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            LE PETITE MORT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In an exclusive 1920’s Paris sex club, heartbroken over a lost engagement, Emile makes love to a beautiful woman, Seraphine, only to discover she was murdered hours before. Unable to believe that the most erotic night of his life never happened, he returns to the club on Christmas Eve and finds his dead lover waiting for him. He is overjoyed and pledges to make this mysterious, enigmatic woman his wife. They enjoy another passion-filled night but as the clock ticks down to midnight, Emile discovers his new love is not all she seems and that to spend eternity with her, there’s a high price to pay…
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      Le Petite Mort

      Paris, 1926…

      
      Emile St Jacques sat in the back of the cab as they moved through the snow-choked Parisian streets. The cold was breath-taking, and yet he did not feel it. His only thoughts were of Iseult and her words to him the previous week, on the night she broke his heart.

      ‘Emile, my heart will not allow me to accept you as my partner in life. I am sorry for the pain this will cause you.’

      So sincere, so genuine. Except that he knew different. He had known Iseult was cheating on him with his best friend Gaston and after Iseult’s calm and cold rejection of his proposal, he had taken a cab straight around to Gaston’s home and beaten him senseless. It had taken both Django and Hippolyte to drag him away from his friend before he killed him.

      He stared out of the cab window at the wintry scene outside. A week before Christmas and the street were filled with people shopping, huddling around the braziers of the vendors selling hot chestnuts and cinnamon-spiced mulled wine. Steam rose from the carts, mixing with the falling snow, making the streets slushy and slippery.

      Emile sighed. Normally, this was his favorite time of year, riotous parties, gatherings of friends and family. This year, as luck would have it, his parents had decided to winter in Lucerne, and now that he and Iseult had parted, he would be spending most of the time alone.

      For now, though, he thought with relief, there was still the gentlemen’s club. He was on the way there now to meet Django and Hippolyte; his best friends, determined to shake him out of the slump he’d been in, had promised him a night he would never forget. Knowing the caddishness of his friends and their louche, lotus-eater like existences, he didn’t doubt it.

      For himself, a night rich in wine and song would come as a relief from his work. Unlike his friends, he did not come from old money, and the only reason he could live the life he could was due to his talent – Emile was the finest architect in Paris; some would say, in the whole of France. His latest project, a hotel in the Art Deco style which was now the fashion, was his masterpiece. Begun a mere four months ago, Emile’s unerring eye for design had already meant that although the grand opening was still a year away, the hotel was booked solid for the next five years. Five years. Emile thought about that now, and it cheered him to think of it.

      At his gentlemen’s club, the maître domo took his coat and hat and directed him into the lounge, where fires crackled in the grate, and the room smelled of warm brandy and expensive cologne.

      Django, his oldest friend, waved him over. ‘Bonsoir, old man, come sit with me and play a hand or two, si tu plait. Hippolyte is, as usual, late.’ There were cards laid out on the table in front of him – a game of bridge - but Emile smiled and shook his head.

      ‘I don’t seem to have the effort in me,’ he said, sitting opposite his friend. Django eyed him.

      At thirty-two, Emile had the weary sadness of someone two decades older. His work – although he loved it – exhausted him, taking up, as it was, most of his time. Now that he thought about it, perhaps it was not surprising that Iseult had strayed – she never saw Emile except on the weekends, and even then he was preoccupied…Emile brushed the thought away. He wasn’t ready to think that way yet; he wanted to wallow a while longer in self-pity.

      ‘So, where is this club you’re insisting on dragging me to tonight?’ He smiled at his friend as Django gathered up the playing cards and stacked them into their wooden box. Django smiled wickedly.

      ‘It’s Le Cabaret d’Hiver.’

      Emile was horrified. ‘Django, have you gone completely out of your mind? None of us can risk being seen there!’

      Le Cabaret d’Hiver was Paris’s shame; its debauched sexual shows the talk of the town. Located in the Pigalle, near the famous Moulin Rouge and twice as scandalous, its place on the Boulevard de Clichy was enough to seal its fate as a den of iniquity and degradation. To be seen to publicly attend such a place was social suicide but of course, its lure was irresistible, and the threat of public shame didn’t stop the bourgeoisie seeking out private shows of course.

      Django smirked. ‘Emile, for once, stop worrying about your public persona and give yourself over to the relief one can find at such a place. There is nothing more guaranteed to make you forget Iseult and Gaston than a night experiencing such carnal pleasures of the flesh.’

      Emile shook his head and gathered his bag. ‘No, Django, I cannot – ‘

      ‘Yes, you can.’ Hippolyte was there then, his hand firmly on Emile’s shoulder. ‘We insist. Just relax, friend, and let us take care of everything.’

      Emile had always been a little afraid of Hippolyte. The man stood a good head taller than himself – and Emile was not a diminutive fellow himself – and possessed a quiet strength that Emile had always suspected could explode into a fiery temper if pushed. He nodded now, not wanting to test that theory as there was a curious, burning look in Hippolyte’s eyes that dared him to dissemble.

      Django drained the last of his brandy and stood. ‘Why wait any longer? Gentlemen, shall we?’

      
      Back inside another cab, squeezed between Hippolyte and Django, Emile wondered what he had let himself in for but as the car pulled through the crowded winter streets, he felt his spirits lift with the thrill of adventure. He hadn’t been born so high that he didn’t enjoy a little raucous fun now and again and Le Cabaret d’Hiver certainly promised that.

      The ornate entrance promised much. Wood elves and nymphs were twisted around trees covered in frosted leaves;  all of them carved out of stone. Emile could not help but run his hand over the carvings. Freezing cold to the touch, they nevertheless felt almost real – stone hard, of course, but Emile got the impression as he ran his hand over the leg of a tree elf that she might come to life and slap his hand away.

      ‘Are you coming in, St Jacques, or are you happy to get your rocks off with a statue?’ Hippolyte and Django roared with laughter, and Emile smiled, feeling a little embarrassed. He nodded to the doorman, who inclined his head graciously and directed them to the cloakroom. Hippolyte and Django removed their hats but not their coats. ‘You will need it, to begin with,’ Django said with the air of someone who had frequented this place before. Emile made a silent note to ask him that but then they were walking into the main club and Emile gave a gasp.

      Inside, the light was an ethereal blue, the walls sparkled like diamonds, and the entire place looked like some sort of winter wonderland. The tables were of white marble, the chairs covered in furs, vast chandeliers of tiny diamonds sparkled overhead. Emile was entranced by the atmosphere – even though it should look like a grotto for Santa Claus, there something more...Emile struggled to find the word. Sensual? Dangerous?

      Beautiful, otherworldly, sloe-eyed youths moved around serving drinks and catering to the guests, all of whom looked as stunned and as entranced as Emile at their surroundings. At the far end of the room, a small stage stood, a plinth covered in white fur. It was in darkness but as Emile and his friends took their table and the wait staff brought them vodka shots served in glasses made from ice, a spotlight began to shine on the plinth, and a nymph, swathed in white came to arrange the fur pelts on it. There were a few catcalls from the audience and the nymph smiled at them, an intoxicating beam of pure love. She curtsied to them and disappeared and the lights dim again. A low rumble of disappointment went through the crowd, and Hippolyte chuckled. ‘Impatient lot tonight.’

      Emile looked at his friends. ‘You’ve both been here before then?’

      Hippolyte and Django glanced at each other then Django nodded. ‘We have. A few times over the years. The club only opens for two weeks in winter, hence the name, Le Cabaret d’Hiver. Tonight is the first night – Christmas Day always falls directly in the middle of those two weeks - then at one past midnight on New Year’s Day, everyone who works here vanishes until the next year, and the club is shut up.’

      Hippolyte looked at Emile. ‘What’s really strange is that those decorations you were admiring at the entrance. They disappear too – overnight. Solid stone. No-one knows how they do it, but if you come down to the Boulevard after they’ve been moved, you would never know they’d been there.’

      Emile was both enraptured and alarmed. ‘They just….vanish?’

      ‘Into thin air. It’s magical.’

      Emile shook his head, laughing. ‘In that case…how could we miss this opportunity?’

      Django laughed and clapped him on the back. ‘Quite, dear fellow. Ce sera incroyable.’

      Hippolyte said nothing but raised his glass to his friends. Emile turned around in his chair, scrutinizing the club, wanting to take in everything, and now he began to notice other details.

      Some of the nymphs were sitting with the clients, their hands moving over the clients’ bodies with a feather-light touch and the men themselves looked as if they were experiencing the most intense orgasm of their lives, quite openly and without shame. Emile saw huge glass bowls of what he had assumed at first were ice cubes, but upon closer inspection, he saw that, no, they were bowls of sex toys - dildos, ball gags and handcuffs to name a few, all crafted from ice. He watched in shocked and aroused amazement as one of the men began to fuck one of the nymphs with a large ice cock, the nymph writhing and moaning as he plunged it deep inside her divine body. Emile could not tear his eyes away from her shaved cunt, swollen and ready for the ice dildo.

      Emile felt his own cock respond to the sight, twitching and thickening inside his pants. He caught Hippolyte watching him with an amused look. ‘Glad you came?’

      Emile shrugged and tried to look nonchalant but in the next instant, the club was plunged into darkness and a spotlight, a hazy blue light, appeared, trained on the stage. Music, a strange, discordant violin song began to play. Slowly, sliding onto the stage, a group of nymphs danced, their movements slow and sensual, forming a group around the plinth. They rose and seethed like an ocean swell above it, stretching their lithe tiny frames into impossible shapes until falling again to the floor. In the center of them, a woman, her curvy body the color of midnight oil began to sway in time with the music. Her skin was blue-black, her bare breasts full and firm, her hips wrapped with strings of diamonds and pearls. Her face, the expression focused on her dance, was the most exquisite thing Emile had ever seen. Full plum-colored lips, dark, endlessly dark eyes rimmed with the thickest black lashes, her hair, platinum white, cut short in pin curls around her face.

      Seraphine.

      The name came into Emile’s mind as he watched her undulate and perform and then she began to sing. A deep purr, her voice built from almost a whisper until the entire room could hear her. She sang in a language that Emile could not identify – neither French nor English for sure – and her song curled its way into his brain, sending shivers through every synapse. His entire body responded to hers. His heart thumped so heavily in his chest that it pounded in his ears, to him a drum beat that accompanied every sway of her hips, as lush and fleshy as they peaked out from her skirt of pearls. She ran her hands up the inside of her thighs, and his cock stiffened almost painfully, pressing hard against the heavy cotton.

      Emile watched enrapt as she completed her song to enthusiastic applause. Then she stood at the microphone and smiled – and Emile was lost. Her eyes roamed over the crowd and then settled on him. Her smile grew softer, more intimate and she held out her hand to him.

      Emile forgot everything else in the world; the club, his friends, his shattered heart, and went to her. Her cold hand closed around his, and he shivered, every cell in his body reacting as if an electric shock had passed through him.

      Seraphine led him off the stage into a labyrinth of corridors of ice to a room. Emile stumbled along after her, not knowing – or even caring – where this goddess took him as long as her hand stayed in his, his skin was touching hers.

      The room that she led him to was also constructed from ice but to his surprise, as Seraphine removed his coat, his jacket and then his shirt, he wasn’t cold at all. She moved the palms of her hands over his skin, his hard chest, his stomach until she reached his fly, then looking up at him from under her lashes; she removed his rock-hard cock from his pants and sunk to her knees.

      The moment her warm mouth covered him, Emile knew he was in trouble. Her gentle movements, the way her tongue flicked and teased his cock. Oh God, Emile thought, all rational thought leaving him. He touched her hair, feeling how soft it was, then her skin. Velvet, he thought, midnight velvet.

      Seraphine looked up as he groaned and smiled. He noticed her dark eyes weren’t black or brown but the most intense navy blue and that her pupil was ringed with silver. They burned into his as she sucked him to completion and he came into her mouth in great spurts, shuddering and groaning. He had little time to recover. Seraphine led him to the bed – a vast ice block covered with so many furs, that it was surprisingly soft when he lay down.

      He stroked her delicious curves and bent his head to take one of her nipples into his mouth. Her breasts were firm, pointing up into hard peaks and now he saw they were both pierced with tiny rings of diamond. The stone was hard against his tongue but he didn’t care. She tasted of fresh air and water as he trailed his lips down to her belly. He noticed with surprise that her skirt of pearls was not an item of clothing but simply grew out of her skin to weave around her lower half and cover her sex. He looked down at her. Who was she? What was she?

      Seraphine smiled up at him, a slightly snaggle-toothed smile that nevertheless made his entire body react.

      ‘Come inside me,’ she said, and the sound of her voice made his cock, which had not gone flaccid in the slightest despite her milking of him, become even more engorged. At her command, he parted the strands of pearls and found her sex, glistening with her arousal. Emile sighed at the sight of it, so scarlet and plump and ready for him. His cock traced along her slit and then plunged deep inside her.

      Oh, the feeling, the sweet, sweet velvet of her cunt as her muscles tightened around his penis, drawing him in deeper and deeper. Emile could not help screaming her name as they fucked, slowly at first then harder, their bodies undulating and moving in rhythm. Emile stared down at this glorious woman as he thrust harder, watched the way her breasts, her belly moved. God, she was divine.

      Her fingernails dug painfully into his back, but he didn’t care. He wanted her to hurt him, to possess him entirely. He neared completion, and she smiled up at him.

      ‘Come on my skin, Emile, my love, I want your love on my belly.’

      Emile pulled out and came with a shout of victory, spilled his seed across her dark skin and even his own mortal semen looked like it shone with a million diamonds, sparkling like a galaxy of ice particles in it. Seraphine massaged it into her skin, moaning softly, rubbing her hands from her softly rounded belly down between her legs. Emile watched her touch herself, feeling utterly drunk on her.

      ‘Seraphine…my love…’

      He bent his head to hers, and they kissed for the first time, their breath mingling, their tongues wrapping around the other’s, tasting each other. They made love again slowly, sweetly. Finally, as Emile felt exhausted and spent, Seraphine pulled his head down to her chest and stroked his head. He fell asleep breathing in her scent of ice and water and moonlight, knowing that if he did not wake in the morning, he would gladly welcome death.

      
      Emile did wake the next morning – back in his own bed in his small one-bedroom apartment in the 6th Arrondissement. He turned over onto his back and shivered. The French windows to his balcony were open, the white drapes billowing in, a freezing wind chilling the entire room. Emile stumbled out of bed but instead of closing the windows, he stepped out onto the balcony. Snow was falling as a silent blanket over the city, a white-out so thick that Paris disappeared beneath it. Emile stood on the balcony letting the soft flakes fall onto him, soaking his nightgown. Every time the snow touched his skin, he was back there in the club, with Seraphine, making fiery love in a room of ice.

      The snow had muffled the sounds from the street and from his fifth-floor balcony; Emile stretched his mouth wide and shouted her name over the rooftops of his beloved city.

      
      He spent the day at home, reading, and in the evening he bathed and dressed carefully, choosing a dark green velvet blazer which brought out the color of his blue eyes and the salt-and-pepper of his dark hair.

      At half past eight, he walked down to the lobby to find Django waiting for him. Emile smiled at his friend in surprise. ‘I didn’t know we were meeting tonight.’

      Django was pale and shaking. He shoved a newspaper at Emile. ‘Take a look.’

      Emile took the paper from him and opened it out. His whole body turned to ice.

      
      Assassiner Brutal au Cabaret de d’Hiver! Belle danseuse morts!

      
      Brutal Murder at the Cabaret of Winter! Beautiful Dancer Slain! ‘Ah, non, non…’ he moaned, dropping the paper. The photograph on the front page was of Seraphine, her intense navy blue eyes staring into the camera with an unreadable expression. Emile stared down at it, hot tears in his eyes. He looked up at Django. ‘I cannot believe it…what happened?’

      Django was staring at him. ‘Emile…my friend, Seraphine was indeed murdered, but the newspapers tell us she was killed before we went to the club.’

      ‘Impossible! How could it be? We were at the club only last night. Something must have happened in the early hours of this morning…why are you staring at me like that?’

      His friend had paled so much that his skin was tinged with blue. ‘Emile…we were at the club a week ago. Surely you know this?’

      Emile stared at his friend. A week? He had been asleep for a week? No, it could not be! ‘There must be some mistake,’ he stammered but even as he spoke, he suddenly knew it to be the truth. Seraphine was dead, and he had lost a week. He prayed those two things weren’t connected.

      
      He spent the next few days before Christmas working, trying to erase the memory of Seraphine…or the dream of Seraphine, he was no longer sure. No, it cannot be a falsehood, he thought, how would I have known about her unless I did lie with her on that bed of ice? He could not fathom how he had slept for a week, nor how such a vital woman could have been taken so brutally. Who would want to destroy such beauty?

      After three unsatisfying days working at the hotel, he sent the workers home for the holidays, promising them they would be rewarded for their hard work and to enjoy the time with their families. He was glad of the solitude as he walked around the empty hotel, admiring the work, the new Art Deco designs that he had designed. When it was finished, this hotel would rival the Ritz in his plushness, its fine dining, and exquisite luxury, but now, he just enjoyed the solitude of it. He came to the reception with its startling décor of mirrors on three sides of the room, all in the Art Deco style. He stared at his reflection in the mirror in front of him. He had seemed to grow taller, more erect, his hair thicker and fuller, his face more refined and handsome. He smiled, and his reflection became almost radiant.

      Then suddenly he started violently. Out of the corner of his eye, an old man shifted into view…at least, what he assumed was an old man. Emile whirled around to find…no-one. His own reflection, now with startled eyes, stared back at him. He relaxed and another movement caught his eye. He stopped, realizing the reflection was his own. He slid his eyes to the corner, trying to study the reflection. He could not make out his own features, nor could he reconcile the stooped figure as the same as the one he could see directly in front of him.

      ‘I’m going insane,’ he thought and turned away, lowering his eyes as he walked out of the hotel into the streets.

      The cars and trams on the road had mulched the white snow into a disgusting gray slush which soaked the clothes of anyone walking along, the wet snow splashing and dirtying the Parisians’ fine clothes and fashions.

      
      Emile found himself on the Boulevard de Clichy, and he could not resist stopping outside the Cabaret d’Hiver. In the daylight, the stone doorway looked flat and dead; when he’d seen it for the first time, it had almost seemed alive.

      Not expecting an answer, he knocked on the door with his cane. To his surprise, it opened, and he stepped inside – and into another world. He glanced behind him as the door closed and a thin layer of ice sealed the doorway immediately. He had been right, this was no ordinary place. He walked slowly through the ice corridors until he reached the small theater. Nymphs moved gracefully around the room, preparing it for the evening’s entertainment. None of them gave him a second glance. He stepped up onto the stage and walked to the rear of the place, down more corridors until he reached the room where he and Seraphine had made such sweet love. He pushed the door open.

      She stood in the middle of the room as if she had been waiting for him. Emile gazed at her, his heart soaring. The newspaper had told him that she had been stabbed to death, almost gutted but he looked at her and there was not a mark on her beautiful body. He fell at her feet.

      ‘Oh, my love! My beautiful Seraphine, I am so glad to find you here, alive, in good health.’

      Seraphine placed her fingers gently under his chin and lifted his head. ‘I am in good health, as you see, my love. And I have been waiting for you to return.’

      Emile sighed happily, getting to his feet and placing his palms on her face. ‘Why did the newspaper says you were dead?’

      Her smile was enigmatic. ‘Sometimes people see what they want to see. My ‘death’ was nothing more than performance.’

      Emile felt uncomfortable. ‘Who would want to see such a thing?’

      ‘Le Cabaret d’Hiver caters for every fetish, my love.’

      Emile ran his hand down her blue/black skin. ‘That is one fetish I will never understand. Who would want to ruin something so beautiful?’

      She smiled. ‘Let us not talk any further about that, my Emile. Let us make love, that is after all why you are here, no?’

      Emile felt hot blood rush through his veins, his stomach tighten, and his cock thicken and lengthen. ‘My sweet Seraphine…’

      She lay down onto her bed, and he disrobed quickly, fisting the root of his cock as he came to her. He trailed his lips down her body until she spread her legs wide for him and his tongue found her sex. He tasted her honey – cinnamon and spice – and his tongue lashed around the hard bud of her clit as she moaned and writhed beneath him. His cock trembled with anticipation, straining to be inside her and yet he prolonged his agony, his mouth greedy on her sex, her belly, and her breasts. The diamond nipple ring sliced into his tongue and as he kissed her breasts, he smeared a trail of dark red blood across her skin. Seraphine curled her legs around his body, her arms snaking around his neck and her mouth on his jugular vein, sucking and biting. Emile felt pleasure mixed with exquisite pain, and as he drove his cock into her wet, warm cunt, deeper and deeper, he felt that if he died at that moment, he would not care, that he would gladly give his life for one more taste of her lips.

      ‘Le petite mort,’ she whispered as he came, his semen rushing out of him, his cries filling the room, ‘that is what the French call it, that moment when you give yourself over to whatever may happen. When the physical sensation takes you to another astral plane, to paradise. Le petite mort, the little death...Emile, what would you do for me at this moment?’

      Her voice, so low and sensual, like the purr of a kitten or the menacing growl of a bigger cat, made his eyes close, so sweet the sound and his body cleave to hers. ‘Anything, my love…anything…’

      ‘Would you bring me the still warm heart of someone you loved?’

      Emile found himself nodding. ‘Yes, yes, yes, anything…’

      Seraphine smiled at him. ‘To lie with me again, I must ask you to do that, my love. A heart, still warm with life, with your love. Bring it with you tonight, and we will celebrate, and our lovemaking will climb new heights you have never dreamed of.’

      ‘Yes, yes, my love…’

      
      But when Emile left the heady confines of the Cabaret, he began to come to his senses. A still warm heart? What was she asking him to do? He sat in his apartment with the French windows to the balcony open, frigid air rushing in to cool his hot skin.

      You know what she wants. What you must do.

      He squeezed his eyes shut. I cannot, I cannot kill an innocent person…

      Slowly his eyes opened as the idea came to him and the rightness of it almost made him laugh aloud. What was the old cliché? Two birds with one stone.

      Emile began to smile.

      
      The night was even colder than the previous. Gaston Fournier tucked his coat around him as he kissed Iseult farewell. ‘Until tomorrow, my love.’

      He stepped out into the street and walked briskly to where he knew he could hail a cab. These evenings were a delight – or rather – had been until he realized that Iseult would never fully give herself to him until they were officially betrothed. Oh, they had kissed and once, he had even placed a gloved hand on her bare breast but she had made it clear that was a special treat and there would be no more until he proposed.

      And the trouble was…once he’d been victorious in claiming her heart and stealing her away from that pathetic dullard Emile, some of the luster had been diminished. Iseult was a beautiful woman, indeed, but with that came the personality of a spoilt little girl, whiny and petulant.

      Gaston had no intention of marrying her. His situation was so decidedly above Iseult’s own that Gaston’s father would never consent to the match in any case.

      Gaston had his own ideas about whom he should marry; a German duchess, for instance, with her own castle; a Spanish princess perhaps, with status in public, and no inhibitions in private. He smirked to himself now as he strode along the quiet streets. Poor Iseult. Tomorrow morning, Christmas morning, he would call on her and her family, ever the gracious suitor then in the evening, he would go to the Moulin Rouge and watch the dancing girls, five of whom he’d already fucked.

      He turned the corner, and a figure in black stepped out in front of him. He rocked back. ‘St Jacques?’ His voice was low, barely a whisper such was his surprise. They were the last words he spoke. A flash of steel and his throat was sliced open, arteries and veins severed, his voice box destroyed. Gaston felt the hot sticky blood gush down his shirt, his knees give way and then he was lying on the snowy ground as Emile, his eyes crazed but determined, cut open his shirt, and slit him open, from his throat to his belly, reaching inside the cavity. His life slipping away, Gaston watched in shock and terror as Emile yanked his heart from inside him and held it up so that Gaston could watch his own heart beat twice more and fall silent. Darkness came then, and for Gaston Fournier, it was absolute.

      
      The nymphs paid more attention to him this time. As he carried the still warm heart of her former friend, Emile showed it off proudly to low murmurs of approval. To him, and to them, there was nothing evil or macabre about the scene. It was a celebration, of love, of commitment. He took it to Seraphine’s room.

      Seraphine was even more beautiful tonight – her midnight blue eyes shone when she saw the dripping blood, the scarlet musculature of the heart. Emile presented it to her, bowing low. ‘My love.’

      She took it gently from him and studied it before raising it to her mouth and biting down deeply into it. Emile was mesmerized by the sight, the blood dripping down her skin as she ate it slowly, consuming the whole thing with sensual pleasure.

      Afterward, she kissed him, and he could taste the blood, rich and sweet. ‘It was good, my love, it will sustain me but still...I could taste bitterness, jealousy. Perhaps this was of someone you were friends with but then grew distant from? Did he wrong you in some way?’

      Emile bowed his head. ‘Yes, my love.’ He didn’t question how she knew the heart had been male or that it had come from someone he now loathed.

      Seraphine took him to bed, straddling him and lowering herself onto his tumescent cock. The blood from the heart ran down her body in rivulets, and Emile was at once both aroused and disgusted.

      ‘Next time,’ she said as the muscles of her vagina swelled and closed around him, ‘you must bring me the heart of someone you truly loved, who you gave your heart to.’

      
      Iseult stood at her balcony on Christmas night. Gaston had not called as promised this morning and her gift to him lay unopened under the tree in the drawing room. Her heart ached with the betrayal of his absence. She was hurt, angry – and more than that, she wanted to return the insult to him. She knew he would creep around with other women, women who would give him the sexual release he continually begged her for. Iseult wasn’t stupid; she knew if she made love with him, she would never see him – or his fortune – again.

      She shivered; the lace of her nightgown was not adequate protection against the winter cold.

      ‘Iseult.’

      Starting, she turned and clutched her chest. Her former fiancé stood in the middle of her room, his face in shadow. Iseult let out a deep breath. ‘Emile, for goodness sake, you scared me.’

      ‘I’m sorry, my love. I had to see you.’

      Iseult considered him. If she wanted revenge on Gaston, who better? She had thought Emile boring and fastidious. Now, as she looked at him, he seemed older, his face one of character and of passion. Deliberately, she slipped the nightgown from her shoulders and let it fall to the carpet. She knew her body was her biggest asset; full breasts, flat stomach, curvaceous hips. She slid her hand in between her legs and began to rub herself.

      ‘My darling, Emile, it’s been too long.’

      Emile gave a half smiled and opened his arms to her. She went into them, feeling his arms tighten around her. She looked up into his face and gasped. Emile’s once handsome face had grown terrible in its beauty, his eyes burning with hatred and lust.

      Iseult recoiled from this, tried to escape the cage of his arms but instead, his hand came to clamp down over her mouth, and a blade was thrust deep into her belly. Iseult moaned in terror and agony as Emile jerked the knife upwards, cutting her open.

      She was only a hair from death when Emile showed her the traitorous heart he had pulled from her chest.

      
      Seraphine was happier with Iseult’s heart – but still, she said, it was tainted with betrayal and anger. She stroked Emile’s face with bloodstained fingers. ‘My love, if we are truly to be together, you must give me what I asked. For tonight, I must perform. Will you sit and watch me?’

      He readily agreed and was surprised, as he entered the theater that he saw his friends Django and Hippolyte sitting at the same table as their first night. They greeted him somberly.

      ‘Friend, we sought you out, for we have terrible news.’

      Emile knew immediately what they were about to say and hoped that none of Iseult’s blood was visible on his face. He arranged his features into one of concern and sat down with them.

      ‘What is it, dear ones? Why do you look so vexed?’

      Django and Hippolyte exchanged a look. ‘Emile, we come to tell you that Iseult is dead, murdered in her chamber.’

      Emile made his eyes wide, made them fill with tears. ‘No…goodness, no, how terrible!’

      ‘Indeed. And inside a locked room too,’ Hippolyte’s usual stoic demeanor was missing. He shook his head, his eyes bearing the expression of a man tormented. ‘I just do not understand.’

      Emile could have laughed, but he kept his countenance. ‘Regardless of the circumstances between us, I will admit I will miss her pretty smile and charming manner.’ He crossed himself and sighed. ‘What will we tell poor Gaston?’

      Hippolyte started slightly, but Django put his hand on Emile’s arm. ‘What a generous spirit you have, friend, to think of your rival in such a thoughtful way. Alas, we are unable to find Gaston – indeed, when I spoke to the police in this matter, they seemed to consider him a suspect.’

      ‘Oh, I hope that he is not responsible for this,’ Emile played the part perfectly, ‘I would blame myself for not protecting Iseult from him.’

      The lights in the theater dimmed in readiness for Seraphine’s performance. When she came on, Emile heard the startled gasp from his friend. Django leaned over. ‘So she is alive then.’

      Emile nodded. ‘A case of mistaken identity, thankfully. I think we’ve all had our fill of blood this night.’

      He hid a smile behind his cocktail glass but then noticed Hippolyte staring at him. He met his friend’s gaze coolly until Hippolyte looked away.

      
      Seraphine coiled her way across the stage, following by her dancing troupe, a slow sensual beat playing. She did not sing tonight, just swayed in time to the music, her supple body undulating to the rhythm. She was hypnotizing, the audience holding its breath as she plucked ice cubes from one of the glass bowls and slid the ice around her bare nipples then stroking them into her sex. She moved into the audience, teasing both men and woman with her sexuality. When she moved to Emile’s table, she stroked the faces of his friends then straddled Emile’s lap. Emile smiled up at her, and picked one of the ice dildos, sliding into his mouth before plunging it deep into her cunt, fucking her right there in front of the audience. They burst into noisy applause as she writhed and moaned her way to orgasm then kissed Emile tenderly. She made her way back to the stage where a nymph was waiting with a red cushion. On the cushion laid a knife carved from ice and Seraphine lifted it into the air, letting the audience see how deadly the shard of ice was before with a cry of utter pleasure, plunging it into herself as the curtain fell. The audience gave a gasp of horror then burst into loud applause as the curtain opened and Seraphine bowed, perfectly healthy.

      ‘That’s a good trick,’ Django said, his eyes wide. He studied Emile’s face. ‘Friend, while you may get all the pleasure in the world from that woman, I think you may also need to get some sleep. You look exhausted.’

      
      Later, at home after he and Seraphine had sated themselves in each other and she had sent him away, he took a long soak in his tub and thought about what Django said. He did feel utterly extraordinary at the moment, so alive, so vital. He looked down at his naked body and saw only glowing skin, firm muscles, healthy weight. When he shaved, the face in the mirror seemed firm and bright. Emile shook his head and gave a little laugh. Django must be seeing things, he thought fondly, as he rinsing his face of soap.

      Then he stopped. Django. His oldest friend, his companion through his school days and during service in the Great War, his confidante. Django, the purest heart he knew…

      No. No, he could not take Django’s life, he would not do that. Even for his love Seraphine, he would not willingly spill Django’s blood.

      His thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door. Emile glanced at the clock and frowned. A little after midnight. A sudden thought crossed his mind – was it the police? Had they found Gaston’s body and traced the spilled blood to the Cabaret?

      No. He had been more than careful than that. Emile strode to the door, slipping into his smoking jacket on the way, and pulled it open.

      ‘Emile.’

      Hippolyte stood outside, filling the doorframe with his immense size. Emile considered with a start of surprise, that he no longer felt nervous with this man, that his love of Seraphine had made him feel invulnerable, invincible. ‘Hippolyte, my good fellow, do come in.’

      ‘I hope it is not too late in the evening.’

      ‘Never for you, dear friend. May I offer you a drink?’

      Emile gestured for Hippolyte to sit down and then turned to pour them both a scotch. Hippolyte, his hands twisting his hat in his hands, thanked him for the drink. He took a sip then looked at Emile steadily. ‘Emile, I have something to ask you, and I want you to know, that whatever you say, it will go no further than this room, between you and me. It’s driving me crazy.’

      Emile knew exactly what Hippolyte was about to ask, but he felt no fear. ‘Please, go ahead.’

      Hippolyte looked away from him, down at the floor. ‘Emile…did you kill Iseult? Did you murder her, slice her open and rip out her heart? Because, Emile, I can’t help but notice that you seem different and – ‘

      Emile laughed softly. ‘I am different. You see before you a man in love, Hippolyte and to answer your question, no, I did not kill Iseult. Perhaps you ought to look to the missing Gaston for your killer.’

      Hippolyte didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. ‘Perhaps. You don’t mind me being direct?’

      Emile smiled. ‘Not at all. I would be the second most obvious suspect, no?’

      Hippolyte looked at him unhappily. ‘My friend, in this world, we are all suspects.’

      
      After Hippolyte had left, Emile considered that his world was no longer of Paris but of that small portion of it that include the Cabaret – a world of hedonistic pleasure and otherworldly creatures.

      Emile had grown up a sensible man, but now he could see that his meticulous and well-ordered life had been a lie. More and more, he craved adventure, risk, the danger that his love affair with Seraphine brought to him. She was like a drug coursing through his system, and the only relief he could feel was when he pleased her.

      Which is why, the following night, he stalked his next victim and convinced himself he was saving poor Django from a life of boredom and disappointment. He followed his friend down to the gentleman’s club and lay in wait for him. Sometimes, after an evening of cigars and port, Django would clear his head by walking down to the banks of the Seine and strolling for a time. Django had often tried to persuade Emile and Hippolyte to join him, but they always demurred.

      Not tonight. As Django descended the stone steps down to the bank, he was surprised to find Emile waiting for him.

      ‘Dear friend!’ He exclaimed, shaking Emile’s hand and smiling widely, ‘I haven’t seen you for a few days. I trust you are well?’

      Emile nodded. ‘I am very well, Django, very well indeed. I felt I needed to come tonight, given all that has happened, to spend this night with you.’

      Django smiled happily. ‘Well, then let us walk. I confess, I have been in a somber mood these last days, thinking of poor Iseult. That monster Gaston must be found and brought to justice.’

      ‘You are convinced of his guilt?’
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