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PROLOGUE

This marriage, it’s going to be a problem.

She is going to be a problem.

HIS WAR OF OURS, THE ONE BETWEEN THE VAMPYRES AND

the Weres, began several centuries ago with brutal escalations
of violence, culminated amid flowing torrents of varicolored blood,
and ended in a whimper of buttercream cake on the day [ met my
husband for the first time.

Which, as it happens, was also the day of our wedding.

Not quite the stuff of childhood dreams. Then again, I'm no
dreamer. [ only ever contemplated marriage once, back in the gloomy
days of my childhood. Following a few too-harsh punishments and
a poorly executed assassination attempt, Serena and I concocted
plans for a grand escape, which was going to involve pyrotechnics-
based diversions, stealing our math tutor’s car, and flipping off our
caregivers in the rearview mirror.

“We'll stop by the animal shelter and adopt one of those shaggy
dogs. Pick up a Slurpee for me, some blood for you. Disappear for-
ever into Human territory.”

“Will they let me in if I'm not Human?” | asked, even though
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thatwas theleast ofour plan’s flaws. We were both eleven. Neither
of us could drive. Interspecies peace in the Southwest region relied,
quite literally, on me staying the hell put.

“I'll vouch for you.”

“Will that be enough?”

“I'll marry youl They’ll believe youre Human—my Human
wife.”

As proposals went, it seemed solid. So I nodded solemnly and
said, “T accept.”

That was fourteen years ago, though, and Serena never married
me. In fact, she’s long gone. I'm here alone, with a giant heap of ex-
pensive wedding favors that’ll hopefully fool guests into overlook-
ing the lack of love, genetic compatibility, or even previous
acquaintance between me and the groom.

I did try to arrange a meeting. Suggested to my people that they
suggest to his people that we could grab lunch the week before the
ceremony. Coffee the previous day. A glass of tap water the morn-
ing of—anything to avoid a “How do you do?” in front of the offici-
ant. My request was escalated to the Vampyre council, and resulted
in a phone call from one of the members’ aides. His tone managed
to be polite while heavily implying that I was a cuckoo nutbird.
“He’s a Were. A very powerful and dangerous Were. Just the logis-
tics of providing security for such a meeting would be—"

“I'll be marrying this dangerous Were,” | pointed out evenly,
and a bashful throat was cleared.

“He is an Alpha, Miss Lark. Too busy to meet.”

“Busy with ... 7" ‘

“His pack, Miss Lark.”

I pictured him in a home gym, tirelessly working on his abs, and

shrugged.
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Ten days have passed, and I have yet to meet my groom. Instead,
I've become a project—one that requires a concerted effort from
an interdisciplinary crew to look weddable. A manicurist coaxes
my nails into pink ovals. A facialist smacks my cheeks with relish.
A hairdresser magically hides my pointed ears under a web of
dark blond braids, and a makeup expert paints a different face on
top of mine, something interesting and sophisticated and zygo-
matic.

“This is art,” I tell him, studying the contouring in the mirror.
“You should be a Guggenheim fellow.”

“I know. And I'm not done,” he reprimands, before dipping his
thumb in a pot of dark green stain and swiping it over the insides
of my wrists. The base of my throat on both sides. My nape.

“What's this?”

“Tust a bit of color.”

“What for?”

A snort. “I pulled strings and researched Were customs. Your
husband will like it.” He whooshes away, leaving me alone with five
odd markings and a newfound bone structure. I squeeze into the
bridal jumpsuit that the stylist begged me not to refer to as a onesie,
and then my twin brother comes to retrieve me.

“You look stunning,” Owen says flatly, distrustfully, squinting
at me like I'm a fake ten-dollar bill.

“It was a team effort.”

He gestures for me to follow him. “I hope they vaccinated you
for rabies while they were at it.”

The ceremony is supposed to be a symbol of peace. That’s why,
in a heartwarming display of trust, my father demanded an all-
Vampyre armed security detail for the ceremony. The Weres re-

fused, which led to weeks of negotiations, then to a near break of
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the-engagement, and-finally to'the‘only solution that could make
everybody equally unhappy: staffing the event with Humans,

There’s a tense atmosphere, and then there’s this. One venue,
three species, five centuries of conflict, and zero good faith. The
black suits escorting Owen and me seem torn between protecting
us and killing us themselves, just to get it over with. They wear sun-
glasses indoors and mutter entertainingly bad code into their
sleeves. Bat is flying to the ceremony hall. I repeat, we have Bat.

The groom is, uninventively, Wolf.

“When do you think your future husband will try to kill you?”
Owen asks conversationally, looking straight ahead. “Tomorrow?
Next week?”

“Who's to say.”

“Within the month, for sure.”

“For sure.”

“One has to wonder if the Weres will bury your corpse or just,
you know. Eat it.”

“One has to.”

“But if you care to live a bit longer, try tossing a stick when he
starts mauling you. [ hear they love to fetch—"

I halt abruptly, causing a slight commotion among the agents.
“Owen,” | say, turning to my brother.

“Yes, Misery?” His eyes hold mine. Suddenly, his indolent,
insult-comedian mask slips off, and he’s not my father’s shallow
heir anymore, but the brother who'd sneak into bed with me when-
ever | had nightmares, who swore he’d protect me from the cruelty
of the Humans and the bloodthirstiness of the Weres.

It’s been decades.

“You know what went down the last time the Vampyres and Weres
tried this,” he says, shifting to the Tongue.
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I sure do. The Aster is in every textbook, albeit with vastly dif-
ferent interpretations. The day the purple of our blood and the
green of the Weres' flowed together, as bright and beautiful as the
blooming flower the massacre was named after. “Who the hellwould
enter a marriage of political convenience after that?”

“Me, apparently.”

“You are going to live among the wolves. Alone.”

“Right. That's how hostage exchanges work.” Around us, the suits
hurriedly check their watches. “We have to go—"

“Alone to be slaughtered.” Owen’s jaw grinds. It's so unlike his
usual careless self, I frown.

“Since when do you care?”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because an alliance with the Weres is necessary to the surivival of—"

“These are Father’swords. It’s not why you agreed to do this.”

[t’s not, but I'm not about to admit it. “Maybe you underestimate
Father’s persuasiveness.”

His voice drops to a whisper. “Don’t do this. It’s a death sentence.
Say you've changed your mind—give me six weeks.”

“What will have changed in six weeks?”

He hesitates. “A month. [—"

“Is something amiss?” We both jump at Father’s sharp tone. For
a split second we're children again, again scolded for existing. As
always, Owen recovers quicker.

“Nah.” The vacuous smile is back on his lips. “I was just giving
Misery a few pointers.”

Father cuts through the security guards and tucks my hand
into his elbow with ease, like it hasn't been a decade since our last

physical contact. I force myself not to recoil. “Are you ready,
Misery?”
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I"cock my-head=Study his stern face. Ask, mostly out of curi-
osity, “Does it matter?”

It must not, because the question isn't acknowledged. Owen
watches us leave, expressionless, then yells after us, “Hope you
packed a lint roller. I hear they shed.”

One of the agents stops us in front of the double doors that lead
into the courtyard. “Councilman Lark, Miss Lark, one minute.
They're not quite ready for you.” We wait side by side for a handful
of uncomfortable moments, then Father turns to me. In my stylist-
mandated heels, I nearly reach his height, and his eyes easily catch
mine.

“You should smile,” he orders in the Tongue. “According to the Hu-
mans, a wedding is the most beautiful day of a bride’s life”

My lips twitch. There’s something grotesquely funny about all
of this. “What about the father of the bride?”

He sighs. “You were always needlessly defiant.”

My failures spare no front.

“There is no going back, Misery,” he adds, not unkindly. “Once the
handfasting is complete, you will be his wife.”

“I know.” I don't need soothing, or encouragement. ['ve been
nothing but unwavering in my commitment to this union. I'm not
prone to panic, or fear, or last-minute changes of heart. “I've done
this before, remember?” He studies me for a few moments, until the
doors open to what’s left of my life.

It's a perfect night for an outdoor ceremony: string lights, soft
breeze, winking stars. | take a deep breath, hold it in, and listen to
Mendelssohn’s march, string quartet rendition. According to the
bubbly wedding planner who'’s been blowing up my phone with

links I don’t click on, the viola player is a member of the Human
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Philharmonic. Top three in the world, she texted, followed by more
exclamation points than I've used in my cumulative written com-
munications since birth. I must admit, it does sound nice. Even if
the guests glance around, confused, unsure how to proceed until
an overworked staffer gestures at them to stand.

It's not their fault. Wedding ceremonies are, as of a century or
so ago, exclusively a Human thing. Vampyre society has evolved
past monogamy, and Weres . . . | have no clue what Weres are up
to, as I've never even been in the presence of one.

If ] had, I wouldn't be alive.

“Come on.” Father grips my elbow, and we start down the aisle.

The bride’s guests are familiar, but only vaguely. A sea of wil-
lowy figures, unblinking lilac eyes, pointed ears. Lips closed over
fangs, and half-pitying, mostly disgusted looks. I spot several mem-
bers of my father’s inner circle; councilors I haven't met since [ was
a child; power{ul families and their scions, most of whom fawned
over Owen and were little shits to me when we were kids. No one
here could even remotely qualify as a friend, but in defense of who-
ever came up with the guest list, my lack of meaningful relation-
ships must have made seat-filling a bit of a challenge.

And then there’s the groom’s side. The one that emanates a
foreign kind of heat. The one that wants me dead.

The Weres’ blood beats quicker, louder, its smell coppery and
unfamiliar. They are taller than Vampyres, stronger than Vampyres,
faster than Vampyres, and none of them seems particularly en-
thused at the idea of their Alpha marrying one of us. Their lips curl
as they eye me, defiant, angry. Their loathing is so thick I taste it
on the roof of my palate.

I don't blame them. I don't blame anyone for not wanting to be
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here. 'don’t even blame the whispers, or the catty comments, or
the fact that half the guests here never learned that sound carries
farther than shit.

“. .. she used to be the Collateral with the Humans for ten years, and
now this?”

“I bet she likes the attention . ..”

“__blade-eared leech—"

“I give her two weeks.”

“More like two hours, if those animals—"

“. .. either stabilize the region once and for all, or cause full-out war,

again—"

“

think they're actually going to be fucking tonight?”

I have no friends on the left, and only enemies on the right. So
I ground myself and look straight ahead.

At my future husband.

He stands at the end of the path, turned away from me, listen-
ing to what someone is whispering in his ear—his best man, per-
haps. I can’t get a good look at his face, but I know what to expect
from the picture I was given weeks ago: handsome, striking, un-
smiling. His hair is short, a rich brown cut to a buzz; his suit is
black, well fitted across his broad shoulders. He’s the only man in
the room not wearing a tie, and yet he manages to look elegant
anyway.

Maybe we share a stylist. As good a starting point for a marriage
as any, I suppose.

“Be careful with him,” Father whispers, lips barely moving. “He s
very dangerous. Do not cross him.”

What every girl wants to hear ten feet from the altar, especially
when the hard line of her groom'’s shoulders already looks cross.

Impatient. Annoyed. He doesn't bother glancing in my direction,
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as though I'm inconsequential, as though there are other, better
things for him to do with his time. I wonder what the best
man is whispering in his ear. Maybe a mirror copy of the warn-
ings | got.

Misery Lark? No need to be careful. She’s not particularly dangerous,
so feel free to cross her. What is she gonna do? Chuck her lint roller atyou?

I snort out a soft laugh, and that's a mistake. Because my future
husband hears it, and finally turns to me.

My stomach drops.

My step falters.

The murmurs quiet.

[n the photo I was shown, the groom’s eyes looked an ordinary,
unsurprising blue. But as they meet mine, I realize two things. The
lirst is that [ was wrong, and his gaze is actually an odd pale green
that borders on white. The second is that Father was right: this man
is very, very dangerous.

His eyes roam over my face, and | immediately suspect that he
must not have been given photos. Or maybe he just wasn’t curious
enough about his bride to check them out? Either way, he’s not
pleased with me, and that’s obvious. Too bad I've cut my teeth on
disappointing people, and I'm not about to start caring now. It’s on
him if he doesn't like what he’s seeing.

| square my shoulders. A small distance separates us, and I let
my eyes pin his as | close it, which is how [ see it all happen in real
time.

Pupils, widening.

Brow, furrowing.

Nostrils, flaring.

He watches me like I'm something made of maggots and

takes one deep breath, slow. Then another, sharp, the moment I'm
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delivered to'the altar: His expressionwidens into something that
looks, for an instant, indecipherably shaken, and I knew it, | knew
that Weres didn't like Vampyres, but this feels beyond that. It feels
like pure, hard, personal contempf.

Tough shit, buddy, | think, lifting my chin. I step forward, again,
until we are standing in front of each other, this side of too close.

Two strangers who only just met. About to get married.

The music wanes. The guests sit. My heart’s a sluggish drum,
even slower than usual, because of the way the groom looms over
me. Leaning forward to study me like I'm an abstract painting. I
watch his chest heave hungrily, asif to . . . inhale me. Then he pulls
back, licks his lips, and stares.

He stares and stares and stares.

The silence stretches. The officiant clears his throat. The court-
yard breaks into bouts of puzzled mumbles that slowly rise to a
sticky, familiar friction. | notice that the best man has unsheathed
his claws. Behind me, Vania, the head of my father’s guards, is
showing her fangs. And the Humans, of course, are reaching for
their guns.

All through that, my future husband still stares.

So I step closer and murmur, “I don't care how little you like
this, but if you want to avoid a second Aster—"

His hand comes up lightning fast to close around my upper
arm, and the warmth of his skin is a shock to my system, even
through the fabric of my sleeve. His pupils contract into something
different, something animal. I instinctively try to wriggle free of his
grasp, and . . . it’s a mistake.

My heel catches on a cobblestone and I lose my balance. The
groom stops my fall with an arm snaked around my waist, and a

combination of gravity and his sheer determination wedges me

I0
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hetween him and the altar, his front pressing against mine. He
cages me, pins me, and stares down at me like he forgot where he is
and I'm something to be consumed.

Like I'm prey.

“This is highly— Oh, my,” the officiant gasps when the groom
srowls in his direction. Behind me [ hear the Tongue and English—
panic, screams, chaos, the best man and my father snarling, people
velling threats, someone sobbing. Another Aster in the making, |
think. And I really should do something, [ will do something to
stop i, but.

Ihe groom’s scent hits my nostrils.

Everything recedes.

Good blood, my hindbrain hisses, nonsensical. He'd make for
such good blood.

He inhales several times in rapid succession, filling his lungs,
pulling me in. His hand moves up from my arm to the dip of my
throat, pressing into one of my markings. A guttural sound rises
rom someplace low in his chest, making my knees weak. Then he
opens his mouth and [ know that he’s going to tear me to pieces,
he's going to maul me, he’s going to devour me—

“You,” he says, voice deep, almost too low to hear. “How the
luck do you smell like this?”

Less than ten minutes later he slips a ring around my finger, and

we swear to love each other till the day we die.

Ir



CHAPTER 1

It’s been storming for three days straight when he finally re-
turns from a meeting with the leader of the Big Bend huddle.
Two of his seconds are already inside his home, waiting for
him with wary expressions.

“The Vampyre woman—she backed out.”

He grunts as he wipes his face. Smart of her, he thinks.

“But they found a replacement,” Cal adds, sliding a ma-
nila folder on the counter. “Everything’s in here. They want to
know if she has your approval.”

“We proceed as planned.”

Cal huffs out a laugh. Flor frowns. “Don’t you want to

”

look at the
“No. This changes nothing.”

Theyre all the same, anyway.

Six weeks before the ceremony

HE SHOWS UP AT THE START-UP WHERE | WORK ON AN EARLY

Thursday evening, when the sun has already set and the entire
bullpen is contemplating grievous bodily harm.

Against me.

| doubt I deserve this level of hatred, but I do understand it.
And that’s why [ don’t make a fuss when I return to my desk follow-

ing a brief meeting with my manager and notice the state of my
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stapler. THonestly;it’s fine. I workfrom home go percent of the time
and rarely print anything. Who cares if someone smeared bird shit
on it?

“Don't take it personally, Missy.” Pierce leans against our cu-
bicle divider. His smile is less concerned friend, more smarmy used car
salesman; even his blood smells oily.

“I won't.” Other people’s approval is a powerful drug. Lucky
me, | never got the chance to develop an addiction. If there’s some-
thing I'm good at, it’s rationalizing my peers’ contempt toward me.
I've been training like piano prodigies: tirelessly and since early
childhood.

“No need to sweat it.”

“I'mnot.” Literally. I barely own the necessary glands.

“And don't listen to Walker. He didn’t say what you think
he did.”

Pretty sure it was “nasty bitch” and not “tasty peach” that he
yelled across the conference room, but who knows?

“It comes with the territory. You'd be mad, too, if someone did
a penetration test against a firewall you've been working on for
weeks and breached it in what, one hour?”

It was maybe a third of that, even counting the break I took in
the middle after realizing how quickly I was blowing through the
system. [ spent it online shopping for a new hamper, since Serena’s
damn cat seems to be asleep in my old one whenever I need to do
laundry. I texted her a picture of the receipt, followed by You and
your cat owe me sixteen dollars. Then 1 sat and waited for a reply, like
[ always do.

It didn't come. Nor had I expected it would.

“People will get over it,” he Pierces on. “And hey, you never

bring lunch, so no need to worry someone’ll spit in your Tupper-
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ware.” He bursts into laughter. I turn to my computer monitor,
hoping he'll peace out. Boy, am | wrong. “And to be honest, it’s
kind of on you. [f you tried to mingle more ... Personally, I get your
loner, mysterious, quiet vibe. But some read you as aloof, like you
think you're better than us. If you made an effort to—"

“Misery.”

When [ hear my name called—the real one—for a split, excep-
tionally dumb second, 1 experience relief that this conversation is
going to be over. Then I crane my neck and notice the woman
itanding on the other side of the divider. Her face is distantly fa-
miliar, and so is the black hair, butit's not until I focus on her heart-
beat that I manage to place her. It's slow like only a Vampyre’s can
he and ...

Well.

Shit.

“Vania?”

“You're hard to find,” she tells me, voice melodic and low. |
briefly contemplate slamming my head against the keyboard. Then
settle for replying calmly:

“That’s by design.”

“1 figured.”

[ massage my temple. What a day. What a fucking day. “And yet,
here you are.”

“And yet, here [ am.”

“Why, hello.” Pierce’s smile gets a notch slimier as he turns to
leer at Vania. His eyes start at her high heels, travel up the straight
lines of her dark pantsuit, stop on her full breasts. I don't read
minds, but he’s thinking MILF so hard, I can practically hear it.
“Are you a friend of Missy's?”

“You could say that, yes. Since she was a child.”

103
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“Oh my God."Do tell, howwas baby Missy?”

The corner of Vania’s lips twitches. “She was . . . odd, and diffi-
cult. If often useful.”

“Wait—are you two related?”

“No. I'm her father’s Right Hand, Head of his Guard,” she says,
looking at me. “And she has been summoned.”

[ straighten in my chair. “Where?”

“The Nest.”

This is not rare—it’s unprecedented. Excluding sporadic phone
calls and even more sporadic meetings with Owen, I haven't
spoken with another Vampyre in years. Because no one has
reached out.

I should tell Vania to fuck off. I'm no longer a child stuck on a
fool’s errand: going back to my father with any expectations that he
and the rest of my people won't be total assholes is an exercise in
futility, and I'm well aware of it. But apparently this half-assed over-
ture is making me forget, because I hear myself asking, “Why?”

“You'll have to come and find out.” Vania’s smile doesn’t reach
her eyes. 1 squint, like the answer is tattooed on her face. Mean-
while, Pierce reminds us of his unfortunate existence.

“Ladies. Right hand? Summon?” He laughs, loud and grating.
I want to flick his forehead and make him hurt, but I'm starting to
feel a frisson of worry for this fool. “Are you guys into LARPing
or...”

He finally shuts up. Because when Vania turns to him, no trick
of the light could hide the purple hue of her eyes. Nor her long,
perfectly white fangs, gleaming under the electric lights.

“Y-you ...” Pierce looks between us for several seconds, mutter-

ing something incoherent.
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And that’s when Vania decides to ruin my life and snap her
teeth at him.

[ sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose.

Pierce spins on his heels and sprints past my cubicle, running over
a potted benjamin fig. “Vampyrel Vampyre—there’s a— A Vampyre
i attacking us, someone call the Bureau, someone call the—"

Vania takes out a laminated card with the Human-Vampyre Re-
lations Bureau logo, one that grants her diplomatic immunity in
IHuman territory. But there’s no one to look at it: the bullpen has
erupted into a small panic, and most of my coworkers are scream-
ing, already halfway down the emergency stairs. People trample
cach other to get to the nearest exit. [ see Walker dart out of the
hathroom, a strip of toilet paper dangling from his khakis, and feel
my shoulders slump.

“I liked this job,” I tell Vania, grabbing the framed Polaroid of
me and Serena and resignedly stuffing it into my bag, “It was easy.
I'hey bought my circadian rhythm disorder excuse and let me come
inat night.”

“My apologies,” she says. Unapologetic. “Come with me.”

I should tell her to fuck off, and I will. In the meantime, [ give
in to my curiosity and follow her, straightening the poor benjamin

[ij; on my way out.

I'ME NEST IS STILL THE TALLEST BUILDING IN THE NORTH OF THE
City, and perhaps the most distinctive: a bloodred podium that
stretches underground for hundreds of feet, topped by a mirror
skyscraper that comes alive around sunset and slides back to sleep

in the early hours of the morning,.
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I brought Serena here once, when she asked to see what the
heart of the Vampyre territory was like, and she stared open-
mouthed, jarred by the sleek lines and ultramodern design. She’d
been expecting candelabras, and heavy velvet drapes to block the
murderous sun, and the corpses of our enemies hanging from the
ceiling, blood milked from their veins to the very last drop. Bat
artwork, in honor of our winged, chiropterous forefathers. Coffins,
just because.

“It’s mice. I just thought it'd be more . . . metal?” she mused,
not at all intimidated at the idea of being the only Human in an
elevator full of Vampyres. The memory still makes me smile years
later.

Flexible spaces, automated systems, integrated tools—that’s
what the Nest is. Not just the crown jewel of our territory, but also
the center of our community. A place for shops and offices and
errands, where anything one of us could need, from nonurgent
healtheare to a zoning permit to five liters of AB positive, can be
easily obtained. And then, in the uppermost floors, the builders
made room for some private quarters, some of which have been
purchased by the most influential families in our society.

Mostly my family.

“Follow me,” Vania says when the doors swish open, and I do,
flanked by two uniformed council guards who are most definitely
not here to protect me. A bit offensive, that I'm being treated like an
intruder in the place where [ was born, especially as we walk par-
allel to a wall that’s plastered with portraits of my ancestors. They
morph over the centuries, from oils to acrylics to photographs,
gray to Kodachrome to digital. What stays the same are the expres-
sions: distant, arrogant, and frankly, unhappy. Not a healthy thing,

power.
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The only Lark I recognize from personal experience is the one
closest to Father's office. My grandfather was already old and a
little demented by the time Owen and I were born, and my most
vivid memory of him is from that one time I woke up in the middle
ol the night to find him in my bedroom, pointing at me with trem-
bling hands and yelling in the Tongue, something about me being
destined for a grisly death.

In fairness, he wasn’t wrong.

“In here,” Vania says with a soft knock to the door. “The coun-
cilman is waiting for you.”

I scan her face. Vampyres are not immortal; we grow old the
same as every other species, but ... damn. She looks like she hasn't
nped a day since she escorted me to the Collateral exchange cere-
mony, Seventeen years ago.

“Is there something you need?”

“No.” I turn and reach for the doorknob. Hesitate. “Is he sick?”

Vania seems amused. “You think he'd call you here for that?”

I shrug. I can’t think of a single other reason he’d want to see me.

“For what? To commiserate? Or find solace in your filial affec-
tion? You have been among the Humans far too long.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of him needing a kidney.”

“We are Vampyres, Misery. We act for the good of the most, or
not at all.”

She’s gone before I can roll my eyes, or serve her that “fuck off”
I've been meaning to. | sigh, glance at the stone-faced guards she
lelt behind, and then walk into my father’s office.

The first things I notice are the two walls of windows, which is
exactly what Father wants. Every Human I've talked with assumes
that Vampyres hate light and relish darkness, but they couldn’t be

more wrong. The sun may be forbidden to us, toxic always and
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