigh wound and tie it off, knowing tha I let my commander down.
I keep my head down as I stand, positioning myself between my charges and the door. I need water. My limbs are starting to freeze up again.
Part of me wants to lie down.
The other part of me is ready for another fight.




Chapter Nineteen

A Shred of Light

Benny

Panic never does anyone a lick of good, even when the situation warrants it. But for the life of me, when I burst into the receiving room and find too much blood and a dead body, I’m not sure how to conceal my reaction.
“Addy! Help me get him up!” I cry to my teammate as I dart to the felled soldier’s side.
Jerry. Oh, shite, it’s Jerry. I hired and trained Jerry.
“No point,” Addy answers, her body shaking. She’s entirely drenched and smeared with mud, and I wonder just how long she was stuck out in the rain, searching for her charge.
I usually case a room fully before reacting or making a plan, but the setting comes to me in fragments, so deep is the state of my shock.
Felled soldier.
Prince Salem, covered in far too much blood, his eyelids drooping and his breath labored.
The queen, unconscious and slumped on the couch beside Prince Salem.
Addy, bloody, soaked and sporting a few injuries that don’t seem to bother her.
One thing stands out—Addy’s holding a weapon I didn’t issue her.
“Where did you get that?” I ask, though I know it’s the wrong point to focus on.
“I need to sit down,” she replies without answering my question. “Guard the door. Don’t let anyone in unless they’re bringing clean rags or food to help Prince Salem, or Healer Orpah, come to treat the two royals.”
The second she passes the baton to me, her knees collapse. I dart to my teammate, my friend, my sister, and help her lie down more comfortably on the floor.
I smooth her drenched hair back from her face, my fingers pressing to her pulse to confirm the weak stir of her valiant heart. “I’m here now. Nothing to worry about. You did it, Addy. You found the queen.”
“Help me lie in front of her couch. If someone comes for her, I want them to trip over my body.”
It’s the reason I knew she’d make a brilliant guard. She doesn’t just believe in a cause, she will fight with her very last breath to uphold all she stands for, even when her body can’t stand another second.
I oblige her wishes, only because I have no intention of letting anything foul come near the queen or Addy.
“Talk me through it,” I say in what I hope is a soothing tone. “How did you get here?”
“Water,” she begs. The sound is so pitiful, I have to remind my features to remain stoic. The sound of someone so strong being broken like this tears me up worse than if I was the one in pain.
Adeline never asks for anything for herself, except for this, and of course, I have nothing on me to give her. “I’ll see you get some.”
I stand and poke my head out the door, catching a guard on his way past. “I need a pitcher of water, soldier. Quickly. Adeline is not well.”
I’m not accustomed to pauses when I give the household guards an order, but this one does, as if I’m unaware of something major. “Yes, sir. Right away.” Then he walks toward the kitchen, glancing over his shoulder at me.
Something’s up. I check the queen’s vitals, which are also weak, but thankfully, there. They all need a healer, someone to do more than a cursory pass to get them back on their feet.
“I need to send for Healer Orpah.”
“Already did,” Addy tells me, her voice raspy and small from her spot lying on the floor at my feet. “No word on whether or not the housekeeper I sent off to get her actually did it, though.”
I kneel down and hold Adeline’s hand. “Water’s on the way. Tell me what happened. How did you find the queen? Who captured her?”
“Chief Harvey,” Addy works out.
“He helped you find the queen? That’s good. Smart thinking to go straight to him and get yourself some backup. Who had her?”
“Chief Harvey,” she says again, and I wonder if her brain is too sluggish for conversation. “Chief Harvey and the soldiers were in league with Kaven. Or maybe it’s the other way around. All I know is tha a whole mess of them had the queen bound in the forest.”
The air stills in my lungs. “What?”
Prince Salem takes over. “She’s right. They had Lily. They were torturing me, trying to drive me mad for sport. They were going to kill us both, slow, and so we could watch the other die.” He closes his eyes. “Adeline got us out with her animal. Turned a fair few of them mad before lighting them on fire. The forest caught itself up in the blaze. It’s lucky it started raining, really. Though, tha means I don’t know if all the soldiers responsible were burned.”
I want to throw up. I want to shout how untrue all of that has to be.
Instead, I stick to being a guard, and gather the information I need to do my job. “How many were there?”
“Dozens,” Prince Salem answers. “I don’t know. And tha’s just the lads who were there. There were others they spoke about tha they wanted to tell grand stories of the sport to when they came into the camp later on. So there’s no way of knowing how many were in on this.”
Bile teases my esophagus, but I choke it down. “Where is the chief? Did he get away?”
Prince Salem’s eyes flick to Addy. “She ran him through and took his sword when he tried to kill us during the escape. Addy got us out, but when we reached the castle, one of your guards tried to finish us off.” His eyes flick to Jerry’s lifeless form.
“Stop! No, it’s not true!” I shout childishly. “I hired these men. I trained them myself. I hold daily meetings with them. I look them in the eye. I assign them jobs that keep the throne safe.”
“Aye,” Salem nods, the left leg of his jeans soaked through with crimson. “In their minds, tha’s what they’re doing. They’re keeping it safe from shifters and fae.”
I’m on all fours beside Adeline, gasping through my agony. Betrayal runs too deep for words, so I choke incoherently on rage that I fear will never die.
It can’t be true. It’s too horrid to think.
“No,” I work out, barely above a whisper. “Chief Harvey trained me. He’s the one who promoted me to work in the castle. It’s not… He wouldn’t…”
“Take your time with it,” Prince Salem mutters, his eyes closed through a low rumble of discomfort that resonates in his throat.
I can’t work my way through the layers of deception. I need to know how long this has been going on, how many soldiers were involved, and how to tell the good seeds from the bad. I need answers, though no one in this room has any.
I’ve failed. Not just failed myself. I failed the throne. I failed my training. Everything I’ve worked for. I’ve failed the soldiers under my care, because they fell to such insipid and smallminded schemes.
Addy’s eyes are closed, but she reaches out to curve her fingers around my wrist. “It’s not all lost,” she reminds me, even though I can barely see the truth in her words. “All four royals are alive.”
The knock on the door keeps me from feeling any relief. I get up and let in the healer who nursed Addy back to health when she took the arrow to her shoulder.
The woman doesn’t own a brush, but that doesn’t seem to bother her. Healer Orpah doesn’t greet me, but sets in on her three patients, moving to the one on the floor first.
“Not me. Prince Salem,” Addy instructs, unable to lift her head. “Hands and thigh.”
Healer Orpah harrumphs. “Very well. Be a martyr, see if I…” Then she gasps when Salem displays his quaking hands.
Are there… Are there holes in his palms?
“Salem, what did they do to you?” I’m appalled, and unable to fathom how a man could obtain such a horrid injury.
The prince shakes his head, finally forlorn, now that help is here. “Can ye fix this?”
Healer Orpah, who’s usually brash with a dreadful bedside manner, speaks quietly to him, approaching on tiptoe. “Honestly, I don’t know. But I promise not to make things any worse. Can we agree to that?”
Prince Salem nods once.
“I’m going to have to knock you out.” When Salem protests, she lifts her chin to show him who’s in charge. “If you flinch while I’m working, it’s going to be a bigger mess than I can clean up. This is your only shot.”
He hangs his head. “Benny, watch Lily. Has word been sent to Alex? Where’s Des?”
I can’t think that far ahead. “I’ll make sure nothing happens to her. You need to listen to the healer.”
On Healer Orpah’s request, I move Queen Lilya to the couch in the corner, to give Salem more space.
It’s a great effort to help such a bulky chap lie down, and takes the two of us to get him situated before the healer presses a tablet to his tongue.
The moment it dissolves, Salem’s eyes droop.
I can’t watch her work. His hands are utterly destroyed. If she can get them functional again, it’ll be a miracle, for certain.
His wedding ring comes off first, which I know he’d never abide if he was awake.
She disinfects and gets out magnifying spectacles so she has the best view for her stitching job.
I turn away, willing myself not to vomit.
The queen and Addy both need water. The queen looks like she needs food, as well. I don’t know how to fix it all without leaving them vulnerable, so I settle for simply guarding the three, keeping the outside world at bay so they can at least have some respite, if nothing else.
Healer Orpah is still stitching up Salem’s second first hand before Brine comes back with my requested water. I take the pitcher of water handed to me by one of the grounds’ guards without a word and shut him outside our hovel.
I have no idea if I can trust him. If I can trust anyone.
That thought gives me pause, freezing the pitcher to my hand before I let myself hand it to Addy, who’s desperate for a drink.
Brine knows it’s for her. It would be the perfect time to do the unthinkable.
Addy whines when I step back and fling open the door, catching Brine standing outside the door still, as if he’s readying for catastrophe he knows is coming.
“You fetched this water?” I demand to know.
“Of course. Just like you asked.”
“Brilliant. Then take the first drink.”
His eyebrows raise. “What? I couldn’t possibly. It’s for Adeline. You said.”
“Indeed. Her safety is of higher importance than yours, given whom she’s guarding. If you poured this drink for her, then you’ll have no problem testing it to make sure it hasn’t been tampered with. You can understand, what with the recent attack on the queen’s life.”
He nods once but doesn’t take the pitcher or the cup I thrust into his hand. “I’ll go fetch a clean cup for her, just in case.”
“Drink,” I order, jerking him inside and shutting off the exit.
I can feel how deranged I must look, but I don’t care.
I don’t wait for obeisance, but tip the pitcher to his lips and mash his face to the spout until he glugs through his protests.
I slam the pitcher down, determined to make this one soldier pay for the crimes of far too many to count.
It doesn’t take more than half a minute for the lad to drop to his knees, holding his throat while he coughs and chokes up blood.
“You think you can slip something by me?” I bend at the waist and shout in his ear just to disorient him in his last moments. “You think you can poison my sister and live to brag about it? Who do you think you are?” Then the more important question bellows out of me as Brine collapses. “Who do you think I am?”
I don’t hear anything but Healer Orpah’s gulps as she tries to keep herself steady through the endless work of repairing a monarchy. I don’t know what happened to his hands, but they’re still a bleeding mess.
“Don’t stop on my account,” the healer croaks. I wonder if she even looked up at the commotion.
Brine’s eyes are open, his cheek lying in a small puddle of his own blood.
I scramble to Addy and pull her into my arms. “I’ll get us out of this. I’m sorry I let this happen. I didn’t know there was an uprising. I didn’t know the soldiers were plotting something so horrid.”
She’s limp but awake, which is more than I can say for Queen Lilya, whose eyes are still closed.
“I’m your sister,” Adeline murmurs, a blurry smile finding her face. “Ye poisoned your own to save me.”
I don’t want to hear her gratitude. The fact that she’s in awe of someone intercepting a blow meant for her appalls me. It should be a given, that I would protect her.
I thumb clumsily at her cheek. “Of course I did. You might be the only guard I trust in this mess. Somehow, we’ve got to get the royals out of here.”
“No one knows you’re wise to their trickery,” she points out. “Ye have to pack a bag and get Ronin and Des to safety. Then come back for us. I can’t get them out on my own,” she admits, and I know it kills her to do so.
She’s like me, stubbornly determined to finish the job at any cost.
I hold her tighter. “You know I’m not going to leave you here.”
“There’s no other way. The castle will be swarming with soldiers soon, looking for the queen, for ye. It won’t take long for them to find us.” Her eyes droop. “Sleep. I need to rest.”
So I let her drift off, unsure if I should be fighting to keep her awake, or if rest is best.
When Heidi’s bubbly voice echoes from outside the door, my spine stiffens.
I lay Addy back down on the floor and crack the door, noting the guard who’s following my little angel too closely. “Heidi, in here,” I tell her, then give my best acting performance by thanking the guard for keeping an eye on her, though I know this was no good deed he was setting himself up to perform.
“Benny!”
Heidi crashes into my arms, and I lift her up, shutting the door with my foot. “How glad I am to see your face. Tell me, are you alright?”
She nods, a guilty look plaguing the halo she always keeps handy. “I know I was supposed to wait with Ronin and Uncle Des, but I wanted to check on Mammy. Is she…” Heidi peeks over my shoulder, seeing too many things. “Mammy?”
I spin around and pin Heidi’s head to my shoulder, cursing my shortsightedness. “How did you get out of the saferoom, love?”
She tries to twist in my arms, but I’m adamant she won’t see more than she needs to. “Mammy!” she cries. “Get up, Mammy!”
“How, Heidi? Your mum’s okay. She’s just taking a bit of a rest. Long day for her. Now how did you get up here?” Of course, Adeline’s too out of it to rouse. She needs water, and I can’t even manage to give her that.
“I popped. I wanted to see if ye needed help. I’m your helper, remember? What if ye were in trouble?”
I let out a desperate laugh. “How right you are. And I do need your help. Can you pop into the saferoom with a letter from me?”
Her ribs puff with pride that comes from being counted on. “Of course! I’m your soldier.”
Never will I permit my sweet girl follow my violent path.
But now’s not the time for that discussion. “Very good. I need you to go stand in the corner. There’s quite a bit of blood here from a different injury, and I don’t want you seeing it. Understood?”
She harrumphs, but doesn’t argue. “Oh, fine. I can handle it, though. Sad Mammy used to cut herself all the time when she was upset. Blood everywhere.”
Each time Heidi spouts an off-the-cuff remark like that, it slices me through the chest. “Turn toward the corner, now. I’ll write up a letter.”
I set her down and pull out a drawer from the desk in the corner, locating a piece of parchment and fishing around until my fingers fall on something to write with.
Hastily I scrawl,
Ronin,
The plan to take down the queen came from the Chief Harvey and his soldiers, though I’m not sure who knew and who didn’t. We’re in the receiving room on the main floor. Let yourselves out with Heidi’s key, and pack several bags in secret. Pack provisions for travel.
There is no guard except for me, so don’t trust anyone you come across. Tell them you’re looking for Brine, and send them on their way. Then load up a day carriage with your bags and come help me get the queen and Salem out of here. They are badly injured. Keep Heidi with you, and bring Maisie. Leave everyone else.
Many have died. None can be trusted.
Benny
I tuck the note into Heidi’s pocket, and then slide the key from Adeline’s jeans, handing the muddied thing to her.
I kneel on one knee, so I can get on Heidi’s level and steal her attention as completely as one can do such a thing when a six-year-old is involved. Though, this one is wise beyond her years. “Quick as you can, ducky. Pop on down to the saferoom and stay with Ronin. He’s going to help get us out of here.”
“Bad things are happening,” she states, not as a question, but a confirmation that all is about to be lost.
I want to lie to her, but that will be of no benefit now. “They are, but you are good, my little duck. You carry enough goodness in your heart to light up the world. You brighten my world every day.”
Her tiny arms fling around my neck and squeeze so hard, my eyes bulge. I love when she does that. It means I’m hers, utterly hers, this cherub without wings.
“I love ye, Benny. I’m your good soldier. I’ll give these to Ronin and the king. Will ye watch Mammy for me?”
I kiss her cheek. “Of course.”
She vanishes from my grip, and I topple forward, feeling lost as I wish for a shred of light to save me from this darkened world.




Chapter Twenty

Ronin’s Daughter

Ronin

I grasp my chest when the popping sound announces Heidi’s return. “You! You’re not supposed to…”
But she’s unaffected by my eminent scolding. “Benny has a letter for ye. Once ye read it, I’m to let ye out.”
Destino is on his feet. “Let us out, then.”
Heidi is no fool. She casts him a look laced with so much attitude, I bite back a smirk. “I’m not daft enough to disobey Benny. I should think you’d have enough sense for tha, too. Read the note, then we can go.”
Destino scowls, but he’s too cowardly to aim his frustration at her, so his pursed lips direct themselves at me instead. I unfold the note and read Benny’s hasty scrawl.
Destino’s a breath behind me, but when he gets to the end, I’m not sure I can hear or feel anything. The force of the letter knocks me backward until my spine hits the wall. Shock ripples through me at the thing I’ve been wholly unprepared for.
Addy throws herself into danger every day. I know this. I’ve seen an arrow sticking out of her shoulder. I’ve seen her starved and treated dreadfully, but dead?
But Benny’s declaration is clear. He’s the only guard left.
Destino clicks his fingers in my face, but I can’t make sense of what to do with them. “Ronin! Ronin, stay with me. This doesn’t necessarily mean she’s dead. Adeline isn’t mentioned in this letter at all.”
Suddenly, I find my footing, lunging forward to grab Destino by the lapels. I shove him against the far wall. “Benny’s the only guard left! What more do you want, a death certificate? Do not speak to me about hope. Your wife is alive. Mine is gone!”
The parasite pipes in from the corner. I know I’ve scared her, but I don’t care. “Mammy’s not dead! Benny told me she was sleeping,” she says defiantly, though as she works out the words, I can tell logic’s setting in. “Benny wouldn’t tell me if Mammy was dead.”
Her big eyes water, and though I feel deranged beyond control, my pain can’t hold a candle to hers. She has no one, save for a mum who doesn’t know her.
I’m not huggable, except for when Adeline lets me near. I’m not cuddly, soft, or any of the other things one needs to be to get through life with friends. But Heidi never seemed to care how dreadful I was at all those things.
The moment I release Destino and hold my arms out to her, she runs into them.
The two of us hold tight to each other, making a silently understood vow not to try and cheer each other up, or pretend life might ever be alright again.
“I love your mum,” I confess. “I would have married her, if she would have allowed it.”
Heidi sobs into my shoulder, shaking so much that I fear she might be going into some sort of shock. “Mammy!” she wails, jerking my own tears loose, the scoundrel.
Destino is careful with us, but firm. “Benny’s letter was clear: we have to move. We have to pack bags and get out of here. I can pack us enough for the road, and I can find Maisie easily enough. Can you get Heidi to the coach and secure a day carriage for us? That’s all you need to do, Ronin. I can take care of the rest. Maisie and I can help Benny with Salem and Lily.”
My insides feel hollow, but I know Destino is right. We have to get out of here. If Benny is the only trustworthy guard left, we have to escape before too many foul ones find us.
“I can do that. Come, little one.” I pause to dab at my eyes and hers. “We must tuck our tears away until we get to the coach. Then you can cry all you like.” To Destino, I add, “When you’re packing my things, make sure you bring a handkerchief. My daughter will have only the finest material to drown her sorrows in.”
I have precious little affection for her, but buckets of understanding. She adores Adeline as much as I do, so in that, we are one. She seems to appreciate this, because when I stand, she clings to my neck, remaining in my arms as she sobs into my shoulder.
I am not brave. I am a child inside. Still, I move forward after Destino unlocks the door and lets us out. My brain is all white noise, but my feet know where the stables are.
“Quiet, now,” I warn her after Destino kisses her cheek and parts down a separate unlit hallway. “No one can know we’re scared. Keep silent, princess.”
All the wrong things race through my mind. I should be focused on the path to the stables, but a list runs through my brain of all the steps I’ll need to take to make Heidi legally my daughter.
Her smile is much like Adeline’s, and the shape of her face similar enough. I won’t let anyone who looks like Adeline go unprotected, and I certainly won’t part with Adeline’s dearest love.
I’m hollow and heavy, which is an odd sensation. My bones are weighted, filled with too much grief to move naturally, so I stumble onward, trusting my feet to get me where I need to be.
When we make it outside, my tears cloud my view of the setting moon. “Bloody daylight’s on its way. Perfect.” By my estimate, we’ve got no more than half an hour to get everyone into the carriage and on our way, and we’re nowhere near ready for that to happen.
The stable hand has always been innocuous enough, but now I don’t know who to trust. It’s not worth the risk. I set Heidi on the ground out of sight and tell her to wait for me.
She’s petrified, I can tell, but after several promises that I’ll return, she finally nods.
I straighten my suit and clear my throat as I approach, certain I’m fooling no one, acting all put together when I’m a thousand scattered pieces.
The young-twenties bloke falls to his knees. “Your Majesty, what can I get for you?”
“Actually, nothing for me. I was about to lie down to sleep. It’s Chief Harvey. He’s requested a carriage,” I tell the stable hand. “The smaller one will do, as it’s just for him. If you hurry, you can get there before daylight, though make sure to take the small daylight carriage, just in case.”
“Of course, Your Grace.” He scrambles to his feet and sweats while he sets up the only horse required for pulling the carriage built for two.
I’m a minute from breaking down completely, but I hold it together until the boy drives off in a hurry. When I motion for Heidi to come out of her hiding place and join me, she doesn’t hesitate to run to my side through the mud. Though it’s not raining now, I can tell it was, and perhaps shall again soon.
I don’t have any words of encouragement, and neither does she, though we need them now. What we do have is each other, so when she clings to me, I drink in a portion of her fear, and she soothes a piece of mine.
“Into the carriage with you,” I urge her, carrying her to the larger vehicle meant for daytime travel. It’s not my personal carriage, but it’s for important officials, so I claim this one in case I’m a target.
I set her inside and harness two of my favorite horses, bridling them and accepting their nose nudges as their way of consoling my palpable ache.
I can’t dwell on Adeline’s death. I can’t let myself live in that space.
I have to get Lilya and Destino out and save the queendom as best I can.
Crippling grief will have to come later, if I can gather some semblance of control.
I grab up spare blankets and a canteen of water the stable hand left behind, along with his snack of a hard roll and some cheese. I’m not hungry, but the child will need to eat at some point.
Heidi’s small in the carriage, curled in a ball in her long underwear with her knees pulled to her chest. When she sees me, she scrambles into my arms, taking what pittance of shelter I can offer her, broken as I am.
I gather the reins in my free hand, making sure nothing’s twisted in the small slit meant for an in-carriage driver to be able to direct the vessel when daylight is a threat. The horses canter forward, leaving the stables and quietly clomping around the side of the castle, over to the servants’ entrance, where I’m supposed to wait for Destino to gather up the people and preservations we’ll need for the uncharted journey ahead.
Shame hits me hard, making me clammy inside. I brought Adeline into this mess. I allowed her to work in a place I knew was unsafe. The whole point was that it was dangerous, and she was to clean up the mess I’ve never been able to curb. There will always be radicals out to take down the throne. I just didn’t expect the assaults to come from my own militia.
I should have known better. I should have checked in with my officials more often. I should have sought out leaders who could help me further my cause of unification, rather than merely tolerate it outwardly.
I should have dismissed Chief Harvey long ago, when he made it clear he couldn’t handle the changing winds sweeping through Drexdenberg.
Now that we’re parked, Heidi climbs onto my lap and lets loose too many tears. “Mammy looks after me! Mammy loves me! I need my mammy!”
I will not patronize her by telling her I understand, or that anything will ever get better. If someone said those things to me, I would not hesitate to throw them to the ground.
It will never be better, not without the one woman who turned me from an unfeeling monster into flesh and bone.
So I sit silently, sharing in the tears I cannot quiet.
We hold each other in hopelessness until Destino throws open the door. “Here, find a spot for all this stuff. We’re running low on time, so be quick and make as much room as you can. I’m coming with the passengers in a second.”
I slide Heidi off my lap and help Destino with the bags, shoving them in the compartment underneath the carriage, in the compartment behind, and the overhead bin. It all barely fits, but I manage to get everything to close inside, so the rain doesn’t ruin what little we’re taking with us.
The moment I’m finished, the door opens, with Destino carrying Lily. “They might be on to us, so take her quick!” He shoves his wife into my arms, and darts back inside.
Lily’s completely passed out, muddy, and wrapped in a blanket, but her pulse thumps in her neck, so at least there’s that. I’m hard pressed to feel anything, even for this brilliant woman I normally would adore.
Adeline haunts every breath, stealing any relief that tries to rescue me from my devastation.
Salem comes out next, propped up by Benny and Maisie as he huffs, sweating and sticky with mud. Adeline’s sister’s eyes are alert and fearful, though dry and without a touch of mourning. Either she’s an unfeeling cow, or she doesn’t yet know that her sister has perished.
I deposit Lilya on the bench so I can step out and make myself useful for whatever Destino’s bringing next, but I’m rubbish at helping Salem inside the carriage. Maisie and Benny manage the feat well enough. Salem is positively covered in blood, his hands bandaged and his eyes drooping. He needs much help getting up the steps, but once he’s in, that’s the whole of it.
“Where’s Destino?” I ask Benny, ducking my head just inside the carriage. “The sun is about to rise.”
Benny’s situating Salem as best he can, while Maisie draws Lilya onto her lap to make more room. It’ll be a tight fit, but that hardly matters.
Adeline’s dead. Nothing matters at all.
When Destino runs out of the castle, he’s got a body covered in a blanket in his arms. “Take her!” he whisper-shouts at me, and dumps the form I’d know anywhere into my arms.
I stumble backwards and fall in the mud, weighted by the prospect of holding pure death.
How Destino could be so callous, I don’t know, but I cannot move.
Let the dawn come. Let me die right here, clutching Adeline’s limp form. Let the sun burn away all my sins that brought me to this moment.
Benny rescues me from my crippling grief by arresting my love from my arms, and handing her up to Destino. Then he hefts me up out of the mud, stunned as I am, and carries me over his shoulder into the carriage.
He sits me on the bench and drives us off, my mind a mess of mental images too disturbing to speak aloud.
Adeline’s beauty will be buried in the earth. Adeline’s hair will be crawling with bugs. Adeline’s face will decompose and crumble to nothing.
Adeline the skeleton.
“Breathe!” Benny urges me, and then bends me in half, shoving my head between my knees. “You’re having a panic attack. Breathe through it. In and out. We’re okay, Ronin. We’re getting out. No one followed us, and even if they did, we’ve got daylight on our side, protecting us.”
“Mammy!” Heidi screams through her tears. Of all the unfeeling, monstrous things, to shove a child’s dead mum into a carriage with her is unthinkable. I wouldn’t wish my trauma on Heidi, and don’t understand how she’s able to bear it. “Wake up, Mammy! Wake up!”
Her words gut me, and I don’t care that my great-grandson and the entire carriage can hear my sobs. It’s too much, this horrible weight.
There isn’t much space, but Benny kneels in my eyeline, lifting my head just inches so he can get a good look at my agony. “What is it? You’re never this far gone. Is something the matter I don’t know about?”
“Dead!” I work out through gritted teeth, spittle flying out as if I’ve forgotten every ounce of decorum. “Adeline’s dead!”
Benny’s brow furrows as he turns his head to the side. “No, Ronin. She’s right here. I brought her here to you.”
“Mammy, I’m here!” Heidi shouts.
Adeline’s body is stretched out across Destino’s lap, her eyes open only a sliver as her hand reaches for her daughter.
It’s a miracle, or a misunderstanding; I don’t care which.
Adeline is alive.
Relief and breath flood me too fast for comfort, and suddenly, everything plummets. I slump forward, hoping Benny will catch me on my journey into the darkness.




Chapter Twenty-One

Ronin’s Lamb

Ronin

I’m jostled to consciousness, and my first thought isn’t of the territory. It’s not of my safety, or even Lilya’s.
All I can think of is Adeline.
“There you are. You had me worried for a minute. Can you hear me? Ronin, do you know your name?”
“Adeline,” I call through the moving carriage. It’s packed far too tight for comfort, and I’m on the floor like a crumpled ball of refuse.
“Close enough,” Benny murmurs, and then offers his hand to right me. Though his movements are steady and slow, my head swims with panic that I may have gone insane.
“Is she dead or isn’t she? Adeline?”
“Whoa. Easy, Ronin. Your eyes aren’t focusing. She’s here. I brought her in.”
“Alive or dead? Alive or dead?” I’m manic now, crazed in a way I’m sure looks certifiable. But I don’t care about decorum. I care only about one thing as I grip his suit jacket. “Tell me!”
Benny’s wide eyes do their best to get me to settle, but it’s no use. “Adeline’s alive. She’s right here. Just passed out, is all, though she’s awake now. The water helped.”
More tears I don’t mean to shed in front of so many faces sprout from my eyes and slide down my cheeks. My whole body trembles as I crawl—yes, crawl—to Destino, who’s got my love stretched across his lap.
“Give her to me,” I demand in a whisper, needing to see the miracle for myself.
Destino casts me a wary look, puzzled by my tears. As if a man’s not allowed to cry when his world breaks apart. “Calm down, and I will. She’s injured, Ronin, so get ahold of yourself first.”
Instead of listening to the wise council, I bellow loud enough to startle everyone. “Give Adeline to me!”
“Ronin?” Adeline’s mousy voice is nothing like her. I curse the vampires who made her a shell of the lion she truly is.
The sound of my name on her lips drives me over the edge of desperation. I’m on the floor of the carriage, staring at the underside of her head. I need to see her face. To know she’s real.
Destino’s driving with one hand and holding Adeline tight with the other. “Benny, can you help me out?”
There’s hardly anywhere to step, but Benny manages the feat, lifting Adeline from Destino’s lap, where she never belonged, which gives him the opportunity to hold on to the reins with both hands so he can better direct us.
When Lilya stirs, Destino goes just as mad trying to get her into his arms. Maiseline obliges, taking over the driving so Destino can curl his wife in his arms on the bench beside the barely alert Salem.
Benny waits until they’re all situated before he gingerly lowers Adeline into my arms with a stern look that instructs me to be careful with her fragile state.
As if I don’t know how to care for my own girlfriend.
Her eyes keep opening and closing, each movement loosening the knot in my chest that’s kept me from drawing a full breath. “Darling,” I coo through hysterical tears. “You gave me quite a fright. Don’t you know you’re not allowed to die?”
She manages a wan smile, and then exhales when I lean her head to my shoulder, her body draped across my lap in the small space. Heidi’s on the floor across from me, but Benny picks her up to sit on his lap so she doesn’t get kicked by mistake.
I can’t stop kissing her face. Relief is a high no drug can achieve. “I thought you were lost to me. I thought it was over for good.”
“Why would you think that?” Benny asks, as if I’m insane.
“Because of your daft letter!” I brandish it, and he grabs it up from me, parsing his words to see how I got there. “You said you were the only guard left!”
Benny grimaces. “Yeah, that was my mistake. She’s alive, so no harm done.”
I’m vibrating with all I want to shout at my oldest friend, but Adeline’s hand on my chest steadies my temper.
“Ronin,” she breathes, her voice barely audible. “Are ye well?”
“No,” I admit, shaking my head, unable to compose myself. “I had a taste of what it would be like to lose you, and I can’t stomach the atrocity again.”
The moment she’s alert enough to kiss me, she does, tasting the salt on my lips as if it’s the sweetest candy. I trust her completely with my moment of weakness, which isn’t something I thought would ever happen for me.
“It was awful,” she confesses between kisses.
“Tell me everything, love.” I keep my kisses as gentle as I can manage, though my hands are still trembling.
“They were starving the queen in the woods. The chief. Kaven. Dozens of soldiers. Maybe more.”
My head jerks toward Lilya. “Why didn’t you poison them?”
“Because Salem was in the camp! Whatever poison I dreamed up might’ve hurt him. Besides, Kaven locked me in a room by myself until I was too weak to call on nature for anything. By the time he took me into the woods, I couldn’t do more than stand.”
Destino’s anguish is several notches above mine, though I feel the rage he growls.
“They nailed Salem’s hands to a fat stump,” Adeline says, continuing the story. “Tha’s why he’s a bloody mess. I was angry, and…” Adeline’s culpable expression is too beautiful for words.
“You were angry and I wasn’t nearby, so Lalita came out to fight for the throne, as she well should.”
“Tha’s a noble spin you’re putting on it.”
When Destino finishes feeding water to Lilya, I take the canteen and tip it to Addy’s lips, giving her the swallows she craves to cool the burns in her throat.
“What happened after that?” I ask patiently, as if there’s no rush at all as we barrel along in the daylight.
“I freed Prince Salem and carried the queen out of their camp after Lalita set it on fire, killing most, if not all of them. We made it to the castle, and learned tha the soldiers we’ve been trusting to protect us in the house aren’t all grand. One of them stabbed Prince Salem in the thigh.”
“Another tried to poison Adeline,” Benny interjects, his eyes on the veil covering the opening, so he can drive us in a direction that’s hopefully not over a cliff. “No clue who’s on our side and who’s not.”
“We’ll scrap them all,” I rule, and no one objects, though it’s clear the verdict is heavy and weighs on us all as the worst, if not the only, option for moving forward.
“Not to be nosey,” Benny speaks up, “but I have no idea where I’m taking us. Away from the castle is my only objective, but at some point, I’ll need and actual location.”
Lilya speaks up, and I know her suggestion before it fills the air. “Neutral Territory. You’ll all stay at our home there until we have a plan. Fiora can look at Salem’s injuries. Adeline can rest.”
Maisie’s gasp tells me she still knows very little of the turn the world has taken. “Neutral Territory? But tha’s where the criminals live.”
I can hear the smile in Lilya’s reply, though I won’t tear my eyes from Adeline’s face to confirm it. “It’s also where I live, and it’s a place the rebels won’t follow.”
Benny stares at Maiseline so lovingly, I can’t imagine how she hasn’t taken a shine to him yet. “I’ll protect you, Maisie. No one will harm you if I’m near.”
Her reply has a sweetness laced in. “I’m glad you’re here, Benny.”
His chest swells, but that’s as far as he’ll push her, the great coward.
Maisie says nothing more on the subject.
“How are you feeling, love?” I ask Adeline, unwilling to let my feelings for her be hidden. It took us too long to get here; I’ll not settle for anything lukewarm now.
“Lalita always takes a lot out of me. I’m tired, but I’ll be alright. Grand tha we’ll have a place to sleep.”
My seriousness overwhelms me as my emotions finally quiet. “I thought you were dead. It nearly killed me to think it. I don’t like imagining my life without you.”
Maybe it’s rash, but I can’t stop myself from barreling toward whatever it is that will fasten us together in a permanent way.
Adeline snuggles in tighter to me. “Ye don’t have to worry about tha.”
I know Benny would tell me to stop and think this through, but the truth of the matter is, I have. I’ve contemplated too many times how she would do on my arm, by my side, in front of the territory, proclaimed as my one and only.
I’ve never been one for permanence, but now the thought of anything short of forever wrecks my insides.
Adeline blinks up at me, drinking in the sincerity on my face. “Ronin, what’s wrong?”
“Too many things, and yet, if you marry me, nothing will ever be wrong again.”
Adeline’s gasp is buried beneath everyone else’s in the carriage.
Before anyone can tamper with my passion, I let loose the question that’s been burning in my chest for far too long.
“Adeline, will you marry me?”




Chapter Twenty-Two

Protective

Adeline

Ronin’s hovering even after we’ve made our way through Neutral Territory and into the queen’s wooden home, which I know means he’s still scared I’m more hurt than I’m letting on. I don’t think I am, but honestly, I can never tell. I need a healer who can give me a once over. I never know what Lalita does while she’s tearing up her prey, unless I can see the knife sticking out of my leg or something.
The mansion in Neutral Territory belongs to Lilya and her three husbands. It’s made of wood, so it looks more like a fancy, expansive cottage than anything else. I can see why she likes staying here on her breaks between visiting territories.
Ronin’s waiting for me and Heidi outside the home’s communal bath meant for guests and guards. My babe is exhausted, but she’s also sparkling clean, so at least there’s tha.
Maisie’s still drying off from her bath, but I know she’ll be along soon. She doesn’t need me to bathe her anymore. In fact, she doesn’t need me for anything.
I’m not sad about tha, more confused as to what I should do with myself. I found myself wanting to offer to help her scrub her hair clean, but she’s a grown woman who can do tha sort of thing herself now.
It’s good. Better than good. It’s just strange, is all. I’m still adjusting. Ronin keeps urging me to rest, but without purpose, I’m fidgety.
“I can’t wait to see my new bed!” Heidi squeals, forever the six-year-old I love.
I’m slower than Heidi’s scampering, which worries me. Usually I can keep up, but today, I’m beat.
I’m still filthy, with dried blood and mud caked in places I’m not ready to examine. I should have bathed in the stall next to Heidi’s, but in case I’m more injured than I realize, I didn’t want to scare her.
I never care about my potential injuries until the danger dips, so I take my concern for my body as the first sign tha we might be out of the woods for a bit.
It’s a thin silver lining, but I’ll take it.
Ronin’s hand cups my elbow. “Steady, darling. You’re wobbling.”
“Am I?” Tha’s troubling. Maybe I’m more tired than I realized. When I reach the door to Heidi’s room, I hold the jamb. “Go on to bed. I know you’re exhausted. I’ll be in to check your room and the queen’s as soon as I tuck in Heidi,” I inform him as I walk into the bedroom Heidi and I have been granted.
I do what I can to give him the easy out. I know he doesn’t like nurturing types of things, like bedtime routines.
Ronin surprises me by staying by my side. “Would you mind if I tagged along?”
I blink at him. “Of course I don’t, but ye do. Ye hate this kind of thing.”
Ronin rolls his shoulders back. “I don’t have much experience with it.”
Maiseline comes alongside us in a nightgown borrowed from the queen. Never thought we’d have a life where Maisie would wear clothes fit for royalty. The pink nightgown falls to her knees, and the silk matching bathrobe is cinched around her demure waist. Her hair is wet, and tied in a bun atop her head tha she fashioned herself.
“I can put Heidi down,” Maisie offers.
I blink at her, unsure what to do with the kindness. I want to ask her if she’s sure, but Heidi is her own daughter. She has tha right, and I have no cause to stop her. “Heidi likes her bedtime song.”
Maisie nods patiently. “Yes. I know it.”
“And she might ask for a story, but only one, otherwise she’ll ask until the day ends.”
Maisie smirks at me. “I’ve watched ye put her down for a while now. Let me do this for ye. For her.”
Guilt swarms in my chest. I’m interfering with them finding their own bedtime routine. If Maiseline wants this parental task, she should have it. Who am I to tell her what to do?
I catch her arm before she dips into the bedroom. “Heidi’s your daughter. Ye can put her to bed however ye see fit. I shouldn’t have told ye what to do.”
Emotion flashes in Maisie’s eyes when she looks at me, but then she shifts her gaze to Ronin’s. “See tha a healer’s sent in to look at my sister. She’s too prideful or humble to say so, but she’s badly injured. Ye want to marry her, aye?”
My heart leaps into my throat tha she’s bringing up the thing they all heard him say in the carriage.
Ronin postures beside me, as if he’s a groom on his wedding day, ready to escort his bride. “I do.”
Firmness pushes to the forefront of Maisie’s disposition, which isn’t something I’m used to seeing. “See tha ye take care of her the way she deserves, whether she’s ready to settle for ye or not.”
My eyes widen at her blunt assessment. We’ve not spoken much since she came out of her fog. The shifter who volunteered to be Maisie’s caregiver said space was the best thing for her, so I’ve limited my visits to short conversations, mostly about innocuous things. Her high opinion of me jerks emotion to my tear ducts, but I steel myself against breaking down just yet.
“Of course.” Ronin raises an eyebrow at Maisie’s sass, but I can tell he likes it, and respects her for being protective of me.
My sister is protective of me.
Me.
But Maiseline’s not finished. “You’re holding back because you’re afraid of how your people will react. Tha only shows me you’re not her equal yet. My Adeline braved being cast out by our da, abducted by fae scientists, and then she trekked across the territories and made a home in enemy land because she’s just tha brave. If you’re still learning how to be a man, learn on your own, not with my sister.”
My mouth falls open. I vaguely recall her standing up to bullies and the like with the posture of a lass of privilege, but I forgot how spectacular the sight is.
There’s sass, and then there’s accusation. Ronin doesn’t take kindly to the latter.
“I’ve only held back because I don’t want to put your sister in more danger than she already is. I asked her to marry me. Do you assume I would tolerate a marriage in secret? I’m ready to announce my intentions to all three territories, but I’m slowing down because I know she deserves to feel safe first.”
Maiseline sizes him up with a look I’ve longed to see. “Grand. Then perhaps ye are worthy of someone like her. Though, my sister is caked in mud and blood and I see no healer by her side, so perhaps I’ll decide whether or not to get used to ye being around until I have to see if I need to summon a healer here myself.”
My guffaw is only covered by his scoff. “A healer is waiting in my chambers, ready to attend to my future bride.”
Maisie’s chin raises, and I see clearly the upbringing she had tha was sorely different than mine, though we were in the same home for a few years. She’s Sir Muttrend’s daughter, and doesn’t shy away from claiming her authority the bloodline granted her. It’s impressive, if nothing else, but more shocking to me, who’s used to seeing the pleasantly vacant expression muting her words.
I move to hug her, but I’m filthy, so I only make it halfway. “Sorry. I’ve just missed ye, is all.”
Maisie stays true to herself and throws her arms around me.
Tha’s a sister. Never turning up her nose at the dirt tha’s spattered all over your life.
“Don’t ever hold back a hug from me. Ye took care of me all those years. Now tha I’m getting back on my feet, it’s my turn to look after ye and Heidi.”
I’m not stable enough to hear nice things. Not beautiful things like tha.
My knees wobble, and I’m certain tha if Ronin didn’t have a hold on me, I’d be on the floor.
I’ve cried too much, and in front of too many people. I’ll not risk being so open again. But her devotion slices through too many layers of pride, and I know if I stand here much longer, I’m a goner.
I manage a gulping nod and lean into Ronin, silently begging him to get me out of here so I don’t lose it completely.
Ronin dips his head to my sister, conveying respect, and helps me amble away from my impending breakdown.
“You’re injured,” he comments quietly after we round the corner.
“Aye. Not sure where or how bad it is, but I’ll not be dancing jigs any time soon.”
One arm bands around my back while the other supports my weight by cupping my elbow. He doesn’t speak, but leads me carefully to a room on the second floor tha’s far bigger than those in the servants’ quarters.
Ronin must stay here often, because the room is furnished with his gold and emerald flair, and the open wardrobe displays a collection of his signature suits. The bed is lavish, which is no surprise, but my sack of hastily-packed travel things stands out like burlap amid silk, sitting atop the golden comforter as it is.
“My things shouldn’t be on your bed,” I tell him. “It’s not fitting.”
Ronin doesn’t respond, only leans out of the room to murmur something to a person down the hall.
Benny trots by without a word, freshly bathed himself and in his pajamas, though I know the man is far from being able to sleep.
Ronin sits me in a chair by the desk in the corner and kneels before me to take off my boots, which are too dirty and crusty for manicured hands to touch.
I recoil as much as I’m able. “No, Ronin. Ye don’t take off people’s shoes. I can do tha.”
Ronin’s jaw firms as he glares up at me. “Why won’t you let me take care of you?”
I blink at him, unsure of the answer to tha myself. “I take care of ye, not the other way around. You’ve done enough to give me a better life. I’ll not take advantage. I’m not so lazy tha I can’t take off my own boots.”
“Yes, because the only reason people are helpful must involve laziness. Why would you assume anyone would ever misconstrue you as lazy? I’m helping you with your boots because the woman I love is injured and a breath away from collapse. Now, if you and your pride will excuse me, I have a task to tend to.”
He continues unlacing my boots, and I’m immediately embarrassed at the state of my feet. Ronin has perfectly manicured… everything.
“Breathe through it,” he instructs as he slides off one boot and my sock.
His voice is smooth and loving, like I’ve never been an inconvenience to anyone in my life. How long have I been starved for sweetness from a man?
Ronin massages my ankle. “Letting people be good to you is an art I can tell you’ve never learned. I, however, am an excellent tutor, so you’re in capable hands.”
I manage a smirk as he unties my other boot and slides off my socks, exposing my filthy feet to the air.
He leans up and kisses my lips, as if the sight of my unwashed toes turns him on.
He’s a strange one, tha’s for certain.
The knock on the door produces a wry look about him, as if someone’s interrupted the sexy moment of him tending to my filthy feet. “I’ll get that. You sit and daydream about frivolous things.”
I manage a lighthearted scoff. “I’ll get right on tha.”
The healer is a stooped old woman who can’t possibly stand more than five feet off the ground. Her skin sags around her mouth and eyelids, but it’s the X’s sewn over her sunken eyes tha steal my breath. She’s got a cane, but her arm is looped around Prince Alexavier’s.
I know he lives here, but I didn’t put it together tha the fae prince would actually be walking into this room.
I’m off my chair and on my knees, my forehead pressed to the ground to show him the respect he deserves.
No, I’m not fae. Yes, he’s the fae prince. But he’s also one of Queen Lilya’s three husbands, so I treat him with the honor due my queen.
Ronin lets out a flustered whine and trots to my side, gently helping me up off the floor. “You’re injured, darling. You needn’t kneel when you’re not well. Alexavier understands.”
My joints are stiff, but I manage to stand by Ronin’s side. “Your Majesty.”
Prince Alexavier waves off my address. “You’re the guard who saved my Lily-girl’s life? You took an arrow to the shoulder that was meant for her?”
His blond hair and fair complexion offer up an ethereal look to the prince. Combined with his lean musculature and tall stature, he no doubt stole the hearts of many a fae lass before he married the very best one of them all.
“Aye, Your Majesty. I’m Adeline. It’s my privilege to protect the queen.”
Then Prince Alexavier drops the hand of the elderly blind woman and crushes me in a hug tha surprises a squeak from me. “I’m not ‘Your Majesty’ to you. I’m your brother. Your greatest ally. Your servant. Anyone who’s saved Lily’s life gets whatever she wants, starting with a visit from the best healer in the land. I nearly borrowed her myself, what with all the colds and sniffles that have broken out in Faveda, but you come first, after all you’ve done for Lily-girl.”
“I’m no healer, boy!” the old woman argues.
Prince Alexavier releases me to my shock and rolls his eyes conspiratorially, as if we’ve always been friends. “Of course not. My mistake. You only treat the sick and stitch up the broken. What’s the other word for that? Ah, yes. Fiora here’s a chimney sweep, not a healer,” he says with a wink at me. “Fiora is the woman who raised Lily-girl.”
A blind healer?
I’m way out of my depth here. They’re so casual.
Before another word passes, I’m back on my knees, my forehead pressed to the ground. “Apologies, Your Grace. I didn’t realize you were the queen’s mammy.”
Ronin huffs and helps me up again. “While your respect is well-noted, as Alexavier pointed out, you are injured, so formalities hold no place here.”
I raise my chin. “I am not so selfish as to put myself above honor for the throne.”
Ronin’s hand on the small of my back softens my posture a little. “Then I will bow in your place. If you want to bow to Fiora, tell me, and I’ll do it. As for you, sitting would be best. If not for you, then for the heart attack that encroaches in my chest every time you get down on your knees.”
Prince Alexavier gapes at Ronin. “If Adeline told you she wanted to bow, you would actually get down on your knees?”
“Of course.” Ronin sits me in the nearest chair in the bedroom, and then turns, gets down on his knees in his nice suit, and presses his forehead to the floor—bowing not like a vampire, but as a shifter would.
Vampires take to their knees and call it good enough. Shifters lower their heads and press their foreheads to the ground to show complete submission, as an animal would to their Alpha.
I cannot breathe; the sight is so anomalous tha I can’t tear my eyes from Ronin’s backside raised in the air.
Prince Alexavier is just as stunned, maybe more so. “You… I…” Then his gaze slides over to me, his mouth agape. “What kind of magical creature are you?”
I bury my face in my hands while Fiora chortles. “Ye don’t have to do tha, Ronin. It doesn’t hurt me to kneel.”
“No,” Ronin says as he raises his head, turns so he’s kneeling before me, holding my hands like a man smack in the middle of a marriage proposal. “It hurts me when you kneel, and I’ve had enough pain for one day.”
Emotion wells in my eyes and I shake my head at the two of us—me, for getting sappy in front of royalty, and him, for being too irresistible for words. “Ye can’t go stealing my heart like tha. Not when I’m unarmed and too tired to fend off a swoon.”
He kisses my knuckles and even goes so far as to rest the side of his head atop my lap.
The sight of him so submissive and wholly mine erases a portion of my nerves as I run my fingers through his thick and luxurious hair, soothing us both.
His shoulders relax, and I watch his eyes close with contentment. His peace fills the parts of me tha are coming up short.
Prince Alexavier’s voice comes slow and measured, putting words to Fiora’s quiet chuckle. “Whatever madness has seeped into your brain, I hope it never leaves you, Ronin.”
Fiora steps toward us. “I like to think we’re never done growing, learning, but I admit, I thought Ronin beyond this kind of growth. Well done to ye both.”
Ronin kisses my knuckles and then stands, his hand on Fiora’s shoulder. “Fiora, Adeline has been through much. She was born without the ability to feel pain, so it’s hard for us to tell just how injured she is. Can you give her a look? I’m afraid the care I’ve been able to secure for her in Drexdenberg isn’t to your gold standard.”
I’m not sure what help she can give me, blind as she is, but I don’t protest. I wouldn’t dare. It’s the queen’s mammy.
Fiora wastes no time, opening my mouth and sticking her finger inside. She prods at my eyelids, for what, I couldn’t tell ye. She raises my arms over my head. “Stiff joints,” she comments. “Alexavier, brew her some turmeric tea, Son.”
“Sure thing.”
Fiora pokes at my ribs and tests the flexibility of my ankles while Prince Alexavier sprouts a small plant from his palm, tears the leaves into a teacup on a small table near the bed, and then pours hot water from his fingertips. He inhales, and then adds a few small flower buds.
Fae magic is captivating, if not unnerving. The stigma of all faes being tricky and prone to deception floats to the forefront of my mind, but I work to push it back, so I’m not inhibited by socially-engrained biases.
“You’ve got that look about you,” he says without glancing from his work.
“What look?”
He smirks. “The look all non-faes get when a fae brews them something. You’re worried I’m going to poison you. As if I’ve got nothing better to do than put something foul in your drink.”
I gulp. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I’ll drink whatever ye make. I’m just out of my element here.”
Never mind tha I was abducted by fae men who took my blood and did who knows what to me. I know it wasn’t the fae prince who harmed me and traded my safety for gold, but apparently old wounds run deep.
His full-blown grin tells me he’s not terribly offended. “No worries. Just letting you know you’re not in danger here.”
When he hands me the cup, I muster a grateful smile, though parts of me very much distrust anything fae-born. “Thanks, Prince Alexavier,” I manage.
“Alex,” he corrects me. “You saved Lily’s life and you grew Ronin a heart from scratch. You’re family.”
An airy laugh escapes through my nose, which makes me start to distrust him less.
I take a sip of the tea while Fiora presses on each of my toes. “Cheers, Alex.” My eyes widen at my daring. “Ho, tha sounded strange.”
Alex ruffles my hair, as if he truly is a brother. “There you go. Have you two eaten?”
“Ronin could use some blood. And probably some meat. Something with iron in it.”
“And you, sis?”
A lopsided smile finds my face. Jays, it’s easy to let myself relax around him. “Anything ye have would be appreciated.”
Alex shakes his head. “You asked for it. I have no choice but to bring up every piece of food in the kitchen. That’s what happens when you don’t ask for specifics; you get it all.”
My eyes bulge. “No! Just some cheese and bread.”
“Was that so hard?”
Fiora sets my foot down. “Out ye go, Alexavier,” she orders. As soon as the door shuts, she motions to my form. “I need to examine ye without all these layers.”
I nod, casting Ronin a nervous glance, and reach for the hem of my shirt. It sticks a little as I raise the material, and Ronin has to step in and help me rip it over my head.
He swears, staring at my back. “Adeline! Did you really not feel this?”
Warm liquid slithers down my spine. I try turning my chin over my shoulder to get a decent look, but I can’t make out whatever it is he’s upset about. “It’s probably fine.”
Ronin’s nostrils flare, but to his credit, he doesn’t snap at my dismissive attitude. “Fiora, right here there’s a four-inch gash that just reopened because it clotted to her shirt. Do you have what you need in your healer bag?”
“Aye,” she replies, opening up her raggedy black leather sack and pulling out a kit.
I cast Ronin a nervous look to let him know of my misgivings concerning being stitched up by a blind woman.
He responds by holding my hand while Fiora disinfects the needle and threads it. “Fiora is the best.”
I trust his word, but it’s a strange thing to watch a woman with no eyes prepare medical supplies.
Ronin takes a rag and wets it in the tea, then scrubs it gingerly over my back.
We’re all quiet as Fiora sews me up, foregoing any numbing agent because, really, what’s the point. Ronin holds my hand the entire time, being as much a gentleman as he’s capable of being when I’m shirtless and leaning my head into his abdomen.
When she finishes her stitching, she washes her hands and then comes around to cup my chin, her cane tapping on the wooden floor. “What is your animal, child?”
I look up into her sewn-shut eyelids as if she can see straight through me to my many secrets. “Private,” I reply with my standard response, but then add a meek, “respectfully, Lady Fiora.”
She winches my chin tighter but not bruising, her arthritic grip turning my chin this way and tha, as if she truly can see me from all angles. “I think your animal was meant for someone ye were never supposed to be. I can see great terror and wreckage coming from your beast. This was a mistake,” she rules with certainty tha straightens my spine. “Whoever gave ye this enhancement wasn’t counting on ye being respectful and level-headed. They were counting on your beast controlling ye, not the other way around.”
I gape at her. “Did Ronin tell ye about my monster?”
Ronin holds up his hands and shakes his head. “I haven’t said a word.”
Fiora lifts her chin. “I am old enough to know when an animal’s been tampered with. Ye were supposed to be a lizard. Or maybe a panther?”
“My da’s a panther and my mammy’s a lizard. Aye. How did ye know tha?” My brows pucker. “And what do ye mean, ‘tampered with’?”
Now I’m too alert, too awake, too anxious.
She tilts my head back and rubs my temples from behind until my eyes close. I’m unconcerned tha I’m displaying my bra to Ronin, so soothing is her touch. “An animal with your ferocity isn’t born of nature. It’s manmade, and designed to be used as a weapon. How long has your animal been this way?”
I shrug, the back of my head resting against her stomach. The touch is so maternal, I forget which parts of me are secret and spill them all. “Since always. I’m the lebnest monster,” I finally admit. “I don’t mean to hurt people usually, but when Lalita gets too angry, I can’t stop her.” Then my guilt takes over. “Tha’s not true. Sometimes I don’t want to stop her. She does things I want to do, but know are wrong. Like murdering the soldiers who abducted Queen Lilya and Prince Salem. I should have captured them and brought them in for a trial, but Lalita broke loose, and I didn’t stop her.”
Then I swallow hard and dig deep, finally handing over the truth. “I’m not sure I wanted to.”




Chapter Twenty-Three

Healer Fiora

Adeline

To her credit, when I admit I didn’t exactly try my hardest to stop Lalita’s rampage, Fiora only pauses her massage of my temples for a few seconds as she drinks in my confession. “What color is Lalita?”
“Her scales are olive.”
“She’s more lizard than panther, then?”
“Aye.”
“Then ye take after your mammy more than your da.”
Pride swells in my chest. “Aye.”
She massages me without speaking further until Alex comes back with a tray of food.
Ronin’s quick to cover my chest with a blanket, but honestly, I’m too relaxed to care. If I drooled, tha wouldn’t surprise me.
She brushes her hand over my face, as if wiping something away. Then she sprinkles a handful of something over my head tha makes me sneeze out purple dust.
“What was tha?” I ask, swiping at my nose.
Fiora’s voice is dripping with worry. “Alex, I need ye to make me some charcoal paste, and incorporate the ingredients in here into it.”
She dips her hand into her healer bag and pulls out a vial tha rattles when she shakes it.
“This lass was infected with fae magic when she was young. It’s not a curse, otherwise I’d call for Lilya. The paste will draw out the fae magic.”
Tha opens my eyes real quick. “Fae magic? But I’m shifter.”
“Then how did ye get fae magic in ye?”
I wish I didn’t know the answer to Fiora’s question. Long-dormant memories of the fae who took me, took my blood, knocked me out and did who knows what, then dumped me on my da’s doorstep floods me like being doused in ice. I inhale sharply through my mouth, then quickly blow it out.
I don’t want to get worked up. I don’t want to feel the fear. As quick as I can, I suppress the anxiety tha never has a place to rest. “Fae scientists stole me away. I don’t know what they did to me, but Lalita was different after tha.” I rub my chest bone. “I barely remember what she was like before they got ahold of her. She was peaceful. I remember tha much.”
Seems like another life.
Ronin fills in the gaps where I’ve gone silent. “They took her blood and used it to make the Gorgonell. The bull monster who turned all those fae to stone.”
Alex drops something on the floor and gapes at me. “You’re the Gorgonell?”
“No! I’m Adeline. My animal is Lalita. Lalita used to be a creature who was smaller and less dangerous. I had a normal shifter relationship with her. After the fae scientists did their thing, she grew too big for me to let out.”
Fiora’s tone is grave. “Then we must draw the fae magic out. It’s the only way to give Lalita back to ye.”
My head jerks from her stomach and I sit up straighter. “What? Are ye saying ye can give Lalita back to me? Ye can turn her back into a normal animal?”
I’m excited at first glance, but then recoil, unsure if Lalita feels the pangs of me wishing she was just a little different.
Fiora shakes her head. “The foreign fae magic’s been in ye too long to eradicate completely, but I can work some of it out, so it’s not such a struggle to control her.” Her wrinkled hands work their way through my filthy hair. “She won’t be the animal ye were supposed to have from birth, but she won’t be a monster, either. Probably something in between. At least your animal won’t take ye over without your permission. Tha’s an improvement.”
I balk, confused and amazed at all she’s saying. “Are ye saying I might be able to control when I shift?”
Fiora nods to me. “Aye, if it works. If the fae magic has been in ye too long, then what’s done is done. The paste won’t harm your animal.”
I don’t care tha Ronin hates the sight; I’m on my knees in the next breath, shirtless and bowing before the old woman, gripping her ankles because I cannot leave without this cure—however effective it may or may not be.
“Lady Fiora, if ye can help me, I would forever be in your debt.”
She chuckles, as if I’m being cute. “Ye saved my Lilya from the arrow and destroyed the soldiers who stole her away. If this works, then I won’t be in your debt anymore.”
Ronin waits exactly four more seconds before he’s helping me up off the ground, shielding me from Alex’s view until he can work the blanket around my torso to cover me.
“This won’t hurt Adeline?” Ronin inquires.
“I don’t care if it does!” I plead. “Please, Your Grace. If ye can help me tame Lalita, it would be the greatest kindness ye could do for all people. I’m a danger, and I don’t want to be.”
Fiora and Ronin sit me back down in my chair while Alex sets to work, growing whole lumps of black and grinding them in a bowl into paste. Fiora’s uncannily observant, commenting on Alex’s paste based on scent alone. “Tha’s not cured enough. Start it again. No shortcuts, Son.”
My heart is racing. I’m so tired, but to think help is right in this very room is something worth staying awake for.
Ronin assembles me a sandwich of meats tha smell so divine, I’m certain they’ve been cured with herbs I’ve never had access to. He sips his blood cocktail as he hands me the sandwich.
The taste is incredible as tart cherry jam explodes on my tongue, coupled with a tangy hard cheese, and meat tha makes me moan. I haven’t eaten more than a roll or apple in a while, and my stomach wakes up with the desire to rip into anything put in front of me, while the others work in hushed back-and-forths a few feet away.
I’m sure I look rabid, unwashed and unkempt, tearing into the meal with too much ferocity, but I’m too tired to care about manners at the moment.
By the time Alex presents Fiora with the prepared paste, I’ve inhaled the last crumb and am starting to come down from my fervor.
“Make her another sandwich, Ronin, and fetch me a bowl,” Fiora instructs, standing before me and smearing the black paste on my temples and down my nose. Then she squeezes my cheeks so my mouth pops open, and she paints my tongue with the thick stuff, filling my taste buds with something tha tastes like grass and rocks, mixed with bitter roots and laundry soap. Then she closes my mouth and steps back. “Tha first meal’s coming up in a few seconds.”
“What?” I ask as my tongue starts to go numb.
Ronin shoves a shaving bowl under my chin just in time. The second the paste hits my stomach, my whole body reacts like my insides have been punched.
“What is tha?” I cry, my stomach heaving without my permission.
“Fiora?” Ronin shouts as I fall forward onto all fours off my seat, heaving over the bowl so violently tha my stomach aches purely from the motion of contracting and expanding with too much force.
Suddenly, my sandwich, the paste, and everything tha’s been in my stomach comes shooting out of me, splattering into the bowl like it’s being funneled through a hose.
I can barely work in gasps of air between explosions. Tears fall without me meaning for them to; so much pressure is behind each thrust.
I want to demand to know what’s in the paste, to see if perhaps Alex made it incorrectly, but I can’t make out a single word.
When I’m certain I can’t throw up anything else, something gurgles in the pit of my belly.
“Fiora!” Ronin cries, kneeling by my half-naked side.
Alex crouches at my other side, and I want to shove him. I don’t want people to watch me puke. This is the absolute worst. I needed tha food in me. I’m weak, and not up for losing what little sustenance was keeping me upright.
“Brace yourself, lass,” Fiora warns, and I’m too terrified to do more than whine.
Ronin is irate. “Fiora, make this stop! It’s too much. She’s already weak. She’s not well enough for whatever this is!”
Fiora’s voice is authoritarian. “Her animal is a danger to anyone she comes across. I cannot wait another hour to get it out of her. I’m doing her a kindness, Ronin. This thing is a monster. Adeline has struggled to tame it long enough.”
A sob breaks out of me, a long-suppressed agony because finally, someone understands. It’s a struggle tha isolates me and saps me of too much energy to convince Lalita to play fair.
The rumble in my stomach turns into fire tha heats too hot for me to ignore.
Normally I can’t feel pain, but this, I can feel. A scream belts out of me as I claw at the floor, terror coating me when I realize my fingers are turning to claws.
“Run, Ronin! Run! Get the queen out of the mansion! Save them! I can’t stop her! Lalita’s coming!”
Ronin barks the command to Alex, who bolts for the exit and calls through the hallways.
Fiora doesn’t follow. She squares her shoulders toward my body and begins a steady chant tha scares me more than it soothes.
“Go, Fiora! Ronin, ye have to leave! I can’t stop Lalita! She’ll collapse the roof!”
More vomit pollutes my warning.
Ronin holds tight to my middle. “I’m not leaving you!”
“I can’t stop her!”
Lalita usually calms at Ronin’s touch, but even she’s too upset for logic at this point. She’s running in circles in my psyche, tail banging into things inside of me, as well as in the room I’m still kneeling inside.
“Breathe, darling!” Ronin’s trying to invoke calm, but I can tell he’s terrified.
I’m halfway transitioned, my skin olive and scaly, my hands like claws, and a forked tail sprouted from the base of my spine while I scream. My tail bashes into the desk, splintering the wood without apology.
Fiora’s chant grows louder, and suddenly, the gurgling in my stomach collects, the fire in my belly tearing up my throat as black tar shoots out of my mouth, slopping into the basin, mingling with my sick.
I can’t scream. There’s not enough air for it as the tar keeps coming.
Fiora’s spell grows into a shout toward the heavens as a belch builds inside of me, waiting its turn as the tar chokes its way out of my esophagus.
Ronin’s fretting the sweetest things to me, but I can’t so much as beg him to hold me through this awful mess. My insides are still on fire as the belch builds. I can’t think straight through the pain tha’s slowly driving me to madness.
It’s not until Fiora hollers out the last syllables tha she moves to my side and smacks the center of my back, releasing the belch with a blast of fire.
Too many flames are dislodged, and they light the tar ablaze.
“Back, Adeline!” Ronin yells, but he’s too turned around to move me anywhere.
More fire spouts from my lips, scorching the floor, but thankfully, the flames don’t cling to it.
They want to eat the tar vomit, so they cling to it, consuming the bowl’s contents.
The inferno in my stomach quells, now tha it’s out of me. I know I need to put out the fire somehow, but I’m so relieved I can draw breath tha I slump back on my heels while the fire in the bowl rages two feet high in the air.
Ronin shouts his horror, but Fiora holds us back by thwacking her cane in front of where we sit, blocking us from interfering with whatever the flames are supposed to be doing. “Let the fire eat the forfeited bits of your monster. It’s the only way to rid it from the world.”
My eyes are glassy as I try to make sense of her words. “What? Tha’s my animal I just barfed up?”
“Aye. It’s the parts of her tha were possible to strip away. She’s still in ye, but she’s smaller now. More manageable. The rest of her will burn, so no one can wreck the world by unleashing her ever again.”
Fiora sighs, and sure enough, as the tar is consumed, the fire begins to die down. The rest of her spell seems less harrowing, and is whispered while she gives a few waves of her hand to the dying embers.
Finally, she taps her cane on the floor once, which seems to signify the end of the madness. “The lebnest monster will become a thing of legend now.”
I only just notice tha my hands have turned back to normal, and my tail isn’t sprouted from my spine anymore.
Ronin’s irate. “You could have waited on that entire production until tomorrow. You didn’t need to put her through that when she was barely upright!”
Fiora’s hand rests atop my head as my chest heaves. I’m greedily gulping in the air as my body sags against Ronin’s.
Fiora’s voice is maternal and unapologetic. “This lass has been burdened for too many years. She’s carried this weight long enough. A minute more would have been cruel to make her wait for her freedom, when I had it in my power to grant.”
Then she cups my chin, and I’m certain I love this woman. She understands how hard this has been, and the gravity tha haunts my every interaction.
“Ye did well, child. Wash up, and then rest. Tomorrow, ye will feel lighter than you’ve ever known.”
The last of the flickers in the bowl fizzle out, and Fiora leaves with it, as if hoarding the ashes. Her promise haunts me with optimism I’ve never allowed myself to believe before.
But this time, I do. I let myself hope tha things could be different, tha life could be better.
Ronin carries me into the bathroom, and I don’t protest the babying. My insides feel so light tha I don’t think I could worry about anything ever again.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Vulnerable

Adeline

Ronin sets me on the ground, and I slump over, resting there without bothering to lift my head. “I’ll draw you a bath,” he says, brushing a curl away from my face. “Please let me help you. I could send in a female housekeeper, but I do so want to be the one who cares for you.” His eyes are too beautiful for words when he gazes over at me, pleading like a king who should never have to grovel, but doesn’t mind doing it for me. “Don’t send me away.”
My breath stills because there are too many things I want to say. “Don’t leave me,” I work out, which is the barest truth I’ve got. It’s embarrassing, but I don’t have my usual barriers stopping me from asking for what I want, and perhaps even need.
If anyone’s ever underestimated the gentleness in the cold ruler, I cannot see how. The man gazing at me radiates understanding. His touch is reassuring but not pressuring, and he looks at me as if my well-being is his own.
He waits out the spray of the water into the tub, not adding a word to disturb the quiet. We let the sound of the flow soothe our frayed nerves as much as it’s able.
“I thought you were going to pass out,” he admits. “I’ve never seen anyone throw up like that.”
Then something dawns on him and he hops up, returning a minute later with a freshly made sandwich. He helps me to sit up, which takes more effort than I’m ready to give.
At first, the urge to take the meal from him itches my fingers, but I’m so tired tha I let him be kind to me, feeding me bite after bite because it does his heart good to care for me when I’m so depleted.
“Do you feel her inside of you?” Ronin asks. When I only respond with confusion, he clarifies. “Lalita. Is she alright?”
I glance down at my stomach, as if she should be readily visible, but of course, there’s just flesh. I search inwardly, but feel nothing of note.
“She’s probably sleeping.” I don’t want to voice my question, but I have to know. “Do ye think she’s gone?”
Do I want her to be gone? Of all the things I wished for in my life, I never hoped Lalita would leave my body completely. She’s part of me. She is me.
And now? Now I can’t find her. Though, to be fair, I’m not looking all tha hard. I’m barely alert, which I’m guessing is how she must feel.
“I don’t know,” Ronin admits. “Fiora didn’t give mention of killing off Lalita, only lessening her a bit. I’m more concerned about you, but I know how tied the two of you are.”
Chewing is too much effort, so I beg off after a few bites.
When Ronin can’t bargain with me to get me to eat anything more, he doesn’t help me up, but sweeps me quite literally off my feet. I don’t belong here, but somehow he’s granting me access, carrying me past red tape and treating my ragged body as if it’s precious.
I’m amazed by the lavishness of the bath, even though I’m about to ruin it with my muddiness. There are perfumes, oils and a plush towel on the side tha looks softer than a cloud. My heart is pounding because I’m about to be starkers in front of the most beautiful man I’ve ever known.
When Ronin sets me on the side of the tub, I know things are about to get real.
I fiddle with my jeans, but his hand on mine stills my fumbling. “Let me help you.”
I chew on my lower lip, finally giving him a nod of gratitude, though I have no idea how to make this moment anything but pitiful. I’m certainly not sexy, being tha I’m ragged, bloody and reeking of vomit.
He doesn’t seem to mind any of tha one bit. He pulls me up to standing and loops my arms around his neck to steady my swaying.
I don’t know what I expect him to say; I’m making this whole thing so awkward, but when his mouth opens, I have no response. “How would you redo my bedroom?”
Of course he would say the exact right thing.
“What?”
“Not this one here, but my bedroom in the castle in Drexdenberg. If you could do anything to it, what would it be?”
My mouth draws to the side as he unbuttons my jeans. “I mean, ye have decorators and whatnot for tha. I don’t know the first thing about any of it.”
“If you could. No thought of cost. No thought of my tastes. No thought of Drexdenberg at all. Just you. What would you do to the room?”
It’s such a strange question tha I’m ill-prepared to grapple with my angst at being partially disrobed. When he unzips my jeans, I can feel his breath on my nose, but zero weight of too much intensity.
I’m… I’m relaxing.
“I… It’s a lovely room. Ye know tha.”
Ronin’s patient with my stalling. “But if it were yours. What would you change?”
My mouth draws to the side as I lean my hand on his shoulder to steady myself so he can help me out of my jeans. It’s so normal, this odd arrangement we have. It’s like we’re used to helping each other undress because we’ve done it thousands of times.
Except tha we haven’t.
Still, I lean in to the peace tha washes over me each time I let myself rest on his strength, his steadiness. I drink it in because I’m desperate for something better than this.
“Is your bed soft?” I ask as he rights himself, standing before me with my wrist resting on his shoulder.
“You don’t remember? I laid you in my bed when you were recovering from your shoulder injury.”
“Tha’s the thing about being unconscious.”
He kisses my nose, keeping things sweet even though I’m clad in only my bra and underwear. Not tha they’re particularly sexy.
Ronin reaches for mouthwash, tipping a trickle into a cup for me. “It’s softer than a cloud, but supports my back just fine.”
Gratitude is plain on my face as he helps me to the sink, so I swish and spit, ridding my mouth of the nasty aftertaste.
When I wobble slightly, his hands find my hips to steady me. “Tell me what you’d do to the bedroom,” he insists.
Now’s my chance to be brave.
Before nerves can overtake me, my hand fiddles with his top button, flicking it open just because I can. “In my dream room, there’s a bed softer than a cloud. Maybe a rug so thick and long tha your toes never get cold because ye never have to step on bare floor.”
“Mm.” The noise rumbling in his throat is pure contentment tha I’m finally playing his game. “What color is the rug?”
“Any color,” I say without thinking. Then I pop open his second button, digging in my heart for the deeper truth he well deserves. “Red.”
His mouth falls open, as if I’ve said something scandalous.
My cheeks heat as I keep twisting open his shirt, partially leaning on him. “What? I never get to wear red, because it clashes with my hair, but I like it.”
“I’m trying to remain a gentleman, but if you keep putting visuals in my head of you dressed in crimson, I’m afraid my clothes are going to start falling off without my control.” His shirt puddles on the floor, and he lets out a faux bashful “oops! See? It’s happening already.”
I smirk at his cuteness. It’s an adjective most probably wouldn’t label the superior king. But here, behind closed doors and surrounded by a perfumy lavender scent from the bath products, his cheeks are positively pinchable.
But I resist, because I want his undershirt off next.
“What else would you change in my bedroom?” he asks, though this time, his voice is a little strained. It’s so powerful, knowing tha he finds it a struggle to behave because he wants me.
I mean, me.
“I might get one of those long benches tha stretch across the foot of the bed and make sure it’s upholstered in something soft. I can’t imagine sitting on your tall bed while I try to put on my shoes in the morning.”
“So, you prefer the bed lowered?”
“Not a single inch.” It takes two hands to undo the belt and button on his trousers, so he cups my elbows to steady my sway while I uncover the parts of him I very much want to explore. “I like the bed tall like ye have it. When ye sleep, ye look like you’re born special, raised above normal height like tha.”
At my phrasing, he smiles at me like I’m the prettiest woman he’s ever partially undressed.
Whether or not tha’s true, I love tha curve on his lips, knowing I put it there.
It’s true tha he was born special, and the tall bed just enhances tha fact. I wasn’t born special at all. In fact, I was born lowly and have slept on couches or cots most of my life. It’s not a sad thing; it’s just how life goes. But to lie on a bed like Ronin’s? He says he laid me there while I was recovering, but I cannot picture myself elevated like tha.
Yet here I am, with a king caressing my hip.
Perhaps I need to stop seeing myself occupying the lowly place I was born into, and step into the spot where I’m being invited to shine.
Ronin knows without me having to say so, tha I want to keep my underthings on for now. As soon as his pants hit the tile, he scoops me up and lowers me into the warmth.
I’ve not had a proper bath… I can’t recall the last time. I usually go for a quick shower, and then it’s on to the next thing. I’ve certainly never had a bath this fancy, with bubbles, oils, perfumes and whatnot.
Though this house is equipped with electricity, Ronin lights a few cream-colored candles on the counter and flicks the overhead lights off.
Instantly, I’m more relaxed than I’ve been in ages. “Oh, tha’s lovely. Ronin, ye take such good care of me.”
He kneels on the other side of the tub, and I know the tile is biting into his knees. “I love that you think I’ve taken good care of you. But I know I can do better. You’ve been shot, thanks to me hiring you as Lilya’s guard. You’ve been marked up trying to keep us all safe, but sure, I can draw you a bath. That makes us even.” His sarcasm is thick but the softness of his smile is genuine.
“If only ye were as dirty as me. Then ye would need a bath, too.” I examine his features, which are enrapturing, as usual. He’s too beautiful to look at directly, especially bathed in candlelight and perched so pretty in nothing but emerald undershorts tha cup his backside all too well.
He dips his finger into the bubbles and touches my nose, leaving a few to pop on my skin and make me smile. “Darling, don’t you know? I’m positively filthy.”
And he says it like he very much loves this fact about himself.
So do I.
I swipe at my nose and then reach out to touch his fingers with my soapy ones. “We can’t have tha. Come have a bath with me.”
“If you insist. Greedy, greedy, greedy.” He slides into the tub exactly like a king would—gracefully and like he knows the bubbles belong to him. He’s beautiful like this—wholly mine and clad in only bubbles and boxer briefs.
Suddenly, I realize how many steps we’ve taken in one day alone. I want him, of course I want him, but I could barely stand without help. My body’s clumsy at best, and my calm leaves me the second I realize how very real this is all about to get.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Confessions in the Tub

Adeline

As he slides toward me, anxiety explodes out of me in a frantic, “I don’t know how to do this!”
Ronin pauses, but doesn’t look put out in the least. “You don’t know how to let me wash your feet? I’ll walk you through it. Hand me your toes.”
The fact tha he’s gracious enough not to call me out on my cowardice or inexperience only endears me to him all over again as my foot finds its way to his fingers. I’m so grateful it’s Ronin I’m having this moment with, where I can not have the answers, and somehow, he makes it all okay.
Of course I can’t let the slow seduction reenter the room.
I’m so overwhelmed tha the truth bursts out of me without polish, my hands cupping my cheeks through my fretting. “Ronin, I love ye. It’s too much, how much my heart swells whenever I see your face. To have ye look at me like ye do… If I’m the butt of some grand joke, I don’t care. I’ll take it if it means sharing a bath with ye. I’m a mess. I just threw up what felt like all the food I’ve ever eaten, and still, you’re here. You’re so perfect, and it makes me so nervous; I could throw up all over again.”
Once the words start, all my pent-up sentiments line up and start pushing themselves out of my mouth one after the other.
“You’re too beautiful to be real. Sometimes when I’m guarding ye while ye sleep, I forget I’m supposed to shut my eyes, because I’m too busy staring at ye. I have the best job in the world, because I get to be near ye, making sure nothing foul comes for the best man I’ve ever known.”
I need to shut my noisy gob. I need to leave well enough alone and just let the man wash my feet.
“I don’t know why I didn’t answer ye when ye asked me to marry ye! It’s not because I don’t want to; it’s because I can’t picture it. We would look so strange together tha I can’t make sense of it in my head. I’ve not given much thought to me ever getting married, much less to a vampire king. Our marriage would be the best thing in my life, and the worst thing to ever happen to yours. It would be the most selfish thing I ever did, if I married ye.”
His eyebrows furrow, but tha’s the most he interjects, keeping silent so the valve tha’s turned on my words doesn’t shut them off.
I need someone to shut me up, since I’m clearly not cogent enough for the task.
“So I can’t say yes to ye, Ronin. I can’t! I would only be bad for ye. The kingdom would hate ye forever, and it would break my heart to be part of something tha steals your joy. I love ye so much, I’m sick about it! I shouldn’t love ye like I do. I want to be selfish and say yes, but love isn’t selfish!” I squinch my eyes and grind my knuckles into my cheekbones. “I’m doing this all wrong!”
Ronin’s frozen before me, eyes wide, no doubt wondering what sort of lunatic he’s attached himself to, and how fast can he get out of here. “You had all of that inside you? Why didn’t you tell me?”
It’s not an accusation, but compassion tha beams out of him and latches onto my heart, holding it captive with simple kindness.
How does he do tha?
I motion to his slick form. “See? Ye didn’t even offer up a solution, and I love ye more than I did ten seconds ago just for saying tha! It’s only going to get worse from here. I can’t marry ye. I’d do nothing but stare at ye all day and attack anyone who so much as hurt your feelings. It’d be a disaster!”
Ronin bites back a chuckle, and I worry he’s not grasping the severity of the situation.
“Adeline,” he scolds me. Tha sexy smirk drags up the left side of his mouth, and I know I’m about to fall deeper in love with him.
“See? Tha right there. Every time I hope I’ve hit the bottom of how deep my love for ye is, ye smile at me like tha and say my name like ye were the only man meant to speak it. Then I sink deeper into the muck!”
He doesn’t hold back his chuckle quite as well this time, and a few notes slip from his lips as he glides toward me through the water, marking him as the man who moves toward my madness, and not away from it. “Addy, I’m afraid we’re stuck, then. You’re miserably in love with me, and I’m a besotted wreck for you. That settles it,” he says, looking at me like a deer caught in the crosshairs, “we can’t be parted.”
He doesn’t touch my cheek or some demure part of me, but wraps his arm around my hips, separates my thighs with his other hand, and slides me square onto his lap. He loops my arms around his neck and reaches for the soap, as if this is all so normal.
I don’t have a response to this, other than a moan when he works the soap into my shoulders, massaging better than a king should know how. He’s careful of my arrow wound, even though it’s scabbed over and mostly healed. He’s gentle with me after my entire existence has taught me I deserve otherwise.
His lips on my ear send a shiver through me, which drives me to arch my back, pressing my breasts to his sleek chest. I can feel his need for me, but tha’s not what comes out of his mouth. “What else would you change in the bedroom? How can I make it ours?”
He soaps me up, teasing and cupping at will while I try to unscramble my brain. I want to lose my former self, so I can be the woman I didn’t realize was inside of me all along. Maybe I’m not the girl who sleeps on the sagging couch. Maybe I’m the king’s girlfriend, who sleeps on a cloud and walks on crimson coziness.
“A sketch of us,” I say without meaning to. I’m not even sure where tha came from, but his fingers toying with the edge of my underwear has me giving voice to things I didn’t realize I had inside of me. “I want to look at us every day and be amazed tha the world has room for love like ours.”
Again, he wears tha shocked look. “It shall be done. Exactly as you say. I…”
“And thick curtains around the bed, so we can shut out the voices tha tell us we don’t belong together. Then we can stay there as long as we like.”
“I very much like the sound of that.” He kisses my throat and rocks his hips into me, coaxing a groan from us both. “Adeline, I need you to marry me. But if you’re too nervous about it all, I’ll start by making my life ours, and before you know it, marrying me will feel so natural, you won’t hesitate to be wholly mine.”
“I’m already yours, honey bunneh,” I tease, my lips finding a pulse point on his neck just because I can. I steal the soap and lather up his chest with clumsy hands, touching him however I like while he lays back and lets me explore.
When I wash under his arms, he squirms and crushes his elbows to his ribs, casting me a sheepish look.
“You’re ticklish?”
The tips of his ears redden. “It’s nothing to be going on about.”
“You’re ticklish,” I giggle, noting his arms firmly secured at his sides. “See? Ye did it again. I just fell in love with ye even more. This is hopeless.”
He takes the soap and slides it all over my body, taking care to wash my curves until I’m certain there is no woman cleaner than me. His slick hands tease me until my body gets carried away.
I need this man. Everything feels too amazing, too wonderful.
All the right kinds of wrong.
Suddenly I’m a huge fan of straddling his lap.
Ronin’s fingers slip closer to home, and our moans multiply, filling the air without holding back. The water makes slapping sounds against the porcelain sides while my thighs clench with too much need.
My heart is going too fast, my breath catching while he kisses my neck with all the prowess of a seasoned vampire.
“Just like that,” he urges, centering my hips when my movements grow too frantic with need.
I do need him, and for once, I’m not holding back.
“Yes, Addy. Oh, all mine.” His grip turns hard and possessive, claiming my curves because he covets the things about me tha I try to hide.
I don’t want to hide from him any longer.
My bra leaves my body, giving Ronin my softest parts to play with.
He’s hungry for me, and doesn’t bother to hide tha fact. His noises of lust and need are the best sounds in the world. His hands are deft as they pinch and stroke, orchestrating my spine to arch under his silent command.
As my body gives in to what it’s wanted for far too long, something strange in my belly stirs.
“Ronin?” I work out in a worry without stilling the rocking of my hips.
“Whatever you want, it’s yours. I’ve wanted you just like this for ages.”
But it’s not just pleasure tha’s coursing through my body. Something wakes up, and I feel what I think is Lalita swishing her tail.
Only the tail is far smaller.
I let out a cry of relief before my body’s actually gotten there.
“Ye found her,” I tell him, pausing to kiss the man who’s sewing me back together before I shatter. “Lalita, ye found her.”
Ronin’s reply is a low rumble in his throat as he kisses me with passion to rival the strongest of men. “I will always find you,” he promises. “She loves me. Of course she would come for me.”
She’s not the same. I can’t see much more than her tail, though, to be fair, my concentration’s pretty well divided.
A ball of light slides down Lalita’s tail and begins to float upwards inside of me, the more measured my movements become. It’s a gift, this light, and something significant I can’t quite put my finger on.
I need this connection with Ronin, this connection to myself. It’s a coming together of so many things, a moment so important, I’m certain I won’t be the same after it’s over.
Please, let it never be over.
The heat inside builds as it rises up my torso. My breaths are syncopated as Ronin’s fingers dig into my hips while he guides my erratic undulations. He knows what he’s doing, and neither of us care tha I don’t. I’ll learn, and he’ll love the journey.
When the ball of light hits my sternum, I start to panic.
“Ronin? Ronin, something’s happening. It’s…” It can’t be mating. I know Prince Salem mated with the queen, and they’re of different species, but tha was an anomaly. A freak of nature.
This is… I can’t be…
Ronin kisses me hard, and the ball of light suddenly knows exactly where it wants to go, where it belongs. Bits of me collect like pieces of confetti and cling to the light as it moves from my lips to his.
“Adeline?” Ronin questions, but I’m certain the only answer I have can’t be true.
“Don’t let go of me,” I beg, reaching too many climaxes at once.
“Never,” he assures me, and I truly believe him. His arms are strong and reassuring, letting me know he’s not worried about anything, so I don’t need to fret either.
I get to enjoy and truly let go, because I’m in his arms.
The ride is exquisite as I let go of all the things I thought my life was confined to, and reach for the hill I finally believe I belong atop.
We both tense, shudder and cry out as I throw my head back, closing my eyes as too many things crash over me, bombarding my senses with a newness I’m ill-equipped to ride out gracefully.
My breath is ragged and my energy completely depleted as I come back down, sated for the moment and completely spent. I slump against him, trusting tha he won’t let me drown any more than I already am—so deep is my love for this man.
We’re tethered now, stitched together by something I can’t quantify. He’s part of me now, his breaths, his contentment. He inhales through a shudder, and I feel his breath in my chest.
I know he’s picturing it—the sketch of the world as it should be, instead of how we’ve been told it must behave. He secures me more firmly to his lap, proving to me all the ways he very much wants the portrait in my imagination to be true.
He tucks my head under his chin and holds me while I close my eyes, finally resting in the arms of someone who won’t let me fall.
I don’t care what tomorrow brings. I don’t care what the ball of light signifies. My eyes close because I cannot keep them open another second.
Lalita’s tail curls—the only bit of her I can see—and lets me know tha finally, she’s home.




Chapter Twenty-Six

Naming the Enemy

Ronin

I should sleep. I know the hours of reprieve are ticking by. I should close my eyes, but my mind is racing at a pace I’m incapable of stopping.
What happened in the tub? I mean, the ecstasy part was clear, but something felt like it shot out of Adeline’s mouth and went into mine. My insides feel different now, but I can’t put my finger on how.
No matter. Everything in the world is chaos, but the woman asleep beside me in bed is pure peace.
My mind is racing on to the next thing, flipping back and forth.
The household is broken, and I know the moment I step out of this bed, I’ll have to deal with it all. I try not to have too much faith in people; it keeps me from being caught unawares or disappointed unnecessarily. But this many guards working in the shadows to tear apart all I’ve been building, and all they were supposed to be protecting… The weight of it crushes me into sleepless oblivion.
I put too much on Benny’s shoulders. He’s head of the guard in the castle, and closer to me than most. It was unfair of me to expect him to stay on top of things, given the changing of the social and political climate.
The worst part of it all is that I know he’s down the hall, probably at this very moment fighting his demons just as unsuccessfully as I am.
And here I am, finally tucked between the sheets with my angel. I’ve been wanting this for so long. Why won’t my brain turn off?
No matter how worked up I get about the messy state of the world, my thoughts keep pinging back to Adeline. Her hair is soft and smells like the lavender-scented water we bathed in.
I cuddle in closer, my body already curved around her so much that I know I must be annoying her. Still, her breathing is deep and even, entrancing me as she always does with her steady nature when I’m all muddled inside.
I need to be a better person. I know it’s overreaching to all of a sudden become a bloke who smiles at children or tells hilarious anecdotes over dinner, but a step in the direction of becoming a person who deserves this exquisite creature in his arms is necessary. Adeline has too much on her plate, always too much. Even with Maisie awake, it’s too soon to expect the woman to do more than watch the parasite while she sleeps.
Perhaps I should start using Heidi’s name, rather than “parasite”, though the nickname is fitting.
Adeline’s arm drifts in her sleep to rest atop mine, which is stretched under her neck. I love sharing a pillow with her, which is something I never thought I’d say. I don’t like sharing, generally speaking, but closeness like this is divine.
“Ye should be sleeping,” Adeline scolds me, her eyes still closed.
“I thought you were asleep!” I chortle, kissing the nape of her neck.
“I was, but I could feel ye staring, and it woke me up.”
My brows pucker. “You can feel a stare in the thick of a dream?”
She shrugs, her eyes still closed. “I’m a guard, and I was a mammy before tha. And a soldier before tha. And I lived in a not-so-safe area before tha. I wake if a bug sneaks into the house on tiptoes.”
“That’s dreadful. I’m sorry, love. Go back to sleep. I’ll rest now.”
“Liar,” she snickers, bringing my arm to wrap around her ribs so she can lace her fingers through mine. “What’s on your mind, Ronin?”
“You can’t ask me things like that. I’ll keep us both up.”
“Fine. What’s on your mind, honey bunneh?”
It’s my turn to snigger as I kiss the juncture between her shoulder and neck. I try not to let myself get distracted by the purple silk nightgown Lilya sent up for Adeline, basically to tease me into insanity. These thin, flimsy straps would tear at first yank. The deep neckline shows me too much of what I’m desperate to see a second time.
I need to get a grip on myself.
“Just worrying about all the espionage that slipped my notice. Nothing solvable at this hour.”
Her eyes are still closed, but her words aren’t slurred with sleep. I don’t know how she operates so clearly in this space between rest and waking. “Take it one step at a time. Benny and I are still guarding the royals, so tha’s one problem solved. Check. Next we need to get in new guards for the castle grounds.”
“That’s no small task. Every soldier will have been dismissed to keep this from ever happening again. I know Benny. He’ll settle for nothing less.”
“Aye, you’re right. It’ll be a process, but we can train new soldiers. We can even instruct them in a new way. Vampire military drills plus shifter ruthlessness? You’ll sleep like a babe with a dozen of those guarding the castle.”
“Very well, let’s say that happens. What of the army?”
She’s still got her eyes closed, but her brain is firing away. “What of the army?” she says flippantly. “What’s the purpose of an army?”
“To defend the territory against enemy attack.”
“And who is our enemy?”
I stop myself before “the fae and the shifters” tumbles out unchecked.
My mouth draws to the side.
Who are my enemies? Lately, it’s been only vampires I’ve had to defend against.
I shake my head. “We can’t simply have no army because we hope the other territories will play by the rules of the treaty.”
“Well, we can’t resurrect new soldiers from the ground who we know will be loyal, either. One problem at a time. You’re in the most danger from vampires, not fae or shifters, so we’ll need guards for the castle grounds first.”
“And we have exactly two. And as much faith as I have in your abilities, I much prefer to have more than a few moments with you, exactly as we are now.” I kiss the back of her shoulder, her skin calling to me with a promise that it will always be exactly what I need. “That won’t happen without new guards being brought in, but again, trust is an issue.”
“Who’s coming for ye right now?” she asks, awaking too many parts of me as her hips move against my lap. “Who do I need to tear limb from limb for robbing ye of sleep?”
“Only myself, apparently. We’re safe, darling. The vagrants in Neutral Territory leave each other alone for the most part, unless you traipse into their backyard.” I kiss her shoulder again—an addiction I refuse to kick. I’m in too deep to pull myself out of whatever enchantment she’s perpetually locked me in.
She turns in my arms, giving me a full view of the best face I’ve ever seen, her eyes barely open after a yawn. “If there are no enemies coming for us at the moment, then sleep with me. We’ll live right here in this bed forever, and all the problems will have to wait outside until we’re ready to deal with them.”
Her words knock the wind from me, startling my senses with the realization that she’s right; we’re dealing with this together. It was only me facing my foes for so very long. Now Lilya and Destino have a share of the troubles, but it’s still just me at the end of the night, puzzling through things on my own and keeping myself awake.
Until now.
“It’s you,” I tell her, though I know I’m not communicating anything.
A wry smile brushes her lips. “Who did ye think ye were in bed with?”
I shake my head, trying to find the right words. “Whenever something terrible happens, I toss and turn in the bed, talking it over with myself in my head. I’ve never had someone to share my worries with.”
Understanding softens her features, and she reaches up to cup my cheek. It’s so intimate. So perfect.
“Baby,” she coos, “how alone ye must’ve felt all these decades. Ye can tell me whatever ye like. We’ll get through it.”
I lean down and kiss her lips. I can’t not. Maybe she’s not ready to marry me yet, but when she talks like that, I know we’re not far from a solid “yes.”
“I never minded being alone. Preferred it. But lately when I’m not with you, I feel off. The world is changing so much, so quickly, and yet still sometimes not fast enough. I never thought I would love having someone in my arms when I didn’t have all the answers, but this is better than I could have dreamed.”
She studies my serious expression and then turns on her side facing me, tugging me down so my head rests against her breasts.
This is the best ever. She’s soft, feminine and sultry, luring me in with plump breasts and kindness.
Her fingers scrape through my hair, stimulating too many parts of me. “Tell me your troubles, Ronin. Talk to me until they’re mine, too.”
My arm coils around her hips as she hooks her thigh over my waist under the covers. She lets me kiss her breast through the silk, making me feel more at home here than I have anywhere. We exhale together, and she holds me, soothing my worries as they spill out of me, one by one, cradled in between our bodies for us to handle together.
She lets me drone on for half an hour about my fears concerning the state of the territories. Each burden I confess lightens my entire being, and magically doesn’t seem to weigh hers down in the exchange. I trade my heaviness for her gentleness, until finally, we’re both yawning, our bodies fully entwined.
My last thought before I drift to sleep in her arms is how very much I love this woman. For the rest of my days, I vow in my heart to only share my bed with her.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Alone Time

Adeline

My dreams of rolling in the sheets with Ronin aren’t much different from reality when my eyes flutter and I stretch against him as the sound of a fist on the door wakes us.
The second my leg slides up his, Ronin rolls atop me, his face buried in my neck. “We’ll be out soon,” he calls, but I’m sure no one can hear us, the sound is so muffled.
He sucks on my neck, and I’m fairly certain I’ve gone cross-eyed. It’s the best way to wake, though I’m not even sure tha’s what I am. I’m delirious for him, my fingers tugging at his hair as he sucks the right amount of too hard on a spot on my neck. My hips jerk into his, seeking friction before my rational adult brain can talk me down.
“Ronin,” I moan. “What if they need us?”
“Bully for them. I need this.” Then his hand reaches between us and slides the silk of my nightgown up my thigh. “What do you need, darling? Is it this?” His fingers slip inside my underwear, setting my nerves ablaze with a single touch.
I don’t have a protest inside of me, only a throaty “yes” I can’t quench. Maybe I wasn’t ready before, but something changed yesterday. I’m so connected to him tha all my reasons for staying separate seem a million miles away.
A popping sound doesn’t register until I hear Heidi’s curious voice. “So this is what you’ve been up to while I had breakfast. Sad Mammy said ye were sleeping.”
I let out a sharp scream and scramble under the covers, pulling the comforter up over my ears as if my head is the scandal I must save the babe from seeing. Though I know everything else was under the covers, my heart is racing and I’m panicked I’ve scarred my lamb for life.
Ronin and I poke our heads out of the sheets, keeping the comforter at our chins. “Heidi? Can ye give me a second?”
“Sure.” But she doesn’t know what this means, so she plops down on the floor and hums a song she makes up on the spot.
Ronin is the only one of the two of us capable of keeping his cool through this tense situation. He sits up more fully, exposing his bare chest as he leans against the headboard, looking studious and not at all out of sorts. “Good evening, Heidi. How did you sleep?”
“Pretty okay. Sad Mammy made me breakfast. Did ye know she can cut up fruit and stir it into yogurt?”
“I didn’t know tha, lamb. Tha’s nice. Hey, quick question: was it ye who knocked on the door just a minute ago?”
She bobs her head. She’s already dressed and ready to play. What time is it?
“Aye, but ye didn’t answer, so I popped in.”
“We should have a talk about popping in, but perhaps when I’m dressed. Could ye go downstairs with your mammy and help her clean up from breakfast? I’ll be down in just a few minutes.”
“Okay. Benny’s crabby, though. He’s downstairs and he wants ye down there. I was supposed to fetch ye.”
“Consider us fetched,” Ronin says. “Out you go.”
My heart doesn’t stop its hammering until she pops back out, giving me the space to slide my head back under the sheets and groan through my embarrassment. “I can’t believe tha just happened.”
Of all things, Ronin laughs as he flips the covers off my body, exposing my bare thighs to the room. “I can’t believe we stopped. Where were we?”
A thrill rushes through me, threatening my rationale as only Ronin can. “Ho, no. We can’t get back into tha now. Heidi’s random popping needs addressing. Do ye think she saw anything?”
He climbs atop my body, kissing me twice before he answers. “I think she saw her mum letting go.” Then he hitches my leg around his waist before he goes in for another kiss.
I want to get up, I do. But I also want to never get up, to stay exactly here, just like this. My insides hum when he’s this near. Like I’ve been out of tune my whole life, but only just started to find a rhythm tha suits me.
“If it’s possible, I love you even more than I did yesterday. Thank you for listening to me blather on. I didn’t realize how much stress I was carrying.” He thumbs at the edges of my underwear, running his tongue along the seam of my lips. “What were we doing before we were interrupted? Ah, yes.”
His thumb slips inside the material just as a key turns in the lock.
Ronin doesn’t hear it, and my words come out too slow to stop him.
“Ronin, I… Bollocks! Apologies, Your Majesty.”
If my face was red before, it’s purple now. “Benny, it’s not what ye think!” I shriek, clutching the material straining across my breasts as if tha’s the real scandal.
Ronin rolls his eyes good-naturedly. “Yes, Benny. We were merely playing a game of chess. I simply lost one of the pieces between Adeline’s thighs, so I had to find it.”
“Ronin!” I huff, indignant and stunned as he lets loose a carefree chuckle.
Benny spins on his heels, speaking to us while facing the door. “You might want to come downstairs, both of you. The queen’s husbands are starting to argue over the next move, and it’s getting out of hand.”
“Children, the lot of them. I’m glad you’re here, Benny. We need to make a few adjustments to the castle when we get back. I’d like Adeline moved into my bedroom, where there’s a proper lock.”
Benny turns his head over his shoulder. “As you wish it, Your Majesty. That’s a move I’ll personally help with. Adeline, put some clothes on so I can hug you.” He tosses a bag at me. “New uniform. It’s what the royal guards wear in Neutral Territory. Granted, there are only half a dozen of them, but it’s something more fitting than what you’ve got on. Though, I imagine if you wore just that silk number out and about, people wouldn’t attack Ronin because they’d be staring at you.”
“Hilarious,” I drone, tearing into the bag so I have something more suitable to wear in front of my boss. I’m steeped in chagrin as Ronin gets up from the bed and fishes in the wardrobe, pulling out a suit for himself.
“We’ll be down in a minute, Benny,” Ronin says by way of dismissing him, but Benny doesn’t move.
“See, if I stay here, it’ll actually be a minute. Put some clothes on. The princes and the king are going to start making decisions without you, which isn’t something I look forward to, especially when it concerns Drexdenberg.”
“I’m not the king anymore, Benny. They’re capable of making decisions without me.”
Benny lets out an airy, indignant huff. “You would think. They need you down there. Just listening to them go back and forth is making me irritable.”
“Well, we can’t have that.” Ronin sighs. “It’s alright. I’ve got a fix for it.”
“Ye do?” I ask, perplexed. “When did tha come about?”
“When we were supposed to be sleeping.” He winks at me, and Benny chuckles, deepening my blush.
“Shut it, the both of ye,” I grumble as I shove my legs into sleek, breathable skin-tight black pants tha buckle high on my waist. I march into the bathroom and whip off my sexy getup, doing up my finally dried bra and donning the fitted beige button-up, which doesn’t tuck in. The hem falls just at my waist.
It’s not a bad uniform. Far more room to move around because the material is stretchy and fitted tight to my skin, but not restrictive. I do a few lunges, a couple side kicks, and work in a few jabs, noting how much easier it is to move in this than it was in the Drexdenberg guard suits.
When I come out, Ronin’s nostrils flare. “Stare, they will. You’re right, Benny. No one will take notice of the royals if she’s wearing that.”
I frown, glancing down to make sure I didn’t miss a button or something. “You’re daft. It’s the same uniform Benny’s wearing. Unless you’re thinking Benny’s arse is also a distraction?”
Benny slaps his backside. “I’ve been called worse.” When Ronin disappears into the bathroom, Benny grins at me. “Nice, eh?” he says of the uniforms. His pants aren’t nearly as sleek to his skin, but they’re more fitted than usual. His beige button-down and lack of a suit jacket makes his muscles look enormous.
Perhaps tha’s the point.
Benny runs his hand over his chest, no doubt still getting used to the change in wardrobe. “I do miss my suit, I won’t lie. But we could do some serious damage in these.” He stretches his arms over his head and twists at the waist.
“Aye. Tell Ronin I went down to breakfast. I’ll see if I can help the situation downstairs and do what I can to settle the bickering before he gets there. He doesn’t need the stress.”
“Hey,” Benny says, stopping me before I shove my boots on. “You look good in this room. Together. The two of you. I’m glad there was something tawdry for me to interrupt.”
I finish lacing my boots and straighten so I can hug the man I’ve come to think of as a brother, when all he ever had to be was my boss. “Cheers, Benny. I think I needed to hear tha.”
His head tilts to the side, sizing me up. “Something’s different about you. I can’t put my finger on it.” He squints, as if I’ve bleached my hair or something.
I shrug. “I got a good bit of sleep. Maybe tha’s it.”
“Perhaps.” Then he dips his chin, though there’s no one to overhear his secret. “Maiseline and I had breakfast together with Heidi.”
I lift up on my toes, an excited grin lightening my whole body. “You’re a scoundrel, Benny. I knew it from the start.”
“To breakfast with you,” he smirks, shooing me out the door.
I scamper down the steps and through the unfamiliar hallways, taking a few wrong turns before the squabbling of the queen’s husbands leads me to the right room. I might as well be invisible as I walk into the kitchen and kip an orange for myself. Then I ladle oatmeal from the pot into one of the bowls left out in a tall stack.
“Ye can’t expect to be able to sort through every guard to test their loyalty. Ye already did tha by hiring them in the first place,” Prince Salem growls.
King Destino glowers at him. “Yes, but the alternative is firing men who’ve done nothing wrong.”
“They’ll find new jobs.”
Destino rolls his eyes, and in tha small act, I can see how at home he is with the other two territorial princes. “Yes, the well-trained soldiers who were once loyal will leave disgruntled and I’m sure cause no trouble at all. It’s been such smooth sailing for us so far.”
I’m in a pretty good mood, so I permit a soundless snigger to escape as I start to peel my orange over the garbage bin.
My chuckle is quickly replaced by a creeping shadow tha covers my lightheartedness. What if Ronin trips upstairs and I’m not around to catch him? What if he fastens his bowtie too tight, and it cuts of the circulation to his brain and he dies?
My mouth pulls to the side as I stop myself mid-crazy.
Nah, he’s fine. He’s been dressing himself his whole life. I don’t know why I’m so worried.
Prince Alexavier—no wait, Alex—is sitting atop the counter, seemingly unaffected by the bickering. His blond hair is pleasantly swooped back as his heels swing lightly back and forth. He looks so boyish like tha.
The fae prince taps a rhythm with his heels on the cupboard below where he sits. “Sounds like both of you have pretty useless plans.”
I like him. I can’t help it. He’s such a brash arse of a lad. I’ll bet Queen Lilya laughs a lot around him.
When was the last time Ronin took a vitamin? Has he had enough water? Maybe he’s dehydrated. It’s possible, given how much travel we did yesterday.
“Adeline!” The queen charges toward me and throws her arms around me and squeezes, giving me a grand distraction from my worry. “Thank the clouds you’re here. I need my guard. These guys are driving me insane. You might need to protect them from my frustration.”
“I’ll do my utmost.” Then my voice turns low and deadly, and I’m holding my spoon in my fist as if it’s a dagger. I bend my knees and position my body in front of her while she frets, fanning herself and pretending to be helpless. “Which one of ye harmed my queen’s smile?”
Destino chuckles. “Probably all of us. We can cool it for a minute. You feeling alright? Alex said you were pretty bad off yesterday.”
I lift my chin and go back to getting my breakfast in order. “I’m much better today, thank ye for asking.”
Alex catches my eye and nods his acknowledgment. “Hey, Adeline. You sleep okay after Fiora did her thing?”
“I did. Thanks for putting us up, and thanks for helping out yesterday. I don’t anticipate vomiting up the essence of my animal any time soon.”
Prince Salem jerks his head in my direction. “What?”
Alex waves off my gratitude and Salem’s inquiry. “Any guard of Lily-girl’s is family. And clearly you missed the innuendo. Does this help?” He dips his chin in my direction, donning a caddish expression while his blond eyebrows dance. “Hey, Adeline. Did you sleep okay… with Ronin?”
Prince Salem finally looks at me, but then pretends he didn’t.
No, I haven’t forgotten tha ye tried to fire me for being too injured to protect the queen from capture after taking an arrow for her.
Destino turns toward me with a Cheshire grin. “Wait, you guarded him, or you finally slept in the same bed? Be specific. Lily and I have been betting on this for weeks now. She thinks you’re going to hold out another month.” He presses his palms together in supplication. “Please, Adeline. She’s always right about everything. Give me this one time.”
I cannot believe I’m having this childish conversation with two of the world’s rulers. I don’t know how to answer them, because I’m not foolish enough to lie, but I’m also not sure if I’m allowed to tell the truth.
“I slept well,” I manage, though I’m sure the pink in my cheeks is saying it all.
Alex hoots and claps his hands. “I knew it! I called it. Didn’t I tell you before we went to sleep that Ronin wasn’t about to let her slip through his fingers?”
Lily sighs. “I hate being wrong, but well done, Addy.”
Destino opens his mouth to add to the ridiculousness, but Ronin glides into the room, his rolled-back shoulders giving the illusion tha he’s never had a care in the world. “What seems to be the trouble, gentlemen?”
He didn’t strangle himself with his tie by mistake. He didn’t trip and break a bone.
Ronin’s okay. I was being silly.
Worse than silly; those thoughts were crazy. Tha’s not me. What’s going on with me?
Ronin’s hand on the small of my back in front of the guys feels like a statement. I know I have the choice to move away, but I don’t take it. In fact, I play with my daring and inch closer, tucking myself into his side.
I didn’t realize Ronin was holding his breath until he exhales, relaxing, now tha I’ve allowed him close in front of witnesses.
I don’t want to do tha to him. I don’t want to make him tense because I’m a big chicken. If we’re together in private, there’s no reason we can’t be together in front of his family.
And mine.
Heidi bounds in, curls bouncing as Maisie jogs after her. “Mammy!” she squeals, crashing into me with a hug. “I’m so good at hide-and-seek now. Sad Mammy can’t ever find me!”
Maiseline casts me a look of sheer exasperation tha I’m well acquainted with. “Yes, yes. You’re a champ. Give me a mo to catch my breath.” She leans on the counter, and then dips her head to the royals. “Pardon us, your majesties. Come on, Heidi. We haven’t investigated all the rooms. How are we going to know where the best hiding spots are unless we search them all?”
Maisie’s so much better at this than I could’ve hoped. I love tha they’re spending time together, bonding and being goofballs.
I take a bite of my oatmeal while Prince Salem catches Ronin up on the back-and-forths tha have led approximately nowhere.
“… so ye see, we’re trying to figure out what to do with the men in question, and then get our next move prepped.”
Ronin leans his chin toward my bowl, and without thinking I spoon some oatmeal into his mouth.
Destino’s flabbergast at the sweetness comes out as a guffaw, which Ronin is too cool to address. “I think I can solve both our problems with one solution,” Ronin says in his authoritative, collected way.
“Let’s hear it, then.” Prince Salem’s arms are crossed over his chest to display his massive musculature. “You’ve had one sleep to think this over, and ye solved it?”
“I believe I have. It’s simple, really. Adeline talked me through it while we were supposed to be sleeping.”
I blink up at him. “I did?”
“I said much the same as you three, worrying how we were going to defend against attacks, and Adeline shrewdly asked who was my enemy. That’s when I realized, I don’t need guarding against the fae or shifters. They don’t want to step a toe into Drexdenberg if they can help it. No, no. Right now, my enemies are the vampires who would rather see us hide from the light of progress while they attempt to tear down the throne. I would imagine Jacoba and Faveda are in similar boats, defending against your own rather than outside races.”
Alex nods. “I’m having a terrible time with the more radical factions of my people. They want to cut all ties with the vampires, because they’re angry the borders have been lowered. They think they’re going to be randomly attacked or something.”
Destino scoffs. “Even though they’re all on Green Lightning? Ridiculous. It’s not like a fae would see a carton of eggs and crunch into one without it being prepared. We’re not monsters. Don’t they understand that we need filtered fae blood to survive? We don’t just go around randomly attacking for sustenance.”
Alex picks up a wooden spoon from the counter and starts banging a rhythm with it on his thigh. “You act like I didn’t say exactly that to them. My point is, I agree with Ronin. The danger’s in our own territories, not outside of them.”
Prince Salem is a stone wall. “And what of it?”
I’m unsure how I landed myself in this too-important conversation.
Ronin kisses my temple while I eat. “Adeline’s going to move her things into my bedroom when we return to Drexdenberg. If she’s okay with it, we’ll take our relationship public.”
The queen grins and lifts herself up onto her toes while I groan. “Ronin, ye can’t do tha. It’ll make the people even more furious.”
Prince Salem crosses his arms over his chest. “Grand. What’s tha got to do with anything?
Ronin thumbs my hip. “There’s more to the plan, Salem. Of course, this would mean Adeline would need guarding, if she’s to be my girlfriend in the public eye.”
“So we’re back to square one,” Prince Salem complains. “Grand.”
Ronin sighs loudly through his nose. “Hardly. I propose that, since the woman needing guarding is a shifter, that she should have shifter guards. And perhaps, since we’re low on guards and not in the middle of a war, perhaps you could spare some of your soldiers, Salem. They could serve as the castle guards in Drexdenberg.” Then he turns toward Alex when the room goes quiet. “And perhaps, Alexavier, you can convince your mum to lend us a few dozen of your soldiers to help keep the peace in Drexdenberg. We can employ the few remaining vampire soldiers Benny clears of wrongdoing, and add your fae troops to that number.”
“That’s madness,” Destino marvels, but doesn’t protest. I can tell he’s enraptured with the idea.
Ronin smirks. “I certainly hope so. I’d hate to think I’m making a splash and end up having it all fall flat. When we announce Drexdenberg will be the first territory with a unified army, those who can’t stand the idea of unification will show their true colors and quit. The ones who stay will set an example that cannot be ignored across the queendom.”
Alex slides down off the counter, his eyes wide. “A unified army? It can’t be done.” Though, as he says this, excitement dances in his smile. “We can probably send over three dozen. Maybe four, if we give them a pay bonus.”
“Do it, but don’t make it too big a bump, or we’ll get fae who care more about money than unification,” Ronin instructs, and Alex nods as he implements this new knowledge into his plan.
Prince Salem’s mouth draws to the side. “Two shifter soldiers guarding ye and Adeline. Two for Lily and Des. A dozen around the castle grounds. Tha shouldn’t be too hard. Not if they see a shifter’s been chosen by the vampire king. They’ll want to protect their own.”
I was nearly on board, until the plan involved the shifters. I served in the army, too. It’s an insult to think I need guarding, as if I’m special.
As if anyone from my homeland ever tried to protect me.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Respectful and Silent

Adeline

I step back, not wanting to hear any more of this insane plan tha very much involves me.
Ronin catches my arm before I break completely away. “Darling, what do you think?”
“I think this is madness!” I don’t bother lowering my voice to a more respectful volume when I address Prince Salem. “Ye think any shifter’s going to want to protect me? I’m Sir Muttrend’s bastard daughter! I had no status. My ties to his name got me ostracized by all the decent people, because he’s a terrible person. No one wants to see me do well. They didn’t care when I lived in Jacoba and was homeless as a teenager. I’m not the lass people rally around.” I shake my head. “It would be solid logic if it was anyone but me.”
Prince Salem shakes his head, apparently already bought in to Ronin’s plan. “You’re an underdog. If it was someone of lofty status, no one would rally. You’re a soldier. One of the people. Ye went over to Drexdenberg with nothing, and now you’re living in the castle with the vampire king on your arm.”
I set down my breakfast and snarl at him. “Stop painting my life like it’s some sort of dream! I’m a guard, and ye can’t take tha away from me. I don’t care if this gets ye what ye want, which is me not guarding the queen. I already told ye, ye don’t have the authority to fire me. The queen is safest with me, so find a new lamb to slaughter. I’m not interested.”
Maybe tha was too much venom. Maybe I should be respectful and silent.
Maybe I should be a lot of things I’m not.
Ronin’s head whips between the prince and me, as does Lily’s. “What are you on about, love? Salem’s not trying to fire you. No one is. This is simply a necessary precaution if we’re to go public with our relationship.”
I jab my finger at my commander but say nothing. It’s the most I’ll defy him.
The queen looks heartbroken, her usually cheery expression falling to disrepair as she gapes at Salem. “What did you do?”
Prince Salem looks at the ground, rubbing the nape of his neck. It’s a cute sight, watching him cower to her meek question. “Ye were missing, pup. Adeline’s your guard. I don’t train my soldiers like the vampire or the fae. We don’t tolerate mistakes. Ye were stolen under Adeline’s watch, so I tried to fire her. She told me I couldn’t fire her; only ye could, since she works for ye.”
“Salem, she took an arrow that was dipped in midnight acid for me! The healer knocked her out so she could get better. I was taken while she was put under after saving my life! No, no. This isn’t right.” Then she turns to me, her eyes glassy. “Adeline, Salem didn’t know. Please don’t quit.”
The corner of my mouth drags up. “Never.” Then my eyes flick to Ronin. “So I can’t be the show pony this whole plan pivots upon. I’m a guard.”
Ronin postures, stepping in front of me so it feels like it’s just the two of us, even though everyone can hear us. “You are no show pony, but you forget that I am not a man who lives his life in the shadows. I’m in love with you, Adeline. I feel no shame being with you, and don’t desire to keep you a dirty secret.” He picks up my hand, holding it to his heart so I can see tha beneath the plan for the betterment of the world, it’s just us.
His heart.
Mine.
Ronin’s eyes close. “Please, darling. I know it’s a sacrifice to be with me, and some days, perhaps I won’t be worth the trade. I do so want to be worth it all in your eyes, but if this is too much, I understand. We’ll find another solution. If being with you in secret is the most you’ll give me, then I’m still a fortunate man.”
I’m not sure I can breathe as a veil of sad acceptance dampens his confidence.
Ronin’s always brash and cocky. I love tha about him. But with me, in our quiet moments, he’s vulnerable and doesn’t shy away from awkwardness.
He turns around, his hand still holding tight to mine, even though it’s clear I’ve crushed him. “Apologies. It seems I got ahead of myself. Though, I still think combining military forces is a brilliant step.”
No one speaks for several seconds. They’re all looking at me in various stages of shock tha yes, Ronin has a heart, and yes, I just broke it.
I traded a person for a position.
My voice is small when it comes out. “What job could I do? If we went through with it, could I still guard the queen?”
Ronin kisses the back of my hand. “Put it from your mind. It’s too much. Like I said, I got ahead of myself. It’s alright. We’ll think of something else.”
But it’s too late. Courage is already being called. It’s easy for me to fight, but I know it will be a challenge to simply stand. All he’s asking me to do is stand by his side, and I’m leaving him out to dry.
My words sound like a croak, but they rally all the same. “Maybe I could guard ye instead, Ronin. I could dress like a civilian if ye like, but I could be your guard.”
Destino picks up my train of thought. “Benny could be assigned to the two of you. Then if Benny needs to step away, Ronin’s not unguarded. But Adeline, you need to be Ronin’s equal, not his employee, otherwise the people won’t respect you as being of value to the throne.”
I chew on my lower lip. “I don’t want to not work. Tha’s not me.”
Lilya’s eyes light up, and I can already see her commitment to whatever she’s about to say before it comes out. “You and Benny can train the new unified army in Drexdenberg.” Before I can protest, she holds up her hands. “You’ve been trained by Salem and Benny. You’re actually the only one who’s got experience with both fighting styles. Plus, the shifters will need someone they can respect, since they’ll be out of their element. We didn’t care for the shifters properly when the first hundred crossed over into Drexdenberg. This way, you’ll be able to see the issues they’re dealing with, and they’ll get the help they need straightaway.”
Prince Salem rubs his chin. “I can send over soldiers I’m sure aren’t in Sir Muttrend’s circle, so none of them will give ye problems.”
The prospect of helping my kin integrate into the new land chimes a bell in my soul. “Yes,” I respond, attaching to the offer as if it’s been dipped in pure gold. “We need to run it by Benny first.”
Benny’s voice sounds from the next room, where apparently, he’s been listening by the door. “I love the idea!”
Alex and I let out nervous laughs, but Ronin’s still reserved. “No. Adeline, you don’t want this. You said it was too much, and I heard you. You’re jumping into something simply because I want it. I love you more than making you do something that scares you just to make me happy.”
I twine my fingers through his and look up at the man I can’t stop falling for. “No more living in the shadows. This is the right move. If ye still want me, I’m in.”
Hope rises in Ronin’s eyes, making him impossibly more stunning, stealing my breath from my chest. “I do. I want you in the shadows, in the light, and in the night. Please, Adeline.”
Salem opens his mouth to say something, finally looking me straight on, instead of avoiding my gaze, as he’s been doing.
But instead of saying whatever it is he wanted to tell me, his eyes go wide and he backs up as a gasp flies out of his mouth. “What did ye do?”
I frown at him. “What? This is the plan everyone wants, right?”
His finger raises to point at my face accusatorially. “Your eyes! What did ye do, Adeline?”
Now I’m lost. “What are ye on about?”
Though he’s been looking at me this whole time, Ronin peers more carefully into my eyes.
My stomach sinks as Ronin’s mouth tightens. “What does it… It couldn’t be. But how else could…” He jerks his chin toward Salem. “Is this what I think it is?”
Worried and on guard, I back up like a cornered animal, wishing there was a mirror anywhere so I could see what the fuss was about.
Salem’s hand over his mouth doesn’t give any rest to my worries.
Destino takes a step forward to see what the fuss is about, and then backs up, as if my face as been coated in dead bugs. “Adeline! Did you…” His head whips to Ronin. “I thought it was an anomaly, but maybe…”
Alex jumps down from his perch and crosses the room, standing beside Lilya, who’s also gaping at me.
Now I’m starting to get cross. “Will someone explain to me exactly what is going on?”
I can tell Salem’s making every effort to keep his voice level. “Ronin, ye look a little thirsty.”
My focus shifts immediately as worry floods me. “For blood or water?” I’m already on my way to the pitcher of water on the counter, pulling down a glass and filling it for him. “Destino, can ye point me to the blood supply here?”
“Sure. There’s plenty in the box there.”
Ronin protests tha he’s fine, but best not chance it. I close his fingers around the cup and stare him down until he finishes the thing. Then I fill the glass again and grab up a blood pack.
“Darling, Salem’s wrong. I’m not thirsty. I had a blood martini yesterday.”
“Best not chance it.”
Ronin takes the blood pack with a sigh, and then stares down Salem. “You’ve proved your point.”
I glance between them. “What point? Will someone tell me what’s going on?”
It’s Salem who takes the lead, going from not speaking more than a few syllables to me, to stepping near and talking in dulcet tones, as if I’m a child he cares about. “One of your irises isn’t green anymore. It’s gold.”
I frown. “Huh? Let me see.”
Alex is already on it, plucking a shiny tray from the cupboard and flipping it so I can see my reflection in the metal.
Sure enough, I’ve got one green eye and one gold eye. “Tha’s weird. Do ye think Fiora’s potion did something to me, other than draw out the fae magic? Is this some sort of side effect?”
Again, Salem’s got tha forced calm tha stands the hairs on my arms on end. “What did ye and Ronin get up to yesterday?”
My blush can’t be helped. “Private things.”
Ronin’s hand is over his mouth, his eyes rimmed with shock. “Something happened while we were in the bath. I wrote it off, but things have been different today.”
“Different how?”
Destino points to Ronin’s hand. “Is your finger bruised?”
Again, my focus zeroes in on Ronin. In the next second, I’ve got everything he was holding set on the counter and I’m gently prying at each of his digits. “Which one? Why didn’t ye tell me ye got hurt? Let’s sit ye down.”
“Destino’s incorrect again, darling. I’m perfectly fine.”
“I don’t see any discoloration, but maybe my golden eye is making tha harder to decipher.” I glance over my shoulder to Lilya. “Can we call a healer in? Is Fiora still around?”
Ronin locks gazes with Destino. “You’ve proved your point.” Ronin flexes all ten digits and makes them dance for me. “Nothing’s hurt me in the slightest, lamb. I think you should sit down.”
Salem’s hand rests on my shoulder, and Alex motions to the table off in the far corner. They march me over to it and Destino pulls out a chair for me.
I expect Ronin to take the seat beside me, but it’s Salem who makes the light-colored wooden seat groan with his bulk. His hand touches on the table top, tapping with every fourth word to punctuate his point.
“Something’s happened, and it’s a grand thing, but it might seem overwhelming at first, so stay with me.”
I thought I was worried before, but his forced calm infuses panic in my bones. “Is he dying? Is the bruise on his finger worse than we thought?”
Alex chuckles, and Lilya narrows her eyes at him to get him to shut up.
Salem makes a point of holding my gaze. “Ronin’s grand. Not sick at all, but Alex is going to fetch Fiora for ye, so ye don’t have to worry about tha anymore.”
Alex stifles his laughter as he trots out, though I can’t see what on earth could possibly be funny about Ronin’s health being compromised.
Salem recaptures my attention. “When ye were with Ronin yesterday, alone in the bath, did ye feel something heat up in your chest?”
If I was blushing before, it’s nothing to the crimson tha must be overtaking my face now. “Tha’s private.”
Salem nods once, as if tha’s all the confirmation he need. Then he points to his two different colored eyes. “When I mated with Lilya, one of my eyes changed from the shifter gray to the fae blue.” He waits for something to dawn on me, but I can barely think straight; I’m still worrying about Ronin’s finger.
“Ye mated with Ronin, Adeline. Tha’s what’s changed your green eye golden.”
The simplicity with which he delivers the world-rocking truth hits me like a boulder straight to my midsection.
Mated?




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Mated

Adeline

“Tha’s not possible,” I protest, though I realize the faulty logic in tha. I’m staring at a man who’s mated outside of his race.
But he’s the only one to do so.
Or maybe he’s the first one.
I can’t find my voice, and even if I could, the right words are lost to me.
Ronin’s hand rests on his throat. “Mated? I thought what happened to you and Lilya was an anomaly.”
“It was,” Lilya replies, taking the seat on my other side. “But maybe it’s an anomaly because our people have kept each other separate, not because it’s not physically possible. Maybe mating between the species is as simple as mating with your own kind, but no one’s ever tried it until us.”
I’m drifting in a sea of confusion, unsure which way is up, now tha the world’s tipped itself on its head.
Lilya’s arm finds its way around my shoulders as she scoots her chair closer. Her voice is soft and reassuring as she whispers in my ear, “I’m so proud of you.”
Tha jerks me to the present. “Proud?”
Her smile is clear in her voice. “So proud. You loved without limits, so the normal barriers knew better than to mess with you. Mating is intense, but Salem and I are right here for the both of you.”
Ronin clears his throat, but when he speaks, his voice is thick with emotion. “You keep me at such a distance most of the time. I understand it, but I’ve wanted more for so very long. Yesterday, we finally…” He wipes his hand over his face. “Is this what you want?”
How am I supposed to answer something like tha?
When I find my voice, it sounds meek and scared. “I didn’t know I was allowed to want this. Do ye want to be mated to someone like me?”
Sheer vulnerability shines through in everything he does, from the longing in his eyes to the way he drops his shoulders and leans toward me, as if the only thing keeping him from me is one great leap across this table. “Whatever you’ll give me is exactly what I want—the more the better.”
Salem leans back in his seat, his arms crossed over his chest. “Tha’s good, because there’s no undoing it. Adeline, I’ll be taking ye out in Neutral Territory for a few days.”
“What? No, I’m not leaving him. Ronin’s finger is hurt.”
Ronin softens and Lilya coos, like I’m trying to sound cute or something.
Destino raises his hand. “I made that up, Adeline. I was testing a theory. Ronin’s finger was never bruised. You’re mated, I’m certain of it. And Salem’s right; you’ll need to go out and get some air. Learn how to be away from him without losing your sanity. It took some time for this one to get there.” He jabs his finger at Salem. “Go for a walk with Salem. We’ll watch Ronin for you.”
I’m just turned around enough to scoff at what I’m sure must be a joke. “Benny can watch Ronin. Benny and another guard. Maybe two more. I should chat with them first, though. Sometimes people don’t put forth their best effort.”
I’m on my feet, but Salem rises with me, cupping my shoulders with his giant mitts. “Settle, Adeline. Your animal’s been through a lot in the past twenty-four hours. Give yourself a chance to digest the idea.”
It’s so strange tha Salem is being insightful and empathetic. I still, taking in the breadth of the prince of my homeland.
Then it starts to hit me how big this whole thing is.
How big it’s about to get.
“I mated with Ronin?” I mean to say it, but it comes out a croak.
Salem seals his lips and nods slowly.
Too many thoughts flicker through my brain. “I was certain I was going to live my whole without…”
He squeezes my shoulders. “Aye. Me, too. But tha wasn’t your destiny. Magic is what ye make of it. So what do ye want to make of this mating magic tha’s happened so unexpectedly?”
It’s a fantastic question, and one I’m not sure I have the right answer to. I dig deep, searching Lalita, searching myself, and bring up a glimmering bit of purpose.
“If magic is what I make of it, then I want to make the most of being his teammate.”
The corner of Salem’s mouth quirks. “Aye. What else?”
“I want to be good for him. Good for myself. Good for Drexdenberg.”
“How do we go about tha?”
He’s uniting himself with me, this prince who loathed me half an hour ago. He’s not alone in this strange anomaly anymore.
He’s asking all the right questions, but I don’t know all the answers. “Educate myself on Drexdenberg a bit more? Maybe stand beside him so we can figure things out together?”
Salem looks relieved, as if I’ve stumbled upon the right answer. “Grand, Adeline. Tha’s exactly it. I stand by my mate so she can rule as best she’s able. I enforce her steps, so she doesn’t go there alone. Tha’s who you’ll be for Ronin.”
I want to cling to something because the world is changing so drastically. Salem is the nearest thing, so he’ll have to do. My hands reach out and wrap around his middle, surprising both of us.
Salem responds not by pushing me away, which I’m half-expecting. Instead he pulls me forward, so my torso is flush to his. We’re both rubbish at hugging, but neither of us require the other to do a grand job of it. We anchor each other, two shifters going through something there’s no training manual for.
“S’alright,” he whispers. “I’ll be with ye the whole time. I’ll walk ye through all the things I’ve found to be helpful.”
He’s huge, and just as I suspected, his entire body is a brick. I never imagined it would be a comfort to hug a brick wall, but in this moment, it truly is. “I’m nervous,” I admit, wondering at what point exactly I went from revering Prince Salem, to loathing him, to hugging him, to trusting him.
Salem doesn’t excuse my admission, nor does he address it when he releases me. “Say a few words to your mate, then pack a bag and meet me down here in an hour. We’ll be away for a day or two, teaching Lalita how to be apart from Ronin without her throwing a tantrum.” He chuckles. “Jays, it’s a good thing Fiora just took your animal down several notches, otherwise we’d have a real situation on our hands.”
It’s a silver lining, for certain.
Destino hugs me next as Salem trots out of the room after touching Lilya’s hand. It’s like tha small contact settles him.
I’m taking mental notes.
Destino hands me off to Lilya, who’s grinning like she just won some sort of prize. “This settles it. We’re sisters now.”
“Is tha so?” I chuckle, grateful for her lightness. It paints the whole scene with hope I truly need.
“Sisters and friends and world leaders.”
My eyes round as she jerks me to her in a hug tha holds no hesitation.
When they leave me with Ronin, I’m lost for words.
Ronin turns in his chair and pats the top of his thigh, as if he means for me to sit atop it. “Come here, Addy. It all got too serious. We don’t have to worry about any of it. We’re just going to enjoy breakfast together. That’s our only job for the moment.”
I move closer, eyeing his offer for an unconventional place to sit. “I know ye don’t want me there. I’d break your thigh bone. I’m not Lilya.” I tap my fist to my bicep. “Muscle weighs more than you’re thinking.”
Ronin narrows his eyes and tugs me down so I am in fact sitting on his thigh. Of all the scandals I’ve been part of, this strikes me as strangest. So odd, tha I can’t help the snicker tha slips from between my lips. “Ho, this is weird.”
“I wouldn’t want us any other way.” He plucks an apple from the bowl of fruit in the center of the table and takes a great crunch from it. Then his voice quiets. “I’m not worried, darling. I’m in love.”
It’s the wrong time for me to kiss him. Or maybe it’s the exact right time. Maybe I should be talking things out with him. I should ask more questions about what this will look like, what it will mean for the queendom. How we’ll tell Heidi. All the questions tha need answering.
But his lips are delicious, so everything else can be discussed later, after I’ve had my fill of him.
Lalita rests up against my ribs, like she’s finally exhaling, now tha we’re connected and I’ve stopped making myself nuts.
Of course tha’s when Benny would trot into the kitchen.
Benny’s slow clap is just obnoxious enough to earn him the title of big brother. “Well done. Not that I was listening in the hallway. Not that I’ve been hoping something would permanently tie you to Drexdenberg so you’d never leave us.”
I grin at him, finally letting myself feel happy. Elated, even.
Mated. I mean, jays.
I wave him off. “Shoo, Benny. Give us a mo.”
Benny smirks at me and bows to Ronin before whistling as he walks back out and trots down the hall, ducking into a room on the left. “Is Heidi in here? No. Where could she be? Is she under the table? No? Where could she be?”
I love him so much.
Ronin kisses my knuckles, rough and unpolished as they are—as I am. “Are you certain about this? This is what you want?”
“Ye are what I want. The rest is just trappings. You’re right; we’ll figure it all out another night. For now, breakfast.”
He drinks in my smile as if it’s the first one he’s ever seen. “I want to give you a good life. Tell me how I can make this easier for you.”
I lean into his warmth so I can be closer to the lips I love. “I don’t need everything to be taken care of. I need this—us—when it’s not easy. When it’s hard. Give me this, and I’ll always stay with ye.”
Ronin’s kiss doesn’t wait for words. His lips catch mine in a hard rhythm tha shows me how much he wants exactly this.
Exactly us.
I don’t know what madness the future will deliver, but if we can hold each other through it, the world will have no choice but to make room for a kiss as special as ours.
Whether they like it or not.
Love the book? Leave a review.
Read the next book in the series today!
Chapter One of “Malicious King”

Corsets

Adeline

I can’t breathe. Why can’t I breathe?
“Does the corset need to be that tight?” Lilya asks my sister, chewing on her nail.
Lilya, not Queen Lilya. I’m still not fully used to dropping her title and treating her as a friend. But tha’s exactly what she’s become. My best friend, some days.
To her credit, Maiseline doesn’t sigh as she loosens my stays.
Lilya’s eyes are fixed on my face. “Is that better? I honestly can’t tell. You’ve gone pale and you look a minute away from vomiting.”
As if on cue, Maisie jerks the stays, coaxing the bile further up my throat. I take a few breaths, gripping the dresser with determination. “This is how tight a corset should be worn. It’s a really nice one, too.”
While I’m grateful my sister has her mind back, her memory hasn’t given her back much more than her formative years, which included fine dresses and fancy lads. She remembers her life up until she was beaten by a group of our da’s friends for choosing a lad beneath her station. Finally she remembers me, but nothing beyond when she lost her mind tha fateful day.
It’s been slowly coming back to her, but in this moment, I wish her amnesia extended to fastening corsets. This stinks.
“A plague’s broken out in Drexdenberg. Tha should be the focus, not the spectacle of a shifter in a dress. I highly doubt anyone cares if I’m fancied up. They want answers as to why so many of their neighbors have fallen ill.”
Lilya pokes at a cup filled with pins. “Well, we don’t have answers, so they’re getting you in a dress.”
Maiseline is determined to make up for my crap childhood. “You’re just not used to the finer things, but ye deserve them, Addy.”
Maisie’s so sweet. I want to let her take care of me however she wishes, because it gives her a sense of importance. So I endure the jerks of the stays as she laces them into place.
Tha’s how much I love my sister.
The look I fix Lilya with tells her I want to say something sarcastic, but I’m too respectful to voice it. “Remind me why this is necessary?”
Lilya walks as she talks, circling me so she can inspect from every angle. She looks natural in a dress—her lavender curls flowing over the white gown tha makes her pale skin practically glow. I look like a wild animal who’s somehow been wrestled into a crimson gown tha belongs to someone fancy.
Lilya touches her chin. “I’ll tell you what they told me when I married a vampire royal: it’s necessary because the citizens of Drexdenberg need to accept you as one of theirs. They need to see you elevated, that the retired king of their territory values you enough to give you the finest. So from here on out, this is the deal. If you want to be with Ronin, he comes with the whole of Drexdenberg attached to his tailored sleeve.”
“Even though he’s not ruling anymore?” I grumble, though I already know the answer.
Lilya casts me a wry grin. “We both know that’s not true. Retirement is a label, and a useless one, at that.” A shadow flickers across her eyes. “Des and I lean on him too much. Especially this week.”
I risk toppling over to pry one hand from the dresser so I can rest it atop hers. “Ronin loves Drexdenberg and doesn’t mind helping. If he actually retired, he wouldn’t know what to do with himself. And when this many illnesses are happening so quickly, there’s no way he would step back and not have a hand in making things better.”
“Benny’s worried it’s airborne,” Maisie says.
Every time she mentions my boss’ name, I grin. I can’t help it. He’s so sweet for her, but she’s too new to everything to see it.
Lilya inhales a long breath—a thing we’ve all had to do several times this week to bolster ourselves against the onslaught of bad news tha just keeps on coming. “Could be, but there’s been no evidence of that so far. I wish we could get to the root of what’s causing all these illnesses. The count is up to a thousand now.”
I blink at her. “Benny reported the count yesterday at eight hundred. How has it jumped this much in twenty-four hours?”
Lilya shrugs. “I wish I knew, but the healers have no idea. At least we’re starting to get the hang of the pattern, so we can get people quarantined who have it earlier on.” She ticks off the symptoms on her fingers. “Fever, then red splotchy patches all over. Then vomiting blood. Then unconsciousness. No matter what we do, those taken down by this illness aren’t bouncing back.”
I glance down at my red dress. “This hardly seems the time for a public address. I say we postpone the announcement until after we get to the bottom of the plague.”
The corner of Lilya’s mouth quirks. “Nice try. We have to show a brave front for the public. Let them know we’re working on curing their loved ones. Let them know about the new wave of shifters coming over to keep us safe while we’re taking this hit.”
“Right. If a bunch of shifters show up to replace the vampire guards and soldiers we let go because they weren’t loyal to the throne, it’ll need explanation.”
Her eyebrows dance in time with her swaying hips. “And, of course, it’s a good time to show off Ronin’s new girlfriend.”
I roll my eyes. “Aye. They’ll love to hear tha last part.”
Maiseline kisses my cheek. “I’m going to go check on Heidi. I’m rooting for ye.” Then she touches under my chin. “Remember, ye belong at the top.”
“Okay,” I say without remembering to cover my disbelief.
Maisie bristles. “I am certain ye belong in this castle, looking after the vampires. You’re grand at taking care of people who can’t help themselves. Tha’s all this is.”
I brush my fingers to hers, and offer her a smile as she leaves the room, shutting the door behind her.
Lilya’s thumb drags over the heel of my palm. “I really like her.”
“She was born a queen without a crown. This place is a perfect fit for her.”
“For the both of you,” Lilya amends, and then sighs. “I was hoping we would be further along in erasing all the racist bigotry. How I hope the people love you more than they did me when I was first announced. Ronin deserves to have whatever makes him happy—so much the better that it’s you. I wasn’t counting on still needing him this much for the day-to-day decisions. It’s like the two of you can’t just enjoy your relationship. You’re elbow-deep in a territory-wide emergency, and then knee-deep in the scandal of having an interracial union.”
I frown at her, parsing my words so I don’t run out of air. Damn corset. “What you’re doing—uniting the territories—is more work than running Drexdenberg’s ever been. Ronin knows tha. This was his dream, too, so he’s not put out tha he gets to be part of shaping it.”
She purses her lips, and then looks into my eyes with sheer sadness shining in hers. “I wanted you two to have time together, away from all of this. You’ve barely mated, and you’re doing formal addresses and putting yourself under a microscope before you’ve gotten used to all the change.”
I snort and smile at her. “Tha’s exactly how it went when ye and Salem mated. No one gave ye a break either.”
Maybe I’m imagining it, but I swear I can see her eyes glass over with unshed tears. “I know. I wanted more for you. More than the nothing I got at the time.” Then she blinks, and the sadness evaporates from visibility.
But I can still see it, no matter how well she tries to hide her sadness. I forego comfort and wrap my arms around her, holding her to my chest so we’re united in her sadness. I don’t want her to have to feel tha alone.
It’s partly because of her I’ve gotten so much better at hugging. I think she’s so relieved to have a woman in the castle tha she needs to wrap her arms around me at every turn to make sure I don’t evaporate and leave her alone with all these lads.
“Ye should have been given more time with Salem when ye first mated. Ye should be given more time to be a person now. Let me help. How can I make it not hurt so much?”
Lilya sags in my arms. “Just offering that is a help. Just acknowledging that this is harder than any of us thought it would be is more than I could ask for.”
“I’m not letting go until ye take something off your plate and put it on mine.”
Lilya chuckles. “You’re about to be busier than ever, but thank you for being you. Sometimes that’s the best thing a person can offer.” When I don’t let go, she sighs. “Alright, if you’re insisting on doing more than you’re already doing, I could use some help getting the soldiers in order downstairs. They’re not giving me problems or anything, but I’m no good at this sort of thing—at commanding military persons. I know they can tell I’m bad at it.”
I posture as I let go of her. “They’re showing my queen disrespect?”
Lilya shakes her head. “Nothing like that. It’s me. I have no idea what I’m doing, so I freeze up and get all awkward. Real impressive, I’m sure.”
“I’ll cut ye a deal: loosen my stays, and I’ll make it so ye don’t have to deal with the soldiers at all today, unless there’s an emergency.”
“Deal!” Lilya giggles as she turns me around and loosens them further so I can suck in more than half a breath.
“Tha’s loads better. Jays, the next time we want to interrogate someone, I’ll break out the collection of corsets. Once they get the feeling back in their lips, they’ll be singing whatever tune we demand.”
Lilya’s giggle is light and makes me believe things aren’t as bad as we both know they are out there. I wish I had tha ability—to make the world lighter. As it is, I’m about to throw the vampire people a ball of fire they’ll never be able to put out, while we tell them tha one day their grandkids will thank us for the burning.
It’s only been twenty minutes since Ronin checked in, and my animal’s tail is flicking against the wall of my ribs, letting me know she’s unhappy this much time has passed.
Is he okay? A lot can go wrong in twenty minutes.
My palms start to sweat, and I do what I can to talk myself through the adrenaline tha’s about to start spiking for no logical reason.
Unless he’s not okay, in which case, my encroaching unease is dead on.
“You’ve got that look about you again. Do you want me to send for Ronin?”
I offer a wan smile, pretending I’m not a basket case. “No, no. Twice in one morning is enough for me to go carrying on about.”
Lilya picks up a bracelet on the vanity and fiddles with the clasp. “Actually, you’re doing much better than Salem did this early on. He barely let me out of his sight that first week.”
Deep breaths are what Salem instructed me to do when Lalita starts clawing at my insides, panicking tha something is randomly wrong with Ronin.
This is the worst time to rely on nothing being wrong. After Lilya was kidnapped not two weeks ago, and three dozen shifter soldiers lining up at the remnants of the border to march through our land—peacefully, granted—it’s no use telling Lalita to calm down. Though she’s less of a menace than she’s ever been, I’m still not ready to let her come out to show her new form to Drexdenberg. Shifting in general is strange to them. Fiora, Lilya’s mammy, cast a charm tha made Lalita less terrifying, but she’s still a spectacle.
Lalita needs to be near Ronin to make sure he’s safe. It’s like appeasing an adolescent, which is an improvement, because before Fiora drew out the fae magic tha mutated her to the monster she was, Lalita’s temper was on par with the loudest toddler.
I take four steps toward the exit, but stop before my hand touches on the knob.
I have to control my animal and my mating bond; I cannot let them control me.
“No. I’m being silly. Ronin’s fine. He’s with Benny.”
“He is,” Lilya nods.
I cover my face with my hands. “This is so stressful!” I’m stating the obvious, but it is what it is. “I know ye mated with Salem, and you’re two different species, but tha’s the two of ye and your epic love. It was supposed to be an anomaly. I didn’t think it would happen to us. I never gave much thought to mating in general. Heidi’s been my life for so long.”
Lilya’s arms around me are a comfort I don’t push away. Since she’s fae, she doesn’t feel the manic swings of protecting her mate, but she’s attached to Prince Salem, who, even after a year, still hasn’t fully mastered the possessive nature of his beast.
“Salem said you did great when he took you away from Ronin for that day when we were in Neutral Territory to help Lalita get used to the occasional bit of space that might have to happen.”
I snort my disbelief. “He’s a grand liar, then. On our trip through Neutral Territory, Lalita lost her mind an hour into the trek. I was too far from Ronin too soon after we mated.”
Lilya pulls back and plucks a pin from the box on the desk, fastening one of her lavender curls back. “But you made it through. It was never going to be easy, but you did it!”
I don’t want to say more on the subject. Salem was supposed to take me away from Ronin for two days, but we only made it through one.
The first hour had been hard. The second was when my adrenaline spiked. On the third hour, Lalita took over.
To his credit, Salem wrestled Lalita without hurting her. And we found out by accident tha Lalita doesn’t turn people mad with eye contact anymore, which was a stroke of luck.
Stupid fae magic.
Salem told me her glare made him nearly pee himself, but his brains are firmly intact, which is a relief.
Neither of us were sure what she would look like, since Fiora had striped her of the fae magic tha turned her into a monster. She used to be bigger than a house, but now she’s about the size of a horse. A great lizard with olive scales, long claws, fiery breath and a temper.
After tha, Salem started calling me a wee kitten just to make me laugh. We bonded a lot during tha trip, but it was a bust. I’m still a wreck being apart from Ronin for very long. Given all tha’s going on in the territory, I’m not up for pushing myself on tha again any time soon.
“Remember what Salem told you: breathe through it. Breathe through the panic.” She takes a matching pin and fixes my hair to match hers, the sweetie. “This isn’t fair. You mated with Ronin, which is an intense adjustment a person should have some space for. Then you’re also being announced in front of the territory as Ronin’s mate? It’s too much. This is a bad plan. You’ve had no space to deal with any of it. On top of the territory already being on the verge of panic.”
I want to shrug and tell her “what else is new?” but I hold in my melodrama. “Just having ye understand how stressful this is helps.”
“Breathe,” she reminds me.
And finally, I do.
“It’s going to be alright,” she lies. “This formal address isn’t going to be nearly as bad as you’re thinking.”
Well, I was shot with an arrow laced with midnight acid during the last one, so hopefully it’s a step up from tha.
I stretch my arms above my head and my breast nearly pops out of the top. I shrink and shuffle back into my dress, hating the thing all the more.
Suddenly, this red satin getup is all the things wrong in the world. I harrumph dramatically. “I look ridiculous. This isn’t going to help matters. Ever since the first wave of a hundred shifters came over to Drexdenberg, hatred between the races hasn’t exactly gotten better. I’m scum to the vampires.” I look down at the blood-red gown. “I’m trash trussed up in satin.”
Lilya’s chin lifts in defiance of all the insults tha are about to be thrown my way. She holds my hand as if I’m fragile, which is the first time it’s occurred to me tha’s exactly what I’ve become. “My best friend isn’t trash.”
My heart warms. While I know I’m her only female friend, I take the mantle of best friend with humility and vow to live up to the hype. We’re in similarly precarious positions, sharing a unique life experience no one else truly understands.
When a knock interrupts our moment, Lilya lets Des inside, who bows to us both, even though he’s the proper king of Drexdenberg. “Ladies,” he greets us. “The queendom won’t know what hit them when they get a good look at you two. Simply ravishing.”
He’s dapper, and though I know his compliment is meant for Lilya alone, he includes me in the kindness, because tha’s just the top-drawer kind of lad he is.
Lilya kisses him lightly, her hand running up the lapel of his black fitted suit. He’s wearing a gold tie to set off the white of her dress, and I can’t help thinking how grand the two of them look together.
“Shall we?” he says to us both, wrapping Lilya’s hand around his arm and proffering his elbow to me.
“I’ll be right there,” I say to them.
Des frowns. “We should get going. It’s starting soon.”
“Two minutes,” I tell him, which I know isn’t what he wants to hear, but he’s too much a gentleman to pester me further.
“As you wish it, Great-grandmum.”
I gasp, scandalized, as Lilya belts out a laugh we all need to hear. Ronin is his great-grandfather, sure, but tha doesn’t make me…
I all but push him out the door and then press my back against it, taking the time I need to simply breathe.
It’s not cold feet tha solders my soles to the floor, but it’s something like it. I want to be with Ronin, obviously, but not like this. This isn’t me.
As I glance down at the layers of satin, I know this isn’t right. I can’t protect my mate in this nonsense, and we’re about to stand before the territory in the same manner in which the queen was shot at not a month ago. I took an arrow for her then, but could I dart as fast in front of Ronin in this dress if an arrow flew at him?
I shake my head and reach around to pull at my stays, finally getting them off. The heavy satin falls to the floor, my heels come off, and I quickly slide on the guard uniform I wore when I was in Neutral Territory last week. The black pants stretch well enough for me to scale walls, and are so tight to my skin tha I can see every curve magnified. The beige shirt is just as flexible, with buttons and a collar to make it look more official. The shirt doesn’t tuck in, and stops exactly at my waistline, giving me a far better range of motion in my punches than the black suit I used to wear while guarding Lilya in Drexdenberg ever could.
My auburn curls are half-up and half-down, pinned by pearl clips tha give me the touch of femininity to go with the athletic look the uniform grants me. Finally I feel like I could fight anyone, climb anything and protect my mate to the best of my ability.
My combat boots aren’t exactly the heels I’m supposed to wear, but at least I cleaned them yesterday, so they’re not caked in mud.
When I step into the hallway, Des throws his head back. “Ronin had that red dress specially made for you.”
I lift my chin, strapping my thigh holster with my dagger on my right leg so everyone can see how well my mate is protected. “Then I’ll wear it for him alone. His safety is more important than looking pretty.”
When Des makes to protest again, I start walking down the hallway in the direction we’re supposed to be moving.
Now I’m strutting. “I am who I am, Des. No use pretending I’m a vampire. Best be the shifter they hate, protecting the man they adore. I don’t want to be the bonny lass who seduced their leader; I want to be the woman shielding him. They’ll never love me, but this way, they have the option of respecting my role in safeguarding their treasure.”
Lilya and Des follow behind me with no further arguments, whispering between themselves as they go over talking points for their speech.
I keep my head up and shoulders back, but on the inside, my animal is roaring. I’ve been away from my mate for too long. It’s a grand discipline to keep my tensed thighs from running down the hallway like a maniac.
I tell myself tha Ronin’s fine. No one’s going to try to harm him.
The lie tastes like vomit, but I swallow it down, hoping beyond hope tha I’m mad, and not completely and totally right.
Read “Malicious King” today!
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