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      It was time. Eighty years had passed since the Great Insurrection, and aristos had garnered just enough negative attention lately to spark a new level of distrust and hate.

      Honestly, I couldn’t blame the humans. Though it would be easier if they would just sod off. I wasn’t one of the aristos who had hurt anyone, so I didn’t deserve the animosity. I’d been a prisoner in one of those awful laboratories, and yet I was hated perhaps even more than a typical vampire or were, or even a goblin. The reason was simple: I was different. After years of being told the bogeyman could only come out at night, or could only get you underground, suddenly there was me – who could walk in the sun and looked relatively harmless.

      I’d be afraid of me too. 
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      This book is for Steve, for putting up with the madness and doubts, for helping with plot, for reading every bloody word, for being my biggest fan, and my toughest critic, and for sticking around. Oh, and for backrubs. Yeah.
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            CHAPTER 1
          

          
            
              
              AND HAIL THEIR QUEEN, FAIR REGENT OF THE NIGHT
            

          

        

      

      I had a corpse over my shoulder when I walked into the goblin den. It had been dropped off outside my house by a cheerful young man who seemed to have smoked a full stone of marijuana before getting behind the wheel. My nose still tickled from the scent.

      Far beneath the streets of Mayfair, below the wreckage of Down Street station and beyond, was where my goblins made their home. They lived in catacombs and grottos amongst forgotten treasure, astonishing technology and inexplicably thriving horticulture. Pieces of pottery had been worked into the patching of a wall, and a tattered medieval leather shoe had been repurposed into a child’s doll.

      I almost stepped on the doll as I entered the great hall. I skipped over it just in time, the corpse on my shoulder almost sliding down my back. I hitched it into a better position before laying it down on a stone altar/sideboard against the far wall.

      The goblins knew I had arrived, and word spread throughout the den. By the time I unzipped the mortuary bag, tens of furry bodies were crowding behind me as the smell of flesh mixed with the smells of the den – earthy smells, with a touch of metal and fuel from the Met trains.

      The girl inside was human, a little on the plump side and totally naked. A Y-shaped scar divided her torso. She looked younger than I’d been told she was, but it didn’t matter now. Her blood was of no interest to the hospital, nor was her DNA. She was an organ donor who had signed her body over for medical research and who had no trace of aristocracy in her blood at all.

      I suppose feeding my gobs could be loosely filed under “medical”. Her heart and eyes had gone on to help others who needed them, and the rest of her would keep the plague from hunting. It was a winning situation for all. One body didn’t supply a lot of meat when divided between every gob in the den, but they ate animal flesh as well, and were omnivorous. Human was what they hungered for most, and what made them strong, but they didn’t have to eat it all the time.

      I pushed the bag off the girl’s shoulders and manoeuvred it beneath her until it slid free altogether. I wasn’t even squeamish over handling her – or what was to become of her. She’d feed my flock, and then her bones would be incorporated into furniture, her hair braided into rope. Nothing went to waste in the plague den.

      I stood back and gestured to the feast I’d provided. “Eat.”

      They did not need to be told twice. The goblins descended upon the corpse with delighted yips and growls. I’d already eaten, so I left them to it and went in search of William, my second in command and friend. Usually he greeted me when I came to the den. I was a bit peevish that he chose tonight to deviate from that habit.

      I’d discovered I was a goblin a few months ago now, back in the spring/summer. I looked like most other half-bloods out there, with my candy-red hair and lack of fur and snout, but inside… well, I was a wee bit of a monster.

      Imagine my surprise to discover that I liked it.

      In the social hierarchy of my world, Queen Victoria was at the top. She was the first vampire queen and had ruled the British Empire for 175 years. At the top of the food chain, however, were goblins.

      As a furless goblin who could walk in the sunlight, I was considered dangerous. Extremely dangerous. I think I’d disappointed quite a few people by not living up to the hype. I’d a hunch that there were those who were just waiting for me to steal a baby or something. Maybe eat a nun while defecating on the grave of William the Conqueror.

      If only they knew. Ha. If they knew, I’d be dead. There’d be a bounty on my head bigger than Victoria’s ego.

      As I wandered through the halls and catacombs of what was essentially my kingdom, I let my nose lead me to my prince. Goblins had an earthy scent, like smoke and damp earth, and each was unique. I reached a room at the end of a darkened corridor. Something sweet hung thick and heavy in the air, irritating the inside of my nose and making me want to sneeze, only this time it wasn’t pot.

      Opium. I ought to be accustomed to it by now.

      The door was shut, but I knocked once and opened it. I didn’t care that we had an opium den. If humans were hatters enough to get fucked up at the mercy of shameless flesh-eaters, that was their problem. Free will and all that.

      And no, I didn’t tell myself that to make me feel better about the situation. I honestly didn’t care about the human users who frequented this dark place. It wasn’t as though they were lured down here like rats mesmerised by a magic piper. They came here because they’d already screwed over and stolen from everyone who ever loved them, and a few who hated them. They came to the goblins because they were so in debt no one cobbleside would sell to them.

      A billowing cloud rolled over the threshold to meet me. I didn’t bother holding my breath; any effect from the drug would wear off soon enough.

      The room was dark save for a few candles. I was surprised to find only two people in it. Well, neither of them was technically “people”, as that was a word generally applied to humans. One was William, and the other was Rye Winter.

      Rye was a surprise. He lay on one of the narrow cots with a pipe, and a small smile on his lips. He looked more like the boy I’d once loved rather than the scarred and broken man I’d rescued from a laboratory that used halfies – half-bloods – as mice. They’d experimented on him for years.

      William looked up from where he stood at Rye’s bedside. He made a motion with his hand/paw for me to leave, and then started towards me on slightly haunched legs.

      I ducked out and he immediately followed, closing the door behind him. My head began to clear almost instantly.

      “Xandra, lady. A pleasure.” His voice was low and growly. At one time it inspired so much loathing and fear that it made me want to vomit. Now, I found it comforting.

      “William, what the ruddy hell is Rye doing getting dazed in the den?” I frowned. “And why didn’t I know about it?”

      He took my arm and drew me further away from the door – presumably so that Rye wouldn’t hear us through his poppy-glazed haze. “One month has the wolfling sought our help.”

      “I don’t think getting him wasted is entirely helpful.”

      William smiled without baring his teeth, the silky sides of his muzzle pulling up. He was wearing a new eyepatch – this one was burgundy leather, tooled with an intricate design.

      “The wolfling had become dependent on laudanum in the Tower. The plague will wean him like a pup.”

      That analogy conjured the not so pleasant image of William holding Rye to his breast. “You’re trying to get him off the dragon?” It was a tricky process. Halfies metabolised alcohol and drugs very quickly. Rye had been almost constantly sedated for years. Trying to come off that would be dangerous indeed.

      “Aye, my Xandra lady is correct.”

      It would be remiss of me not to notice that since I’d become queen, the goblins in this den had improved their speech somewhat. Normally William sounded like a dyslexic Shakespearean actor on mushrooms, so any improvement was just that – an improvement.

      “That doesn’t explain why I wasn’t told.”

      William regarded me with his one good eye. The warm amber had more than a century of wisdom in its depths. “The wolfling asked that the lady not be told.”

      “And you agreed?” A frown pinched my brow. “What the hell for?”

      “Upon our honour the wolfling requested our silence.”

      I made a face – a very attractive one, I wager. “You and your bloody honour.” A thought suddenly occurred to me. “Does Vex know?”

      Vexation MacLaughlin was alpha of the UK wolf pack, and my mate – for lack of a better term. As a wolf half-blood, Rye was under his care. Vex wasn’t obliged to care for the kingdom’s wolves, but he extended the blanket of pack and protection to all who wanted it. It was one of the things I respected most about him.

      William’s muzzle twitched. Look at that, I’d made the big bad goblin uncomfortable. This killing machine was intimidated by my little self. Brilliant. My temper wasn’t that terrible.

      “It was your wolf that brought your halfling to your prince.”

      My wolf. My halfling. My prince. It wasn’t lost on me that when William used “your” in this context, it was meant as a… suck up, a ploy to puff me up with my own importance. Most times it worked.

      This wasn’t one of them.

      I wasn’t pissed off – right, that’s a lie. I was pissed off, but I wasn’t certain on whose head to lay my anger. To be fair, I could also see why the three of them would leave me out – empathise, even. I simply didn’t like it.

      “William, I know your word is your honour, but please don’t keep things from me.”

      He bowed his shaggy, furry head. “Aye, lady.”

      Scowling, I gave one of his ragged ears a tug. “Stop that. I hate it when you play at that subservient rubbish.”

      He bowed his head further, but not before I saw a flash of fang. He was grinning. “Your word is rule, lady.”

      I gave him a shove. “You arse.”

      Goblin laughter can be a terrifying sound. Depending on the goblin, it can sound like growls, whines, yips, or like a Dobermann being eaten alive. I was becoming used to it as well. Turns out gobs have more of a sense of humour than I would have previously given them credit for.

      A few months ago I wouldn’t have thought it possible to feel anything but hatred and fear for goblins, let alone the protective love I now had for the furry little bastards. Yes, they were monsters, but they were my monsters.

      There were still a few who weren’t overjoyed at the prospect of having me as their matriarch, but I was determined to be a good queen. The goblins had never once let me down, and I was beginning to think of William as more of a father figure than the man responsible for my vampire half – the half that was mixed with the genes passed through my mother when she was attacked while pregnant with me. The combination of all that aristocrat, plague-bearing blood was what made me a goblin.

      The waves of plague that had struck Europe over the centuries had caused the mutations within certain people – mostly those of noble blood – that resulted in vampire and werewolf births. Both groups could be found in all European countries, and in very small numbers in other parts of the world. Genes were genes, and the peerage of Europe liked to spread theirs around. There were even full-bloods in America. The ones publicly “out” were mostly actors, models and socialites.

      I’ll say this for the Yanks, the majority of them might have sprung from common stock, but they didn’t treat their full-bloods like monsters. They made them into celebrities. I supposed if it all went to pot in the UK, I could always move to New York and make a sex video cylinder – get myself some notoriety.

      Right.

      “I brought meat,” I said. Using that slang term in regard to humans still felt wrong, even though I had little love for a lot of them, but it was better than saying “a corpse”.

      From my pocket I took a package neatly wrapped in butcher’s paper and tucked inside a plastic bag. Blood clung to the inside of the bag where it had soaked through the paper. It wasn’t the first time I’d come into this den with a treat for him. “This is for you and baby Alexandra.”

      William accepted it like a child receiving a present on Christmas morning. He sniffed, and I knew he could smell it through the plastic. If I could, he could. His one eye widened. “Lady?”

      I put my hand on his wide shoulder. The fine burgundy wool of his coat was dusty and shabby, but he still managed to look regal in it. “It was already dead when I got it, don’t worry. I didn’t kill for it.” I wouldn’t – not for what was in that package.

      That took some of the shock out of his expression. “Your prince would share…”

      “No.” I said it with a smile, despite the silent screaming of my conscience. There were some lines I refused to cross, and tender young meat was one of them. Not because I was morally opposed to it – which I was – but because I was horribly certain I’d like it.

      It was one thing to think of yourself as a monster; quite another to prove it so.

      “I will take this to the pup now. She grows stronger every day.”

      Little Alexandra was the first goblin born in… well, I don’t remember how long William had said it had been. That made her special enough, but she’d been named after me, and that made her even more special.

      “What about Rye?” I asked.

      He glanced at the door, then consulted his pocket watch. The shiny metal looked out of place in his leathery, fur-trimmed hands. “The lady’s other wolfling will shortly arrive to take him home.”

      My other wolfling? Aw, bloody hell. “Ophelia?” Was I the only one not included? I should have known that Fee would be involved. My half-sister was one of Vex’s half-bloods. She was also part of our mother’s group of Insurrectionists who wanted to overthrow the aristocratic rule. Still, Vex treated her as his, despite her duplicitous nature.

      When William had left, I stood in front of the heavy door and peered through the small window in it at the man lying peacefully on the bed. He wasn’t the boy I’d once loved any more. Those feelings had drifted away as I mourned him. I cared about him, but I didn’t love him like I used to.

      There were lines on his face, but he was still beautiful. He’d put some weight on, which was good, and his skin had a healthier colour to it. If anyone could help him kick the dragon it was the prince, my trusted right hand. But it would be Fee who got the credit for saving his life. I’d pulled him out of that laboratory, but she was the one bringing him back to the world.

      “Xandra?”

      Speak of the devil. I turned my head and met my sister’s wide blue gaze. Her eyes were almost the same salt-water blue as her hair. I had the Vardan green eyes that all my paternal siblings possessed while Ophelia looked more like our mother, though there was no denying that we were sisters.

      “Hello, Fee. Come to fetch Rye, have you?” And being sisters meant I could take the piss out of her for a moment or six, so I adopted a very chipper demeanour – one she would be certain to interpret as restrained aggression.

      She regarded me warily. I reckon she hadn’t quite got over the time when I tried to rip her throat out with my teeth. “Yes.”

      “He’s still asleep. Do you need help with him?”

      She squirmed – literally squirmed. “Uh, no.”

      That was when I smelled him. Maybe it was the fact that his scent clung to me anyway, but I knew Vex was there before he came around the corner.

      Over six feet of Scottish alpha, Vex was muscular without being bulky. His reddish-brown hair was naturally wavy and his eyes were a faded blue-grey that reflected the knowledge of over a century of living. He wore the MacLaughlin tartan, rugged black boots, a cream-coloured sweater and a black leather frock coat. He looked good enough to eat, while I had my hair up in a messy bun and was wearing old bloomers, a plain corset and a nondescript knitted top. At least my boots had a bit of flash – pink and burgundy with an hourglass heel.

      While I was comparing our combined fashion sense, Vex stood quietly watching me. It wasn’t until I returned my gaze to his that he spoke, “I will take him.”

      Carrying a full-grown halfie would be nothing to him. I opened the door and stepped back as the last of the smoke drifted out. Vex walked in, scooped up Rye and came back out in the length of time it took me to glance at Ophelia. She looked sheepish, but not afraid. Good. Family shouldn’t be afraid of each other. I believed that even though I knew it was naïve.

      Vex looked down at me. I looked up at him. There wasn’t a flicker of guilt in his gaze. Right then, I knew no one meant to slight me. Rye had trusted them in a way he couldn’t trust me.

      No, that was self-pitying bollocks. Rye hadn’t wanted me – his first love – to see him as weak, and that was it. I didn’t like it, but I had to respect his wishes. I would have done the same were the situation reversed.

      “Don’t tell him I know,” I said.

      Vex inclined his head. “See you later?”

      I nodded. “I’ll be home by midnight or so.”

      “Coming?” he asked Ophelia.

      “In a mo,” my sister replied. “I just need to speak to Xandra.”

      We both watched him walk away, though I noticed Ophelia’s gaze wasn’t as appreciative as I imagined mine to be, which was all the better for her.

      “What?” I asked.

      “There’s a raid planned on an aristo facility tonight,” my sister replied. “Want to come? Vex is leading us in.”

      I did, actually, but I’d forgotten it was happening that night. “I can’t. I have an audience with Her Majesty in half an hour.”

      Fee looked horrified at the prospect – a fact that did nothing to make me feel better. When the most reckless, daring woman you know looks as though she’d rather step in front of a train than trade places with you… well, that’s when you know you’re doing something really stupid.

      “You’re not going alone, are you?”

      I chuckled. And just what was so comical? “Yes, I am actually.”

      She grabbed my arm. “Xandra, she’ll kill you if she gets the chance.”

      It was no secret that I didn’t care much for the Queen, and that she cared even less for me. Historically, queens of England have reacted poorly to new queens popping up – like blade-of-an-axe poorly.

      “If she kills me, she’ll have the goblins after her, and she doesn’t want that. If the humans rise up and war comes, she wants to know the goblins will fight for the right side.”

      “Hers?”

      “I’ll give her more credit than that. We’ll tear apart anyone who challenges our safety, and Queen V knows it.”

      “That whole enemy-of-my-enemy thing?”

      “Something like that.” She still looked a little twitchy. “Something else, Fee?”

      My sister glanced about as though making certain we were alone. It was a little ridiculous, because goblins had incredible hearing – as did wolves.

      “Have you talked to Mum lately?”

      Not what I expected. “No.” To be honest, it was still a bit of a sore spot. I hadn’t even known the woman was alive – and relatively sane – until she popped up as leader of the Insurrectionists and my youngest sister Dede’s new role model.

      “She’s been acting off lately. All secretive and smiley. Sneaking about. The other night I heard her talking to someone on her rotary. She said something about giving them a tour of ‘the facility’ and then got all giggly at something they said in response. It’s not like her.”

      Ah. “She’s having it off.” When Ophelia blinked at me, I explained. “You know, having sex.” I could tell this hadn’t occurred to my sister – in true daughter fashion. Who wanted to think of their parents bonking?

      “But she’s sneaking out.” Fee frowned. “She’s seeing someone from outside Bedlam.”

      I almost asked what the big deal was, but then my brain caught up to my mouth. For years our mother hadn’t left Bedlam for any reason other than to check up on me and lead a few rescue missions. She was seeing someone Ophelia didn’t know, and more importantly, someone she didn’t know if she could trust.

      “Follow her,” I suggested. “She hasn’t said anything to me, but if you’re worried, go and find out what she’s doing. And who.” I laughed at the face she made.

      I checked my pocket watch. “I’d best be off. Her Nibs hates to be kept waiting.”

      “Hey, Xandra?” Fee fell into step beside me.

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t be too angry with him, okay?”

      “Who? Vex? Nah, we’re good.”

      “No, I mean with Rye. Don’t be angry with him.”

      I stopped walking and turned to face her so she could see my expression. “I’m not.”

      “Good, because he doesn’t want you to see him as less.”

      “He survived for years in one of their labs. He’s one of the strongest people I know.”

      Her gaze locked with mine. We were about the same height, so it was easily done. “He still fancies you. He says that thoughts of you were what got him through.”

      Was that jealousy I heard in her tone? “That’s lovely, but he’ll soon figure out I’m no one’s fantasy, won’t he?” When she didn’t immediately respond with a smile, I frowned. There were times when being… unpredictable was a pain in the arse. “He’s in no danger from me, Fee. The last thing I want to do is hurt him, but I let him go a long time ago. My hopes for him have nothing to do with romance.”

      She nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Of course, I wanted to ask if she had hopes of romance where Rye was concerned, but I held my tongue. It was none of my business, and she and I weren’t quite at the share-everything level of sisterhood just yet.

      “Be careful tonight,” she told me as we parted company cobbleside. Wise girl that she was, she hadn’t asked any questions about the feast my goblins were having. And she’d kept her gaze focused straight ahead when we walked past the great hall. I knew that she could smell it, however.

      “You too,” I replied. “People have killed to protect those labs and what goes on there. I don’t want you to be another casualty.” The facility I’d rescued Rye from had been under the control of my stepmother – the Duchess Vardan. She’d ended up dead before I could get any information out of her. Pity, that. I’d been so looking forward to slapping her about a bit.

      My sister smiled. “Aww, look at you being all caring and what not.”

      I grimaced. “Don’t get used to it. Off with you, wench.”

      She drove away in a little bright red Daimler sporty thing. For someone constantly in trouble with the law, she certainly liked to draw attention to herself. How many strings did Vex have to pull as her alpha to keep her out of Newgate? As I took the lift up to my flat, I decided I didn’t care.

      A few months ago, I’d moved into the building above the old Down Street station, which marked the entrance to the goblin den. It was a good location for me as their queen; it meant I didn’t have to live underground, which I simply refused to do. I would miss daylight, and I didn’t want my comings and goings watched.

      And if I was completely honest, I would have to admit that giving myself over that completely to being a goblin was terrifying. Being part of the pack was fabulous – leader of it even better – but I needed to hang on to what was left of the old me for a little while longer.

      I unlocked my front door and stepped inside. There were boxes stacked in almost every room – bits and bobs that had yet to be unpacked and put in their place. Some of the contents had belonged to my sister Dede. She’d been dead almost six months and I still couldn’t bring myself to look at her things. I couldn’t bear to part with them either, so here they sat, boxed up and waiting.

      The place was nice – a little old-fashioned, with its Georgian façade and Robert Adam plasterwork, but I liked it: it was just a touch shy of pretentious, with a side order of obnoxious tossed in. All the pale blues and greens on the walls had been painted over with reds and violets – strong colours – and I’d taken down the crystal chandeliers and wall sconces and had them replaced with ones that were a tad more art nouveau.

      I ran up to my en suite to brush my teeth – I’d fed before the goblin den – and check my appearance. There was blood on my shoulder from the corpse… er, meat, and I smelled of opium. Brilliant. I had enough time to change my shirt but that was it. Her Majesty would just have to put up with my scent.

      Now, what did one queen wear to meet another? I wondered as I opened my wardrobe. The first thing that came to mind was easy.

      Armour. Especially around the neck.
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      During the Great Insurrection of 1934, Buckingham Palace had been attacked and set ablaze, requiring extensive renovation to repair the damage done by weapon- and torch-wielding humans. If not for halfies, there would be a lot fewer aristos alive, including our sovereign. That was when considerable effort began to produce larger numbers of these half-human births. Because the first British half-blood on record had been born to the Duke of Marlborough’s mistress, the title of courtesan was given to those women whose genetics made these births possible, and they became instant celebrities.

      Some people forced their daughters to be tested for the gene. Of course, back then, the only test was to have sex with an aristocrat. People didn’t exactly shove each other out of the way for a spot at the head of the queue.

      After the smoke had cleared, and her husband was buried, Queen Victoria retreated to her home, and hadn’t made an official public appearance since. I used to think it was because she expected everyone to come to her, but lately I’d begun to understand her fear of humanity. The Insurrection happened long before my birth, but I’d witnessed what the Human League was capable of when they firebombed Vex’s car. They were completely hatters zealots who wouldn’t stop until we were all dead.

      Security at the palace was a bitch, but I’d be paranoid too if I were Victoria. I was already paranoid enough, and I wasn’t queen of an empire where the majority race was gearing up for another insurrection. Although I reckoned more people had tried to kill me than her. Human League violence had been on a steady rise over the past few months. Aristo-friendly businesses had been bombed or sacked. Rallies and demonstrations against Victoria’s rule took place on a weekly basis. Guards had been doubled at the gates to Mayfair and those around the palace as human protests happened on an almost daily basis. The tension was so thick you could smell it. Literally.

      My goblins kept an eye on much of the city – little voyeurs that they were. I was fairly safe in my new home, close as it was to the walls that surrounded Mayfair, but I knew of many aristocrats and halfies who avoided venturing outside of the safety of the West End.

      I wasn’t one of them. It wasn’t that I was stupid – well, perhaps I was a touch foolhardy or too proud – but I wasn’t going to live my life in fear. For one thing, I had no idea just how long my life expectancy might be, as goblins lived a bloody long time. And for another, I couldn’t abide bullies. Never mind that I’d been known to be one on occasion.

      And then there was the fact that I had a hard time sitting still for very long, let alone living out almost an entire century without leaving my immediate neighbourhood. Hell, I had yet to make it to the quarter-century mark and I’d already lived in five different homes in various parts of the city.

      No, I wasn’t afraid, but I was wary. The only weapon I had on me was my lonsdaelite dagger – it was harder than diamond and so sharp you’d never see the wound if blood didn’t pour out. It had been a gift from my mother a long time ago, and it didn’t set off the hounds at the palace. It was just rock.

      But if by some chance Victoria did go for my head, I could at least try to take hers as well.

      I walked through the hounds – they were like metal detectors, but were designed to “smell” a body and pick up any traces of gunpowder, harmful chemicals, metals and what have you.

      The bloody thing started screaming as I stepped through. “What the fu —” I froze. Eight palace guards surrounded me, weapons drawn. Most of their ammo would be designed for human physiology, but I didn’t kid myself that they weren’t equipped to take me on. You didn’t invite a goblin into your house unless you could hurt it if things went wrong. These guards – some of whom had been my classmates at the Academy – had to have silver-tipped tetracycline-filled bullets.

      I held up my hands. “I don’t have any weapons.”

      Two came forward to pat me down while another checked the hound’s printout. The dagger was in a sheath concealed in the bust of my corset, so they didn’t find it, thank God. Unless you were part of the Royal Guard, or Peerage Protectorate, carrying a weapon into the palace was tantamount to treason.

      Notice that the possibility of being sentenced to death didn’t stop me from bringing the dagger altogether. I rarely had cause to use it, but I felt much more at ease having it with me.

      The guard at the hound – he couldn’t have been more than nineteen – looked up. “It detected traces of goblin, human and opium.”

      I flashed a grin – and a little fang. “It was a positively brilliant party. You ought to have been there.”

      He stared at me, face totally blank. Then, as he consulted the appointment book, his left eye twitched and the colour drained from his cheeks. “Are you…?” He cleared his throat as he raised his wide eyes. “You’re Alexandra Vardan.”

      I nodded. No point in denying it, especially when his bladder-clenching anxiety was so entertaining. “Yeah. I was in the plague den before coming here.” That didn’t make him look any less tense. Probably wouldn’t help if I mentioned that I’d been delivering a corpse for luncheon.

      “Look, Her Majesty is waiting on me, so if we’re done here, perhaps one of you brave lot might escort me to her?” Really, they should have asked my name when I came in. If Church was still alive, there’d be hell to pay for knobbing up their duties.

      But Church wasn’t alive.

      “I’ll take you, ma’am,” offered one of Mr Pee Pants’ partners. She was perhaps all of five feet tall, with shiny turquoise hair and almond-shaped eyes. All halfies had funky-coloured hair as a result of the plague’s effect on that particular pigmentation. To be honest, I hadn’t understood it when they explained it at the Academy, and I didn’t care to now. It only mattered because my own candy colour was fabulous camouflage, making me look only half aristo when I was actually fully plagued. My particular red wasn’t common, but it normally allowed me to move about in relative anonymity. Or it had before the city started to heat up with racial tension.

      I appraised my escort. She looked familiar, though she had to be fresh from the Academy. She must have ranked very high to be put into the Royal Guard so young.

      “Are you one of Sayuri’s?” Sayuri was one of the courtesans my father “visited” while doing his duty to the Crown. My brother Val was the result of that transaction.

      “Yes.” She began walking, so I followed. “And before you say anything, I know who you are and that you and I share a brother. Believe me when I say that is all you and I have in common.”

      I arched a brow – it was my go-to expression. “That and a penchant for bitchiness, apparently.” I had to admire her… pluck. It took balls to provoke someone like me, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t wonder how the marrow of her bones might taste as I sucked them dry.

      That whole thing about being a monster? Yeah, sometimes I liked it, I’ll admit. There were times when it frightened me, but I liked being scary. It was a better high than opium, and it lasted longer. So long as I didn’t get too cocky and forget that I could die, I’d be fine.

      She stopped walking and turned to me. “Are we going to have a problem, ma’am?” Maybe I was just overly sensitive, but her tone sounded hopeful.

      Or maybe I was the hopeful one. “How do you reckon it would play out if we did?”

      “I graduated top of my class.” How very modest of her. Another commonality between us. “I am proficient in hand-to-hand combat as well as sharps and ranged weapons. I am incredibly fast and agile, and strong too.”

      I moved without giving it too much thought. Fast as a blink as we rounded a corner, I grabbed her, spun her and slammed her into the wall. I held her hands behind her back, between our bodies, as I yanked her head to the side and exposed her jugular. I held her like that for a few seconds and let her contemplate her own mortality. To her credit, she stayed very still, but I felt the fight in her muscles.

      “I’m somewhat proficient myself,” I informed her before I released her and continued down the corridor. I half expected guards to come running, but no one came. I wasn’t certain if that made me feel better about the situation.

      To the girl’s credit, she didn’t try to attack me from behind or retaliate in any way. She simply fell into step beside me, her face flushed. “An excellent lesson, ma’am. One I won’t soon forget.”

      Ah, there was the family resemblance with my brother. She had that same attitude as Val that everything was a challenge or an opportunity to improve herself.

      “There’s always someone badder than you,” I shared – rather sagely, I thought. “Always someone faster or stronger, smarter or prettier.”

      “Lord Churchill taught us the same lesson – without the prettier part.”

      I smiled, despite the conflicting emotions conjured up by thinking about Church. “I reckon he did.” Of course he had – he’d been the one to teach it to me when I got so puffed up I wasn’t fit for company.

      My companion was quiet for a moment. A maid in a crisp uniform passed us, eyes averted. Only a glimpse of bright orange peeking out from beneath the ruffle of her cap outed her as a halfie. Of course Victoria would be too paranoid to have human servants, but halfies were meant to be fighters and protectors. They were not born to empty chamber pots or do laundry.

      Then again, Church always stated that our – no, their – purpose was to serve the aristocracy. At the time, I hadn’t taken that quite so literally. I suppose I should consider myself fortunate that I had been as good as I was at violence, because there was no bloody way I’d empty someone’s piss-pot.

      Still, the hierarchical thing bothered me more now than it ever had when I thought I was a halfie. I didn’t know then what I know now about the aristocracy, humans and goblins. My world had gone from stark black and white to muddy grey, and my naïve assumption that “aristo” was synonymous with “good” had been trodden into the ground like horse shit in Hyde Park.

      “May I ask a personal question?”

      I slid a sideways glance at her. “Can’t guarantee I’ll answer, but go ahead.”

      “Do you miss being RG?”

      That was a loaded question, was it not? “Sometimes,” I replied. It was the most honest answer I could give – and the most non-committal.

      The girl seemed satisfied, or perhaps it wasn’t worth further digging. Regardless, she was silent for the next few moments before stopping in front of a set of large double doors.

      “Someone else will probably meet you here to escort you back out.”

      “I’m sure I can find my own way.”

      “You know no one’s going to let you wander around unattended, right? There are closed-circuit cameras all over this place.”

      That she was so serious made me smile. She sounded – and looked – so much like Val. “Yeah, I know. I have every intention of behaving myself, no worries.”

      She didn’t look convinced, and I can’t say that I blamed her. I wouldn’t trust me either.

      I raised my fist to the door and knocked.

      “Good luck.” That was the last thing she said to me before leaving me alone to face the woman I’d come to think of as my nemesis. There were those who would think Victoria mad to have a private meeting with me. There were more who would think me mad for agreeing to meet her one on one. Mostly because we were on her territory, and there was no such thing as one on one.

      The door was opened by another halfie – this one a girl still in her teens. She must be here as part of a work assignment from the Academy. When it looked as though a halfie might not be inclined towards protection services, they were put into various other stations for trial periods so that their talents and skills might be evaluated. That was how the orange-haired maid had ended up here. The plague was a fickle thing, and sometimes even the best genes couldn’t guarantee the perfect halfie. I was a good example of that.

      I hoped for this one’s sake she was better suited to anything but picking up V’s dirty knickers.

      She didn’t meet my gaze, but gave me a curtsy so deep her knee must have touched the ground. “Come in, Your Grace.”

      Grace? I wasn’t a duchess, I was a queen. It was a deliberate snub – and not on the part of this girl, of that I was certain.

      I smirked – not that she saw it – and crossed the threshold. “Thanks.”

      “Her Majesty will be with you shortly. Would you like tea while you wait?”

      I was going to refuse, paranoid that it might be poisoned, but I had to think Victoria would be smarter than that. “I would, thank you.”

      She bowed her head and left the room, leaving me entirely alone. Now what?

      I sat down on a chair that had to be at least a hundred years old, and about as comfortable as a church pew, despite a little padding. Would it kill her to update the decor in this place?

      The maid returned a few moments later with tea and some sandwiches, which I dug into. Then, with a cup of tea and a reasonably full belly, I sat back in my chair.

      And waited.
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      I was done waiting. Queen of Britain or not, Victoria could go bugger herself. Thirty-five minutes went way beyond my capacity for bullshit and patience. Not to mention how there was only so much snooping about a girl could do before she grew weary.

      I would not be treated like a lowly serf, and I would not give her the bloody satisfaction of waiting on her any longer, the cow.

      My hand had just turned the door knob to let myself out of the ostentatious parlour when I heard a slight creak behind me. I turned, and caught sight of my hostess closing a not-so-secret door in the far wall. Her gaze went to the chair where I had been sitting. She seemed surprised to not find me in it.

      I dropped my hand, the latch clicking back into place.

      Slowly, the Queen of England turned to me. “Alexandra, there you are.”

      “How fortunate you came along when you did,” I replied with the same false sincerity. “I was just about to take my leave.”

      “Without giving me an audience?” Her voice was sweet, but had a core of razor-sharp steel so often possessed by tiny women. “How very rude that would have been.”

      I was more than half a foot taller than she was, and outweighed her by at least two stone, if not three, and yet she looked at me as though I was an ant in her path. That blatant disregard dug at me like a finger in a wound. Vex told me it was my primal side – the predator – that rose up when someone tried to assert dominance over me.

      I reckoned it was also plain, old-fashioned defiance.

      Goblins were known for their arrogance, and I knew myself well enough to admit I was no exception to that rule. No midget-leech was going to treat me like a recalcitrant child.

      “No more rude then being made to wait half an hour, Victoria.” If she was going to use my first name, I was sure as bloody hell going to use hers. “Your time might not be so precious, but mine is.”

      Cool blue eyes narrowed. “Yes, I suppose it would be, given that most of it is spent in the company of illiterate dogs. Tell me, how often do you have to put down fresh newsprint?”

      Oh, how I longed to snap at her bait. Instead, I looked around at my opulent surroundings. “You must find the palace so lonely after Albert’s murder.” A murder she was rumoured to have committed during the Great Insurrection. I nodded at her mourning gown. “Black widow… oh, I mean widow’s black suits you.”

      She stiffened, and the room crackled with energy – the kind that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I’d felt this before once when Vex had been angry. It was as though the powerful old ones were capable of generating an electrical charge with their emotions. If only I had such useful parlour tricks.

      I met her gaze. “Are we going to whip ’em out and see whose is bigger, or are you going to apologise for intentionally making me wait to have a discussion that was your idea?” We might be on her territory, but I wasn’t above pissing on it.

      She drew herself up to her full height, which wasn’t terribly impressive. At one time I would have been intimidated regardless, but not any more. She couldn’t touch me because the goblins would retaliate, and I couldn’t slap her around because she could make life miserable for a lot of people I cared about.

      So we stared at each other for a moment, and then she sighed. Her chin lifted. “Forgive me for keeping you waiting.”

      I seriously doubted she was sorry at all. In fact, I’d wager the only thing she was sorry for where I was concerned was not commanding I be killed immediately after my birth. I knew that my mother would have been made to have an abortion had my father, the Duke of Vardan, not intervened.

      What had my father told his queen that had convinced her to let me live? What promises had he made, and were they worth it? Somehow, I doubted that as well.

      “Sure.” I wasn’t about to waste any more of her time or mine being a prat. I returned to the chair, which had started to mould itself to my arse, and sat down once more. Victoria seated herself on the sofa across from me.

      “Since we’ve dispensed with small talk, I’ll get right to the point.” She called that small talk? I might have to respect her a little after all. “We have a common enemy, you and I.”

      “I assume you refer to the humans?”

      She gave a regal nod. “Specifically the Human League.”

      Ah, they were a proper toothache to be sure – relentless, unexpected and impossible to ignore. They’d bombed a halfie/aristo bar a while back and injured Ophelia. They’d also blown up Vex’s car – luckily he wasn’t in it. And then they’d torched my house in Leicester Square. I hadn’t lost much, but it had pissed me off, and made the smug little bastards feel like they had the upper hand.

      Since then, they’d become more and more public. My mother had come out of hiding to speak against them, but she had her own agenda and her own reasons for wanting to abolish the monarchy.

      What no one seemed to understand was that this façade of hierarchy was the only thing preventing an all-out war. Violence was unseemly, but humans gave those of plagued blood a reason to drop the pretence. If Victoria was cut down, aristos and halfies would band together to defend themselves, and then it would get messy.

      Very messy.

      I cut right to the bone – no chewing around it. “What do you want from me? Other than for me to go away, that is?”

      She shot me a rather cross look. What? Did she expect me to forget that she wanted me out of the way? It was only my usefulness that prevented her from calling for my head on a pike. “I would like to negotiate a treaty between the vampires and the goblins.”

      I frowned. “What about the weres?” I was sleeping with the alpha after all.

      She arched an imperious brow – it was a favourite expression of my own. “It is common knowledge that the MacLaughlin will align his wolves to your goblins.”

      Blimey, she didn’t even try to sugar-coat it.

      I made a show of looking around. “Odd, I don’t see Vex here. Did his invitation get lost in the post?”

      “You are a most infuriating girl. I’ve no idea what Churchill ever saw in you. Then again, he’s proved his poor judgement.”

      Right, most of the world thought Church was still alive; just that he’d fled England and Victoria’s wrath. I had to make sure I remembered that and didn’t talk about him in the past tense. That wasn’t the reason for my hesitation, though. There was something in the Queen’s expression. Something strange.

      Something vulnerable.

      “Fang me. You were sleeping with him.” Now some of her hostility made sense. No wonder she had a hate-on for me when Church had had plans to marry me – not that I ever would have said yes.

      She could never, ever find out that I’d killed him – no matter that she never would have married him herself. Good enough to screw, but Church’s mother had been American, and that kept him from being suitable for anything else as far as the aristocracy was concerned.

      And I would never tell her that he was behind the attempt on her life.

      “Fifty years,” she admitted. “He was my consort and trusted friend, and he betrayed me.”

      I met her gaze. “He betrayed us both.” I refused to think of Dede, but I let a little of that rage simmer in my gut.

      Some of the coldness returned to her expression, as though she’d cracked a shell to let me peek inside and now snapped it shut again. “I will not watch everything I am, everything I’ve built crumble under human feet.”

      I felt for her. Call me a sucker or naïve, but I did. I wasn’t about to hug her or plait her hair, but we seemed to have found common ground, she and I. Who would have thought that resenting Churchill would be that blood-soaked, unhallowed, corpse-concealing ground?

      I didn’t want to think too hard on that, either.

      “Schedule another meeting,” I told her, leaning forward so my forearms rested on my bloomer-covered thighs. “This time you invite Vex and William as well, and we’ll figure out what to do about the League. Together.”

      I thought I saw a hint of a smile on her lips, but it might have been a twitch. “You are very democratic, Xandra. I don’t have to tell you how unattractive that is. The secret to handling men is to make them think they have a choice, not to actually give them one.”

      Was that a hint of admiration in her tone? I shrugged it off. “Let me put it to you this way – it’s the only solution that has any chance of getting you what you want.”

      That seemed to be the deciding factor. “Fine. I will call a meeting of the faction heads.” She rose to her feet and I followed. She offered me her hand. I stared at it.

      “Shake my hand, girl. That is how honourable bargains are sealed.”

      I took her much smaller hand in my own. She might be dainty, but her fingers closed around mine like tiny steel vices.

      “Does this mean I get to keep my head?” I asked.

      This time there was no denying her smile. Sharp fangs bit into her lower lip. “For now,” she said.

      Bitch.
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