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CONTENT WARNING 

This novel contains explicit sexual content (including consensual biting/blood play), graphic violence, death of secondary characters, grief/trauma, and mature themes. It is intended for adult readers aged 18 and over. Reader discretion is advised.

This page is intentionally left blank

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Foreword
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I never set out to write a vampire romance.

I grew up in Brisbane, where the humidity curls your hair whether you want it to or not, where summer storms roll in like they’re late for an appointment, and where the nights are loud with cicadas and quiet with the kind of ordinary safety that lets you forget monsters exist. Vampires felt like they belonged somewhere else—somewhere colder, older, more gothic. Not here, under a sky that can burn your shoulders in ten minutes flat.

But stories have a way of arriving uninvited.

This one began with a single stubborn image that refused to leave me: a woman in a dress she didn’t own, standing on a rooftop above Sydney Harbour, watching a stranger taste one drop of her blood and watching her entire world tilt in the same heartbeat. She wasn’t special in any magical way—she was tired, broke, carrying the weight of her mother’s illness like a second skin—and yet in that moment she became the centre of gravity. Not because she gained power. But because she refused to be afraid of it.

That refusal became the pulse of the book.

I wrote most of Vale of Crimson in the small hours, usually with cold tea beside my laptop and rain tapping the roof like impatient fingers. I wanted to capture what it feels like when desire shows up wearing danger as a coat—when letting someone close is the scariest thing you can do, when surrender isn’t weakness but the bravest choice you’ll ever make, when love doesn’t arrive polished and safe but raw, inconvenient, and impossible to ignore.

This isn’t a gentle love story. It isn’t a cruel one either. It sits somewhere in the messy middle—hungry, tender, fiercely human (even when one half of the couple stops being entirely human). Consent is non-negotiable here. Agency is sacred. Choice is everything—even when the stakes are literal fangs and forever.

I owe so much to every woman who has ever stayed up past midnight turning pages because she needed to see how it ended. To the book reader voices who reminded us that vampire romance can still feel fresh and electric. To the friends who read my early drafts and told me the truth (gently, mostly). And especially to anyone who has ever loved someone—or something—when every sensible voice in your head screamed to run the other way.

If you’ve reached the end of this story and feel a little less alone in your own tangle of wanting, then I’ve done what I hoped to do.

Thank you for walking these shadows with me.
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Chapter 1: The Invitation I Should Have Ignored
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DEBT HAS A particular smell. Not quite mildew, not quite desperation, but something sour that clings to every surface of my tiny West End flat. It was on the stack of unpaid bills on the kitchen bench, on the faded couch where Mum used to sit knitting, on the cheap black dress I was currently wrestling into place in front of the bathroom mirror.

The dress belonged to Mia, my flatmate, who had better credit and worse taste in men. It was supposed to make me look like I belonged at the Vale Gala. Instead, it made me look like someone who had Googled “elegant black dress” five minutes ago and panic-bought the first result that arrived in time.

I tugged the neckline higher. Then lower. Then gave up.

“Ellie, if you don’t leave in the next seven minutes you’ll hit peak Friday traffic,” Mia called from the lounge room. She was curled on the couch with her laptop, editing another batch of engagement photos for people who could afford to get married without selling plasma.

“I’m aware,” I muttered, shoving my phone and a tiny digital recorder into the clutch that was basically a glorified coin purse. The recorder was my last hope. One clean audio clip from tonight could turn six months of dead-end leads into an actual paycheck. Maybe even enough to cover Mum’s next neurologist appointment without me crying in the car afterwards.

Mum. The name alone made my throat tighten. She used to be the one who chased stories with me—late nights at the kitchen table, red pen in hand, teaching me how to spot a lie between the lines. Now the lines were blurring in her head instead, and I was the one left holding the pen.

Lila would have laughed at me right now. She would have said, “You look hot, Voss. Stop fidgeting and go get the story.” Then she would have fixed my hair and told me to breathe.

Lila.

Four months, two weeks, and three days since her last text: Something weird at the gala tonight. Talk soon. Love you

No call. No follow-up. Just silence.

The police called it a voluntary disappearance. I called it bullshit.

I grabbed my keys and headed out before I could change my mind.

The drive south to Sydney took most of the day—nine hours of radio static, bad coffee stops, and existential dread. I’d booked the cheapest motel I could find on the western fringe—faded sign, flickering vacancy light, the kind of place where you don’t ask about the stains. But it was close enough to the Hordern Pavilion that I could slip in and out without drawing attention.

The gala itself was invitation-only. Black-tie, billionaires, whispered deals in private suites. The public line was charity for rare diseases. The rumour I’d been chasing was darker: young women disappearing after Vale Corp events, their names scrubbed from socials, police reports filed as “voluntary relocations.” Lila’s name was on that list. Her last known location: this very building.

My fake invite had been stitched together from Lila’s old one—her name taken out, mine reprinted over it. When the valet took my keys without a second glance and the security guard scanned the QR code, I almost laughed out loud from nerves.

Inside, the pavilion had been transformed. Crystal chandeliers threw fractured light across marble. Waitstaff moved like ghosts carrying trays of champagne and canapés that probably cost more than my weekly groceries. I accepted a flute, sipped once, and kept moving.

I worked the room carefully. Smiled at strangers, asked casual questions. “Did you know a girl named Lila Chen? She was here a few months ago.” Most people shrugged. Some looked away too quickly.

The upper balcony was quieter, darker. Velvet curtains partitioning off alcoves like confessionals.

I climbed the curved staircase, pulse loud in my ears.

Halfway up I heard it—low laughter, intimate, almost reverent.

I paused at the landing.

A woman in silver sequins stood with her back to me, head tilted, neck exposed. The man behind her wore charcoal, sleeves rolled to the elbow. He brushed her hair aside with clinical care, then lowered his mouth.

Not to kiss.

To bite.

I saw the flash of elongated canines before they disappeared into her skin. She didn’t flinch. She melted against him, a soft exhale escaping her lips, fingers threading into his hair like she was being worshipped instead of fed on. I had heard about these sexual masquerade parties before, I knew for sure though Lila wasn’t the type to partake in any of these sorts of things.

My champagne slipped from numb fingers. The flute exploded on the marble.

The man lifted his head. Blood glistened on his lower lip, dark and shining. His eyes—pale, luminous—found mine across the shadowed space.

Tall. Dark hair swept back. Face carved from marble and moonlight. Handsome in a way that felt unfair.

He smiled—small, curious, almost amused.

Security materialised at the end of the corridor—two men in identical black, earpieces glinting.

“Miss, you need to come with us.”

I opened my mouth to protest.

A voice cut through—low, smooth, carrying effortless authority.

“She’s with me.”

The guards froze. Turned.

He stepped forward. The man from the alcove. The one who had just bitten someone in plain sight.

Cassian Vale.

The name landed like a stone in still water. CEO of Vale Corp. Reclusive. Face rarely photographed. And now standing three metres away, looking at me like I was the most interesting thing in the room.

The guards hesitated, then backed off.

Cassian inclined his head toward a discreet side corridor. “Come with me. Let me fix that up for you.”

My heart was still slamming against my ribs. I should have run. I should have screamed.

Instead, I followed.

For some strange and almost enchanted reason—I followed.

The corridor led to a private elevator tucked behind a curtain. He pressed his thumb to a scanner. The doors slid open silently.

Inside, mirrored walls reflected us both—me pale and wide-eyed, him calm as death.

We rose in silence. My palm still throbbed faintly where I’d cut it on the broken flute. He noticed. Of course he did.

“You’re bleeding,” he said again, almost conversationally. It wasn’t a question though – instead it was almost a statement of fact to something only he knew a secret about. His stare at my cut was deep and tense. Almost as if he said that to my cut than to me.

I looked down. A thin line of red welled up.

He stepped closer—slow, deliberate. Lifted my hand with careful fingers. Brought it to his mouth.

I froze.

His tongue traced the cut—slow, warm, deliberate.

Fire raced up my arm, through my chest, down my spine. Not pain. Pleasure so sharp it bordered on violence. My knees buckled; he caught me around the waist, effortless, holding me against him until the wave passed.

When he released me, I stumbled back, clutching the railing.

A faint pink line remained, already fading.

“What are you doing?” My voice cracked. I was too reactive to even notice at first, but the cut was fading already. “What did you do to me?”

He licked the last trace from his lips and stared with a shock and look in his eyes that anyone would recognise on any face: fear.

The elevator dinged. Doors opened onto a private rooftop. Sydney Harbour glittered below, the Bridge a glowing arc against the night. A single table waited—two chairs, open bottle of red, two glasses already poured.

He gestured to the chair nearest the railing.

I stayed standing.

“Sit,” he said.

“Why?”

“Because there’s something I must tell you.”

I laughed—short, brittle. “You’re insane.”

“Am I?” He stepped closer. The air around him was colder, like standing next to an open window in winter. 

He lifted my healed hand again—gentle this time. Turned it over. Traced the pink line with his thumb.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Ellie Voss,” he said quietly. “But I can’t let you leave this building tonight. Not until I make you understand the danger you are in.”

My pulse fluttered at the base of my throat. I hated that he could probably hear it. Is this what happened to Lila? Was she in the same danger that he was referring to. And what danger? I had to snap back to reality.

“I came here for Lila,” I said. My voice shook only a little. “My friend. She disappeared after your gala four months ago. That’s all I care about.”

His eyes softened—just a fraction.

“I know,” he said.

The words landed heavy.

I stared at him.

He gestured to the table again.

This time I sat.

He poured two glasses of wine. Deep red. Almost black in the moonlight.

I didn’t touch mine.

He sat opposite me. Elbows on the table. Hands loosely clasped.

“Ask me anything, but once you do you must let me tell you about the danger you’re in” he said.

I felt like for the first time in four months: I felt like I might finally get answers, but I also felt the gnawing feeling that I was in the same danger that Lila was in.

And the answers I am looking for are from the very man who could be responsible for the danger. A man who had just licked my blood and looked at me like I was the most delicious thing he’d ever seen.
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