
[image: Cover: A Grave Mistake, by Steffanie Holmes. Old Grudges. New Blood. ‘A cosy masterpiece of warm vibes, hot vampires and chilly murders.’ Eileen Mueller.]




Praise for A Grave Mistake


‘A cosy masterpiece of warm vibes, hot vampires, and chilly murders investigated by a loveable, kooky, kickass book coven. You’ll fall in love between the covers!’

Eileen Mueller, USA Today bestselling author of Dragon Shifters’ Hoard

‘This glorious, heart-wrenching and hilarious vampire love story had me in an absolute chokehold. Exceptionally well crafted, richly descriptive, cosy and charming – and so very hard to put down. More please!’

Lauretta Hignett, author of Immortal

‘Steffanie has created a vibrant and fantastical world full of powerful women, humour and addictive storytelling. Vampires, puns and a hysssterical cast of characters make this book a must read.’

Catherine Banks, USA Today bestselling author of Royally Entangled

‘Fans of Steffanie Holmes have come to expect her kooky, spooky storylines, and characters that suck you in with their depth and humour. A Grave Mistake delivers on every point, and then some. If you’re looking for a unique story that successfully blends humour, swoony romance, cosy modern fantasy and top-shelf spice, A Grave Mistake is it. One of my top reads of 2025, hands down.’

Samantha Lovelock, author of Fragile Things

‘Delightfully wicked, witty, and oh-so-sexy – because vampires! – A Grave Mistake is damn good fun. No one blends cosy fantasy with gothic kookiness and delectable spice quite so perfectly as Steffanie Holmes!’

Amy Rose Bennett, author of The Nanny’s Handbook to Magic and Managing Difficult Dukes

‘Stephanie Holmes’ A Grave Mistake is populated with intriguing characters, each bursting with distinct personality. The quirky one-liners and sharp wit linger long after the final page, cementing another amazing read from a master of the genre.’

Sue Carpenter, author of Farewell Fairies

‘Vampires are already high on my heat-o-meter, but add in a 147-year relationship enemies-to-lovers gap twice over, a jewel heist and a stalker who just won’t quit… A Grave Mistake is a one-night steamy paranormal read and no mistake at all.’

Sofia Shelley, author of Dead Poets Sorority

‘Wow, that was a fun, fast, mysterious and exciting read! I loved the meddling nature of the Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven, through to the staunch and fierce Arabella, and the cocky yet loyal Gideon. I highly recommend!’

Cat Sirota, author of Forgiving Darkness

‘A Grave Mistake rewrites the history books through a feminine lens. This second-chance, enemies-to-lovers tale will have readers wishing they were as skilled, determined and resilient as the heroine.’

Zoe Jae, author of The Realm
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To you, the woman who swears unbreakable oaths, has an outfit for every occasion (including committing crime), and will turn the blood of those who wrong you into delicious cocktails with tiny umbrellas made from their skin.

May you be seen and admired for the goddess you are.





Join the Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven!

Love smutty books? Don’t mind a spot of blood? The Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven (affectionately known as the Nevermore Coven) wants YOU.

We’ve created this guide to help you decide if our book club is right for you or if you’d rather join a boring, normal book club that doesn’t get embroiled in supernatural crimes. (Yawn.)

We’re always looking for new members – pop into Nevermore Bookshop anytime for a cup of tea, some village gossip, and a little light vampire-slaying on the side.




Meet the Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven

Mina Wilde

Mina hosts the book club meetings at Nevermore Bookshop – a rambling, slightly magical bookshop she runs with her three husbands (yes, three), who are all infamous fictional villains from classic literature brought to life. (It’s a long story.) Mina is blind, but that doesn’t stop her from having impeccable taste in music and being the village’s foremost nosy amateur detective.

Winnie Preston

The newest member of the Nevermore Coven, Winnie is a bright, bubbly professional organiser who came to the village to help the grumpy, reclusive vampire Lord Alaric Valerian declutter his castle. Against all odds, she and Alaric fell in love and now Winnie runs a professional organising business for vampires by day and spends her nights being ravished by an ancient vampire warrior lord. #goals

Isis Meriwether

Isis is the village clairvoyant and foremost expert on magical goings-on in Argleton. Unfortunately, Isis doesn’t have a single magical bone in her body, but she doesn’t let that little detail stop her from casting spells that backfire. She runs the local New Age store, Spell The Tea, with her sister Dora.

Dora Meriwether

The quiet sister, Dora prefers being in her garden with a cup of tea over solving magical shenanigans, but she’s used to Isis dragging her into trouble. Dora has powerful visions of the future, and is known for being a voice of reason when the Nevermore Coven needs it most.

Arabella Lestrange

The Nevermore Coven’s resident vampire, Arabella has been avoiding sunlight, sleeping all day, and biting people who annoy her for 150 years – and all she’s got to show for it is perfect skin and immortality. Once a Parisian courtesan, Arabella now makes her living helping vampires turn their hoarded treasure into cold, hard cash. Her hobbies include reading dark romance, always being right, and taking her pet snake Cleo VII for walks around Sanctus Estate.

Celeste Lucas

Celeste owns everyone’s favourite bakery, Glazed and Confused, and supplies the Nevermore Coven with delicious treats. She’s a fiercely loyal friend who goes absolutely feral if a member of the coven is in trouble. Don’t let Celeste’s sensitive nature fool you – she’s hiding a few secrets of her own.

Beth Duncan

Owner of the Zen and Tonic health shop and pole studio, Beth is a bright, bubbly soul who wants to help you live your best life, or else. Whatever you do, don’t eat her brownies, as Beth has a penchant for putting mushrooms in things that mushrooms should never touch.

Maisie Collins

As reporter for the Argleton Gazette, Maisie has a (super cute) nose for a story and loves digging around in the archives or chasing down a murder suspect. When she’s not getting into trouble over her articles, Maisie can be found collecting vintage plates or playing with her pampered pet duck, James Pond.

Komal Ahuja

Head of the village tourism board and a helicopter tour operator, Komal is adventurous and passionate about making Argleton the best village in England, vampires and supernatural shenanigans included. This puts her at odds with those who want to keep the paranormal hidden – including councillor Augustin Durant, who is as aggravating as he is handsome.




Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven Rules


	What is said in book club stays in book club.

	Vampires are welcome, provided they bring their own snacks.

	In every book club meeting, there is someone who takes the theme of the book too seriously, someone who doesn’t take it seriously enough, and someone whose life the book directly relates to but won’t ever know because that’s the week they decided to skip. Be very certain you know which one you are.

	Don’t eat Beth’s brownies.

	When someone in your book club is inevitably accused of committing a heinous murder, the only appropriate thing to do is to undermine the police, secretly solve the case and put yourselves in mortal peril to catch the killer.

	Listening to the audiobook counts as reading.

	Maybe everything in life can’t be solved by an evening of talking books and hexing bad men with your friends while you devour fancy cheese, but… who are we kidding? Cheese makes everything better.







NEW DEVELOPMENT CAUSING UPROAR IN VILLAGE

Maisie Collins

Argleton Gazette

Sanctus Estate is welcoming its first new residents. But not everyone in the village is happy about the development.

“It’s a bloody eyesore,” moans Diane Debham of Scarborough Street. “What about the ancient trees they cut down to make way for those ghastly modern buildings? I don’t know how it got past planning consent.”

Diane’s not alone in her concerns. Over a pint at the Rose & Wimple, villagers express their concerns about the potential environmental damage and the modern architecture that isn’t in keeping with Argleton’s rustic village aesthetic.

“Who would build a development in the middle of the woods?” asks Merry Atkinson of Crooks Close. “None of those houses will get any sunshine. I thought rich people loved the sun.”

Even our parish council is divided on the matter. Tourism Board chair Komal Ahuja is concerned about the drop in tourism revenue if the woodlands are spoiled, while Augustin Durant – the leading mayoral candidate – has been outspoken in his support for the project.

“We haven’t even seen any of the new residents at the pub,” Richard, our beloved pub landlord, points out. “Those types won’t even attempt to include themselves in village life!”

However, Gideon Blake, the visionary developer behind the new estate, is optimistic about his members integrating with the community. “We have many long-time Argleton residents working here at the estate, and we’ll be hosting events that interested villagers can attend, like our upcoming sculpture park opening. I think you’ll find my members are a friendly bunch, as long as you’re not packing a pocketful of garlic. Ha ha.”

Personally, this reporter thinks it’s lovely that so many people want to join our community. I hope to meet some of our new residents at this month’s must-be-at village event – the opening of the Zen and Tonic Pole Studio!





Message from the Conclave on the Sepulchrr App

Dearest subjects of the Midnight, Nightshade, and Dusk Courts,

You may have heard of Sanctus Estate – the revolutionary new vampire estate being built near the small English village of Argleton. Some of you may even have invested your hard-earned money in this risky venture. If so, we hope this message finds you before it’s too late to get your investment back.

It has come to our attention that all is not well at Sanctus Estate. The company director, Gideon Blake, is known to us from decades of criminal activity, and he’s been struck from the Midnight Court for his support of human–vampire relations. He refuses to allow Conclave officials onto the estate to ensure it meets our strict guidelines for the safety and privacy of our subjects. Investors are pulling out, leaving Sanctus finances in a questionable state. If our subjects choose to buy Sanctus property, we cannot guarantee they will realise their investment.

It has also come to our attention that a husker has been at work in Argleton. The Lady of Agony administered the Mora, but she got the wrong man. Although huskers only target humans – for not even these abominations dare commit the sin of drinking the blood of an Upyr – they are a threat to the secrecy of our people. The only times humans have learned of the existence of Upyr have been when huskers were allowed to roam free. Finding this husker, before they strike again and risk the exposure of vampires, is of utmost importance.

As both victims of the husker worked for Gideon Blake and at least one of them was under a Thrall’s contract, it raises questions about Blake’s involvement in these heinous crimes.

For your safety and security, we urge all vampires to avoid doing business with Gideon Blake or Sanctus Industries.

The Conclave

4670 Dig This    231 Resurrections






1 Arabella


Sinead: Arabella, welcome to Sanctus Estate – the world’s first premier, non-court-affiliated luxury gated community for vampires! The keys to your new home are available to pick up from the office, and our director is excited to take you on a tour of the facilities. Welcome to the first day of your vampire dreams!



“HOW COME YOU NEVER TOLD ANYONE that you’re a vampire?” Winnie asks as she shoves a trolley down the junk food aisle of the Argleton market. I study the brightly coloured packages of sweets and chocolates, and a familiar resentment bubbles up inside me.

In the nineteenth century, when I was last able to properly taste food, I took treats for granted. As a courtesan, men considered sweets and pastries a cheap way of pleasing me (because most of them certainly couldn’t do it between the sheets). Now I can afford to buy all the sweets I like. Hell, I can buy the company that makes the sweets and force them to write “Arabella is a majestic goddess” on every tiny, chalky sugar heart. (Not a terrible idea. I’ve made a mental note.) But that wouldn’t change the fact that all I get when I place one on my tongue is a slight hint of sweetness and a mild stomach-ache.

Most of the time, I enjoy the direction my life has taken since I became a vampire. I like seizing the night, witnessing the sweeping changes of history, and never getting wrinkles. I enjoy being rich and wearing beautiful clothes. I (mostly) appreciate the small circle of human women, like my friend Winnie, who I’ve got to know through the Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven, which I joined under duress five years ago and enjoy more than I’ll ever admit. Winnie is engaged to a vampire, so she’s been taking the recent news that I’m not human better than the rest of my friends, although they’re more upset that I kept it a secret than that I have fangs.

(The less said about some humans, the better.)

But sometimes, I envy humans like Winnie, who is staring at a package of Wagon Wheels as if it holds all the answers to the universe, which it probably does. Chocolate is powerful like that, and I never even got to taste it.

“Why didn’t I tell my friends I was a vampire? They never asked.” I want to get this shopping trip out of the way. I need to get back to making arrangements for my move to Sanctus Estate. “I wanted to avoid an interrogation from one Isis Meriwether.”

“Fair,” Winnie smiles. Our friend, Isis, is another member of the Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven. Isis is the local clairvoyant and purveyor of witchy supplies, and she fancies herself a font of all magical and supernatural knowledge, even though she hasn’t got a magical clue. A week ago, after the Nevermore Coven’s investigation into two vampiric killings led us to Sanctus Estate, I decided to reveal my nocturnal habits to my friends and offer myself up as a mole. I’ve been regretting it ever since, as Isis has been peppering me with annoying questions like, “Do vampires floss their fangs?”, “Have you ever seen your diary or a pair of your old shoes in a museum?”, and “Have you ever worn a crown of femurs made from the bones of your vanquished foes?”

(Fang hygiene is very important. My shoes have never appeared in a museum, although several sketches by Édouard Manet of my rather majestic derrière appeared in an impressionist exhibit at the National Gallery – but Isis doesn’t need to know about that period of my life. And a woman should wear whatever makes her feel confident. But you’ll need thin, strong twine to hold the femurs together. You don’t want your crown falling apart at an inopportune moment. Take it from a vampire who knows.)

I hold up two packets of Walkers crisps. “Do humans prefer salt-and-vinegar or bacon-flavoured crisps?”

“If we’re going to be making fools of ourselves swinging around poles, we’d better grab both.” Winnie drops the crisps into our trolley alongside some Jaffa Cakes and several frozen packages of sausage rolls. Modern humans are particularly enamoured with the little tubes of mystery meat wrapped in cheap pastry. My, how civilisation has fallen. “Reginald is bringing along a vat of hot chocolate, and Lilac says she’ll provide a couple of bottles of blood for those who need it. Do you think anyone from Sanctus Estate will come along?”

I make a face. “I sincerely hope not. I don’t want to see my clients writhing around in stripper heels.”

“If you’re writhing alongside them, maybe it will be like a team-building exercise.”

“Please. The only writhing I’ll be doing is—”

The words die in my throat as I catch sight of a figure across the shop.

My hand freezes over a display of strawberries.

It can’t be him. It’s impossible.

I’m dimly aware of Winnie calling my name, but I can’t acknowledge her. My world has shrunk to the man in front of me. The man with the peacock-blue eyes, a halo of golden curls that could never quite behave, and the mischievous grin that promises exactly the kind of trouble I like. The man juggling apples and flirting with a simpering mother while her snotty brat peers out from behind her legs.

The man who absolutely shouldn’t exist.

Him.

His fingers graze the woman’s shoulder as he drops apples into her basket. Those same fingers that once lovingly undid my gold corset as he promised such filthy things…

No. I cannot think of that night.

I refuse.

I am Arabella Lestrange. I am the world’s leading vampire investment consultant, and I will not fall apart in the village market over a man. I will put on my best fuck-off-and-die face, and I will pretend that seeing him hasn’t wrecked me like Stephenie Meyer wrecked the gothic vampire milieu.

And then I will go home and rage.

“It can’t be. It can’t be him,” I hear myself muttering.

Or maybe I won’t make it home.

“Who? What’s wrong?” Winnie shakes my arm, dragging me back from the edge of memory.

Across the aisle, the Scourge of the Seine whispers something to the little girl that makes her giggle. He smiles too, all teeth and villainy.

Why does my head feel as though it’s floating away from my shoulders?

“Arabella?” Winnie nudges me.

“A hundred and fifty years ago, I fell in love,” I hiss through gritted teeth. My fingers grip the trolley so hard that the plastic handle cracks. “And after he trampled my heart to dust, set fire to my dreams, and disappeared before I could torture him for the fun of it, I consoled myself with the thought that at least he was mortal and his bones would soon fertilise the earth while I lived forever. And now that same human is standing across the fruit aisle without a care in the world.”

“Well then let’s say hello.”

Winnie grabs my arm, dragging me past a display of potatoes. Until now, I’ve found Winnie the least annoying of all my friends, as she’s taken the whole “vampires live among us and I’m engaged to one” revelation with a cool head and open heart. Now, she’s rapidly becoming my second-least-favourite person, after the bastard-son-of-a-Paris-sewer-rat over by the apples.

When she sees who I’m glaring at, Winnie gasps. “Arabella, that’s Gideon Blake. Alaric’s friend. He’s the director of Sanctus Estate who you’ve agreed to spy on, remember? It’s going to be very difficult to get information about Patrick and Danny’s murders if you refuse to talk to him.”

“I’m resourceful. I’ll find a way.”

“Arabella.” Winnie gives me a shove in Gideon’s direction.

This can’t be happening.

In addition to reading books about generously-schlonged book boyfriends, my friends like to meddle in local supernatural affairs. After a local serial annoyance named Danny O’Hare and Winnie’s cheating ex Patrick Stock were both murdered and drained of blood by a vampire, of course they had to stick their noses in. We thought we caught the killer – the sadistic vampire Baylor Godsven of the Blood Ptolemy – and brought him to justice at Alaric’s vampire ball, but some new evidence came to light suggesting there might be more to the story. My friends are concerned that Gideon Blake, the director of Sanctus Estate, might have something to do with their murders.

Now that I know who Gideon Blake is, I’m certain of it.

Even more reason to stay away from him.

I duck under Winnie’s arm and make a beeline for the door. But I forget that I’m still gripping the trolley. It goes flying into a pyramid of watermelons, which topples faster than the Egyptian Empire after Cleopatra decided to hug a poisonous snake.

Watermelons bounce across the floor in all directions. One takes out the mother’s legs and sends her flying, before cracking open over Gideon’s shiny Armani loafers.

He stares down at his ruined shoes with a woeful frown. “Well, that’s unfortunate.”

That voice.

That damned voice.

He’s smoothed over his French accent with clipped British vowels, but it’s still honey oozing through my bones, dislodging memories from the darkest corners. Haunted, sacrilegious acts committed in an old church where we explored our desires, warm Parisian nights where I tasted freedom for the first time, a velvet curtain with gold pulls, a hot air balloon bobbing over the city. Golden hair on my gold-threaded sheets…

I allowed that sumptuous voice to pull me in once before. But I will not do so again.

“Gideon,” I hiss.

He looks up, and I’m pleased that he’s even more startled than I am to meet again.

“I…” He swallows. “You.”

“Yes. Me.” I fold my arms. “Interesting us meeting like this, a hundred and forty-seven years after you robbed me.”

And because I’m a vicious bitch, I pluck the bright crimson apple from his fingers and raise it to my lips.

His scent hits me then. Honey and red cherries, soaked in poppy, with the copper tang of blood. Sin and sweetness. Unmistakably vampiric. Alluring. Intoxicating.

Utterly vile.

I take a huge bite of the apple, allowing my lipstick to smear across the skin. I trained under the best courtesans in Paris. I know exactly what I’m doing with that apple.

Gideon knows, too. He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing. Bright-blue eyes fix on my neck, travelling down to the hollow of my collarbone.

That’s right, Gideon. My neck is bare now, thanks to you.

My pulse quickens, rushing in my ears. He dares to be here, where I’ve made my home, where I’ve worked so hard to be invisible.

I take another bite. I won’t allow him to see how he’s shaken me.

“Arabella Macquart,” he breathes.

I want to slap my name off his lips.

Winnie’s eyes fly between us, lighting up at the sound of my previous name. I hate Gideon even more for giving her that – a piece of my past, revealed without my permission.

“I see you’ve had a little change since last we met,” I smirk, piercing a piece of apple with the tip of my nail and feeding it to myself. “Immortality suits you.”

“As it does you.” His sparkling eyes bore into mine, blooming all sorts of depraved memories in my body. “I should have guessed you were a vampire. You never ate the treats I brought you, and you were always so cool to the touch. Cool, but never cold, especially not that night in the garden—”

“And as wise and beautiful as I am, I should have guessed you were a double-crossing thieving bastard out for his own gain,” I cut him off before he brings up the night I refuse to think of.

“I’m…” His voice falters. Gideon steps towards me, a hand raised as if in surrender. “I can’t believe it’s you. I would have looked for you, but I thought you died in the fire.”

“It takes more than flames or betrayal to get rid of me.”

He winces. “You tried to have me killed.”

I don’t bother to correct him. I never tried to have him killed. If Arabella Macquart wants revenge, she gets it done herself. My revenge on Gideon was supposed to be outliving him, remaking myself into a ravishing, successful creature while he became ashes and dust. But now that I know he’s still breathing my air, the murder idea is worth considering. “I see you haven’t changed a bit. Still selling lies for profit in a cheap suit.”

“This suit wasn’t cheap.” His eyes fizz with unexpected fire. “And nothing about Sanctus Estate is a lie.”

Intriguing.

I think of the text from Sinead, the member services manager at Sanctus who seems oddly familiar to me, inviting me to collect my keys and view my new home. I think of the Conclave’s disapproval of Sanctus, and the funds I’ve handed over for my property – a property I didn’t know until now was masterminded by my greatest enemy.

It’s too late to back out of the deal.

I don’t want to back out of the deal.

Which means I’m stuck living in Gideon’s vanity project.

What I wouldn’t give for a magical collar imbued with the powers of an ancient queen to grant me my desire for revenge. Oh, wait a second—

“Arabella, maybe we should leave— Ewwww!” Winnie winces as her foot goes through a watermelon. Red goo splashes up the front of her lilac jumpsuit and across her pretty features. She wipes fruity ooze from her cheek. “We should probably leave before the supermarket becomes a war zone.”

“Arabella’s motto was always ‘make love, not war’.” Gideon’s grin makes my blood boil – no mean feat for a vampire. “Isn’t that right?”

“Love is war.” I pluck a cracked watermelon from the floor and smash it down on Gideon’s head.

Red gloop splatters everywhere, dribbling down Gideon’s definitely-not-cheap suit. He blinks, watermelon seeds stuck to his long, dark eyelashes.

He looks like he’s covered in blood.

Do not think of Gideon covered in blood. Do not think of what it would be like to drink blood with Gideon, the two of you swapping coppery sweet nectar as you kiss—

I step back, careful not to get a single drop on my Zimmermann yoke dress.

“Ma’am, you’re going to have to pay for that apple.” The store manager appears behind Gideon, frowning at the scene. “And those watermelons.”

“Gideon will take care of it.” I toss the half-eaten apple at his head. It bounces off his cheek and smashes at his feet. “He’s used to leaving a mess behind him.”





2 Gideon


Callista: Gideon, I’m sending this to you since my son will not pick up his phone. Baylor Godsven is innocent of the crime of killing and husking those two men.

I’ve just received word from the Conclave representatives that they found a human man tied up in the basement of his manor. The human has provided a complete and graphic timeline of Baylor’s depraved activities over the past two months, and we can conclude that Baylor was otherwise occupied during the times of both murders. He is guilty of numerous other crimes, including hurting your friend Isis, so his conviction by the Mora holds, but you should know there is still a killer and husker loose in Argleton.

The Conclave are going to use this against you. You are drawing their ire, which could reflect upon my son and his human betrothed.

Bring this beastly creature to justice, lest I’m forced to return and see to it myself. And if any harm comes to my son or his new fiancée, I will personally peel your testicles and serve them up with a Sunday roast.




HER.

I pick up the apple from where it landed at my feet, staring down at the perfect imprint of Arabella’s fangs. Those same fangs once grazed the skin along my neck and brought me to heights of pleasure no human or vampire has since been able to match.

Arabella Lestrange.

When I knew her – when I broke her heart and she tried to have my neck broken in return – she was Arabella Macquart, courtesan and proprietress of the most infamous horror burlesque theatre in Paris. Like the innocent fly, I wandered into her web and she sank her poison into me.

I lied to her earlier. I looked for her many times after our parting in Paris. I spent my considerable criminal resources trying to hunt her down, just in case she’d survived the fire. But I found nothing. I’d given her up for dead.

There were so many times when I thought I heard her laugh on the breeze or saw her gold-rimmed eyes in the darkest depths of midnight.

She’s good at covering her tracks. Vampires usually are. They’re used to living in the shadows.

I’ve never been particularly good at that, for my sins.

Lestrange suits her.

My phone beeps. It will be Sinead. There are a million things to do on Sanctus Estate as we get our first residents settled into their new homes, and with the vampire courts railing against us, I’m poised for trouble.

A few members have pulled out of their contracts, which isn’t ideal. But the Conclave’s public condemnation of Sanctus Estate doesn’t seem to have had the effect they wanted. We’ve been flooded with inquiries from uncourted vampires and those willing to renounce their court affiliations. My major investor, Lord Hamish Aeternus of the Blood Aeternus – one of the richest and most influential vampire property magnates in the world – is still supporting us. I need to move fast if I’m to fund the next stage of the development and add even more amenities. And now I’m to hunt a killer for Callista…

I do not have time for a ghost from my past. Not even a delectable ghost like Arabella.

Especially not one with homicidal intentions regarding my plums.

I pay for the apple and watermelon damage. As I wander onto the street in a daze, I wipe red splatters from the apple and take a bite – as if somehow I might be able to taste her. Of course, I can’t taste a thing. It’s like chewing on a chunk of sawdust.

I spit the mouthful into a rubbish bin and drop the apple in too.

Being a vampire is mostly brilliant, but I do miss food. And sunlight. And opium.

The neck of a fresh young woman or a decent blood mocktail almost makes up for it.

But there’s one taste that has haunted me since before my Kiss.

Arabella.

For nearly a hundred and fifty years, I’ve longed to forget her. I tried to bury my feelings for her long ago, when I buried the last of our mortal acquaintances – the painter Claude Monet, by then a dear friend who pretended not to notice that I did not age. It was for the best that I forgot Arabella, because she was human, because she too lay in the cold earth, her stillness the last great, sad beauty in a wretched world.

But I could never forget her.

And she isn’t human.

If only I’d known.

One whiff of her ginger and myrrh scent and I’m back in her Parisian theatre during La Belle Époque, Arabella sweeping around her pole, her flawless skin shimmering beneath the lanterns as she wove magic with her body.

She was a vampire then.

I’ve been in love with a vampire since 1879, and I didn’t even know it.

How did I not know?

With trembling fingers, I pick up my phone and dial my closest friend. He picks up on the twenty-seventh ring.

“This better be important,” Alaric snarls into the phone. “I’m in the middle of finishing this pox-ridden sculpture.”

Alaric is a much older, grumpier, and more terrifying vampire than me. He was once a fierce warrior – well, he’s still a fierce warrior, which is why I try not to piss him off – but he’s spent the past five hundred years mastering every artistic pursuit that humans have invented. Recently, he’s taken up sculpting, which means his fiancée, Winnie, is constantly yelling at him to stop dragging giant hunks of marble over the newly waxed floors. Inspired by my old friend Auguste Rodin, I’ve commissioned Alaric to create a series of sculptures for the small community garden I’m creating within Sanctus Estate. But of course, none of them are finished yet because Alaric is an annoying perfectionist.

Being around him frequently makes me feel like a naughty younger brother, which only makes me miss my younger brother. It also makes me remember my Parisian artist friends, and it makes me remember her.

“Arabella Lestrange,” I grind out into the phone.

“What of her?” Alaric sounds impatient. “She’s one of Winnie’s friends from that infernal book club.”

“How come I’ve never seen her before?” I growl. “I didn’t know there were any vampires in the Nevermore Coven. You’d think Winnie might have mentioned that.”

“Winnie only found out recently,” Alaric explains. “Humans cannot spot our kin as we can.”

They certainly cannot.

“Why do you care about Arabella Lestrange?” Alaric’s voice darkens.

I do not want to give him the full sordid story right now. “I’ll tell you once you finish your sculptures. But you’d better explain to Winnie that if any more of her friends turn out to be ghosts from my past, it’s going to cause problems.”

Alaric sighs as if my distress is the greatest inconvenience. “What did you do to Arabella?”

“Why do you assume it’s something I did? She’s the one who tried to have me killed.”

“Did you deserve it?”

She certainly thinks so. “We could have solved our problem with a heartfelt talk over a bottle of vintage blood. Instead, she went straight for the vampicide. Yes, I deserved it, but now she’s here in Argleton, and she hates me, and with the Conclave on my beautiful arse, I can ill afford to entertain her revenge. This is a disaster.”

“And what do you expect me to do about this?” Alaric sounds tired.

“Just… if Arabella comes knocking, asking to borrow your testicle-severing sword, could you tell her that you lent it out to someone else?”

“I have many fine testicle-severing swords,” Alaric says with utmost seriousness. “She may take her pick.”

“Some friend you are.” My phone beeps. Sinead again. It must be urgent. “I have to go. Sanctus business.”

“Yes. I hear the doorbell,” Alaric says. “Perhaps it’s Arabella, come to discuss torture methods with Winnie. I have many woodcuts that will assist them.”

“Die on a stake, Allie.”

“Don’t call me Allie—”

I hang up before he can think of a devilishly sadistic means of punishing me, and find my way back to the car – a Lamborghini Huracán Sterrato in a stunning shade of crimson, since you asked. The Huracán may look a little conspicuous zipping around the countryside, but I like being conspicuous. If you’re going to live forever, you might as well have no shame. I don’t have anything to hide. (Well, only the precarious state of the Sanctus finances, but I’ll find a way to fix that. I always do.)

As I sink into the luxurious leather, my head spinning, my phone rings. Sighing, I answer.

“Did you get the beer and snacks?”

“Huh?” I’m a million miles away, happily ensconced between a pair of exquisite thighs laid out on French silk bedsheets.

“The booze and snacks? The whole reason I sent you to the market.” Sinead sighs. “You promised the human workers a party because they got that little sewage issue sorted out. If all I have to serve them are bloody biscuits, they’re going to get pissed. And suspicious.”

I groan. All I have to show for my trip is a soaring heart rate and a lifetime ban from the Argleton village market. “I got distracted.”

Sinead sighs. “I’ll send someone else out for them. Honestly, Sir. This is the only labouring crew in the village willing to work for Sanctus, and we can’t risk losing them, unless you’re willing to get out there with a plunger and clean up vampire shit. What is the matter with you?”

What’s the matter with me is that the woman I betrayed in 1879 has shown up in my life again, and I’m still in love with her but she hates my beautiful, elegant guts.





3 The Killer

I WATCH FROM THE SHADOW of the church steeple as Arabella and her friend leave the market. Arabella licks red juices from her fingers. She is as sleek as the night itself in a black dress that hugs every curve of her body. She’s shaved off her long curly hair since I last laid eyes upon her, giving me an exquisite view of her shapely skull.

Her eyes sparkle like twin emeralds, almost as bright as the jewels she stole from me.

Blood flows through my ancient veins, warming my body from the top of my head to my cock, which grows harder than it’s been in centuries. So hard that it’s painful.

I stroke it lovingly, astounded that even with everything broken between us, she can still stir such feelings within me. My dick throbs, the pain exquisite as it pulses through my broken body. After all I’ve endured to arrive at this very moment, I’ve had to learn to love agony. It’s either that or be driven insane by it.

Perhaps I am not entirely sane. After all, I’m standing in a prickly bush beneath the symbol of a fallen god, getting off on the mere glimpse of a woman I once had at my mercy, while Arabella Macquart strolls around the village as if she owns it. As if she isn’t a liar and a thief.

But my luck is about to change, and so is hers.

Her long neck is bare, the surface of her dark skin shimmering as if dusted with gold. But I can sense the shadow of it on her – the thing she took from me.

The magic is here in Argleton. Even now, it calls to me, humming in my veins.

For decades I believed the collar was lost, but that was a lie spread by her tongue. Without the collar, she wouldn’t be here now, rich and flawless and the owner of a brand-new home in the controversial Sanctus Estate.

You’ve escaped me for centuries, but you can’t hide forever.

You’re mine now.

My bottom lip curls as my dick pulses. Arabella has what belongs to me. She has left me in misery for over one hundred and fifty years. Before I take back what’s rightfully mine, I will enjoy ruining everything she holds dear.

Mine.





The Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven Group Chat


Winnie: It’s official. Alaric’s mother just texted me. Baylor has a list of other crimes a mile long, but he has an alibi for Danny and Patrick’s murders.

Mina: Damn, we were right.

Komal: I love being right.

Mina: Usually I do too, but not about this. This means there’s still a vampiric murderer loose in the village.

Beth: Or murderers?

Arabella: I think we can go back to the assumption that both murders were committed by the same person.

Beth: You know what they say about assuming.

Arabella: I do not.

Dora: Something about arses.

Arabella: I DO have a remarkable arse, thank you for noticing.

Maisie: We probably shouldn’t have convicted Baylor in vampire court before we knew this information.

Mina: Probably not, but we must respect the traditions of vampire culture – violent torture and eternal damnation first, ask questions later.

Komal: And he did try to husk Isis. For that, I will dance on his grave.

Maisie: So what should we do now?

Mina: We have one lead – Danny and Patrick’s connection to Sanctus Estate. Arabella’s on the case.

Arabella: Unfortunately, new information has come to light that means I am unable to be your spy.

Isis: You promised!

Arabella: Sorry, you’ll have to find some other way to pump Gideon Blake for information. Because I will not be pumping anything from that man. Ever.







The Nevermore Murder Club and Smutty Book Coven Group Side Chat (without Arabella)


Winnie: Ladies, I’ve made this little side chat without Arabella because there’s something we should discuss.

Maisie: What is it? I’m about to head into an important meeting with my boss. The Argleton Gazette is in trouble.

Komal: And bloody Augustin Durant doesn’t want to devote any more village funds because he overspent on those ugly retractable sunshades around the village green. I swear, that man!

Winnie: Before we devolve into sunshade-bashing, I’ll keep this quick. I know why Arabella doesn’t want to be our undercover agent at Sanctus anymore.

Komal: Because she’s worried about getting her Louboutins dirty?

Maisie: Because she’s too busy ironing her giant pile of money?

Winnie: I was with Arabella at the market yesterday evening, and we ran into Gideon. Did you realise that all this time we’ve been hanging out with Gideon, the two of them have never been in the same room together? It turns out they know each other.

Isis: So?

Winnie: Know as in… the biblical sense. Gideon broke Arabella’s heart when he was human, and then he got turned into a vampire, so neither of them knew the other was still alive until yesterday. That’s why she doesn’t want to do the job. I think she’s still in love with him, and Gideon is DEFINITELY still in love with her. They just don’t realise it. Arabella was SO ANGRY with him, and in their entire conversation Gideon didn’t make a single flirty comment about her arse.

Maisie: That IS unusual…

Isis: Was the vein above her right eye throbbing? That’s how you can tell if she’s truly irked. I know from experience.

Winnie: There was definitely a little vein thing happening, but I’m telling you, this is the beginning of an enemies-to-lovers tale, and we have a chance to make it happen. I say we encourage the two of them together. One of two things will happen. a) They will fall madly in love, and I might get to see Arabella smile once in my mortal life.

Isis: Or b) She’ll behead him with her nails.

Maisie: How will she do that?

Isis: Slowly, with lots of screaming.

Winnie: I don’t think we need to worry about Arabella’s safety. Alaric says Gideon can’t be the husker, or he wouldn’t have been able to resist drinking Isis’s blood the night of the ball.

Maisie: But there’s definitely something fishy about Sanctus Estate. I think it’s worth investigating.

Mina: I agree. So are we going to play matchmaker and get Gideon and Arabella together?

Komal: Hell yes!

Celeste: I want to see Arabella happy.

Dora: Me, too.

Isis: Count me in! I have love spells we can use!

Maisie: And we can try good old-fashioned arm twisting!

Mina: And bribery!

Beth: And, if all else fails, we can tie them up in Alaric’s dungeon and refuse to let them out until they shag away all their animosity.

Isis: Arabella has never told us anything about her life before Argleton. She’s so secretive. It would help if we knew what broke them up in the first place…







4 Arabella 
Then


The Antirhodos Collar was discovered in the late seventeenth century off the eastern harbour of Alexandria, near the ancient island of Antirhodos, where the Pharaohs of the Ptolemy Dynasty built a magnificent palace. According to legend, the Antirhodos Collar is cursed. While it is worn, it brings the wearer good fortune, but those fortunes are undone threefold once the collar is removed. The legend goes that during the Battle of Actium in 31 BC, the clasp broke and the collar fell from Cleopatra’s neck. Cleopatra and Marc Antony withdrew to Alexandria with the broken necklace, believing their cause lost unless they could rededicate it at the temple to restore its magic. Octavian took the city before they could reach the temple, forcing the lovers to commit suicide. Reports suggest Cleopatra threw the necklace into the ocean so that it wouldn’t fall into Octavian’s hands. Plutarch reports that Octavian had divers search the waters for the necklace, but it was never found.

– Percival Flannery, Archaeological Discoveries of Cleopatra’s Egypt



    “RUMOUR HAS IT THAT LUCIEN Vega is in the city,” Catherina puffs smoke from her cigarette with one hand as she fluffs the peacock feathers in her headpiece with the other. Her olive complexion shimmers beneath the oil lamps that light the cramped dressing-room in what was once a priest’s sacristy. Our guests often muse about what the ghosts of the priests think of what goes on in this once-sacred building, but I couldn’t care less. Ghosts are annoying and they never tip the dancers. “He may grace us with his presence tonight.”

“As long as he spends big at the bar and takes a couple of you back to a private confessional for dessert, I don’t care if he’s the Archbishop of Paris.” I kick her shin. “You’re about to miss your cue.”

Catherina makes a face at me. That was perhaps a tasteless joke. Paris is still reeling from the Prussian defeat and the horrors of the semaine sanglante – that bloody week when the national army suppressed the Paris Commune two months after they seized power, leaving my beautiful city a smoking ruin.

But Paris is nothing if not resilient. If the City of Light has one feature to recommend it, it is survival. Paris will endure. Paris will still be a bright beacon of pleasure long after the world turns to ash.

It’s no wonder I ended up here, enduring, thriving like a weed among a bed of broken flowers, dancing while the world burns around me.

Catherina checks her corset before rising from her stool and shimmying through the red velvet curtains into the wings. I hear the roar of the audience as she emerges on stage for her signature number – a lively cancan that’s as provocative as it is masterful. Catherina could be making her fortune in one of the more reputable theatres in Montmartre, but as a creature of the night – an Upyr fille soumise hoping to rise in the ranks to become a courtesan – she prefers the company of our kind. Here, we can truly be ourselves and give in to our more provocative fantasies.

I check on the other dancers, making sure they have everything they need for the night ahead and their Prefecture registration cards within easy reach – I wish no trouble from the brigade des mœurs, who are tasked with policing establishments like ours. Then I check my reflection – perfect as always, every strand of my thick, curly hair in place beneath the glittering pins, and my neck dripping with jewels – and take the narrow rear stairs up to the VIP level.

The job of a courtesan is never done.

I lean over the ornate iron railings I stole from a burning grand magasin and survey the scene below. It’s early yet – the sun only set two hours ago, so my theatre is nowhere near full. Guests circle the tables set in front of the stage, some transfixed by Catherina’s titillating dance, others perusing our menu of fresh and vintage blood. In the second row, near the bar, a group of my favoured writers and artists loudly insult the tastes of the Salon. I gather Monsieur Monet has been rejected again. They are all friends of the vampire painter Édouard Manet, and the only humans allowed unaccompanied into my den. Their presence brings me joy, and without them all paying extortionate sums to have me sit for them as their model, I never would have had the money to make this place a reality.

Behind me stretch the VIP booths. Already, two of the velvet curtains are pulled closed. This former church was once connected to a nunnery. The booths were for the nuns to attend services while remaining apart from the congregation. Statues of winged angels and a writhing Christ watch over the stage. Every night during our grande finale we pour fake blood over the Christ to dribble over our cast below – a big fuck you to the church that has burned, tortured and hunted our kin for centuries.

In another life, I might’ve enjoyed being a nun. Solitude. Decent food. Only one man demanding things of you, and although the biblical God is undeniably kinky (all that fire and brimstone, yum), without a corporeal body he’d be a pretty easy customer to please.

If only the clothes weren’t so hideous.

My fingers circle the railing, squeezing tight, wringing out a tiny, secret shiver of joy at the beauty of what I’ve created.

La Petite Mort. My theatre.

All mine.

Everything here is built off my own back, bought with freedom I tore from the throat of my captor. Five years ago, I came to Paris with nothing but my first name and a collar of jewels, and I’ve used every trick and skill I have to rise to the rank of courtesan, and now my theatre is thriving.

We’re not the Moulin Rouge or the Comédie-Française. We cater to a very specific clientele. While humans with dark proclivities (like the artists now consoling their friend with another round of absinthe) occasionally wander into our den, La Petite Mort is where vampires conduct their business within the safety of our stone walls, and woo willing Thralls to sate their illicit hunger. And I can employ women like me – immortals who wish for an alternative to an eternity waiting on a husband – and enable them to claim their future.

I pioneered a vampire burlesque show the likes of which Paris has never seen – the perfect mix of blood, sex and power. I conceived my signature act when I was dancing at parties hosted by the famed architect and libertine Gustave Eiffel. The man is nuts about steel and towering erections, so I came up with the idea of dancing around and hanging off a vertical steel pole while I performed a bloody burlesque striptease.

Even now, while the night is still young, I see my kind leaning over in their booths, spreading their Thralls across the tables, lapping at their necks as though sampling a delicious garbure.

I’m pulled from my thoughts by a commotion at the door. He enters. Lucien Vega, the most notorious Upyr villain this side of the Seine. Any illegal goods coming through the city bear Lucien’s mark. A triangle of men flank him – two Upyr and a human, judging by the smell.

Séraphine moves through the crowd to greet them, her waifish eyes heavy-lidded, her tray laden with goblets of blood as well as sweet cocktails and sugared candies for the Thralls, to keep them bright and alert. She escorts them towards the stairs. They will have one of our VIP rooms, of course.

On stage, Catherina’s routine reaches its climax as she luxuriates in a bathtub filled with blood, her hands roaming over her naked curves. The Countess Bathory routine – one of our showstoppers. Later, she will mingle with our guests, her body strung with jewels and still drenched in crimson gold. Lucien Vega will throw money at her for the honour of kneeling and licking blood from her gold-sandalled feet.

She is an enchantress.

I taught her everything she knows.

I smooth the front of my silk dress and check that my jewelled collar is sitting straight as they ascend the stairs. My mouth curls up into a smile. With Lucien’s money pouring into my club tonight, I’ll have no trouble paying my bills.

“Welcome to La Petite Mort, Monsieur Vega.” I smile down at Lucien’s party, extending my hand. “Tonight, your every wanton desire and devilish dream is ours to fulfil.”

And your overstuffed purse is mine to empty.

“Arabella Macquart, your beauty precedes you.” Lucien’s gaze falls quickly from my eyes to my chest. But unlike other men, he’s not fixated on the breasts spilling out of the top of my gown, but on the jewels encircling my throat. My hand flies instinctively to the collar, covering the central scarab as if that might avert his attention. I keep my gaze lowered, demure, safe. I want him to feel as though he can have anything he wants. “My friends have told me I must seek you out for a good time while I’m in Paris, but I see that their descriptions do not do you justice. You are ravishing.”

“You flatter me, Monsieur Vega.” I raise my eyes, fixing him with the full force of my will. “Our humble théâtre—”

But I don’t get to finish the sentence.

I’m transfixed.

And it’s not Lucien Vega who has me forgetting my carefully rehearsed words.

To his left stands his human plaything. Unlike many of the other Thralls I encounter, this one is bright-eyed and alert, his neck smooth and unblemished. Those vibrant cobalt eyes of his are fixed on me with an intensity that stuns the words from my throat.

Lucien introduces his men, his eyes never leaving my throat. I only hear the blond one’s name. Gideon Rougon.

Gideon Rougon clasps my hand. He brings my fingers to his lips and brushes a kiss across them that sends a shiver down my undead spine. Lust that I haven’t felt since I first laid eyes on the collar in my sire’s boudoir pulses through me.

I want him.

I stamp down the fluttering in my chest as I lead them to a private room. I feel Gideon’s eyes on me as I light the candles and tie back the curtains to give them a prime view of the stage. If Lucien Vega throws enough money around La Petite Mort tonight, I may be able to afford to outfit the theatre with electricity, and then we could do away with the gas lamps and candles. Vampires, as a rule, are not too fond of fire. Too many of us have been burned at the stake.

“I’ll have a round of drinks sent up for you and your guests.” I look pointedly at the human, but Lucien offers me no explanation. “We offer a variety of services to satisfy any of your proclivities and Séra—That is, I will be your hostess for the evening, should you require anything more… specific.”

I speak to Lucien in the code of glances that Upyr are so familiar with. I cannot assume that his human companion is familiar with our world. Many of our clients enjoy bringing un-Thralled humans to La Petite Mort to shock them, and then ply them with absinthe and whisper such scintillating promises that the human is drawn into our world. When they wake, they have a small wound on their neck and a head full of erotic memories, and they believe the whole evening to have been a dream.

Absinthe is the backbone of my business. I practically owe the green fairy a commission.

I pull the cord to summon Séraphine and order a round of drinks for us all – bloodsinthe for me and the Upyr men, plain absinthe for the human. Lucien and the other two men bend their heads together. Normally, I’d be eavesdropping on their conversation, searching for useful tidbits I might share with other customers for a price. Men always assume a pretty face in the room is deaf, mute and blind.

But Gideon’s eyes make it clear that he knows exactly what I’m up to. Dangerous and clever, as well as beautiful – a nasty combination.

He pats the pouffe beside him. I gather my skirts and lower myself down. Our knees are so close that I can feel the warmth of his human skin through the layers of fabric. The air buzzes with the tang of his human blood, rich and alluring, like the exotic chocolate drink that’s appearing in the trendiest cafes around Paris.

His eyes flick briefly to the stage, where Catherina is writhing around, sponging herself with blood while another of my girls hangs from the ceiling by hidden wires in a diaphanous angel costume, her throat slit open. Gideon’s mouth quirks in amusement.

“You have quite a show here, Mademoiselle.” His accent is southern, as rich and warm as the rest of him, syllables lengthening and R’s rolling across his tongue. “I’ve never even heard of this théâtre before. This is more invigorating than the stuffy Palais Garnier.”

“Opera isn’t stuffy.” I wouldn’t normally question the opinions of a customer, but this human has me quite turned about. “The skill of the performers, the way they pull you into the story, it’s an enchantment…”

His mouth turns down, but his eyes dance in the candlelight when he sees that I’m more than just a vision of terrifying beauty. “It’s impossible to be enchanted when it’s all in poxy Italian. Every time they open their mouths, I think they’re singing love songs to spaghetti. It makes me hungry.”

“Does the monsieur not speak Italian?” I lift an eyebrow. “How, then, does one order such a finely cut suit or request one’s favourite toppings at the Montmartre pizzeria?”

“Alas, but I have not yet tried one of the Italian pizzas.” Gideon makes a quick glance across the table at Lucien Vega. “My employer does not care for the taste of it. Or food in general. More’s the pity.”

“Then, you, Sir, have not truly lived.” A memory rises in my mind, raw and unbidden. “When I lived in Egypt, I had a patron who used to treat me to the most exquisite pizza, dripping with mozzarella and basil and fragrant tomato. I am pleased this Italian taste has made its way to Paris, although the French do view the pizza as the gastronomic equivalent of finger painting.”

I snap my mouth shut, unable to believe I’ve revealed so much of myself to this stranger, this human.

Gideon smiles with his whole face – his eyes crinkling at the edges, his mouth turning up, the vein in his neck thumping with enthusiasm. He shifts closer, the air between us stirring as I scent his attraction to me. “Aside from being a woman with strong opinions on opera and pizza, you are not from France. I thought I detected the trace of an accent.”

“At La Petite Mort, we leave our past at the door. We are here, tonight, drinking wine and absinthe in the greatest city in the world. That is all that matters.” I lean back, as far away from him as I can get without leaving, and bring my drink to my lips. He studies me, his smile growing wider and more flirtatious. I fix my face into an expression of aloofness – a wall of invisible courtesy between me and this tempting human. But that only spurs him on.

He leans forward, his knee brushing wantonly against mine. The sensation through the fabric of my dress stirs something in me that has been silent since the day I became a vampire.

“Then we shall toast. To the present.” He raises his glass.

“To the present.”

We clink. He does not drink but regards me over the rim of the Pontarlier glass, his lips too red and plump to be legal. The sparkle in his eyes is a promise, a dare.

“Do you not need to join the others?” I indicate Lucien and his men, still deep in serious talks.

“Not when I have much more scintillating company right here.” His words are silk against my skin, but he makes no move to touch me, the way most customers do. Entering these walls permits men to act out their most secret urges, and too many men reveal their true natures when they see what pleasures their money can buy. But this man seems content for us to trade heated glances while we converse, which is refreshing, if odd. I touch my hand to my jewelled collar, wondering if I’m losing my magic. “Truthfully, I don’t know why we’ve come here tonight. Lucien doesn’t tell me much. I’ve not been working for him long. I’m only here because my brother—” A shadow passes over his face, but it’s gone in a moment, replaced by that easy smile. “He will tell me when he requires my skills. Most of the time, my purpose is mainly decorative.”

I’m too aware of my body, of my skin tightening, of a heat growing inside me. I’m aware, too, that I will be performing shortly, and this man will see me and my infamous pole. I can’t decide if the shiver in my skin is excitement or dread. “What business is your master in, that he requires such decoration?”

His mouth twitches. “Lucien is not my master.”

Spoken like a man. Even when he has thrown in his lot with a creature as dangerous as Lucien Vega, he believes himself to be free. But of course he does. He’s never had to build something like this from the rubble up. The world is already laid bare for him.

I sigh. “What business is your boss in, then?”

“You ask a question you already know the answer to, Mademoiselle Macquart. Lucien Vega’s reputation precedes him.” Gideon smiles at me as he sets his untouched drink on the table, and I have a sense the smile is supposed to be threatening, but to me, it’s ridiculous. “You won’t charm any of his secrets from me, but we can both pretend that our paths haven’t crossed on the morally grey footpath leading to the palace of cardinal sins.”

“Monsieur Rougon, I own the palace of cardinal sins.”

“Then a word of advice – if you want to part Lucien from his money, you should offer him a bath.” His eyes briefly shift to Catherina wallowing in the metal tub on stage before returning to me with vivid intensity. “He and his men have… peculiar tastes.”

“Then he is in luck, because that is precisely what we cater for.” I draw my finger along his knee. His skin is so warm, so pliant. “What about you, Gideon Rougon? What of your peculiar tastes?”

He lets out a tiny shudder, his eyes fluttering closed, golden lashes tangling together.

“I would love to see you dance,” he says. “I think you’d be magnificent.”

“Very peculiar, indeed. You don’t even know me.”

“That’s true.” He rubs his chin. “Tell me, then, where were you born? Was your mother a beauty? Did your father stop people in the street and force them to admire you? Which scent is your favourite? Do you read? Where is the most beautiful place you’ve ever lived? When is your birthday?”

Fuming, I stand. The spell shatters. “Enjoy your evening, Monsieur Rougon.”

From the way the blue of his eyes darkens at the edges, I know he catches my true meaning.

Choke on a baguette, Monsieur Rougon.

As if I would give him any of my secrets. Vampires don’t even remember our birthdays, as a rule. The only milestone normally celebrated is our Bloodeve, the night of our siring, and mine is nothing I wish to celebrate.

“Please, don’t leave.” His voice grows urgent, freezing me in place. I look into his eyes and see something I wish I could unsee. Behind that flirtatious, curious nature of his, there is a wall as thick as the Bastille. We all wear masks, but never have I seen one that is a perfect mirror of my own. I could break him like a glass trinket, but I’m transfixed by the flecks of gold at the edges of his peacock irises. “I don’t want our conversation to end. I mean, it would be great if you were telling me how brilliant I am, but a man takes what he can get. That’s a beautiful necklace you’re wearing, and you wear it with such grace.”

His eyes drop to my neck for a moment, then rise to meet my gaze again. His fingers trail over my wrist. The touch is fiery hot, presumptuous, and desperate.

“Flattery will get you nowhere with me.”

He grins wickedly. “See, I don’t believe that’s true. Shall we place a bet?”

“What kind of bet?”

Gideon cracks his knuckles. “You spend the evening in my company. I will employ my considerable skills of flattery and charm, and if, by the time my not-master demands we leave, I cannot make you admit that you had an enjoyable evening, then he shall pay double your price.”

“And if you win, what is the prize you wish to claim?”

“I thought I was clear. You will admit that you enjoyed my company. That’s the only prize I’m interested in.” Gideon leans forward. “Why don’t we return to our drinks and you can tell me about more operas I’ll hate?”



“I hardly saw you all evening,” Catherina complains as I add up the night’s takings, counting off her cut and depositing the coins into her open palm. As predicted, Lucien Vega drank the bar dry of blood and booked a private room with two of my younger ladies, so I am one step closer to electricity and a
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