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  Dedication


For those who are trying their damnedest to find their place in the world when it feels like the rug has been pulled out from under them. 






  
  Chapter 1

Lya


Coming out of a vampire glamour was always one of the most disorienting experiences. 
One minute, I was swimming in a reverie better than being drunk or high. The world was softened and muted. Nothing hurt. Euphoria smoothed all the rough edges in my brain. I could have quite literally died happy, which was entirely the idea.
The next minute, I was acutely aware of being watched by a predator, my body on high alert as I instinctively reacted to the threat. Adrenaline jarred through me, shooting tension through my muscles as the physical warred with the magical. 
My eyes snapped open, and I found myself in a small bedroom decorated in bright fabrics that softened the walls of the underground space. The silk coverlet under me was soft, and the pillows were ridiculously fluffy. I tried to sit up, which resulted in more of a spasm. 
I groaned as I realized the paralytic effect of the heavy glamour was still wearing off.
“There she is.” My host sounded pleased with herself, as always. 
I liked Maria though and didn’t begrudge her the satisfaction. After all, our business arrangement—my blood in exchange for her protection—was what made it possible for a magic-wielding half-elf in exile like me to move freely in Raleigh.
As a bounty hunter, I needed to be able to pursue marks across the entire region without worrying about hungry vamps from Torsten’s coterie making potentially deadly plays for me. My full-blooded cousins were more or less required to stay in their territory in Chapel Hill unless they wanted to be someone’s meal and strengthen one of their major competitors for power in the area. I had no power to lose, so for me, it was all upside. That the third most powerful vampire in town had a taste for elf blood was my lucky break, even if mine was thinner than my aforementioned cousins’.
“Morning,” I mumbled when I was able, trying a smile.
“Not even.” Maria’s long, cobalt-colored tresses teased over the bare skin of my neck as she leaned over to inspect me. Her dark eyes searched mine as she inhaled, checking with all her senses that I was as well as could be expected, given that she’d taken at least a pint of blood. That blood gave her pale skin a rosy flush now. “Well. Technically, I suppose it is morning, but it’s barely three. I told you you’d adjust, doll.”
If I’d been together enough, my eyebrows would have shot up. The first time I’d let Maria glamour and bite me a few months ago, I’d been out from midnight to just past sunrise. We’d both gotten enough out of it to make it a regular thing. Coming back every six weeks through the winter and spring had kept up my access to Raleigh. It’d also kept my bank account full, as I was able to tag bounties the high-blood assholes in the Darkwatch didn’t dare trespass for. Torsten, the vampire Master of Raleigh, had a short temper and a long memory when it came to uninvited trespassers. Especially elves or weres.
Mixed-bloods like me though, he didn’t consider a threat. His mistake, Maria’s benefit.
Maria was a rare forward-thinker among the vampires. Torsten was lucky to have her, even if I suspected he tended to overlook her. I also suspected that was her intention, given how harried Aron, the number two vamp in Raleigh, generally looked on the few occasions I’d glimpsed him. 
I wrestled with the glamour. High-blood elves could use Aether to dispel a vampire’s glamour from others but would fall into an alarmingly deep dissociative state without support. Low-bloods like me didn’t fall quite so deep, and we healed a vampire bite faster than our high-blood cousins, given the human blend to our makeup. But it still hit us pretty hard. Some of us—cough, cough, yours truly—liked the occasional high of a glamour as an alternative to the chemical trips offered by drugs or alcohol. No hangover, even if it left you vulnerable to being drained. Slow-healing bites were a small price to pay, especially when I could mix business with pleasure.
I was an adrenaline junkie. So sue me. 
It’d worked out in my favor so far. Since coming to North Carolina, at least. 
Not so much back home.
Finally, I shook myself free of the last of the glamour. Maria had bandaged the wound she’d made in the bend of my elbow while I was out. 
“Thanks,” I said, flexing my left arm.
“Anytime. Especially if it means you come back for more. No pressure, of course.” She smiled. “I should mention it’s not just the glamour that’s breaking faster. You’re healing up better as well. Bite marks should be gone by tomorrow evening.”
I grinned back at her and slid off the bed then caught myself as I swayed from sitting up too fast after the one-two punch of a glamour and a bite.
“Easy, doll.”
“Yeah. No kidding. Same time in six weeks?”
“If you’re offering, I won’t say no.” Maria tilted her chin down, peering up at me as she twirled a lock of hair around her finger.
I couldn’t help but laugh. “Does anyone actually buy the innocent flirt routine?”
Her coffee-dark eyes flashed with amusement. “Most do. Unfortunately for them.”
Shaking my head, I gave her a sloppy salute and made my way out. It wasn’t the first time I’d left Maria’s rooms in the basement of Claret, the wine bar she’d cultivated in a previously empty shop above the main entrance to the coterie’s nest. We’d met when I’d wandered in looking for info on a tag, not realizing it was a vamp-owned bar until she’d sidled up to me and asked for a word in private. I’d thought the metaphysical power signature hanging over the place just meant there was a vampire city master nearby, not actually in residence, so it was good luck Maria had spotted me before someone more powerful.
Noah eyed me as I slipped out the door to her chambers but didn’t hassle me. I couldn’t figure out the relationship between him and Maria, but he was awfully protective of her. He also seemed to take orders from her. A fledgling, maybe, and a reasonably old one; his deep golden skin suggested he’d been born much darker than he was now and had spent a long time avoiding the sun.
Regardless, it wasn’t really my business. I nodded to him and took the spiral stairs back up to the main floor more slowly than usual, mindful of my current state. The bar was busy when I pushed through the curtain hiding the narrow hallway ending in the door that led downstairs. Indy Week had done a feature on the place a few days ago, and the slow but consistent trickle of business had sped up considerably. 
The vampires had a steady flow of potential donors now, and none of the mundanes even knew it.
Humans spoke too loudly over a nice jazz mix, and the scent of expensive wine filled the space. A few men I took to be single eyed me. One tried to catch my attention. I winked and kept walking, not interested in fucking a mundane tonight. I had nothing against them. My father was one, after all. But I’d inherited more than the usual of my mother’s Aetheric magic, and that meant I had to be more careful than I cared to be, given I’d been glamoured myself this evening. One slip and I could find myself breaking the Détente.
I shuddered at the idea of being hauled up in front of Callista. Nobody knew what flavor of Othersider the local boss was, but she was nasty as fuck and quick to deal out harsh punishments in the basement of her weird little bar up in Durham. I steered clear and minded my business like a good little low-blood, even if I resented the second-class status my human half gave me in Otherside—especially with my cousins.
Warm night air with just a hint of humidity greeted me as I slipped out of Claret. Early June was a good time to be in North Carolina, with reasonably comfortable nighttime temps and humidity on the lower end. This was the early side of hurricane season, although not many big storms made it this far inland at any strength to do more than flood the area. I was still settling into my exile after just under a year, but as exile went, this wasn’t bad. 
For the most part. 
I was still able to do the work I enjoyed. I missed the cosmopolitan vibe of Europe, but the Triangle—as the locals called the trio of cities—was nowhere near as bad as my mother’s House thought it’d be when they’d sent me to live with my distant cousins.
Or hell, maybe I should give myself some credit. Maybe I was just that good at adapting to shitty circumstances that weren’t my fault.
I shook off the familiar rage before it could build into a fury that would send me looking for more of the trouble that’d gotten me exiled to begin with and booked an Uber back to Southpoint, ignoring the men giving me long glances and some not-quite-muttered compliments from where they waited in the queue outside Claret.
Finally, my Uber pulled up. The driver was a chatterbox all the damn way home. I let him talk, giving enough of a noncommittal sound to indicate agreement or outrage as seemed appropriate while I thought about what I was doing here in North Carolina. Something about tonight had me realizing I’d fallen into a pattern. 
Patterns were dangerous. Doubly so for exiles like me, living at the very margins of my patrons’ protection. 
After I’d fucked up back home, House Monteague had authorized my transfer to the Triangle in exchange for the use of my skills as a bounty hunter—not that we called it that here, at least not where mundanes could hear. 
Some state law that said you could be a bounty hunter but not call yourself one. Ridiculous.
Anything the local elven Houses couldn’t or didn’t want to use the Darkwatch for, they kicked to me. Sometimes I actually did play bond bail runner or process server for both Otherside and the mundanes, just to stay busy and keep money coming in. 
Sometimes my work got quite a bit more exciting. 
So far, it’d worked out.
So far. I wasn’t naive enough to think that’d last forever, especially given the growing animosity between me and my boss, Farand. 
When I say animosity, I mean the bigoted dick hated me for being good at my job despite being a low-blood. Which meant I needed a backup plan. I’d thought Maria was it, but the more I thought, the more I realized it was just another distraction from the loneliness that kept me up at night sometimes. Another routine.
I hated routine.
The driver slowed as we hit the off-ramp at Southpoint. 
Shaking free of my thoughts, I sat up and leaned forward. “Right off the exit and then through the light. Then left into the shopping center at the next light. You can drop me in the Tobacco Trail parking. Thanks.”
Chatterbox frowned at me in the rearview mirror. “It’s not safe on the trail this time of night, ma’am. Last week there was a—”
“I know, but I’ll be fine. Thanks for your concern.” I’d rather take my chances with the occasional asshole on the trail after dark than with someone definitely knowing where I lived. At five-eight, lean, and pretty, I knew I looked like bait. The knife sheathed on my forearm under my light jacket, the Walther PPK in my purse, and the frequent experience of using them said otherwise, even if I hadn’t had just enough control of Aether to sting a would-be attacker and magically suggest they fuck right off.
With a shrug, the driver did as I’d asked.
I slid out of the car then waited for him to pull away before heading west along the trail. Technically it was “south,” but this part curved around the upscale strip mall on the northern side of NC-54, giving people a quieter path to follow than the busy road. The gates at the entry of the community stopped cars, but walking a little took me to the end of the fencing and the fountain that indicated where my unit was—a serious security failure in my estimation, but I hadn’t chosen the place.
With a quick look around, I cut across the lawn and around to the front of the building, avoiding the geese giving me the evil eye as they shuffled to get between me and their young. The only noise came from an idling semi parked up at the Harris Teeter, dropping off a restock. I hated the constant noise from traffic coming down Fayetteville and 54, but it was another layer of security. If my family got sick of the disgrace of my exile and a triad of Darkwatch elves came for me and tried using a soundproofing spell to kill me quietly in my sleep, the absence of sound would tip me off.
For now though, the stillness of my one-bed apartment was kind of depressing.
The bells swinging from the inside doorknob clattered as I shut the door and locked it, another insurance policy. A bounty hunter could never be too careful. If a tag got wind of me before I could strike or if a high-blood took exception to my presence or any of the dozens of things that could go wrong in Otherside went wrong, I wanted a warning. 
You’re too fucking paranoid. 
I shoved the mental voice aside and scrubbed my hands over my face. Paranoid kept me alive. It also kept me lonely. 
Idle flirtation aside, my deal with Maria was strictly business. I’d been in town long enough now to learn who held territory where, who not to fuck with, and who could be bought, and I was starting to feel the itch.
Fortunately, I was closing in on a bounty. If I could bring her in tomorrow, I could afford to take a night off and celebrate. Maybe find a little company for the evening.
A night off in someone’s arms couldn’t hurt, right? Especially since I’d been such a good—and lonely—girl since arriving in town. Keeping my head down, doing my job, not ruffling any feathers.
Yeah. It was my turn to have a little fun. All I had to do was get this one job done.
Bringing in a werewolf who was in the territory without permission was one of those jobs that was too small for the Darkwatch to dirty their hands with and too politically sensitive for the local wereleopard leap to handle themselves. 
Still, I thanked the Goddess when we—my bounty and I—got to the storefront Callista had set up as a bond agency in Durham without incident the next morning. 
My boss looked up, his dark brows lifting in surprise and his mouth twisting into a condescending smile as he saw me marching the were, Viktoria Volkov, in ahead of me. “Another tag. Somehow you continue to impress, Desmarais. Keep this up, and you might actually come off probation one day.”
I gritted my teeth. Farand was a Monteague, and while he might be from the lesser branch of the House, it was still the most powerful one in the Triangle. Its queen had a particular dislike of anyone not pure-blood elf, so while I was useful, that didn’t mean I was valued. 
Viktoria watched the exchange with too-clever blue eyes but said nothing. We’d had a solid talk in the car on the way over.
I flushed with embarrassment before I could remind myself that Farand’s bullshit was nothing to do with anything that was my fault. Forcing a tight smile of my own, I said, “Where do you want her?”
He tilted her head to the chair next to his desk, and Viktoria went and sat without being told, pulling her brown ponytail over her shoulder. 
“Good dog,” Farand murmured, a nasty twist to his lips and tone. He was always doing this kind of shit to me and anyone else he thought was beneath him.
Viktoria stiffened, glancing at me for some reason.
I shook my head. Not worth it, girl. Let this one go. 
Blessedly, the small but fiery werewolf listened. It made Farand’s attitude even more unbearable.
This time I had to remind myself it wouldn’t be worth it to slap the smug bastard. A big drink, I promised myself. Better yet, a whole bottle of prosecco just for me and whoever tickles my fancy tonight in my bed. I can always encourage them to forget if I slip up with the magic.
Just to piss Farand off, I nodded to Viktoria. “Thank you for your cooperation, miss. I’ll be sure Terrence hears of it for consideration in your sentencing.”
The werewolf’s eyes widened slightly, then she gathered herself and nodded. “I’d appreciate that.”
With a last tight smile, I spun on my heel and left before Farand could instigate something that’d get me exiled for a second time.
I fumed as I headed back home after getting Volkov’s car sorted for her return to Asheville. I was worth more than this. I was better than this. But all these high-blood assholes saw was my mixed heritage and my heavy past. All I did was continually prove myself and my skills. If I didn’t know any better, I’d been given the werewolf job with the expectation that I’d fuck it up. Everyone knew weres could be volatile, especially young ones this close to a full moon. 
That idea froze the blood in my veins as I walked down the Tobacco Trail, not willing to go home just yet. Were they trying to get rid of me? For what? Being good enough—or better—despite my half-human heritage?
Anger drained from me as the old struggle reared its head. That shit. Again. 
I just wanted someone to see me for me. Just one person. Someone who would appreciate my strengths without thinking my weaknesses or differences made me less-than. Someone had once, but he’d been too weak to stand up for the love he’d claimed when the shit hit the fan. 
I was tired of it. Tired of living with the blame for things that weren’t my fault. Tired of being either a tool or ignored. Tired of working my ass off to get crumbs. I loved the bounty hunting part of my job and my life but…not much else. I didn’t have much of anything else.
It was time to change that.
I needed something for me. And yeah, the state’s licensing requirements for bounty hunters might mean I had to stay with Farand’s bond agency for another three months to maintain my mundane cover but after that? After that, I was a free agent. By mundane law, anyway. Farand hated me, so I couldn’t imagine that he’d fight too hard to keep me if I decided to go freelance.
With a sudden burst of defiance, I knew where I’d go to celebrate tonight: back to Raleigh. Not to Claret but to a new club I’d read about a couple weeks ago. It looked classy, like the kind of scene I used to enjoy back in Lyon and London. Bonus: other elves wouldn’t dare trespass there. I could use the protection my blood had bought from Maria and have a whole night free of the risk of running into my asshole cousins. 
I needed to start thinking of my future, not my past. I couldn’t go back home for a while, even if I was ready to forgive my family, so what was I going to do now that I was here? If I could make connections in the Triangle that few others could and move beyond the limitations set on full-blooded Othersiders, why not use that?
The more I thought about it, the more excited I got. I already had a vampire connection in Maria. She seemed the resourceful type. But I couldn’t just let myself be tied to her, or I’d be in the same situation all over again. 
Tonight had to be a hunt but a different sort than usual. I needed to network—and for the love of the Goddess, I needed to get laid. Make some kind of connection, however shallow, before loneliness had my social hormones in a full-on crash and I sank into the sort of depression the elf-blooded struggled to come out of.
Odds were that I’d end up with a human, but what if I bumped into a vampire willing to take a risk on a half-elf? I wouldn’t let one glamour me for a one-night stand, but I’d been wondering for ages whether all those years of life had translated into skill in the bedroom.
It was past time to find out.






  
  Chapter 2

Cade


Cade sprawled in the dark corner booth of the latest of Raleigh’s watering holes to be bought out by Torsten’s coterie. This one was a little more upscale, more to his tastes for hunting than the wine bar that’d started Maria’s experimental foray into entertainment venues as a source of blood. 
Popular music played a little too loudly for his vampiric senses, but the humans seemed to enjoy it. He surveyed them like a shark watching a school of fish as they swayed and flowed, shifting and navigating around each other. A minor glamour effect kept them from being unsettled by his presence and would make them overlook his fangs if he slipped up, not that he had in a long, long time. 
He was old enough now to do better. Still, one couldn’t be too careful.
He’d had high hopes for this club. Dressed his best, in a tailored, three-piece suit. Wore his best watch. A little overdone, but he always preferred to go over than under. 
All the same, he’d been sat here since sundown, an untouched whiskey neat in front of him, waiting for something interesting. Someone interesting. A gaggle of women had approached him, and he’d taken a few sips of blood from each of them under the guise of a dance before healing the bite, glamouring them into forgetfulness, and sending them on their merry way.
Cade huffed a sigh. This was surviving. He had what he needed, but he wanted more. Something that felt like living. Like thriving. 
No. More like power. 
He’d been in hiding for years, not using any of the advantages his age offered, shifting from city to city rather than tying himself to a coterie. After the horrors of his first two and a half centuries, freedom and movement had felt like safety. 
Cade still wanted safety, but he was starting to feel like it was time for a change in how he achieved it—which was why he was still in Raleigh after eighteen months. The unusual power structure here, with the local coterie balanced by an elven conclave and a joined werecat pride under an Arbiter who ruled rather than simply advising, afforded unusual opportunity to source powerful blood with less risk.
He schooled himself to patience as he reminded himself that the night was barely half over. Time yet for his luck to change.
Movement caught his eye. Not just movement. Presence. 
Cade tracked the newcomer as she moved through the room. Slightly above average height for a woman. Built like she practiced martial arts as her workout plan, with cleanly defined muscles and easy movement that said she knew her body. Loose curls were cut short on the back and sides but left to their wild abundance on top, falling to her jaw on one side. A roving spotlight passed over her, illuminating the shimmery gold halter top that complimented her terra-cotta brown skin and the snake tattoo twining around her left arm. Sharp brown eyes scanned the room, lighting up when she spotted the bar. 
Humans moved out of her way without seeming to notice they’d done so, seamlessly closing the gap when she passed.
She was an Othersider. Had to be. Not a vampire—he’d met all the locals by now and hadn’t heard of any recent arrivals. Which meant someone might be trespassing on vampire territory. 
A smile curled Cade’s lips. This was worth investigating. He had protections as a vagabond. But non-vampires in Torsten’s territory? Fair game for the taking. What luck, with Cade in the market for more powerful blood than what these humans had to offer. 
If it came in a package that looked like it could beat his ass, so much the better. He loved a challenge.
The blood he’d already taken earlier rushed through his veins as his heart beat faster at the prospect of a hunt worth undertaking. He didn’t need more tonight, but a connection made now could be sipped from later. 
He slipped through the crowd, the mundanes parting for him much as they had for his target but paying him more notice. A few people offered him admiring smiles. One woman went so far as to trail a hand over his chest.
“Another time, beautiful.” Cade put a light push of glamour behind the words as he caught her eyes, and she pouted but went back to dancing.
His target eyed him as he approached and leaned on the bar beside her. The bartender was popping a fresh bottle of prosecco, and a flute was in front of the Othersider.
“Yours?” Cade asked, nodding to the drink. She just flashed her brows, so he took that as a yes. The slight parting of her lips as she took his measure encouraged him. “Put anything this lady wants on my tab, Philip. Leave the bottle.”
The vampire bartender glanced at the woman, waiting for her nod to say, “Certainly, sir.”
“Exploring the other side tonight?” Cade asked.
Her eyebrows lifted. “I had you pegged from the second I hit the floor, but most of you don’t notice little old me. What gave it away?”
Cade offered a small, secretive smile. “Live long enough and you learn a few tricks. I’m Cade.”
“Lya.”
He brought the hand she boldly extended to his lips, not quite kissing it, and enjoyed the quick tightening and relaxing of her features as she evaluated whether he was greeting her or attacking her. More, he enjoyed the faint whiff of rosemary, sage, and meringue he caught from her hand. Elf. Low-blood but close enough to Otherside to work Aether. With that accent, a traveler without House connections to tell her where not to go or an exile nobody would miss. Perfect.
Hunting high-blood elves was a quick way to start an inter-factional incident that would get that bitch Callista involved, but low-bloods who strayed from the safety of their territory were fair game by virtue of being human-blooded. 
With one of his more disarming smiles, Cade said, “Join me?”
“Seeing as you’re buying, why the hell not.”
Confident. He liked that. A lot. She had to know what he was, being in this part of the Triangle—and it wasn’t like he was going easy on the glamour either. Cade’s new question was whether it was because she had a more powerful backer or because she was confident she could handle a vampire. Or both.
A worthwhile challenge.
He snagged the ice-filled bucket and the second glass Philip had left, leading this mystery woman back to his table. They settled into the booth, knees bumping in a way Cade suspected was purposeful on Lya’s part from the flirty look she gave him.
“Before we get this party started, I have one ground rule,” she said after she toasted him and sipped her drink.
“And that is?”
Her smile stopped his heart and froze the stolen blood in his veins, equal parts mischief and violence as she touched her purse in a meaningful way. “If you try to glamour or drink from me, I’ll cut your balls off and force feed them to you. I can be very convincing when it comes to bouncers, and I don’t come to Raleigh without silver.”
Cade mentally thanked Hekate for sending this delightful hellion his way. With a smile that matched hers, he slowly reached out to cup her jaw. Her expression hardened even as she carefully avoided his eyes, and he lightly ran a thumb over her lower lip. “I don’t take Othersiders without their consent and humans only as necessary to hunt, feed, or maintain the Détente.” He let that sink in then leaned closer to whisper in her ear as he let his hand slip to her neck. “Besides, why would I force a glamour on you when it’d be so much more fun to make you beg for it?”
The pulse under his fingers sped up. “It takes a lot to make me beg.”
“Is that a challenge?”
Finally, she met his gaze. Lya’s pupils had dilated, and Cade suppressed the urge to pull her under, determined to win by the rules he’d just set. Something hungry swam up behind her eyes. 
“Give it your best shot,” she said.
“As my lady commands. Shall we dance?” Cade rose, extending a hand. 
His pulse restarted at the quick flash of delight in her expression before she downed the rest of her prosecco, shaking her head at the bubbles, then took it. He pulled her out to the dance floor, pleased when she spun to press her back to his front and began moving to the music in a way that made his cock stir.
His earlier consideration to let her slip away unfucked and untasted shattered as she moved against him. Lya made the blood throb through him like the music did, even before she bent forward and ground that sweet, tight ass against his crotch. When he ran a finger down her spine, she snapped upright and slithered down his front, brushing his cock on her way down and back up in a way that was maddeningly direct.
“You’re going to kill me a second time.” Cade gripped her hips to keep her in place and give him a break for one Goddess-damned minute. Humans were never this sure of their bodies, this joyful in their movements, and he hadn’t been with an Othersider in at least half a century.
Lya just swiveled her hips, arching back to kiss the corner of his jaw. Her breath sent tingles over his skin as she replied, “Keep up, old man.”
“You saucy little minx.” He spun her, pressing her body into his with a hand splayed at the small of her back before lowering his lips to her neck and teasing himself by gently nibbling with his incisors.
Rather than being scared by the possible threat of his sharp canines, the woman laughed. 
Laughed, a bubbling of sound that turned heads. 
The scent of lust spiked in the immediate area.
Cade pulled away and gave her a spin before pulling her back to him. “Let’s sit down before you cause a riot.”
Before I break my word and bite you here and now.
Amusement sparkled in her gaze as though she could hear his unspoken thought, but she allowed him to lead her back to their table. She poured herself another glass of prosecco, nodding at his empty one. “You’re not having any?”
“I could. But no.”
“That old, huh?”
Cade just smiled at the hint of wariness that realization sparked, glad that she wasn’t a complete fool. Fools were boring, too easy to use and discard. Otherside blood offered power, but so did intelligence.
All vampires could hypothetically eat or drink anything they wanted. They still had human physiology, after all. But the virus that gave them long life, accelerated healing, and supernatural senses and reflexes was best sustained by avoiding anything that accelerated cellular degeneration or destruction: sunlight, fire, refined carbs, alcohol, and so on. Blood had the optimal proteins and nutrients to sustain the virus, so blood was what they subsisted on to keep their undead systems running as long as possible.
Not that they told the rest of Otherside that, allowing them all to believe that only the oldest vampires, those who’d reached a level high enough to be sent to negotiations with other factions, could eat or drink anything other than blood.
Lya studied him as she sipped her bubbly. “Your self-control is encouraging.”
“You were testing me?”
Again, the flash of eyebrows signaling a yes as she took another sip.
“What would you have done if I’d slipped?”
“Made you regret it.” She smiled again, that blend of deviltry and seduction that made him want to pin her to the padded bench they were sitting on and have her in front of everyone. 
That piqued his interest further. “Your cousins are arrogant fucks, but they have the sense not to tease one of us.”
“My cousins are boring. Me, I like a little excitement in my life.” Another up-and-down look. She finished her prosecco and set it aside before sliding closer to him, running a hand under his suit jacket as she leaned closer to whisper. “If it’s too much for you, I can always go find someone else to play with.”
“No.” Something almost like desperation ripped through him. Cade wanted this woman all to himself. Tonight, preferably. Soon, if she slipped him.
Boldly, she met his eyes again. “You sure?”
“Yes.” He swallowed, trying to get his raging lust under control before he made an ass of himself. Fuck it. “I want to kiss you.”
“Then do it.”
Forcing himself not to use his full strength to cup her jaw and press his lips to hers was the hardest thing he’d done all night, especially when she skimmed her hand up his body again and dragged her nails down his neck. 
When he growled a warning, she groaned. Her tongue darted over his lips, brushing tantalizingly past his canines. It didn’t count as biting her if she cut herself, did it? But she didn’t, somehow taking control of the kiss he’d initiated with a skill that made his already hard cock ache even more.
When they broke for air, Cade was flustered enough to actually need to breathe. 
“You’re a damn tease,” he said hoarsely.
“You have potential,” she shot back.
“Just potential?”
“Mmm…maybe a little more than that.” Her gaze darted down to the evidence of his interest, making a bulge in his expensive trousers. With a smirk, she said, “I’ll be right back.”
Lya threaded through the crowd toward the ladies’ restroom. He didn’t miss the way she shook herself, as though coming down from a high. All he could hope was that the feeling she kindled in him was mutual.
Leaning back in the corner of the booth, he tilted his head back and tried to find calm again. Cade prided himself on slow, controlled hunts where he drove his prey to desperation. A little sadistic, maybe, but he never pushed beyond what was explicitly asked for. 
This time, he feared he might be the one begging.






  
  Chapter 3

Lya


Itook a deep breath as I looked at myself in the mirror then another one when I still felt shaky. It wasn’t drunkenness—I could handle a lot more booze than I’d had. 
It was Cade. 
Even without glamour, he did something to me. It wasn’t the British accent reminding me of my second home in London or the impeccable sweep of his dark hair or the way his eyes, startlingly dark alongside his pale skin, seemed to see straight into my core. The frisson of excitement that ran over me at the sense of contained danger I got from him was part but not all of it.
Shaking my head, I dug around in my purse. Checked that I still had my knives. Those had needed a little push of Aether to get past the human bouncer, but I wasn’t going to risk being unarmed in Raleigh. I fished out the eyeliner nestled next to them and touched up the smudge at the corner of one eye then swiped a tinted balm over my lips.
I’d come down to Raleigh hoping to find a vampire and might have gotten more than I’d wished for. 
Of course, there was only one way to find out. 
The smart choice would be to call it a night. But I didn’t want to. I was enjoying myself for once, and it was thawing the icy loneliness at my core. I still had to pay attention, and it wasn’t exactly clever to bait a vampire the way I had been. But he’d been a gentleman so far.
Did I trust him to have me alone somewhere?
I shivered at the idea, thinking back to the impressive hint of what was in his trousers. The strength of his hands as they gripped my hips, the nibble along my neck. The way my core had clenched at the thought of how he might get me to beg to be glamoured.
Damn it.
“Be smart, Lya,” I muttered to myself as I packed everything up. But what was I trading blood to Maria for if not for leverage in situations like this? I could do this—do him—but I needed another test. 
Then it hit me. Grinning, I used the facilities and then headed back to his table.
Cade watched me approach with the laser focus of the predator he was then wrapped an arm over my shoulder as I slid close to him. “Everything okay?”
“Everything’s fab.”
“Still enjoying your night out?”
I skimmed a hand over his thigh, enjoying the way he shifted up into my touch with the smallest movement of his hips. “Definitely. In fact, I was wondering if you wanted to get out of here and go somewhere quieter.” 
A rich chuckle gave me chills. “Looking to have a more private party?”
“With the right company.”
“You’re not worried I’ll take advantage of you?”
“I think you’ll do whatever I want you to do.” At his sharp intake of breath, I tilted to nibble his neck as he had mine on the dance floor. “And absolutely nothing more. At least, that’s how it’d better be.”
His hands fisted as he tilted his head back. “Lya, I don’t know if you’re brazen or foolish to play this hard with me. Maybe both.”
I agreed, but it wasn’t like I was going to say so, not when I was so close to finally getting the night I’d come here looking for. “Is that a no to moving this party then?”
Tilting his head, he kissed me again, deeper than before. 
This time, his tongue explored my mouth as his hand toyed with the edge of my skirt. 
When I shifted to let his fingers dip underneath, he squeezed my thigh and pulled away.
“There are VIP rooms here,” he said. “If you like.”
“I do like.” Even easier than a hotel. “As long as you stay the gentleman and I don’t have to call on my local friend.”
“I’ll go have a word with Philip.” He rose a little too quickly for human, shaking his head as he checked himself and walked to the bar at a more measured pace. After a word with the bartender I’d noted was a vampire, he clapped the man’s shoulder and pocketed something.
I poured myself more prosecco and sipped it, watching him return as he’d watched me.
“Shall we?” He extended a hand.
I took it and rose. “Before we do, I meant what I said about having friends in town, got it?”
“Understood. But you have nothing to fear from me.” Cade grabbed the bucket and led me to a staircase I’d noted coming in. He nodded at the bouncer leaning on the wall alongside it, and the man nodded back. 
That’s when I clocked it: the venue was owned by vampires, not just staffed by them. Clever move on someone’s part. Probably Maria’s, given that Claret was hers.
At the top of the stairs was a short, dark hallway with a few numbered doors. My heart pounded as Cade unlocked one then led me in and set the prosecco bucket on the table next to an unobtrusive box. After a quick glance around to make sure the room was empty aside from us, I gasped at the view that greeted me out the floor-to-ceiling windows. 
Raleigh glittered below. A small balcony outside a sliding glass door said we could take this outside if we wanted, and heavy blackout curtains at either end said we could go past dawn.
I turned to inspect the rest of the room. Low, comfortable-looking couches made right angles to bracket the similarly low table now holding the ice bucket. Oversized cushions offered seating on the other two edges. In another corner, a loveseat sat in an arrangement with two armchairs and a small table. Music from the club played at a quieter level through hidden speakers. 
Two doors were in the far wall. I checked them, finding a bathroom with an exquisite mosaic tiling the floor and a claw-foot bathtub, then a windowless bedroom with one of the biggest beds I’d ever seen. On one wall were some intriguing implements that we wouldn’t be trying out tonight but had possibility if he behaved and I was daring enough to do this again.
Cade waited for me to inspect everything, his gaze on me as he leaned against the thick windows.
“This is nice.” I finished my bubbly and set the glass next to the bucket on the table. “Everything’s lightproof? Soundproof?”
“Yes to both, in case one of us loses track of time or our guests get enthusiastic.”
“Or someone wants to have a private orgy? That bed is massive.”
With a grin, Cade shrugged. “We’re practical like that.”
“Do something practical with your mouth then.” The words tumbled out before I could think about them, but I tilted my chin up as though I’d planned to make demands.
His smile turned wicked. “As my lady commands.”
I couldn’t take my eyes off him as he approached slowly, almost like a lion stalking prey in high grass. “Afraid I’m going to run?”
“A little.”
“You planning to hurt me?”
“Only if you ask for it and only what you ask for, until you tell me to stop. You’re in charge, Lya. I’m your humble servant. For now. But if you want to play, we play with all of us. As Othersiders.”
My heart skipped a beat then raced at what that meant. 
No hiding. No holding back, except for the boundaries we agreed to. 
Whatever that did to my scent, it hit him like a slap from the way he paused, eyelashes fluttering, and rolled his head to make a vertebra pop. Again his control reassured me—and sent the heat in me spiking higher. 
“Agreed,” I said breathily. “No glamour. No bloodletting. Nothing that leaves a mark.”
When he spoke next, his voice was rough as smoke and heavy as fog. “Agreed. Ready or not, here I come.”
Before I could react, Cade moved. I barely saw him before he’d closed the distance between us, grabbed me, and spun me to put my back to the window, my wrists pinned over my head. He kicked my feet wide and pressed his body full-length against mine.
I gasped, instinctively twisting in a move that should have broken his grip. He didn’t budge, and the way I was trapped meant I couldn’t kick him. 
I still tried my damnedest.
“I thought you must be a martial artist.” He sounded pleased he’d been right, not mocking. Still, he just stood there, waiting for me to decide whether I found this frightening or hot.
My brain whirled. What the fuck was I doing playing games like this with a vampire old enough that he could drink booze? 
If he wanted me dead, I’d be dead. Right now. 
His teeth would be in my throat before I could scream and the room’s soundproofing meant nobody would hear. Maria’s protection might as well be on the moon.
“Lya?”
“What?” I said in a shuddering voice.
“Are we stopping or going?”
I held my breath to get it under control. He wasn’t attacking me, either to bite or to force something sexually, never mind that he was still hard as a damn iron rod. 
He was waiting for me to be okay. To direct him. 
Cade was still in control, which meant I was in control.
If I wasn’t going to die, I liked it. “Go.”
“You’re sure?”
I tilted my head up and brushed my lips along his jaw. “Yes.”
“Good.” 
His lips fell on mine, claiming me all over again. He changed his grip on my wrists to be one handed, teasing the other down my flank. Questing fingers teased along the hem of my shirt. 
“May I?” he whispered against my lips.
“You can take it off, if you lose the jacket and shirt.”
“Don’t go anywhere,” he said sternly, letting go of my wrists.
I leaned against the window, enjoying the sight of him stripping. And it was a strip: a slow, languorous shedding of clothing. The jacket and waistcoat, he tossed on one of the couches. The shirt followed after he’d opened it button by button, never taking his eyes off me. I drank in the sight of smooth planes of muscle, recognizing a form that’d been gained through labor, not gym time. It was hard to tell in the dark, but it looked like a few scars dotted him.
“Satisfied?” he asked.
“You’re going to have to work a lot harder than that.”
“I plan to.” 
With the same slow movements he’d used to undress himself, he shimmied my close-fitting top over my head. I lifted my arms to oblige him and was rewarded with his mouth, hot and damp, as he first kissed then sucked on my nipple through the thin lace of my bra. He teased the other nipple with one hand and kept me pressed against the window with a light grip around my throat after he dropped the shirt. 
As long as I didn’t move, there was no pressure. But the pull of his mouth and fingers made me press into his hand. Then his grip forced me to be still, only for me to arch back up again as he pulled harder. I couldn’t help the whimper that escaped me as I gripped his waist.
“That’s what I like to hear.”
My “shut up” was more strangled by pleasure than his hand, but he eased up anyway.
“Don’t stop,” I breathed, flushing at how much I really, really didn’t want him to. All thoughts of danger were gone. I’d gone untouched, unwanted, for so fucking long.
“Not planning on it.” Keeping me pinned to the window, he reached for the hem of my skirt next.
“Yes,” I panted before he could ask. “Something. Give me something, you—”
Cade kissed me again as he ran a hand between my thighs with a caress that seemed to explode in my brain. I groaned into his mouth, the sound becoming guttural as he slid my panties to the side and slipped his fingers along my well-moistened folds. My knees almost gave out as he found my pearl and rubbed it.
“You smell so damn good,” he whispered against my neck. “Can I give you a little more?”
I almost stammered out a “please” then bit it back as I remembered what he’d said about begging. “Yes.”
The word had barely left my mouth before he sank a finger between my lower lips. A second joined it, and they both curled to move back and forth over that spot. 
My hands strayed to the bulge in the front of his trousers, imagining him inside me. “Fuck, Cade. Fuck.”
“Soon. If you’re good and come for me now.”
If I hadn’t been on the edge of an orgasm, I’d have had something to say about that, but all that came out of my mouth was a groan as I went over the edge.
His hands shifted, and then he carried me to one of the couches. Cool air made my nipples stand up as he took off my bra. I fumbled for his belt, desperate for more of him. He let me do it, focusing on kissing my neck and breasts again. The barest prick of sharp teeth drew a gasp from me, and he paused but kept going when I yanked his belt loose and went for the button and fly.
No blood, no foul.
“How far do you want this to go?” Cade’s voice sounded as ragged as I felt.
“How long do we have the room?”
“All night. There are condoms in the box on the table, if you want them.”
Vampires couldn’t get anyone pregnant, and the vamp virus aggressively killed off any other microbes that might try to colonize their bodies. But a condom made cleanup so much easier. “I do.”
Normally I would’ve been annoyed at the presumption—renting a VIP room for the whole night? Just for us? But tonight I was glad. I was getting everything I’d hoped for and then some, without having to risk going to a hotel or wherever he nested. I’d worry about the possible business angle in the morning. 
Right now, an incredibly sexy vampire was standing up to tug his pants off and then his briefs, freeing a cock that was exactly what I’d imagined from feeling him up.
Cade rolled a condom over himself with vampiric speed and then was back on top of me, somehow even more passionate than before—his touch rougher, his kisses with more of a nip to them, his nails digging in a little more as he dragged my skirt and panties down. “Sure you don’t want to call it a night?” 
I found him and guided him into me. “Certain.”
He buried his face in my neck as he pushed deeper, taking it slow to let me get used to the feel of him. There was a lot to take, and I was glad of the warm-up. 
When I was ready, I pushed my hips up into his and squeezed his ass. “Fuck me.”
Cade didn’t bother with a smart quip this time. He just caught my wrists and pinned them over my head again then moved with easy power, smooth and unhurried, shifting until I cried out in pleasure and bucked against him, needing more. Then he sped up, staying where he was to hit the same spot every time, over and over, until I was practically sobbing his name, lost in ecstasy.
“Come for me.” The growl of his voice in my ear was accompanied by a shift in his grip from my wrists to my neck, the same light pressure to either side of my throat as before.
It sent me over the edge. I dragged my nails down his back as I obeyed, my body fighting to arch up and being held in place by his. 
Cade’s grip tightened as he followed me with animalistic grunts.
When we’d both finished, he shifted just enough to take his weight off me and pull off the condom before rolling back to spoon me. The couch was just wide enough for it.
“The bed would be more comfortable,” I said. Having had that taste of him, I wanted more. If we had the whole night, that was what I wanted. I had a chance to get everything I needed and then some, and I was damn well going to take it.
“You know what? I think you’re right.”
I shrieked as he was upright and had me over his shoulder fast as a thought then laughed as he dumped me on the bed and resumed our previous position.
For a while, I luxuriated in high thread-count sheets and the feeling of being held. As my heart rate slowed back to normal though, my body craved more. “Will you be up for another round tonight?”
Kisses danced from the nape of my neck to the curve of my shoulder. “Absolutely.”
“Then it’s my turn to return the favor.”
Cade’s grip tightened on me, and I grinned at my ideas for the night ahead.






  
  Chapter 4

Lya


Iwoke the next morning sprawled in a bed that smelled mostly of the ash and iron of vampire, with an undercurrent of granite, a hint of my own herby scent, and a lot of sex. 
Shit.
Spending the night was not like me. Definitely not in the rented bed of a vampire I’d just met. I glanced over my shoulder, biting back a groan for the muscles that felt like I’d done a few rounds in the ring. 
Cade was sprawled on his back next to me, not seeming to breathe. He would be, just at a rate that was so slow it’’d be imperceptible. It was still unnerving.
I shifted and eased to the edge of the bed, halted by a gentle grip on my wrist.
He inhaled deeply. “Let me guess. You don’t usually spend the night.”
The sleep-heavy rumble of his voice sent a jolt through me, but I still shook my head. “Um. No. I don’t.” 
I was a little embarrassed that I had, but…I’d needed this. 
He tugged lightly on my wrist. I could have broken free, but memories of last night flashed through my mind. Fuck it. I let him draw me closer until I was straddling him. His skin was cool and dry as I indulged myself in running my hands over the sharp definition of his muscles and the ridges of scars. He’d been cut several times and shot at least once while he was alive, but that could mean anything.
Dark eyes opened just enough to regard me as he settled his hands on my hips. “Does that mean you’re not coming back?”
I pursed my lips and pretended to think about it before leaning forward and nibbling at his throat. The surprised growl I pulled from him heated my blood enough to make me consider staying for some morning fun, but he’d probably have to bite me for that to happen. I didn’t let one-night stands bite. 
“I might,” I whispered in his ear.
Cade squeezed my hips and shifted to grind against me slightly. “I’d like to see you again.”
I snorted and pulled away. “I bet you would.”
“Not just for the chance at a bite.” He studied me, looking almost confused. “This was…unexpectedly fun.”
I couldn’t help laughing. “You know what? Likewise.” 
Before I could let myself be seduced into more, I slid off of him and hunted down my clothes. His gaze weighed on me as I dressed, but he didn’t try to change my mind. Points to him.
“Can I get you a cab?” he asked.
I waved my phone. “I’ll get an Uber.”
With a stretch that had only a little of the clockwork jerkiness of an unfed vampire, he reached for the wallet on his nightstand and pulled out a bill. “Can’t let it be said I didn’t do what I could to get a date home.”
I hesitated before stepping closer to accept it. A spark of laughter lit his dark gaze as he clearly read my readiness to jump away if he tried to grab me, and he settled back on the pillows when I had the bill.
“Thanks.” I swallowed a wave of desire. He wasn’t trying to glamour me. He was just that hot.
“Give me a minute to get dressed, and I’ll wait with you.”
“No need.” I wanted to get the hell out and get some fresh air. 
He’d been good last night, but he had to be hungry now. I told myself I needed to go because he was more dangerous now, but mostly I wanted distance from the man busy looking deliciously fuckable before I stripped and offered my throat for more of what we’d done last night. I think he could tell, from the knowing smile curing his lips.
“Right. Thanks for everything,” I said.
I let myself out of the VIP room, surprised all over again that we were aboveground, although that was exactly what the heavy blackout curtains were for. Sunlight wouldn’t kill a vampire outright, although it was terribly uncomfortable for them and would eventually do enough cellular damage that the virus they carried couldn’t repair it. Most vamps preferred to take the precaution of living underground, but it seemed Cade was happy to live dangerously. 
A man after my own heart.
Different staff than had been in last night glanced at me as I hurried down the stairs. 
I nodded to them and said, “Thanks. Nice rooms.”
The bartender just gave me a sleepy smirk. I rushed out of the club and to the lift, face hot, tapping my foot as I waited and beating myself up for being stupid. It was easier to see—easier to think—now that I was out of Cade’s intoxicating presence. 
It’d had nothing to do with the prosecco. I knew myself and how I behaved while drinking. It couldn’t have been drugged either. My training back home had been very thorough, and I knew what that felt like. Being half-elven, I would have needed a much bigger dose than a human as well, one that would have knocked me down hard.
No, I was standing here looking for and discarding excuses because, for once, I’d gotten exactly what I’d come looking for. 
Not only had it not bitten me in the ass or anywhere else, I’d also liked it. I’d enjoyed myself, in a way that felt forbidden and luscious and not meant for me, the half-blooded bastard child partway in the world of Otherside but partway in the world of the mundanes.
But why shouldn’t I have enjoyed it? 
The lift finally arrived, and the whole way down, I sorted through my feelings. I didn’t feel guilty because I’d done something foolish and spent the night with a vampire in a club’s VIP kink room. I’d spent my life doing wild shit my family nearly always frowned upon, like becoming a bounty hunter to begin with. 
I felt guilty because I’d dared to claim something nice for myself.
And I could do it again. Cade had made that abundantly clear.
I couldn’t shake the thrill that idea sent through me as the Uber whisked me back to Southpoint. The hundred-dollar bill I found in my hand when I unclenched it didn’t hurt Cade’s chances either. I wasn’t above taking a man’s cash if he wanted to hand it out. Farand paid me at a lower rate than his other bond runners, despite the fact that I could do jobs the rest of his runners couldn’t do. He knew it, I knew it, they knew it, and because they were high-bloods, there wasn’t shit I could do about it as long as I was required to abide by the terms of my exile here.
My plan from yesterday came back. I still had a few months left before I could go freelance as a bounty hunter and work for hire, rather than as an indenture. Would the vampires help me once I did? Did I dare ask? They seemed to want me around a hell of a lot more than the elves did.
Something to think about.
After I got home, I checked myself thoroughly when I stripped to shower, using a mirror to check anywhere I couldn’t quite see. 
As Cade had promised, he hadn’t left a mark on me. Certainly not a bite but also not a hickey, nail scrape, or a bruise from fingers gripping tight in passion, despite the strength in his big hands. I flushed as I remembered biting him in pleasure and realized he wouldn’t be able to say the same, but he hadn’t set any boundaries and hadn’t stopped me from doing anything. As enthusiastic as I’d gotten, he’d taken it all and dared me—commanded me, even—to give him more.
I shivered as more memories tripped through me. He’d stopped being careful to hide his fangs but still hadn’t crossed the line I’d drawn, being himself without hurting me. I’d never been with anyone like that before. I couldn’t be myself with humans, and I’d avoided most Othersiders because of the risk of harm. There’d been a few over the years but nothing like I’d experienced last night with Cade.
That’s why he’s dangerous.
The side of my brain that saw that fact and understood he might just be trying to lure me was warning me to stay away from the vampire.
The part of me that drank up being seen and desired and flat-out worshipped demanded more. It wasn’t just my blood that was on fire at the memory of last night; it was my soul as well.
Then there was my arrangement with Maria. She hadn’t made exclusivity or sex a part of the deal. We weren’t dating, and I didn’t belong to her in any way. But vampires were odd sometimes. I knew enough to know that elven blood, even diluted, was tempting for vamps due to the power in it. It was why Maria had been so quick to agree to exchange protection from the rest of the coterie for blood, an arrangement that gave her and only her access to mine. The question was whether she’d take issue if I saw Cade again. Or more than one more again.
You don’t owe her, or anyone else, anything. The stubborn thought rang in my head as I got into the shower, feeling hollow as the faces of all the people I technically did owe shit to flowed through my mind. Too many obligations, most or all of them to people who wouldn’t give a shit if I turned up dead in a vampire’s lair beyond the inconvenience it caused their immediate plans. Some would say I deserved it or that they weren’t surprised a low-blood would be some kind of vampire-fucking degenerate.
That burned more than the scalding hot water. But why should I let assholes dictate where I found pleasure?
Fuck them. I’m going back.
Not tonight though. I needed distance. A cool head. Cade had pulled a depth of desire from me that I hadn’t known existed, like water from a well I’d thought long dry. I’d shut myself down, told myself to focus on my work, because the one and only time I’d tried to claim something good for myself it had gotten me exiled.
That thought circled my brain as I got out of the shower, dressed, and settled at the table to maintain all my weapons. It’d been about a year since The Incident, as it was referred to in my mother’s House. I tried pushing the memories away, but they sat there, stubborn and digging in painfully, as though my mind was asking whether I really wanted to take another chance at anything other than being what others wanted me to be.
It’d been late summer. Lyon, France. My home or the nearest big city to it. I was finishing up my annual visit from London when I met someone. Henri was prince of a junior House in the triad making up Lyon’s ruling Conclave. He was second-born to a sister who was heir-apparent, weaker in magic than most high-blood elves, and reckless with lack of responsibility or prospects.
I was smitten.
To everyone’s surprise, the feeling was mutual.
In the end, the crime of our being together was laid on me, the low-blood born to a shamed mother who’d turned her back on responsibilities to her family and House and married a human. It wasn’t forbidden for elves to marry humans, and it happened often enough that there were plenty of us first-generation low-bloods, as the full elves insisted on calling us. But when your mother was a fallen royal, and you were caught in the bed of a prince determined to fuck his way to a similar fall…yeah.
Elves lived long lives and hated to see history repeat itself.
So I was punished. Severely. Only my mother’s former status and the fact that I was unusually strong with magic for a half-elf saved me from having a convenient accident for daring to “look above my station.”
My mother. My father. Henri. All stood up in front of the Lyon Conclave of Queens as the tribunal judged me and sentenced me to exile. 
None of them said anything. 
My mother’s face was blank but for the tears running down it. She wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize my father, who’d be open to reprisals from the elves for knowing too much if she too was sent away. My father kept his mouth shut as well, knowing he was only a mundane guest in a world of magic far beyond his capability to act in.
And Henri? He stood there with the bruises and stiff posture that said he’d taken his punishment already, staring at the floor, all of his many and repeated protestations of love now silent.
It was the first time I’d really, really
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