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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            The Lowly Hybrid

          

        

      

    

    
      *Geoffrey*

      I cough as dust swirls up from sweeping the front step of the bakery. The smell of bread wafts out through the door, and my stomach grumbles. But I will only get a stale crust of three-day-old bread if I do a good job today.

      Yesterday, I did not get any bread.

      It wasn’t my fault. A merchant’s daughter scuffed mud on the steps just as I finished cleaning them. The baker came out, saw the mud, beat me, and sent me away.

      I’ve promised to do a better job today.

      I scrub the broom around the edges of the steps and in the cracks with all my might.

      It’s cold in Lycan’s Howl, a town very far to the north in the Rallegrad Kingdom. It’s colder still because it’s winter, and I have only the threadbare shirt and pants I’m wearing now. I have no jacket. I have no shoes. Both of these are luxuries I cannot afford.

      Tonight, if I am lucky, the other raggedy people who live on the streets will allow me to share their fire for a few moments. But as a half-breed lycan/vampire, it is unlikely. Even the worst folks in town are ashamed to know of me, much less help.

      “Oi, boy, are you finished with that step yet?!” the baker shouts out the door. “I want to be able to see my face in it!”

      “Yes, sir!” I call back. “Almost, sir!” I grab a bucket and wash the last of the grime off the step.

      He sticks his head out and nods. “Good. Now the window. I’ll give you two crusts if you do the window as well.”

      It’s an unexpected show of generosity. I brighten and pick up the bucket and sponge he’s given me to work with. “Yes, sir!”

      “Remember, I want to be able to see my face in it,” the baker warns me.

      I nod vigorously. “Yes, sir!”

      He goes back inside, and I start on the window.

      Unfortunately, a group of local boys see my efforts and laugh. They throw mud at me and at the window.

      “Oi!” the baker shakes his fist at them. “Get to school or I’ll box yer ears!”

      Another unexpected show of kindness–I’m almost afraid now. Kindness never goes well for me.

      By the look on the baker’s face as he catches my eye, he means no kindness today.

      I know now the price of my bread, though to his credit, when the mood strikes him, and he beats me in the back of the store, he usually sends me away with a few crusts of bread.

      For my silence.

      As the baker explained to me, it is wrong to beat people, or to allow yourself to be beaten for sport. But there is a darkness in him he needs to get out, and I am already a dirty half-blood, so it doesn’t hurt me any to take his darkness from him.

      “Come on inside for a moment, Geoffrey,” he says kindly. “You look hungry.”

      Trembling, I go inside. He nods to his wife to tend the store and takes me into the back.

      “You know what to do, Geoffrey,” he says.

      I set down my bucket and kneel in front of the baker. He slaps me across the face. I fall to the side and spit blood.

      “How dare you dirty my floor!” the baker shouts.

      He grabs my hair and shakes me, smacking me about the face and ears until I hear a ringing in my head.

      “Against the wall,” he orders me. 

      I face the wall, my bloody hands trembling against the cold stone. He takes a nettled switch from behind a cabinet and begins to beat me bloody with it.

      As the baker exorcizes his evil, he laughs at me. “Stupid, worthless half-breed.”

      A tear rolls down my cheek, but I dare not cry out. If I cry out, I will make the baker angry, and he will beat me harder. No one is supposed to know of this ritual.

      “You know it’s wrong to let me do this to you, don’t you, Geoffrey?” he scolds me, even though his tone is triumphant. “You are a bad young man. You have bad blood. And I’m going to show you just how bad you are.”

      My flesh tears as the nettled switch comes down harder and in a more frenzied manner. I know I am bleeding on his floor and don’t know what to do about it, even though the baker berates me. “Look what you’re doing to my floor! You stupid, insignificant cockroach!”

      He laughs at me maniacally. To the world, he is the kind, generous man who takes pity on the poor, worthless half-breed. But behind closed doors, he is something else entirely–a monster… a monster who needs to expel his evil by terrorizing me. It hurts so much, and I bite my lip against a scream.

      Usually, he will not finish until I pass out. Today, somehow, I have the strength to stay awake through it all, though I sag, the wall the only thing keeping me up.

      After a few minutes, the baker stops beating me with the nettled switch. “Now, get that evil blood off my floor.” My eyes widen, but the baker pushes me down to the floor.

      “Get every drop,” he tells me. “I don’t want your evil in my bakery.”

      Obediently, I wring out my sponge and wipe it up as he laughs at me. The pain of bending is excruciating after the beating, and I think I may vomit. But I dare not. He will surely punish me if I do.

      When the floor is clean, the baker pulls me back up by my hair. He smiles. “Excellent. Now, go finish my window. There’s a good lad.”

      I try not to cry when I walk out of the bakery. I walk in a hunched manner, hungry and in pain and with no dignity left.

      I start on the window again, though it is difficult to stand up straight. I will bleed through my shirt soon. My blood, a sign of the baker’s evil. But if anyone asks, I will swear up and down the village boys did this to me.

      The baker and his wife watch me through the window, his wife glaring at me, him smiling. His heart must be lighter now that his evil is gone… for now.

      Town bells announce the coming of a dignitary of some sort, perhaps our Alpha. It is a rare occasion, and everyone runs out of their houses and shops to greet the newcomer. There’s a collective gasp, and everyone bows low to the ground.

      I keep scrubbing the window, certain an urchin like me will go unnoticed. I’m not sure I can bend low to the ground to bow right now.

      The baker and his wife are outside now as well, and they whisper to each other. He comes over to me and turns me roughly so my back faces the window.

      “Don’t let him see,” he says harshly.

      I must have bled through my shirt. I nod quickly and cast my gaze to the ground.

      “Your Majesty,” I hear whispered around me. I don’t dare look up. Who was high enough in rank in this area to deserve the title of ‘Your Majesty’?

      The baker and his wife kneel to the ground and press their foreheads to the dirt.

      I try to do the same, but I wobble and land on my face.

      The approaching crunch of boots tells me I’m about to get kicked. I cower. “Please, sir. I’m doing my best!”

      Instead of a kick, a rough, gloved hand grabs me by the chin and forces my face upward.

      “Is this him?”

      I dare a single glance up and nearly piss myself. Unless I am very much mistaken, I am looking at King Maximus Lupus himself. The insignia on his clothing fits the description, and he is richly dressed and sneering at me as though I am a roach he just squashed with his shoe.

      A beautiful woman with long, nearly white-blonde hair steps down from a nearby carriage. She picks her way over the road, grimacing at the dirt, and stands over me.

      King Maximus’s hand clenches harder on my jaw, forcing me to look at her.

      Her eyes are a clear blue, just like mine.

      “That’s him,” the fine lady says, her nose in the air.

      King Maximus nods. “Take him,” he orders the guards at the carriage.

      Once he releases me, I try to run, but the guards are bigger and stronger than my starved, abused self and catch up to me immediately.

      “I haven’t done anything!” I insist. “Please, let me go! What have I done?!” Do they know about the evil? That I’ve been bad?

      “What have you done? You were born,” King Maximus informs me.

      Then one of the guards hits me on the back of the head, and I finally black out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Coitus Interruptus

          

        

      

    

    
      *Ainslee*

      “Rafe, that tickles!” I giggle as Rafe kisses up the inside of my leg.

      He grins against my skin and licks a sensitive spot on my thigh.

      “Oh, Goddess, Rafe, don’t tease me,” I whimper when he kisses higher, his breath feathering over my mound.

      Just when I’m certain he is going to have mercy on me and pleasure me with his tongue, a loud squall rends the air.

      We both groan.

      “Coming, Drake!” I call. I scoot up the bed so I can swing my legs over as Rafe sits up and pulls on his black silk robe.

      “Drake, you’re giving Daddy blue balls,” he complains, and I swat him.

      “You can’t say things like that! What if he understands you?” I hiss.

      He snorts. “He’s six months old. What’s he going to understand? He doesn’t even have all his teeth yet.”

      “Yes, well, thanks to Daddy, he has two pointy little fangs that are extra fun when breastfeeding,” I grumble as I pull on my own white silk robe.

      The door is open into the next room, and Rafe and I walk through it to see our little half vampire/half wolf shifter baby boy in his bassinet, beating the air with his legs and fists. He is as red and blotchy as a turnip, definitely angry over not having his second dinner.

      “How are you going to get a little brother or sister if you keep interrupting Daddy and Mommy?” my husband coos at Drake, sticking out his finger so the baby can take it in his little fist.

      Drake bites him.

      “Ouch! Okay, you might have a point about the fangs,” he says.

      “You’re darn right I do.” I pick the baby up and take him to a nearby rocking chair. I open my robe and let him nurse.

      He latches on, and I wince, but he retracts his fangs rather quickly.

      “See who loves Mommy more?” Rafe grimaces.

      “It’s just because I feed him,” I reply. But I’m smiling at my son.

      “Uh-huh. You keep telling yourself that.” Rafe moves to stand beside the rocking chair and strokes my hair, then pokes one of Drake’s puffy little cheeks.

      The baby swats at him with a chubby fist.

      “Yeah, we’ve got a mama’s boy right here,” he says.

      “Who’s mama’s boy? Is Drake mama’s boy? Yes he is. Yes he is,” I babble at his cute little face.

      “I’m glad he came after the war,” Rafe sighs, watching me nurse Drake.

      “You mean you’re glad the war was over by the time he came along,” I correct him.

      We both think back on the war. It seems so long ago now, even though it’s only been a few months since Shadowglade went to war with Tormentia. With the help of my cousin Karl in Warfang, we’d raised enough troops to give Tormentia quite a trouncing.

      “True.” Rafe boops Drake’s nose.

      Our son gives a little smile and a big burp.

      “Oh goodness! I guess we don’t have to burp you.” I laugh and look up at Rafe. “Still no news on Riley?”

      “No.” He shakes his head. “We know she went north, but that’s all we know. I sent a letter to King Maximus Lupus, but he either doesn’t know where she is or he does know and just doesn’t care to respond.”

      “You don’t suppose he’s harboring her?” I ask.

      “Anything’s possible.” He lets out a sigh and folds his arms across his muscular chest.

      I reach up a hand, the other still cradling Drake, and squeeze his arm. “You’ve done everything you can. Sophia knows that, too.”

      “At least Sophia is distracted from the situation. I expect I’ll be hearing about a wedding any day now.” He grins.

      “I hope so. Drake needs a little half vampire/half wolf shifter cousin to play with.” I think fondly of Sophia and my cousin, Alpha King Karl Striker of Warfang. If my marrying Rafe wasn’t enough, now Sophia is strengthening Shadowglade’s ties to Warfang with her own little romance.

      Rafe chuckles. “Wouldn’t that be something?”

      “Still having trouble with Tormentians coming over the border?” I ask the king worriedly.

      “Yes, but so far, they just want to settle here and live in peace… most of them anyway. I can’t really blame them.  King Dartmoth runs that kingdom like it’s a circus,” he snorts.

      “That’s true,” I agree. “May they find solace here.”

      “It’s a good thing your cousin is so generous. We weren’t expecting so many immigrants after the war. Winter would be hard without King Striker’s support,” he says.

      “Maybe it’s a ‘you get seven thousand apples, I get Sophia’ situation,” I tease.

      He chuckles. “The least he could do is throw in a goat or two as well.”

      We both dissolve into laughter.

      Drake starts to snore softly and drool in my arms.

      His father smiles and plucks him up, holding him against his chest and humming to him. My heart melts. There’s nothing quite like seeing the love of my life holding our baby son.

      “Look at that, Drake. Mommy might not let Daddy have blue balls after all,” Rafe grins.

      I roll my eyes. “You’re pushing your luck, mister.”  I am teasing of course.

      He leans down and kisses me passionately on the lips. “As long as I still have some luck. Daddy wants to get lucky.”

      I smile up at my husband, ready to jump back into bed with him just as soon as our son is asleep. “Oh, the things I’d like to do to you.” 

      “I’d let you do all of them.” Rafe smiles and wags his eyebrows.

      “You’re so hot. I’ m so lucky I got to marry you..” I stand up and hover over Drake. “Do you think he’s really asleep?”

      “I think so.” He tiptoes to the bassinet. I place a hand on his back as he lays Drake back down.

      He strokes the little hairs on top of Drake’s head. “We did a good job.”

      “We did,” I smile.

      “Let’s make another,” Rafe whispers hotly in my ear.

      “Okay,” I whisper back.

      Like teenagers, we quietly giggle our way back to bed.

      “Now,” he says, prowling down my body. “Where was I?”

      “You were, perhaps, foregoing any more foreplay so we can get me pregnant before Drake wakes up again?” I ask.

      “You say the most romantic things.” He grins at me.

      I throw a pillow at him.

      He catches it and smacks me on the butt with it as I try to escape him.

      “You’re the one who said we should forego foreplay,” he reminds me as I slide off the bed opposite him.

      “I changed my mind.” I dart one way, then the other, daring him to chase me.

      He laughs and gives chase.

      We circle the bed and climb over it and other furniture, still trying to be quiet about it so we don’t wake the baby.

      Within ten minutes, we end up in a sweaty heap on the bed.

      Rafe pulls off my robe and sucks my breast.

      “Leave some for Drake. You never know when he’ll wake up again,” I remind him.

      A little dribble of milk runs down his chin as he shucks his own robe. “I didn’t know there could be anything other than blood that tasted this divine. You can’t fault a man for wanting more.”

      “It’s milk. Why, what does it taste like to you?” I ask as he lays me beneath him.

      He knees my legs apart and sinks his large cock into me. I take a deep breath, my eyes starting to roll back in their sockets, he feels so good. “Berries and cool stream water,” he groans.

      I arch my back, taking him deeper. “That makes… oh, Goddess, yesss… no sense!”

      “You’d have to be a vampire, I suppose,” Rafe says enigmatically. Then he begins to thrust.

      “That also makes… no sense,” I gasp, clinging to his shoulders.

      Rafe just smiles. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” I reply.

      He holds my hips in his hands and begins taking me so forcefully the bed creaks. It’s more a fucking than lovemaking.

      But it’s been a long time for us, so a fucking is just fine by me. “Yes, Rafe, more!” I beg.

      He gives a vampiric hiss and bites me right over my mating mark. At least we like to call it my mating mark. I’m not sure what else you call it when a vampire marks you. We invented the practice.

      I think of Drake.

      We invented a lot of things. Like welcoming half-breeds into our family and believing they can be raised as productive citizens.

      Just the idea of precious Drake being treated that way has me burying my face in Rafe’s neck.

      “He’s safe with us,” my husband reassures me. “He’s safe.”

      I nod, and Rafe reaches to massage my clit. I come apart in his arms.

      He thrusts twice more before filling me with his seed, moaning against my shoulder. He laps at my mark, then kisses his way lower.

      “His Royal Highness is going to want that boobie,” I remind Rafe.

      “His Royal Highness is sleeping,” he responds. He takes my nipple between his lips.

      An angry cry fills the air, and Rafe and I both groan.

      My husband lets go of my nipple with a loud pop. “We’re sure we want another one?”

      We both look at each other and smile tiredly.

      “Yes,” we agree together.
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            A New Purpose

          

        

      

    

    
      *Geoffrey*

      I wake up in a room richer and more beautiful than I’ve ever seen in my life. There are gold accents everywhere, and I think it’s real gold. The bed is soft, like lying on a cloud.

      Though I’m not sure I am well enough to sit up, I can see through a side door there is a real bathroom with spigots for running water.

      In Lycan’s Howl, running water doesn’t exist, not even for the mayor.

      I wonder if I’m in good enough condition to drag myself into the tub. If I am quiet, maybe the people here won’t know I’m desecrating the bathtub by bathing in it.

      I’m just about to try when I hear a loud knock.

      “H-Hello?” I breathe.

      Double doors open, and a woman with a basin and towel walks in.

      “Your Royal Highness,” she says. “I’ve come to see to your wounds.”

      What? Who is ‘Your Royal Highness?’ She can’t possibly think it’s me.

      But by the way that she is deferring to me, I know she does think I am some highborn person. There must be some mistake. Or I’m dreaming. Or the hunger finally caught up with me, and I’m blessedly dead.

      “Did I die?” I ask.

      The woman shakes her head. “No, Your Royal Highness. You’re in Transform Castle. King Maximus will be coming presently to explain your situation, but I have been asked to clean your wounds.”

      I sit up, the world swimming when I do, and pull up my shirt for the woman. If King Maximus has ordered her to clean my wounds, I’m not going to object.

      It is then that I notice I am wearing proper clothing, the quality of which I’ve never even seen a visiting Alpha wear. It is purple with gold accents. The colors of Shadowglade?

      The woman very kindly and gently cleans my wounds. “They’ve stopped bleeding. That’s good,” she murmurs.

      I’m bewildered, but I remember my manners. “Thank you,” I say. “Miss…?”

      “Oh, you needn’t bother with my name, Your Royal Highness. It is far beneath you to know it,” the woman replies.

      “I… really would like to know the name of the person to whom I am so beholden,” I insist weakly.

      “Camille, Your Royal Highness. My name is Camille,” she tells me.

      I nod. “Thank you, Camille. May I… may I ask why you keep calling me Your Royal Highness?”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Because you are Your Royal Highness.”

      “Because I am what?” I ask.

      “Because you are Your Royal Highness,” she repeats.

      I blink then decide to let it go. Someone must be confused, but it seems I must wait for King Maximus to get it all worked out. Maybe, if I show enough humility and eagerness, he will give me the job of sweeping the castle stairs.

      “Thank you again, Camille. I feel much better because of your attention,” I say.

      She smiles and bows low. “It is my pleasure, Your Royal Highness.”

      I give her a weak smile. Maybe she’s a bit touched?

      Once Camille leaves, I wait.

      I don’t have to wait long. The fine lady from the village and King Maximus come into the room at the same time, both in beautiful clothing.

      “Your Royal Highness.” The lady inclines her head.

      “King Geoffrey,” King Maximus adds with a nod of his head.

      King Geoffrey? I scramble off the bed and bow low to the floor. “Your Royal Highness, I think there’s been some mistake. I am not a king. I just sweep steps and beg for scraps. I am an unworthy half-breed lycan vampire. I am unworthy of the attention you have bestowed upon me.”

      “You are a king, Geoffrey… a most needed one, at that,” the woman says kindly.

      I cower lower to the floor. “I do not understand this game, Your Majesty. But if you wish to beat me to expel your evil, I will gladly prostrate myself. It is just that the baker very recently did the job himself, and I am afraid I will die and be of little use to you if you were to do it right now.”

      “The baker, you say?” King Maximus asks evenly.

      I tremble. I have revealed the secret. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I did not mean to… I wanted to tell you only the truth. But now I have broken my word to the baker and must be punished. I have made a most grievous mistake.”

      “Yes, there has been a most grievous mistake. It was a mistake to ever allow you to grow up a lowly peasant.” King Maximus grunts. He turns toward the door. “Semus, have a contingent of soldiers return to Lycan’s Howl and bring the baker here. I believe an execution is in order.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” a voice replies from just outside the door.

      I panic and start to cry. “Please don’t kill me, Your Majesty. I’m sorry for telling the secret.”

      “There will be no more such secrets. And anyone who dares to lay hands on a king must always be executed,” he says.

      “Your Majesty?” I ask, confused. “I’m not the one to be executed?”

      “Of course not. The baker must be drawn and quartered for what he has done.” He pats me on the head. “You will never be beaten again.”

      “But… Your Majesty…” I wheeze.

      “Just call me Maximus. You are my equal, after all,” he responds.

      The very idea of calling the king by his name makes me frightened to my bones, but I don’t dare contradict him. “I don’t understand, Maximus,” I squeak.

      The fine lady pulls me up from the floor.

      “No! Do not dirty yourself, my lady. I am unclean!” I argue, trying to pull away. But her grasp is firm, and I can’t break free.

      I look down at our joined hands and realize I am no longer covered in mud and muck. Someone has given me a bath. I don’t feel as bad anymore about her touching me, though I am still terrified of this strange situation.

      She sits us both down on the edge of the bed. “I am Princess Riley of Shadowglade,” she explains. “And you are my brother.”

      “Your… your brother?” I stutter. What nonsense is this?

      She nods. “My father had an affair some years ago, and you were the result. He didn’t approach you before he died, but he should have.”

      “King Axel Brodcraz was my father?” I gape. The pieces begin to click together. Mother had said, before she died, that my father was a great man. I had never believed her. Obviously, I should have.

      “Yes,” she says.

      “This is not a game?” I hazard a guess.

      “No,” both of them say together.

      “Wh-why… I… but… why was I raised on the streets if I am a prince?” I ask.

      “As I said,” she explains, “it was a mistake. Father should have taken you into the castle when you were born, as well as your mother. And you are not a prince. You are a king.”

      “I’m… supposed to be a king?” I can hardly believe my ears.

      “You are a king. Your throne has simply been stolen from you. I’m approaching you now because our kingdom has been taken over by a terrible man while you should have been on the throne since our father’s death. We want to rectify that mistake,” she tells me.

      There’s been a mistake. I am not a worthless half-breed. I am a king. It is all so much to take in. I think I may faint.

      Then she embraces me. “It is so good to finally meet you, my brother.”

      I’m not sure what to do exactly, so I awkwardly pat her on the back. “I am glad to meet you as well, my… my sister.”

      “I have come so far to find you. I’m sure you will save Shadowglade. Only you can,” she informs me.

      “It’s true,” King Maximus adds.

      “I’m a Brodcraz,” I whisper wonderingly.

      She kisses my cheek. “Yes, Your Majesty. You are.”

      My heart beats fast. “And you say the kingdom of Shadowglade is in trouble?”

      Princess Riley’s eyes shimmer with tears. “Terrible trouble. King Rafe Poe is a truly horrible man, and Queen Ainslee Belize is even worse. The people suffer, Geoffrey. They suffer terribly. Please, you must help me help them.”

      “I can declare war on them,” King Maximus says with a helpless shrug. “But when we defeat them, we must have someone to put on the throne who the people will respect. That person is you. Will you lead my armies against Shadowglade and depose the pretender king so that Shadowglade may finally live in peace?”

      And just like that, my miserable life finally has purpose.

      I puff out my too-thin chest. “Yes, Maximus. I will.”

      He pats me on the head again. “Good lad. I will, of course, help guide you in the ways of a king and a leader of men. Your education must be woefully lacking.”

      “I would appreciate that very much,” I say softly.

      “Don’t worry,” King Maximus responds. “By the time we are finished with you, you will be a king worthy of the title.”

      I nod. I will become a great king.

      I owe it to the poor, oppressed souls of Shadowglade.
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            Overthrowing a Monarchy

          

        

      

    

    
      *Riley*

      King Maximus touches my breast, and I remind myself not to swat his hand away. He might be an unimpressive lover, but he’s my ticket to power, riches, and freedom… not to mention revenge.

      “What are you thinking about, my dear?” he asks, swirling his tongue around my ear in a way that makes me wrinkle my nose. Whoever told him his tongue-and-ear technique was enjoyable had done a great disservice to women everywhere, especially me.

      “I’m thinking about watching you twist Rafe Poe’s head off.” I smile, turning my head to kiss him, mostly so he’ll stop assaulting my ear.

      “Mmm,” he says against my lips. “A great day that will be, indeed. And Geoffrey is already putty in our hands.”

      My smile turns sinister, as does his. “He thinks he’s on some sort of holy mission now.” I laugh. “What an idiot.”

      “Our idiot. Our puppet king.” He grins. “Shadowglade thinks they’re so much better than every other kingdom. They’re about to get their comeuppance.”

      “Oh, yes. And Rafe Poe and Ainslee Belize will be sorry they ever messed with me,” I say.

      He chuckles. “You would be a formidable enemy to have, Riley Brodcraz. I’m glad you’re on my side.”

      I’m on no one’s side but my own, I think to myself. But I smile and nod at him just the same.

      “Let’s see here,” he says, fumbling with my nipple. “There will be a war, of course.”

      “Of course,” I agree. The war had been my idea, but men always like to think they’re the ones doing all the plotting and having all the good ideas.

      “It’s not as though Rafe Poe will actually step down when I send him my threatening letter,” he goes on. “I wonder how King Dartmoth is doing these days.”

      “I don’t know,” I say with wide-eyed vapidness.

      “Licking his wounds, no doubt. I think he may enjoy the opportunity for revenge himself,” he decides.

      I’d implied this to him just yesterday, but men are always so much happier when you flatter their intelligence. “Oh, Maxi, you’re so smart!”

      “I know.” He leans in to kiss me again, slurping his tongue around my mouth.

      I want to throw up, but I just grin and bear it.

      “So sexy. Rafe Poe doesn’t know what he’s missing.” He groans, his little prick swelling against my thigh.

      He might as well be throwing a sausage down a corridor, but he seems to like fucking me, so I let him fumble his fat fingers inside me, hiding a wince at his lack of finesse. “He only wishes he was as lucky as you.” I wrap my whole fist around his tiny dick, the tip poking out just enough for me to rub his precum off with my thumb.

      He groans and bucks his hips, a lot more proud than he should be of the royal jewels. “You’re the best I’ve ever had.”

      Of course I am. This is my gift. “Thank you,” I say, fluttering my eyelashes and blushing. “You are, too.”

      “I know.” He finally, blessedly, takes his fingers out of me and rolls me underneath him. I can barely feel it when he pushes in, but he grunts and moans so I pretend to enjoy it, too.

      “We…” I pretend to be breathless. “We will need to get rid of the baby.”

      King Maximus pauses mid-thrust. “What?”

      “We don’t want there to be another available heir, do we?” I bat my eyelashes at him.

      He thinks about this, then nods. “I will have him kidnapped.”

      “Kidnapped?” I pout. “Why not just kill the brat?”

      The king looks at me in horror, and I realize I need to dial it back. “I only worry what he will do when he is old enough to learn he might have been king.” I stroke his cheek. “I don’t want Drake coming after you, my precious love.”

      He softens, both in his expression and between my legs, and pulls out of me. He kisses my eyelids as though he means to poke my eyeballs into my skull. “Ah, Riley, my dear one, always thinking of me. No, I’ll just have him raised by peasants. You never know when Geoffrey might get out of control, and we will need another pretender king we can mold into our perfect marionette.”

      I know what he’s going to want next, and bile rises in my throat… frustration as well. I want Rafe to know the pain of losing a child before he loses his head. But King Maximus has a point. If Geoffrey gets too big for his britches, we will need a backup. “You’re so smart, Maxi.”

      “You tell me that all the time,” he laughs.

      “Are you getting tired of it?” I ask.

      “Not a bit.” The king then gets up and stands beside the bed. “Suck me off with your sweet mouth.”

      Ugh. The man tastes like refuse. And that’s before he comes. But I grin at him as though he’s offered me my favorite sweet and go to suck his dick.

      He fists his hand in my hair and tries to shove himself down my throat, but that’s not a problem because his dick is so small. It’s not big enough to choke me. “And you still want to do the honors on Ainslee?”

      I give him a thumbs-up since his cock is in my mouth.

      “Mmm.” His eyes roll back in his head, and he comes, emptying the most putrid-tasting semen I’ve ever tasted down my throat. And I’ve tasted a fair bit. “I want to watch that. It will be so sexy. Maybe you can do it naked.”

      “Naked?!” I giggle. What an absurd idea. Next, he’ll want to see us mud wrestling before she dies. “That’s hardly dignified, my love.”

      “Yes, but it feeds my imagination.” The king grins at me. “Not that there’s much more to imagine.”

      I take that as a challenge and attack his dick once more, giving him a blowjob he’ll never forget.

      Next time, when he comes with a howl of pleasure, I have to force myself not to throw up. He just gets more and more rancid.

      “Will you torture him first?” I ask.

      “Who? The baby? Of course not.” He scoffs, coming out of his reverie.

      I stop myself from rolling my eyes and give an empty-headed trill of a giggle instead. “No, silly. Rafe.”

      “Ah.” He nods. “I suppose a little torture might be in order.” He gives me a wicked grin. “Would you like to help, my pet?”

      “Oh, yes, please!” I reply, clapping my hands. “I think we should remove his manhood and feed it to him.”

      King Maximus chokes. “You do have an evil little brain in that head, don’t you?” he says, poking my forehead.

      I pout. “Don’t you like it, Maxi-Waxi?”

      “I think it’s delicious.” He strokes my hair. “Goddess, you’re beautiful. How did I ever get so lucky as to wreck your cunt?”

      Charming. And as to wrecking, that would be tremendously ambitious of him, given the tools he has at hand. “I don’t know, my love. I saw you when I got here, and I just couldn’t help myself,” I sigh dreamily.

      King Maximus puffs his chest out over the beginnings of a gut. “I am a rather impressive specimen, aren’t I?”

      “I’ve never seen anyone quite like you,” I tell him honestly.

      He grins at me and pounds his chest in what I’m sure he thinks is a masculine way. “Aren’t you lucky?”

      “I’m the luckiest girl in the world,” I breathe with false happiness.

      The king leans in and kisses me. Then he makes a face.

      “Babe, I think you need to go brush your teeth,” he says. “You taste awful.”

      It’s your own damn fault, dummy! But I widen my eyes and put a hand over my mouth. “I’m so sorry. I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll be here,” he smiles.

      “I know you will be.” I skillfully hide my disappointment. I go in the bathroom and start scrubbing my mouth clean, taking the opportunity to quietly puke in the toilet. Ugh.

      I fix my hair and make-up then head back out to continue my life sentence.

      Much to my delight, however, King Maximus is reclined back on the pillows and snoring.

      I get into bed and snuggle up to his hairy body, pulling his arm across me and settling into a position that will perfectly highlight my best features when he wakes up. I have to keep him interested, at least until I can twist Geoffrey against him and eliminate King Maximus, the bastard, for good.

      Thinking fondly of that day gets me through all my dark times. I will one day be the woman behind the throne. Then, when I have the people’s trust, Geoffrey will suffer an accident, and I will be the woman on the throne.

      As I was always meant to be.
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      *King Dartmoth Croft*

      “‘We need food. We need medicine.’” I toss the letter into the fire with the other petitions. If they wanted food, they should have won my war.

      Tormentia is the laughingstock of every kingdom on the continent. Not only did my soldiers not fight when the Shadowglade and Warfang armies arrived from the north, but they ran away like pussies. Rafe Poe, his bitch wife, and Alpha King Karl Striker had simply waltzed back into the palace as though they’d only been on a vacation, and my men had been housesitting for them.

      “I am going to crush them,” I say, though with what army, I have no idea. My warriors are a bunch of pansies.

      I should stop feeding them, too.

      Pacing, I reach out and snatch up another letter as I pass my desk. This one is from Hybridia.

      Those disgusting half-bloods and their weak attempt at a community…. As soon as I am done with Shadowglade, I’m crushing them next.

      Or perhaps before, I seethe as I read Hybridia’s letter. They’re making several demands of me, or the whole lot of them are emigrating to Shadowglade.

      I have a vision of my vampire-fae soldiers marching off and into Shadowglade’s armies, and my blood boils. How dare they? How dare they threaten me?!

      That letter gets shredded to pieces before being thrown into the fire. I don’t even bother reading their demands beforehand.

      Who do these people think they are, making demands of their king?

      “Bastards. All of them are bastards,” I say to myself. “Every last fucking citizen. I hope they all emigrate to Shadowglade!”

      That’s not true, though. As much as I loathe them and wish a pox would take them all, I still need people to be king over. Otherwise, what’s the point?

      Though Hybridia does need to be dealt with. Maybe I’ll send them a shipment of blankets infected with the pox. That ought to teach them a lesson.

      Or maybe I should send in soldiers to kill all the men and boy children.

      No, that would be wasteful. Vampire-fae are not something you fuck with. I already have a dearth of brave men. I don’t need to lose any more.

      “What to do, what to do,” I mumble.

      A squire comes to my office door and knocks timidly. “Your Majesty?”

      I pick up a heavy glass paperweight and throw it at the door.

      The squire prudently ducks, and the paperweight shatters against the wall in a rain of glass.

      “What do you want?!” I demand.

      “Your Majesty?” The squire tiptoes in. “I have a letter here from King Maximus Lupus.” He holds it out to me at arm’s length.

      I yank it from his hand, almost taking his arm with it. More bad news, no doubt. “Leave,” I bark at him.

      The squire runs. I wonder if they drew straws to see who would risk murder to approach me. It makes me grin. Sometimes I send them back; sometimes I don’t.

      King Maximus’s letter is heavy. I've broken our trade agreements. But I don’t care what he thinks about that.

      I rip open his letter, completely destroying the royal seal, and start to read.

      My good King Dartmoth Croft,

      It is with great pleasure that I invite you to join a war I have planned against Shadowglade. I know with our combined forces, we will be able to teach Rafe Poe a lesson once and for all.

      I can hardly catch my breath. An opportunity for another war?

      You might be interested to know that I have acquired one of King Axel Brodcraz’s bastards. His name is Geoffrey, and he will be leading my armies. Once the war is finished, of course, my little puppet king will be put on the Shadowglade throne.

      For your participation, I will, of course, forgive all debt and trade deficits you owe me. I will also allocate the southern half of the Shadowglade kingdom to you, once I have convinced Geoffrey that is the best idea he’s ever had.

      Please, if you do end up engaging Geoffrey directly, do remember he believes he is liberating Shadowglade from terrible dictators.

      I break out into loud guffaws, scaring Horatio, my parrot. “Son of a bitch! Son of a bitch!” the parrot squawks.

      “Sorry, Horatio. This one was worth a laugh. Oh gods, liberating Shadowglade. That’s a good one.” I chuckle.

      Also, I have plans to kidnap Drake Poe. We don’t want there to be any little pretenders eyeing the throne once I’ve installed Geoffrey.

      Too right. I wonder if he needs help with that scheme. It would be just delightful to take that baby and bash it to death, or feed it to hungry dogs. Whichever.

      I will not be killing the baby.

      Pity. “Why not?” I mumble.

      We may one day need a replacement for Geoffrey, if he catches on to our ruse. So far, so stupid, though. It’s a good thing he was raised by a worthless half-blood peasant.

      “Makes sense,” I agree. “Yes, keep the squalling brat, then.”

      Now, I know this will disappoint you, but I am claiming the right to twist Rafe Poe’s head off myself.

      “He’s right,” I growl. “That is disappointing. Eh, we’ll see who gets to him first.”

      My darling Riley has claimed Ainslee Bleiz.

      “Aw.” I want to torture and kill the annoying cunt myself. But I suppose if anyone has a claim on the death of Ainslee Bleiz, it would be Riley Brodcraz. It is publicly well known that she was thrown over for the wolf shifter bitch, denied her crown, and ultimately jailed in her own home.

      Since apparently she’s free now and has thrown her lot in with Maximus, it makes sense she wants revenge.

      “We’ll see who gets to that one first, too,” I decide.

      If you do happen to capture either of them first, you may torture them all you like, but do not kill them. We have claimed that privilege, and I will be most displeased if I find out you took that right from us.

      “Hmm.” I do want to stay on good terms with Maximus. And I am so good at torture. I salivate.

      That said, I am hopeful that I can count on you to join me in overthrowing the Poe monarchy. I eagerly await your response.

      Sincerely,

      King Maximus Lupus of Rallegrad.

      “Damn straight,” I murmur. I press the letter to my chest as though it is a sonnet written by a lover and waltz around the room. “Oh, Rafe. You have no idea what fate is about to befall you… you and your bitch wife. It’s just too bad I won’t be able to flay your son alive in front of you.”

      I wouldn’t feel sorry for Ainslee, either It was her relationship to King Striker that ultimately cost me the war.

      Now, I just need to muster up another army. That might be hard, given our embarrassing defeat, but threatening families always works well… starvation, torture. Whatever.

      I take out a piece of my best vellum paper and begin to write back.

      My Dear King Maximus,

      I was overjoyed to receive your letter and will happily participate in any action you take against Shadowglade. Smug pricks need to be brought down a notch or seven.

      My armies are, of course, at your disposal. I’m sure I can make them more motivated to hold their ground this time. We do have a famine going on here, after all. You’d be surprised what the threat of his family starving will make a man do.

      I laughed out loud when you told me about Geoffrey. What an idiot. Hybrids are the lowest kind of filth. It would shock me if he even knows how to read. Keep the babe safe just in case he walks right into a slaughter. You never know with crusaders. They might just walk straight into hell thinking they’re doing the gods’ work.

      If you need anything, anything at all, please do not hesitate to ask. I am very excited about this opportunity.

      Sincerely,

      King Dartmoth Croft of Tormentia

      I deliberately leave out any mention of whether or not I will kill Rafe or Ainslee. I haven’t decided if I am willing to incur King Maximus’s wrath yet. He might slaughter a few thousand of my soldiers, true. But wouldn’t it still be worth it to cut off Rafe’s head myself?

      Maybe I’d starve him until he had no choice but to drain Ainslee dry, bring him to his most base state. That would be delicious as well.

      I lick my lips, my teeth elongating, then ring a bell.

      I don’t think I’ll let that squire live after all.
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