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      I started this book as a way to get myself back into writing after Imposter Syndrome hit me hard. It then lived in my head for two years, begging to be written. I am so happy I finally listened.

      This book is fast-paced, with incredible characters that feel real. You’re going to have a lot of questions, get some answers, and find out more as the books and individual parts of the series goes on. I hope you enjoy the journey!

      

      
        
        Welcome to The Otherworld

      

      

      

      Night Shade is book one in the Chronicles of The Otherworld series, and the first in part one, The Vampire War. Each part of the series will feature a different paranormal species. Each book will feature a different couple and will always have a Happy Ever After (HEA) for that couple.

      Tropes: Strong Heroine, Billionaire Protective Vampire Hero, Fated Mates, Friends To Lovers, Mutual Pining, Morally Gray Couple, Touch her/him and die, Dark Secrets Keeps Them Apart.

      Night Shade is intended for mature audiences. This story contains mentions of physical, emotional, mental, and sexual abuse, drug use, suicide, violence, explicit language, sexually explicit scenes, and blood drinking.

      Trigger warnings: There is one magical dub-con scene.

      Reader discretion is advised.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The mattress squeaked underneath them. Sweat glistened off Daniella’s skin as she rode Alexander, working them closer to ecstasy. Alexander gripped her hips hard as he fucked her, bruising her skin, slamming into the slick heat of her body. She knew he was close.

      Daniella ground her hips in response, her eyes drifting shut as her head fell back. No longer did she see the pale man beneath her, with his curly, sandy hair sticking to his forehead, and his heated brown eyes. Instead, he shifted in her mind, changing into the one she truly desired. Her fantasy lover. It was his silky brown hair, his darkened eyes, his smell, his taste.

      Yes, yes!

      His was the body beneath hers, filling her, bringing her closer to climax.

      The familiar shiver started at the base of her spine, circulating throughout her body, and then it snapped hard, making her cry out as she came. In three quick strokes, Alexander joined her with a loud, guttural moan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Daniella draped her dark brown legs over the edge of the bed. Her orgasm left her feeling warm, relaxed, until the man behind her stirred.

      “Another go?” Alexander smirked as he thumbed a new condom.

      She cringed. Her stomach knotted, a deep weight settling within as her intuition flared to life. It demanded he leave. If it weren’t for the few glasses of wine she’d had before he called, she would have never allowed him into her home, or her.

      Daniella stepped away from the bed to retrieve her robe. “No, I’ve got to get ready for work.”

      Alexander purred. “It could wait.”

      She could feel his gaze. It roamed over her like a slithering snake ready to strike.

      Daniella narrowed her eyes. “No, it can’t.” She lifted her dark curly hair from the collar of her robe and tied the sash tight around her midsection in finality. “I’m sorry if you’re confused, but nothing about our deal has changed. I came, you came, and now it’s time to go. I have things to do, and I’m sure you do as well, elsewhere.”

      Alexander’s feet hit the floor and she breathed a sigh of relief. She turned to give him privacy while he dressed, but her body refused to relax as the feeling within her gut grew heavier.

      He’s leaving. Just give him a couple of minutes.

      Daniella pressed the button to open the long pink and gold drapes covering her floor-to-ceiling windows. Her gaze settled on the breathtaking view from her penthouse floor, unobstructed by the surrounding New York skyscrapers. The soft rays of the sun were low against the horizon, but still magnificent in the way their rosy tints contrasted through the early morning blues.

      The scene almost calmed her, but then a noise shattered the serenity. Daniella turned and found Alexander behind her, still naked and much too close. She took a step back, and he took another forward, caging her against the glass.

      He smirked as he grabbed ahold of her chin, his lips hovering near her own. “Now come on, Daniella, we both know you didn’t mean no.”

      She narrowed her eyes and quickly slapped his hand away. But before she could speak, he covered her mouth and pressed against her. “Or do you just like it rough, pet?”

      Her fight-or-flight response went into high gear, flooding her with adrenaline. Daniella opened her mouth and bit his hand, hard. Alexander chuckled at the pain as if it were nothing, but he pulled back just enough to give her an opening. Daniella used the space to twist, and then flew forward, throwing a punch at his head.

      Alexander jumped back and threw up his hands, but that asinine smile was still on his face. “Alright, I’ll go. No need to be so hasty. But just remember, I’m only here because you agreed to let me in. I don’t know why you’re playing hard to get now when I was deep inside you not even ten minutes ago.”

      “And I think it’s hilarious you think it’s an act.” She glared at him, clenching her fists. “You’re right, I let you into my home, but you know what? Everyone makes mistakes they wish they could take back. So, let me be perfectly clear since you didn’t understand the first two times. You have two choices. Either you leave my house willingly, or I will haul you out myself.”

      He let out a low whistle and backed away, grabbing his clothes and shoes. “Whatever you say, babe. Whatever you say.”
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        * * *

      

      It wouldn’t go away. The nagging, soul-wrenching feeling that something was wrong had buried itself deep in Daniella’s gut. If she was being honest, the feeling had been there for the past two weeks, but it had never been this intense.

      Before, it was a whisper, something she could turn a blind eye to. It didn’t worry her; it wasn’t even a blight on her day. But today, everything felt drenched in the icky, sinking blackness. Even after her cup of coffee, warm bath, and meditative session, she still felt filthy.

      Perhaps the situation with Alexander had bothered her more than she’d realized. He’d never acted that way before. But today … Daniella shook her head. It didn’t matter. She would never see or speak to him again, and if he tried anything, she could always rely on the guards in the lobby.

      Daniella blocked his number, and on her way out she had a quick chat with both security guards. Under no circumstances was he to enter her floor, or the building, without her authorization. After confirming she was all right, they replied with a sincere, “Of course, Miss Ismania.”

      But despite that, the feeling remained, and if her intuition was right, she was in for a hell of a day. With a sigh, Daniella thanked the guards, before she scurried out the door and set off to work.
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            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The Novak Firm was Daniella’s home away from home. She loved her work, the company, and, most of all, the people. Yet the moment she entered through the double doors, she almost vomited.

      Panic and dread crept up her spine, making her shudder. She labored her way to her office and stashed her breakfast in her mini refrigerator. After she logged into her computer, she saw an urgent email calling the executive team to meet in Conference Room B for an emergency meeting. Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, she made her way to the room, pen and paper in hand.

      The moment she opened the door and saw Luke’s face, some of her tension eased.  Luke had been her best friend for the last four years. They met in college as dorm neighbors and bonded over their differences. She appreciated his out-of-the-box thinking, creative spirit, and how it directly contrasted with her analytical and serious personality. He loved to laugh, to make others smile, to throw caution to the wind. Luke taught her how to have fun, to balance her dedication to work while still appreciating life. He’d introduced her to his cousins, Gregori and Mya, and they had embraced her as if she was a missing part of their family.

      When Luke told her that he and Greg wanted to start a business, it didn’t surprise her. But when he asked her to help with their accounting part-time, she’d nearly fallen out of her chair. Wanting to support her friends, she said yes, but she never imagined that decision would have put her on the path to becoming the CFO of a now multi-million-dollar agency.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” Luke said with a small smile.

      “Good morning to you too.” She paused, taking in his ruffled copper hair and slightly wrinkled clothing. “Is it still going to be a good morning after this meeting?”

      “I wish I knew, Dani. I wish I knew.”

      Before she could respond, the door opened behind her and the air rushed out of her lungs. Her nerve endings awoke, firing so fast that goosebumps erupted over her skin. She shivered from the sudden change in body temperature and bit her bottom lip to keep from gasping. The expansive energy washed over her and spread throughout the room—dark, hot, seductive. Daniella didn’t need to see who was behind her. There was only one person who had ever made her feel this way.

      “Good morning, Ella.” The deep baritone of Greg’s voice rolled over her in waves.

      She straightened in her chair, trying to disguise her body’s natural response to him. “Good morning, Greg.”

      He walked to the head chair, coming to stand between herself and Luke. While he conversed with Luke, she looked him over. Gregori Novak was breathtaking. He was a six-foot-six Adonis covered in toned bronze skin that made his Spanish heritage proud. His russet-colored hair fell to his ears, complementing his sharp jaw and strong facial features. While Greg considered his eyes to be brown, she had stolen enough glances at him to know they were, in fact, hazel. They took on a life of their own, becoming lighter or darker depending on his mood, sometimes even light enough for her to see their pale jade depths. They drew her in, enticed her, while his lips could—and often did—convince her of anything. And if that wasn’t enough, he also had a perfectly shaped ass.

      Luke cleared his throat and she blushed at being caught ogling. Luckily, the door opened once more, saving her from any additional embarrassment.

      Once the rest of the executive team arrived, Greg took his seat, drawing their attention. “Now that you’re all here, let’s begin.”
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        * * *

      

      The room fell silent when Greg uttered the single word “embezzled”.

      “Embezzled? What the fuck do you mean, embezzled?” Mya snapped.

      His eyes narrowed. Mya’s anger was second to none and she was about to unleash it in full force. “Mya⁠—”

      “Do not ‘Mya’ me right now. How the fuck did this happen?”

      “We don’t know. But this is a time for solutions, not anger.”

      “I go away for two weeks, two fucking weeks, and this happens?” she grumbled.

      Greg’s eyes bore into Mya’s, warning her to keep her mouth shut. She sat back in her chair with a frustrated sigh, crossing her arms while still glaring in his direction. That was as good as he would get, and he’d take the small blessing.

      He scanned the room, observing his team. Merida and Dominick appeared calm and collected, even though he knew they were brimming with rage. Luke had also known of the news prior to the meeting, which was the only reason he hadn’t lashed out like Mya.

      Greg’s gaze lingered on Daniella, who concerned him the most. Her amber eyes stared down at the table, unblinking. She may have hidden it well, but the death grip on her pen told him exactly how upset she was. She took her job seriously and was devoted to not only the company, but his family as well.

      “Aren’t there accounting principles and security measures in place to prevent things like this from happening?” Johanna asked. “I’m sorry, but I’m with Mya. I don’t understand how this could have occurred.”

      As his Chief Human Resources Officer, Greg knew she had a right to this table. He could understand her concerns, especially if anything might affect funds for wages and benefits, but he did not appreciate her subtle accusation of blame toward Daniella and Merida.

      “That’s an excellent question, Johanna,” Merida said as she laced her fingers together. “The security and accounting protocols that we have in place are why we made this discovery so quickly. This is a jarring and confusing time for all of us, but we will collaborate with the pertinent parties to find the perpetrator and fix any security issues in our processes. If you have any questions regarding this incident, please be sure to come to my office and I will do my best to explain everything to you.”

      “Thank you,” Johanna responded, giving Merida a curt nod.

      Greg continued, holding the gaze of each person around the table as he spoke. “I know this is a stressful time for everyone. Your behavior here shows how much you care about this corporation and the dreams that Luke and I founded this company upon. We thank you and are confident that we will overcome this setback.”

      He motioned to his security team. “Merida and Dominick’s team will be speaking with each of you and your departments. We trust that if you have seen anything suspicious, you will be forthcoming with any information you may have. As Merida has already stated, if you have any questions, please direct them to her. Thank you.”

      Greg watched as Daniella stood, her expression tight as she left the room. Johanna followed after her, leaving him, Mya, Merida, Luke, and Dominick behind.

      The moment the door shut, Mya sat forward, and slammed her hands down upon the table. “Now that the fake bullshit is over, tell me what really happened.”
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            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Greg paused outside of the door to Daniella’s office, his fingers clutching the brass handle. You have to. Just keep it together for a little longer. Remember, you’re keeping her in the dark to protect her. She can’t know, not yet. He took a deep breath, rolled his shoulders back, and stepped across the threshold.

      Daniella froze, her fingers hovering above her keyboard. Trepidation flashed across her face when she saw him, and even though it was only for a moment, it made his heart ache.

      Greg cleared his throat against the emotion as he closed the door behind him and shut the horizontal blinds. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “No, it’s all right.” Her voice was tight, clipped, and he hated it.

      Greg sighed. “Ella, come here.”

      They met in the middle, somewhere between him reaching out to pull her into his embrace and her curling herself around him. “It’s not your fault.”

      Daniella trembled in his arms. “But it is.” She lifted her face from his chest. “It’s my job to make sure that the company’s finances are squared away, and I failed. Someone stole money from here, from us!”

      She moved away from him and began to pace, her hands flying wildly in the air as she spoke. “I’ve been backtracking through all of my reports, trying to make sure this has never happened before. What if I missed something? What if that’s the cause for all of this? They got away with it once and thought they could again?”

      He caught her hands in in his own. “Ella, this is not your fault. You are brilliant and an incredible accountant. Because of you, we know exactly how much was taken. If your reports were not as detailed as they are, or if your data was not up-to-date, we would be screwed.”

      She looked away, but Greg grasped her chin, forcing her gaze back to his. “Give yourself some credit. You saved us. You, no one else. I see it that way, we all do. None of us blame you, and I’m not going to sit here and let you blame yourself either.”

      She shook her head with a sigh. “I just don’t know, Greg, I just don’t know.”

      “Well, I do,” he replied with a tap on her chin.

      Greg forced himself to step away from her, and led her to her office chairs, where they sat facing one another.

      Daniella tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, an action Greg wished he could have done for her. “Thank you for comforting me, but you’re the one who had your money stolen. How are you doing?”

      “I’m okay. Disappointed, but okay.”

      “But how are you so calm? Why aren’t you angry or frustrated?”

      Greg rubbed the center of his forehead. “Because someone has to be. Luke was only calm because he knew beforehand. Without that, between Volcano Luke and Hurricane Mya, someone would have lost their head.”

      Daniella hiccuped a laugh, clamping her hand over her mouth to keep the sound contained.

      He chuckled at how effortlessly adorable she was and then reminded himself to mask his emotions, because he wasn’t joking. But that didn’t matter, right now, all he wanted was to see Daniella laugh, see the way her mocha-colored eyes twinkled in delight, and how her shoulders relaxed as the stress left her body. He wanted his mate to be safe.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It’s just, those two are something else. I don’t know how any of you survived to this age,” she said with a smile.

      “It was difficult, I can tell you that.”

      Daniella looked him over, then leaned back in her chair, and crossed her arms. “Greg, there’s something you’re not telling me. What are you hiding that kept me from finding out about the embezzlement before that meeting?”

      His smile wavered. “Sometimes you know me far too well.”

      “Maybe, but I also know when you’re trying to change the subject. What is it?”

      Greg ran his fingers through his hair before clasping his hands together. He slouched forward, elbows resting on his knees. “A security alert was released early this morning. Since Mya was on her way back from her vacation, she didn’t receive the notification, but her team and the security team did. They looked into the matter quickly
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