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      To all the girls who wished Damon Salvatore had boobs…

      

      This one is for you.

    

  


  
    
      Once upon a time, a vampire corrupted a hunter…
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      Any secret worth its merit is woven in the depths of midnight. Spoken in whispered promises and hapless lies. The soft, breathy words lost to the stars and buried with the moon, night after night until even the sky can’t discern the truth.

      That was how it happened…

      Two families sat beneath the golden glow of fire lamps, a long thin table between them. St Clairs on one side, Randalls on another. Two families bonded by the hatred born of generations of ancestors. Hostility tattooed in their marrow like cancer. Spread thick and fibrous so that it was all they could breathe and feel and think.

      As the night struck twelve, they signed a contract. Bloody prints scarred the scroll: a warning, an omen.

      Too late, too late. The witch is coming.

      Too late, too late. They made the curse.

      That was how it started…
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        OCTAVIA

      

      

      There’s never enough blood.

      A man bleeds rivers of claret over my rug.

      It’s not enough.

      Never enough.

      Even if I drink the city dry, it wouldn’t be sufficient. I want more. Need more. There’s an aching desire between my ribs, something missing, something lost. I know what it is, but I don’t want to think about it. I had my chance and lost it. Well, I’m done with it… with her.

      I knead my temples.

      Fuck, I’m tired.

      I shift in my seat and the staff boy leaning against the wall flinches. Pathetic. I can’t even remember his name- Fred? Frank? Let’s go with Frank.

      “Clean this up. He stinks like piss and fermented fish,” I say, pointing at the bleeding man.

      “B-but, Lady Beaumont,” the staff boy stutters.

      I snap my gaze to his and go still. The kind of still that makes death look like the frenzy of birth. The kind of stillness that gnaws agitation into a human’s bones. The vacant, fathomless void twists in Frank’s mind until he trembles. I push further. Every cell in my ancient body freezes as if time never existed.

      I must say, it’s quite the feat of control not to smile at the way Frank shivers. There are very few things I find amusing anymore, but the fragility of humans is one of them. I wait a beat. Two. Then two more. Just long enough for him to drop his mouth and utter a breathy plea.

      I shouldn’t play, Xavier tells me it’s cruel. But I’m not as cruel as our dear sister Dahlia.

      Frank twitches. “I⁠—”

      “Do I need to repeat myself?” I say every word as slow as it is sharp, my voice a snap and whisper in the air. Movement filters into my limbs again and his shaking eases.

      “N-No. I’ll get a donor instead,” he says and stumbles his way forward to grab the dying man under the armpits.

      It’s meant to be our strength—blood. Really, I think it makes us feeble.

      “Stop, did I say take him?” I rise from my chair. Frank drops the man on the floor with a thud and a gargled moan and then backs away, confusion rippling his brow. It used to bother me—the way they look at me. The way everyone in this fucking city looks at me. Doesn’t matter that there are thousands of turned vampires. I am the only one born this way. The only one they fear and all because I wasn’t made like the other vampire lines. That, and perhaps my behaviour over the years, hasn’t exactly warmed the city to me.

      Born to a mother who abandoned her. A freak with eyes the colour of drying blood. I haunt their nightmares. I’ve tried to embrace it, revel in it, shy away from it. Even mourned the way they treated me for a few decades. But nothing changes.

      Humans shrink away from me, hunters hate me, and vampires… well, they don’t fear me, but most pander to and revere me. It’s sickening. That’s why I like to fuck with everyone, because no one ever looks at me for me.

      The man bleeding on my rug is fading fast. I grip him by the throat and haul him to his feet.

      “You get one chance. Who were you stealing for?” I snarl. Erin, my chief of security, caught him trying to swipe books and grimoires from one of the market sellers on her way into work.

      He gurgles under my grip, and I realise I’m crushing his vocal cords. I loosen my fingers a fraction.

      “I don’t know. Handler. Wanted a book about dhampirs. Said…” he fades further, his skin growing pale.

      I shake the man and his head jerks back and forth until his eyes roll back into focus.

      “What did they say?” I ask.

      “That… That if we didn’t open… open the door… war would come.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about? What door?”

      “The one in the Montague territory. Behind the boundary.”

      “That’s a myth,” I snarl.

      “Not to the handler and whoever they were working for.”

      I snarl at the man. I need more. His voice box vibrates against my palm. I glance at Frank whose eyes widen. Useless. All of them.

      “P—Pl,” he begs.

      But I’m done with him. I squeeze my fingers until my nails slice through his skin. Blood pours in delicate ribbons down my knuckles and under my sleeve. My fingers squelch through his muscles and arteries, until I’m clenching his windpipe. I clamp around it and wrench it out, letting his carcass drop to the floor.

      “Clean it up,” I bark and march out of my office. The minute I open the club door, noise rips through the air. A pounding beat thumps so hard through the walls of the club that my feet vibrate. The Whisper Club is busy tonight. I step to the mezzanine balcony and peer down. Humans, donors, and vampires dance like maggots beneath me. It’s the same gyrating slick of bodies day after day. The same fucking music. The same human stink.

      My club is dark, lights dimmed to encourage all desires to come out to play. The walls are shades of crusted blood. A ring of booths nestles against the walls the same tainted colour. The bar in the centre of the club is the only speck of brighter light, a glass mirror behind the servers augmenting the sparkle.

      Optics filled with every type and flavour of donated blood: eau de fear, fuelled by lust, ravished with panic, hang on the back mirror. We like to serve the most expensive and exclusive blood here. One of my side businesses is the donation and collection of more expertly acquired blood. It’s a pricy process because danger powers this city. Do you have any idea how hard it is to terrify a human that lives in a world of vampires? It’s expensive and ugly.

      The music drops to a slower, more sensual beat. The maggots draw nearer, fangs sink into throats and arms. It’s that time of night because half the crowd is naked and there are as many fangs biting as there are cocks driving into pussies and mouths. I sense someone climbing the stairs to my mezzanine. I’m about to fire the security guard when Xavier’s mop of thick hair appears.

      I sigh.

      “Favourite sibling,” I say and turn back to the crowd.

      He smiles.

      “Good evening, Octavia.” His voice is low and rich as he leans down to place a kiss on my forehead and joins me, peering over the balcony.

      Xavier is unspeakably handsome. His jaw is the kind of chiselled that could make a marble sculpture weep. His chin-length hair is a raven gloss that women pay thousands to achieve. And as for his body… while I’m not one to enjoy the male physique, I can appreciate the way women fawn over the canyons carving through his abs and the muscle-boulders perched over his shoulders. Xavier, though, feigns modesty until he wants a woman. And then the ego appears.

      “And what brings you to my territory? Are our siblings trying your patience?” I ask.

      His lip quirks. “Must you be a bitch this early in the evening? I’ve only just arrived, and I haven’t even had breakfast.”

      “Well, dear brother, do help yourself. There’s a veritable feast of fucking and sucking below.”

      His eyes drop to the club floor, his lip curls, the barest hint of fang showing.

      “It’s beyond me why you entertain our siblings,” I say.

      “The same reason I entertain you.” His lip does that quirk thing again and my patience wanes.

      “Put me in the same box as them and I will happily castrate you.”

      “Tave, darling, why waste your time? My balls will grow back.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. He only calls me Tave when he comes bearing bad news, he wants something, or I’ve done something to please him.

      I face him. “Perhaps, but at least I’ll feel better. Are you going to tell me why you’re here? You might be my favourite, but I’m busy… attending to… whatever it is I need to attend to.”

      He rolls his eyes at me. “You’re immortal. We don’t do busy. We luxuriate and gloat in the endless excesses of time we have. Besides, you have no friends. Who exactly is it that’s taking up your time?”

      “I have no need of friends. You have enough for us both.”

      “You sound bitter.”

      “Only because I’m having to tolerate your presence, Xave.”

      He swings an arm around my shoulder. “You’re so cute when you’re pissy. But I’ll relent. I have come bearing a message from Mummy.”

      “Must you call her that?”

      “What would you prefer?”

      “She-devil, harbinger of death, distributor of pain, Lilith?”

      Xavier laughs. “Why, we are feeling dramatic this evening, aren’t we?”

      “Go fuck yourself, Xavier. Tell me what Mother wants or get out of my club. You’re making me hungry.”

      “She requests your presence at dinner.”

      “Are the others going?”

      He nods. “Alas, I am the errand boy today, delivering the same message to all of them. I’m going to the church next.”

      The Church of Blood is Sadie’s territory. There are five of us, two boys, three girls: me, Xavier, Sadie, Dahlia and Gabriel. Mother collected each of us for a different reason, in a different way. None of our histories are pretty. But what I do know is that no good stories follow Sadie St Clair. Some say Cordelia compelled Sadie to watch as she drained her birth mother dry.

      Others say Cordelia found Sadie in the mountains, sat cross-legged in a halo of reddened snow. A wolf’s tail in one hand and a gnawed hind leg in the other, crusted claret decorating both her cheeks.

      But the story most give begins in the Montague Forest, out past the city's border. Cordelia was hunting after dusk. She stumbled across a pretty little thing laid in the leaf mould, still as death. Not quite human, not quite fae. Neither vampire nor witch, nor demon nor dhampir. Cordelia was perplexed because, despite the motionless creature, there was no mistaking the fact Sadie’s heart still beat. Slow, slow, slow. Hair the colour of fresh snow draped over her shoulders.

      Beneath Sadie lay a bed of decaying roses. All of them curled and singed at the edges as if the girl had leached the life from them.

      Cordelia leaned in, brushed a snowy lock away. Sadie lunged, sinking her teeth into Cordelia’s face. She stole a chunk of flesh and swallowed. Cordelia still bears the sweet little scar beneath her eye today.

      Sadie snarled, all sharp teeth and growls. So, Cordelia took her and locked her in a cage until she learned to be civilised.

      Oh, how Sadie screamed and screamed and screamed. She cried out until her voice bled into the walls and left her mute. If you ever visit Castle St Clair and stay late, some nights you can still hear her haunting howls clawing from the walls long past midnight.

      All that is to say, none of us really know how Sadie came to be. Mother refuses to speak of her creation. And Sadie has said not a word in all the centuries I’ve known her.

      “Have fun delivering that message,” I say and wave a hand dismissively at the debauchery below. “Help yourself to the good stuff on your way out.”

      He bends to my hand and places a soft kiss on the back of it. “You always did treat me well.”

      “Hmm. Be a good boy and fuck off now, won’t you?”

      That, at least, elicits a broad smile, his white teeth and sharp fangs descending. He inclines his head and vanishes. There’s a whip of breeze as he uses vampire speed to race down into the main club.

      Movement in the corner of the dance floor below catches my eye. It’s not unusual for deals to be made in here. It’s a haven for the less legal customs in the city. That’s one benefit of this mansion specifically. You pay a drop of blood on entry and the mansion keeps your secrets, hence ‘Whisper Club’. Magic’s a wonderful thing, blood magic especially, and this house is hungry.

      I focus on the couple. They stand strangely, both facing out towards the dancers, their hands unnaturally close for two supposed strangers. Something passes between them, and that’s when a spotlight flashes over the pair and I realise who it is. My missing piece. Red, my ever-irritating hunter girl.

      Oh, this is simply priceless. Just the thing I need to entertain me. It’s been two weeks since I saw her. Since that night that turned us from casual acquaintances to mortal enemies—this time.

      I hop over the balcony and jump to the ground a floor below.

      Human dancers lean away from me, some face away. Even unaware of my presence, their subconscious thinks I’m a freak. Gooseflesh crawls up their arms, signalling a predator is nearby. Well, they needn’t worry. I’m far too preoccupied with the fun I’m about to have to care about them. I skirt around the edge of the dance floor and creep silently up behind Red. The music beat shifts up a gear, the light flickers and I stand right behind her. The urge to lean in and sink my teeth into her neck is overwhelming. I inch forward when something sharp pricks at my gut.

      I frown and look down.

      What. The. Fuck?

      The point of a stake is pricking my gut.
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        RED

      

      

      Octavia Beaumont stands at my back, breathing down my neck. Filthy fucking vampires.

      “I smelt you twenty feet away,” I growl as I slip the vial of blood into my trouser pocket. Not quite the truth. I felt her presence more than smelt her, given hunter instincts and all. But I don’t want her knowing what skills I do and don’t have. The less a vampire knows about you, the better. And I want nothing to do with this vampire in particular. I had the displeasure of meeting her ten days ago, when she stole the last shred of family I had from me.

      “And I thought vampires were the ones with heightened senses. Would you mind removing that from my stomach? It tickles,” she says.

      I hold steady. What I want is to gut her, tear her insides out, and choke her with them because of what she took from me. But unfortunately, this vampire is practically royalty and while there are ample justifications hunters have for staking vamps, I’d have to have acres of them to kill this one.

      The point of my stake bites at her skin. A drop of blood oozes down the wood. The scent of it wafts and coils into my nose. My mouth drops, saliva builds under my tongue. Fuck. I shake myself off. Heat flooding my cheeks, pooling between my legs. Fuck, fuck. I’ve been clean for ten days—ever since my sister, Amelia… Anyway, I came here because I wanted to forget. It was a mistake. The last thing I need is to get hooked on blood even more potent than I was on. This was a mistake. I need to leave before I can’t.

      “Oh, now that is interesting,” Octavia says and wraps her cool fingers around my hand and holds the stake in place. Her touch is electric. A vicious spark, both cool and fiery. It’s enough I have to fight a shiver.

      Then she steps closer to me, sinking the point deeper into her gut. I gasp. But she’s unrelenting. One step closer. Two. Then three. Each movement driving the wood into her belly.

      “What the fuck?” I hiss, trying to break away and pull the stake out of her stomach. This isn’t a game anymore. I might be a senior hunter, but I couldn’t justify killing one of the original three, even if she turned my sister. But I can’t pull back. Her grip over my hand is like iron. She’s so close that I can smell her perfume, warm spices, like the heart of a winter midnight and something a little deep, a little exotic, like maybe it’s not from the city.

      “Don’t. Get. Any closer. Most vampires this close to me end up dead,” I say with as much confidence as I can muster. But she’s shaken me. The unexpected violence sending me off course.

      She smiles and shunts another inch forward. The stake is in right up to the hilt.

      What the fuck is wrong with her?

      Blood runs quicker down the wood now. It coats both our fingers. It makes my teeth ache with need, my tongue throb with the desperate desire to lap it up.

      But I won’t. Not from her. Never from her.

      “If you wanted blood, you merely need to ask. I’m sure we can come to an arrangement. I’m always generous to my little blood sluts,” Octavia says, her tongue sliding across her lips.

      “Fuck you.” I shunt the stake. I know by the wince on her face I caught something serious. Her fingers grip my fist harder, crushing my bones until I have to grit my teeth to prevent myself from moaning. She bears her fangs at me, a low snarl emanating from her throat. She steps back off the stake and then bends my hand up to my face. The stake, along with her blood oozing down it, is millimetres from my mouth. I press my lips shut. I will not drink, I will not drink.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “I thought you wanted to drink? Here, I’m offering you the highest honour in the city. Do you know what people would do to get their hands on a drop of my blood?”

      I kick out, my foot crunching into her knee. She startles, loses balance as her kneecap pops out of place. Her grip on me loosens enough that I yank the stake out of her hand as she jerks her leg and her knee corrects itself.

      I suppress a gag.

      There’s a dancing platform above me. I squat down and leap up, grabbing the pole to stop myself from flying off the other side of the platform.

      “Red?” Amelia shouts from another platform across from me. She’s dancing with two guys. My chest spasms. My beautiful baby sister. I can’t stand looking at her, the way she represents everything we’re meant to hate. The betrayal written in her fangs.

      The memory of holding her pudgy hand while we stood in front of Mama’s gravestone flashes through my mind.

      I am so not ready to talk to her. I shake my head at her. “Not yet,” I shout.

      Her eyes well up, but I don’t have time because I glance behind me and Octavia is crouching, ready to spring up after me.

      I leap from platform to platform until I’m a few feet from the balcony. Octavia is on the first platform, leaping to the second.

      Cat and fucking mouse. This is not the game I came here to play.

      I crouch down and spring up, jumping through the air until I land against the balcony railing. The air bursts from my lungs, making me groan. I give a quick look over my shoulder. She’s already on the second platform.

      Shit.

      I scramble over the railing and out the balcony doors. But there’s no easy access to drop to the ground from this balcony.

      “For Blood’s sake,” I growl and crane my neck up. “Roof it is.”

      I grab the drainpipe and clamber my way up to the roof, hauling myself over and onto a flat area. I sprint across the flat section of the roof and have two choices: clamber across the sloping sections and up the turrets or down.

      I peer over the edge. There’s another balcony and a porch beneath that. Down it is. Octavia, thankfully, isn’t using vampire speed, though I know that just means she’s toying with me. But I’ll take any advantage I can get.

      I clamber over the edge, grab the drain and shimmy down the balcony. Another leap and I smack into the porch roof, but I keep rolling. I stretch for the lip but lose my grip and drop over the edge, collapsing with a thud to the ground.

      “Fucking vampires,” I growl. But I don’t hang about. I haul myself up and run through the market, weaving in and out of the stalls, dodging humans and vampires alike.

      “Shit.” I say and feverishly glance around. I can’t see Octavia. My heart thuds in between my ribs like the beat of a drum. I just need to get back to hunter territory.

      My skin tingles like she’s still following me. I’m a fool if I think my running is enough to dissuade her. I can feel her scratching at my skin like fangs.

      I run onto a bridge over the canal. If I can cross and veer down the main road through the Peace Territory back towards the Academy, I’ll be in public view the whole time.

      I reach the peak of the bridge and halt.

      Heat simmers at my back. My shoulders stiffen.

      “Fuck,” I breathe as a river boat full of drunk humans drifts under the bridge.

      “Actually,” Octavia says from behind me. “I’d love to.”

      I blink and my hands are on the bridge handrail, laced tight with a rope cuff.

      I’m trapped.

      My whole body sets alight. Goosebumps flicker down my arms, down my back. I yank against the rope cuff. But I’m well and truly stuck. Mother fucking vampire speed.

      Another boat drifts beneath us, this time two lovers entwined, the boat meandering across the canal.

      I wrench around to find her, but I can barely see, even twisting my body to the point of pain. She could kill me from this position. Drain me. Fuck me—that thought should disgust me the most. And my brain is screaming that it’s a vile thought, my body, though…

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Traitorous little cunt. I hate Octavia. What I want is to punish her for what she did to my sister. Edge her into oblivion so she never comes again. So why is the thought of me tied here, submitting my pleasure to her, making me wet? I shake my head clear, realising it’s just about submission, not her specifically.

      Octavia leans into my back, pushing my hips against the railings.

      “I can smell how much you want me,” she purrs in my ear. “Deny it all you want, but the only person you can lie to is yourself.”

      She runs her tongue along the underside of my earlobe, sending a bolt of pleasure straight to my clit.

      I scream in frustration, yanking my cuffed hands harder. If only I hadn’t put my blade away, I could have sliced my way out of these cuffs.

      There’s another boat, a longer one this time, filled with drinkers and people in various states of undress. It drifts towards us.

      Her blood seeps into the back of my shirt.

      “Do you want my blood?” she breathes against my neck, her lips skimming my skin and sending sparks of heat and fury down my spine.

      “I asked you a question,” she says, her breath tickles my skin. I want to yank myself away.

      Instead, I lean closer. “Why the hell do you want me to drink your blood? So you can track me? I’m not a fucking idiot. I know the minute I ingest a single drop, you’ll be able to find me wherever I am.”

      She shrugs against my back. “Only for an hour or so.”

      “An hour too long. Besides, you only love this game of chase because no one else will come near you.”

      The space between our bodies cools. I’ve pissed her off. She moves behind me, then brings two fingers up to my face, her blood dripping off them.

      My nostrils flare. Fuck. It smells like ecstasy. Like a thousand nights of bliss, and every secret whispered in the wind. I want it. I need it.

      No, no, no. Get a grip, Red.

      I wriggle against her, but her grasp on me is like steel.

      “You want me,” she says. “So take me.”

      The problem is, I do want her, or at least I want her blood. I’m not an idiot. I know I’m an addict. But I’ve been clean for two weeks. Which makes what happens next even worse. It makes me weak. I’m going against every ounce of training I’ve ever had. I made one stupid mistake trying blood—I can barely even remember it anymore—and I’ve been paying for it ever since.

      I lean a little closer to her fingers.

      In the boat below, a couple stop fucking to look up at us on the bridge. My skin is electric at the thought of them watching what happens next.

      I have to fight the urge to bite her fingers clean off. The scent of her iron-rich blood is overpowering.

      “Yes,” she says. “Do it. Give in. Succumb to your desire.”

      I slow my breathing. Inhaling through my mouth instead of my nose to prevent the delicious smell reaching my tastebuds. But it’s no use. I’m still leaning closer.

      Her body presses into my back, her enormous breasts pushing against my shoulder blades, making my knickers wetter. Excitement pools between my thighs.

      I know what happens if I lick that blood and it’s nothing good. Nothing I want. I do not want to fuck the woman who turned my sister.

      And yet, my lips part. Every breath is laboured as I will myself to stop. My body is tense and alive. The restriction of my hands, the friction of her chest against my back, pushing me into the stone railings.

      “Say it,” she whispers into my ear. “Say you want it and it’s yours.”

      I close my eyes, the words come tumbling out. “I want it.”

      She pushes her fingers into my mouth. “That’s it, Red. Take it like the good little blood slut you are.”

      I suck her fingers into my mouth, my tongue rolling over her skin, lapping and sucking her deeper.

      My tastebuds explode.

      She’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted. I glance up at her, those crimson eyes boring into me. She smiles as she pulls her fingers out, lingering on my lip, and then she sucks them into her own mouth and my pussy clenches.

      If I thought my body was alive before, this is like nothing else. Adrenaline fires through my veins, tingles and butterflies race to my extremities. Blood floods to my clit. I gasp at the pulsing need throbbing between my legs. I knew this would happen. Blood makes everyone horny. But Octavia is one of the original three. This need surging around me is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.

      “You want something else, don’t you?” Octavia says.

      I lean my forehead against the bridge. The rope chafes, burning the skin around my wrists. “Fuck,” I growl. Annoyed with myself for succumbing, knowing where this is going. I grit my teeth. “Yes, I want something else.”

      “Hmm, and what is it you want, Red? Use your words,” she hums against my back.

      “You. Octavia. I want to drain the life out of you.”

      “You’re sweet, but why don’t you tell me the truth?” She shoves her knee between my thighs, forcing me to spread my feet. She’s taller than me, so her thigh meets my crotch. My pussy is so swollen and wet I whimper at the touch, even though it’s through clothing.

      She must sense my need because she drives her leg higher, forcing the contact. I moan and fall forward, slipping off the bridge railing. She grips me and pulls me back upright.

      “Red,” she hisses.

      “Fine. For blood’s sake, I need to come, okay?” I say. I feel like someone lit a match inside me. Like I want to fuck my way around the Midnight Market. Stab every vampire in the city. Haul the humans from the boat onto the bridge and fuck each and every one.

      I’m invincible and vulnerable and hornier than I’ve ever been. I ache to rip the ropes off and fuck on the bridge cobbles. But I don’t want to tell her any of those things because I hate her. I hate what she’s done, who she is, but I hate her whole fucking species more than anything. Despite that, with her blood coiling through my veins, I need to fuck her.

      “What’s your safe word?” she says.

      And I’m not sure why the word comes to me, but I decide to use, “Elysium.”

      Elysium? That’s an odd choice, even for me. It’s a small village on the outskirts of the city. I used to run patrols there a couple of years ago. Octavia stiffens behind me as if she hates the word.

      “Problem?” I say, even though it’s tough shit. I’m keeping it, especially if she hates it.

      “No problem.” She relaxes against me and then grips my chin, pointing my gaze down toward the boat.

      “You’re going to get your orgasm, but you’re going to put on a show for those nosy little humans.”

      “I will pay you back for this,” I spit, but my pussy is already pulsing at the thought of being watched. I’ve never fucked in public, but even the idea of it is turning me on so much I can feel the arousal in my knickers.

      “I do hope so,” she says.

      I glance down at the boat. It’s close enough the beat of their music drifts up to the bridge. It’s slow and bassy. At least three of the humans are on blood like me, you can tell by their frenzied expressions. Some are openly fucking on the wooden benches, or leaning against the boat’s hull, their cocks and pussies in other people’s mouths. The other half of the humans on the boat have ceased what they’re doing to watch us, enjoying the voyeur show from the shadowy canal.

      Octavia’s hand slides from my back to my side and down my torso until she drops over my hip and thigh to one of my blade holsters.

      I freeze. Is she going to kill me? Is that what this all was? A ploy to publicly slaughter the Hunter Academy’s chief of security. The shame. But she pulls a blade out of the holster and reaches around my front to press it against my crotch.

      “What are you—” I start, but she flips the blade sharp side up and presses it to the fabric of my trousers. She slices my crotch in two.

      I squeal as the blade catches my underwear, shredding that as well.

      “Fuck,” I scream. “You could have cut me.”

      “Then I’d have kissed your pretty hunter pussy better,” she says and my body melts, liquid excitement sticking to my bare thighs. I don’t care about anything anymore, I just need to fuck and come and fuck again.

      She slides her knee between my thighs again, pinning me against the railing. She leans against my back and reaches out, gripping the sides of my trousers and yanking, ripping them apart so my cunt is on display for the entire boat to see.

      Then she drives her thigh up until it’s pressing against my slick folds.

      “Now, put on a show like a good girl,” she says into my ear, her words trickling down my neck.

      “What do you—” I start.

      She shifts her thigh, pulling it back and pushing it forward, moving it over my cunt. Pressure flows over my clit.

      “Fuck,” I whimper and grip the stone rail tighter so my legs don’t give out. The sensation spills out from my clit and into my entire body.

      She shunts into me, her body pressing against my back and arse. I try not to think about the fact that the height difference means her pussy is against my arse. She grabs my hips, pulls me back over her thigh and then shoves me forward, dragging my pussy against her smooth leather-clad thigh.

      I don’t miss the fact that neither of us are touching skin to skin. It’s my pussy, her leather-covered thigh. And yet, the electric sensations are consuming.

      She must read my mind because she grazes my earlobe with her teeth, sending another exquisite shiver down my spine and says, “Do you want me?”

      “Yes.” And fuck do I. In this moment, I think I’d be willing to give up being a hunter if it meant I got to press my lips to her cunt.

      “Too bad. Now. Use my thigh and fuck yourself till you come for the crowd.”

      She slaps my arse, shoving me forward again, the grinding motion against my clit sending pulses of pleasure through my legs, right down to my toes.

      I rock then. I grip the stone rail and rock on her thigh, grinding against her leg, pushing my soaking cunt over and over her. She moves with me, her hips assisting and riding with me until we’re moving to the boat’s music. As the pressure builds in my clit, my head rolls back onto her shoulder. It makes my neck exposed, vulnerable.

      I’m aware of her fangs dropping, her head leaning towards my neck, her tongue running the length of my carotid, but she doesn’t bite. She stays completely in control. Just moving with me, teasing herself as much as she teases me. I grind against her harder, faster. She drives her knee higher until I can’t take it anymore and the orgasm erupts and spills over into bliss.

      I come just as the boat meets the bridge. The humans cheer as it slips under us, taking them away from sight.

      She stares at me. There’s a moment where I am utterly blissed out, and I swear a ripple of pain crosses her expression. But it’s there and gone quicker than I can read it. Then my hands are released from the rope cuffs and I’m in her arms and she’s racing, vampire-fast, over the bridge and into a little market garden. She sits me on her lap, cradling me in her arms, the noise from the market muted by the hedges and shrubs. She holds me a moment, until the high dissipates and I crash back to reality, her blood draining out of my system. And I realise what happened. What she did. What I did.

      Sweet fucking Mother of Blood.

      I scramble out of her arms and step away until my back hits a tall bush.

      “Feisty tonight, aren’t you,” she says and pushes one of her black locks behind her ear. “Why are you drinking blood? I thought your kind frowned upon that.”

      By my kind, she means hunters—we are the law in this city. It’s our duty to extinguish any misbehaving vampire, or any misbehaving creature for that matter.

      She’s also dead right. If the Academy knew I was dosing… it would be the end of my career, and the fact she knows is not a comfort. They’d probably give me more grace for having fucked one of the original three vampires than they would for dosing.

      Did we fuck? What did just happen? Technically, neither of us touched each other. Thank the gods, that gives me plausible deniability.

      “Tell anyone and I’ll execute you,” I say.

      She snorts, laughing so hard her head kicks back. A smile curls over her lips.

      “You want me. You hate me. You fuck me.” She tut, tut, tuts at me, shaking her head, her tongue click, click, clicking in time with her words. Then she’s on all fours, crawling towards me over the cobbles. “What are you going to do, Red? You couldn’t kill me after I took your sister. What makes you think you can now?”

      My whole body tenses. Fire burns through my expression. This is why I hate her. She took the last person that meant anything to me. It’s why I hate them all. The bliss of the orgasm drains out of me, leaving behind rage and fury.

      Father left us to work for a vampire noble.

      Mother was a donor, drained in a supposed accident. When do vampires ever have accidents?

      And then Amelia.

      Stolen.

      All because of a stupid mistake she made, gatecrashing a vampire noble’s party. The idiot. She was always so spontaneous. I remember the first birthday she had after Mum had passed. I’d gotten leave from the Hunter Academy, planned everything, but it chucked it down with rain. Amelia didn’t want to stop celebrating so she convinced me to dance in the rain for hours. It was fun at the time, but when we both got sick, and I had to train in order to earn enough for herbs and medications… She never thinks anything through.

      She always had a ‘live for right now’ attitude. Well, I suppose she really will live now and forevermore. Octavia was at that party and took advantage. Drained her, stole her from me and turned her into the thing I hate more than anything.

      She reaches my feet and stands up, leaning into my personal space. Vampires are cold, and yet heat pulses between us. The scent of her perfume, deep oud and something spicy wafts into my nose.

      “I swear on the bones of the Church of Blood, I will ruin you, Octavia fucking Beaumont.”

      Her eyes glimmer. Those crimson irises boring into me. She sucks her bottom lip in, and something inside me twitches, as if the sight of her like this is pleasurable.

      “Oh, I hope so, Red. I really hope so…” she lets that linger in the air until her meaning is abundantly clear.

      “What is wrong with you? You killed my sister,” I snarl.

      “Your sister is alive.”

      “No. She’s a fucking drainer like you.”

      “Yes, she’s a superior being now. You hunters are all the same. Just because we feed on your life source, you think us monsters. But you’re the hypocrites. You kill us frivolously with flimsy reasoning and yet you’re the one indulging in a little backdoor blood. At least we’re open about our consumption…”

      “You’re twisted,” I spit.

      “And yet, I’m not the one whose heart rate is elevated or pupils are blown. And I’m not the one who's aroused by the smell of my blood… No, if anything, I’d say you’re the sick one, darling… Because you want to fuck me again, for real this time. I’d bet the only thought running through your head is what my cold little cunt tastes like.”

      My teeth grind against each other, but I have no comeback.

      Her eyes lower to my crotch, the shredded fabric. “You hate me, you gut me, cut me… and yet, you still want to fuck me. Interesting.”

      A sick smile peels across her mouth. Two perfectly white, perfectly sharp fangs peeking out from her smile.

      Heat floods my face. “What just happened… That was… I would nev⁠—”

      “—Really?” She shifts right up to me. Her knee pressing against my swollen cunt. Shock freezes me in place. She leans into my neck, inhales the scent of me. “I beg to differ.”

      But this time she faces me, her pupils are as wide as mine, and that gives me a smug sense of satisfaction.

      I sneer. “Looks like I’m not the only one who wants to fuck,” I say.

      I hate where this conversation is going. She’s wrong. I have zero desire to fuck her. What happened was purely the blood in my system. That was the mistake—allowing myself to taste her.

      This is unbridled rage. It has to be. I shift on the spot, the prickly shrub leaves poking my back. Unfortunately, her leather trousers stick to my pussy in a way that implies it’s more than rage. What the fuck is wrong with me? Vampires repulse me. I shrug it off. They’re designed this way. To be alluring. It’s part of their ‘charm’. It’s not real, and she fucking knows it. She’s just saying shit to wind me up. This will go away. Once she’s seen Amelia through that first month of the change, she’ll grow bored with torturing me. She’ll find another human to turn and she’ll leave me alone.

      Someone meanders through the park, a woman. Two in fact, drunk and wobbling. Octavia speeds across the pebbled path as one of the women takes a tumble. She catches the woman before her head crunches into a giant rock.

      She saved her life.

      The woman rights herself, takes one look at Octavia and screams the kind of night-splitting shriek reserved for murderers and horror shows.

      “GET THE FUCK AWAY FROM ME, FREAK!” she yells. The women run, fleeing Octavia’s presence.

      I’ll confess, there is a moment where I feel the injustice of this. I’d heard of Octavia’s reputation, the fact the city hates her. I hadn’t seen it in action though.

      Octavia returns to me, her cheeks aflame. I open my mouth to apologise for their behaviour, but she merely continues as if it never happened.

      “What I want to know,” she starts again, “is why a hunter like you would sink themselves to the level of dosing. Hmm?”

      I open my mouth, genuinely about to justify myself to her. And promptly shut it.

      “Goodbye, Octavia. Hope you fall on a stake.” I shift to the side, push off the bush and walk off. I shrug my jumper off and tie it around my hips, hiding my shredded trousers. She gets out of the way, sitting herself on the garden bench, draping her arms over the back of it.

      She sniffs a laugh out. “Tell the Chief I said thanks for the blood bags.”

      So that’s where Roman and Marcel went. I wondered who the Chief gave them to. My bestie lives in another city, New Imperium, and she had a load of problems with her old mentor, Roman. I helped her out of a patch of trouble a few months ago. Their princess, Morrigan, banished the culprits, and I offered to bring them to our city to serve as donors until the vamps got bored and drained them dry.

      “Tell her yourself. When you inform her I bought blood... I’m sure that’s your plan now, isn’t it? To ruin me?”

      Octavia raises an eyebrow, she pouts, “Oh, I’m going to ruin you alright. But I’ll give you a free pass on the blood this evening. I figure you owe me, though.”

      I shake my head, the audacity. She’s an idiot if she thinks I endure going to the Whisper Club for any reason other than the fact I know what I do stays private.

      “How gracious of you. But I don’t owe you shit.”

      “Oh? And what makes you think that?”

      And this is how I win. “I only buy inside your club. Your mansion keeps the secret for me. Isn’t that why it’s called the Whisper Club?”

      Her expression narrows. She knows I’ve won. Her nose twitches like she’s suppressing the irritation.

      “Then I suppose I’ll be seeing you again soon, won’t I?” And the way her rouged lips curl around the words makes my heart beat a little faster.

      Rage.

      I cling to it as I walk out of the garden and back into the Midnight Market.
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      I spend another couple of hours in the club before I have to make my way to Mother’s after Xavier’s summons. As I head towards the exit, Erin gives me a cheeky salute. “’Night, boss.”

      I clap her on the back. Erin is my right-hand woman. Bit of a vicious type, all brawn, crushing, squeezing and garrotting. And to give her credit, she is one of the few who isn’t afraid of me, though whether that’s because there’s not enough brain attached to the brawn or the fact she’s a hunter, I’m not sure. Regardless, we have an agreement. She serves me till her thirty-fifth birthday and I’ll turn her. If she serves me another thirty-five years as a vamp, the rest of her immortality is her own.

      I’ll head towards the Midnight Market carriage station. I’d normally use the club’s station, but I don’t have my personal carriage.

      I step out of the club into the Midnight Market. It’s misty. A chill wind whips through the stalls. Roils of white steam peel off the canals to shroud me in creamy shadows. Today, the mansion door has exited me into the clothing quarter of the market. I wonder if the club is suggesting I change my attire, or if this is where its whims and fancies took it. It’s a gift and a curse, this mansion. The house’s moods are one reason I adore it. It’s secretive and changes its entrance and exit whenever it deems necessary. Finding the place can be a pain in the ass if you’re not au fait with its temperament.

      I walk along the canal, past dozens of market stalls, racks of dresses and high collared jackets—the fashion of the moment.

      “You shouldn’t be here, filthy omen of death,” a market seller says and turns his back towards me as I’m passing.

      I glance up at him. Gooseflesh flecks down the back of his neck as if my being alive disgusts him. Pathetic human. I have swung through every emotion over the years. I used to drain those who discriminated against me, tore their heads from their necks. But that only made the humans worse. I tried reasoning with them, arguing with them until I realised ignoring it and raising my shields was the only thing I could do.

      I meander through a new quarter, this one full of witch grimoires, bottles of herbs and potions that crawl in ways that make me uncomfortable. I divert out of this area past sellers dishing out ordinary stock bottles of blood and then past the more nuanced flavours. Though by the odd hue to the bottles, I can tell they didn’t collect it in the authentic way our blood is. Knockoffs, no doubt. That said I’m hungry.

      “I’ll take an A-positive with essence of love,” I say.

      The seller rifles through his bottles and plucks the right one. “Here, oh—” he says as his eyes meet mine.

      His fingers tremble, the bottle shakes in his hand as he moves a fraction further away.

      “Forget it,” I say, my heart sinking. I walk away, and at times like this I curse my nature and enhanced hearing.

      “Vile, disgusting creature,” he says under his breath. But it’s no matter, I hear anyway.

      I step down into the underground, the sleek red walls of the staircase almost shimmery tonight. The stairs guide me down, down, down. Under the market, under the canals and quaint townhouses toward the carriage platforms. When I reach the bottom, I chuck a silver coin into the ticket barrier hole, and it lets me through.

      “Lady Beaumont,” gasps an elderly human man. He bows his head at me, backs away and stumbles. I lunge to stop him from falling, but he yelps as my hand brushes his arm and that alerts the station staff.

      Gods. Why do I bother helping? The stationmaster appears and frowns at me until his gaze meets mine and then a shiver wracks his body.

      The stationmaster reaches down to pick the old man up as I sigh and leave them to it. While the vast majority of citizens fear me, the religious revere me enough to stay away. No doubt this man is one of the faithful. The Church of Blood tends to spit out believers. That she’ll return. The maker. Our witch goddess, the originator of my dear mother Cordelia.

      Mother always tells the story in the same way. Where everyone else has varying shades of commitment to the church, Mother despises it.

      Once upon a time, there were two families, the St Clairs and the Randalls. And like any respecting families of nobility, they were at war.

      For petty things, Mother says. Over land and property. The economy and legacy. None of it seems to matter now and the details have faded even for her. Nonetheless, a local witch took issue with their dealings. Many of the locals were caught in their war, slaughtered and maimed for no reason other than being in the way. So the witch cursed the heirs, Mother and some woman called Eleanor, to become mortal enemies, never able to kill each other.

      While their families died long ago, Cordelia and Eleanor lived on. Hatred seeping into their bones like a disease. Burrowing and festering in their souls for a thousand years. And as for the witch? As penance for her crimes, the witch-gods gave her a choice: become the monster she created or spend eternity in hell. And that is how the three vampire lines came to be: one cursed, one chosen, and me: one born.

      The witch-vampire was lost to history, though her line was not. She’d turned enough vampires before vanishing for her line to continue.

      A claret-coloured carriage pulls up and I jump in.

      “Castle St Clair,” I say and knock on the carriage wall.

      “Alright, miss,” the driver says.

      We created these carriage tunnels a thousand years ago, shortly after Mother and I came to be. They’re the only way we can travel at the peak of suns up. The horses take a while to train up, though. They don’t much like being down here, so they’re rotated often and taken good care of, and now the tunnels serve all our kind.

      Warmth hits me as soon as I slide into a leather seat. The carriage is a deep rouge, plush. I struck lucky this evening. Sometimes they can be shabby.

      The tunnels weave like the veins we draw our meals from under Sangui City, traversing across territory boundaries without a care. The carriages down here are rounder than overground ones. They’re designed to look like fattened blood cells.

      A couple of hours later, the carriage pulls up to the St Clair station territory. To my disdain, Dahlia, my least favourite sibling, is waiting for me outside the station with a horse.

      Three men stroll past, I tense up as one of them catches sight of me.

      He baulks, grabs the arm of one of his mates. “It’s the freak,” he says.

      “The omen of death,” the other one confirms.

      The third man makes the mistake. The words I can handle, the words all my siblings ignore, it’s the violence none of us tolerate. The third man picks up a rock and flings it at me.

      Dahlia, Mother of Blood, bless her violent soul, flings me the reins and lunges to catch it. She races forward and smashes the same rock over the man’s head repeatedly until his face is a bloodied pulp. The man who called me a freak pisses his pants, a dark streak spreading down his trouser leg, and the other man runs as she drops the one she’s beaten to the ground.

      She strolls back smiling, a dark little glint in her eye.

      “Sister,” she says. “Shall we?”

      “We shall, and thank you,” I answer. It’s a rare occasion Dahlia and I are on the same side. But as much as we quarrel and bicker and hate on each other, we are still family, and she will not tolerate abuse from an outsider. Our relationship is complicated.

      Her black hair is quaffed in a similar style to Xavier’s, though hers is shorter than his, and cut in a more aggressive shape. She’s smaller than me in height, but more than makes up for it in size and unrestrained rage. She has that muscular build created by throwing punches and crushing bones. Five hundred years ago, when Mother turned her, my favourite thing to do was to watch people underestimate her. She’s a wretched little thing, all fangs and fury. She’s also Mother’s favourite. Make of that what you will. The woman had brought me up for five centuries before Dahlia came along, and yet, Dahlia is her favourite. Xavier disagrees with me, but I know I’m right.

      “You look like shit,” she spits.

      Ahh, back to hating each other so quickly.

      “You could at least attempt civility.” I sigh.

      She jumps on her horse, leans down and holds the reins of mine to allow me to get on.

      “Like you do when you’re hungry?” she says.

      “I don’t think you’re one to talk about hunger, Dahlia.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “That was seventy-five years ago. Isn’t it time you let that go?”

      “Let go of the fact you drained and slaughtered my girlfriend because you wanted to fuck her, and she wasn’t interested?”

      “Please, she was a pathetic human woman. I wouldn’t have pity-fucked her if she begged. Besides, she wouldn’t have survived turning, let alone the Morose Mourning. I was putting her out of her misery before you killed her trying to turn her. Really, you should be thanking me.”

      At some point in the first five hundred years, every turned vampire experiences the Morose Mourning period. Usually, after the last living relative who can remember them passes. It’s some kind of trigger in their minds. The reality of immortality descends and for a while, they mourn life, living, the fragility of mortality. Of course, I never experienced that. I was born this way and know no different.

      Which means it’s yet another way I’m different from them.

      “It wasn’t your choice to make, Dahlia,” I growl.

      “Neither was it yours to burn my cottage down with me in it, but you always seem to forget that.”

      I shrug. “It seemed a fair recompense. Besides, I left you a window unlocked.”

      She glares at me, but the conversation is thankfully over. We’re silent as our horses trot out of the carriage station and ferry us up the long and winding route through forests and mountains to Mother’s castle. The family home looms on the top of the highest peak in the city: Castle St Clair, wrapped in shrouds of clouds and mountain mist, its crenellated turrets a beacon of power gazing upon its inhabitants.

      As I gaze up at the highest turret, the moon showers the castle with glistening light; it occurs to me that of course Mother wants her castle at the highest point. That way, she can see everything and everyone she controls beneath her.

      “You could at least pretend to be enthused over dinner, for Mother’s sake,” Dahlia says as we slow the horses to a stop in the circular drive and we dismount.

      “Why? The only time Mother summons us to a dinner like this is when she’s planning war games, imposing another rule or regulation on us or there’s bad news.”

      “Well, if you played by her rules, perhaps we would need fewer dinners,” she snaps.

      And there is the truth of it. This is why she’s Mother’s favourite, because despite all her strength, she doesn’t have an original thought or backbone in sight. Instead, she placates our mother by being her lapdog. It’s pathetic.

      I can’t even bring myself to respond. I hand the reins to a stable boy as a butler opens the enormous arched oak doors and we enter. Our feet clack against the cold stone slabs as we make our way through the hallways. The walls are lined with a timeline of art through the ages. Every style from the last thousand years. A handful of the paintings are portraits, some of Cordelia, some of my siblings, two of them all—none of me.

      Dahlia catches me looking at the portraits, the many that hang of her and Mother and our other siblings.

      “When are you going to get over it? You didn’t actually kill his daughter.”

      I ignore her. She wasn’t even alive to remember the pain.

      When I was a child and Mother was busy taking over the city, she would take me on her work trips. She would meet and greet the city’s people. One day I was playing with another little girl while Mother mingled with the city’s people.

      Two days later, we found the man defacing the first portrait we’d had of us together. Mother, furious, demanded to know the problem.

      His daughter had died the same night she’d played with me. We knew so much less about the biology of our kind back then. We didn’t have a way to prove that I hadn’t given her some disease or illness.

      The man returned with his friends, they tried to take me, steal me away to hurt me. Foolish really, they didn’t understand what I was, how strong I was.

      Mother started it. As is the way of her cruelty, she wouldn’t stand for their attack. She sank her fangs into one of the men, draining him where he stood. Being the naive child I was, I joined in. And so, at the end of the slaughter, an eight-year-old stood in the midst of a circle of bodies at her feet. Severed limbs in her hands, blood streaking her dress and cheeks.

      Cordelia made sure the dead girl’s father lived to tell the tale. Her warning to the city. Only her cruelty twisted the message.

      It became a myth.

      I became a monster.

      And the city never forgave me. Now, I don’t allow portraits of myself. Only two artists have tried, both human and so had to have an extensive preparation period to even be comfortable in the same room as me. Both made me look like a monstrous demon. It didn’t happen again.

      Dahlia leads me to the grand dining room. Mother is already sitting on her elaborate throne at the end. She stands and opens her arms.

      We have an uneasy sort of relationship. As her adopted daughter, she’s always had some level of power and command over me. Something that, as I matured, didn’t sit well. I am one of the original three. By rights, I am her equal. Some years ago, I broke away and carved out my own territory and dominion on the other side of the city.

      “Sister,” Gabriel says as I squeeze his shoulder and walk past. He’s leant back, his long, lithe legs kicked up on the table, a book in each hand as he speed reads across both of them.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen Gabriel without reading material in his hands. The faded red leather of the tomes’ covers matches the intense rouge of his suit—something else I don’t think I’ve ever seen him without.

      Dahlia takes her seat on one side of Mother. I take the same seat on the opposite side. Xavier is already sitting in the chair to my left.

      Xavier leans in, whispers in my ear, “Good evening, Favourite.”

      I smile and kiss his cheek.

      Sadie, it seems, is late as always.

      A slew of butlers sweep in, depositing trays of bloodied steaks and goblets of warm blood.

      “Honestly, Mother, I don’t know why you persist in this charade of dinner. You know we’d all be happier with donors at our feet.” Dahlia grimaces as a butler deposits the rawest steak I’ve seen on her plate. She nudges it away, her lips pinching. Xavier tucks in immediately. Gabriel shoves his plate away but pours himself a goblet of blood-wine and passes the decanter across the table to me, which I gladly take.

      I pour a goblet and drink several sips. Then, reluctantly, I pick up my knife and fork and cut the thinnest sliver of steak. I chew and swallow, wishing it were bloodier and warmer.

      Cordelia glares at Dahlia. “We will have dinner like a civilised family.” Mother is in a sweeping gown this evening, her hair swept into an up-do, the only hint of her age a silver streak running through one side of her parting.

      “I’d hardly call us civilised,” Xavier says, chewing his steak and picking up his goblet. He takes a huge gulp of blood-wine. “Or did you forget the last dinner we tried?”

      My mouth quirks. He’s talking about the dinner massacre of six months ago. Things got… out of hand. Mother had arranged for several house donors to attend. One of us, I forget who, though I suspect it was Dahlia, lost control, and so ensued a blood frenzy.

      Gabriel is Dahlia’s birth twin. Whatever Dahlia does, Gabriel does. The pair of them set each other off, which gave Xavier an excuse to join in. I followed suit and Sadie… well, I’m not sure if she’s ever really anything but quietly out of control. It’s one of the things I admire about her.

      “I still haven’t forgiven you, Xavier,” Gabriel says, taking his feet off the table.

      Xavier trapped Gabriel in one of the donor cages… only without any of the actual donors inside. Poor Gabe had to watch in a frenzied state, starving and desperate, while the rest of us drank our fill. It was a cruel torment.

      I laughed for three weeks about it.

      Gabriel not so much.

      He threw himself against the rails hard enough he cracked his own skull and broke several ribs trying to escape.

      “I was in medical for two nights after that dinner,” Gabriel whines.

      “Er… Gabriel, you asked him to put you in there, something about deprivation-kink,” I say.

      “I did not,” he gasps.

      Cordelia’s face pinches.

      Xavier shrugs, “Asked… didn’t ask, same-same.”

      “Hardly,” Gabriel growls.

      Dahlia’s face twists as she glances at Gabriel, “I’ve seen you in Octavia’s club… it wouldn’t be the first time you’ve been put in a cage willingly. I think you get off on it.”

      “Traitor.” He glares at her.

      “Loyal to the house always, brother,” Dahlia says.

      “Enough.” Cordelia cuts the conversation off. “I’ve brought you here for a civilised dinner. I expect nothing less. Now, tell me. How is business for you all? Xavier darling, you start.”

      He sits up a little straighter. Xavier doesn’t have an official title, but if he did, it would be schmoozer. Mother collected Xavier because of his beauty and ability to charm the nobles of the city. In other words, schmooze and corral everyone into Mother’s line and rules. Basically, he’s the family whip—fucking good at it, too. Though I’d argue that using compulsion is cheating. But he doesn’t give a fuck if it gets the job done.

      “Lord and Lady Woodley are supportive of your continued efforts to push back the hunter territory, though they request you at least attempt to keep their farming lands intact. The humans on the borders of the St Clair and hunter territory are complaining that there are vampires terrorising the human settlements in the region.”

      “So noted. I’ll see what can be done. Gabriel?” Mother turns to him.

      He closes his books and places them on the table. “The Great Library has acquired an unusual grimoire from out of the city. It’s ancient. I negotiated for it personally.”

      Xavier coughs. Gabriel fires him a nasty sneer, but Mother catches the implication. Gabriel might have negotiated, but Xavier was the one who charmed the grimoire over the line.

      “And has this grimoire illuminated anything of note?” Mother asks.

      “It’s still situated in the library vault. I’ll be examining it tomorrow, but it’s said to contain script written in the lost witch-vampire’s own hand.”

      Mother stiffens. “Well, I should like to examine that myself. Perhaps you’d care for company tomorrow?”

      Gabriel brightens. “I’d be delighted.”

      “Kiss-ass,” I mumble.

      “Don’t be bitter,” Gabriel fires back.

      “Only as bitter as your single heart.”

      “Says the pot to the kettle, honey.” Gabriel smirks.

      “And how do you expect me to date when Dahlia keeps eating everyone?” I snap.

      “Mother of Blood, I was hungry, and she wouldn’t have survived turning.” Dahlia throws her hands up.

      The thing is, Dahlia isn’t wrong. My ex probably wouldn’t have survived the turning, she was a bit of a wet blanket, and Dahlia likely did do her a favour because I was going to attempt to turn her. But I have no intention of letting Dahlia know that. I just like winding her up.

      The doors fly open and crash against the walls, cutting the argument short. Sadie walks in, her expression muted, but she swings her hands in a series of gestures that promptly shut all of us up.

      “The only one getting laid around here is Xavier,” Sadie signs.

      It’s a fair point. Even Dahlia can’t argue with that. Xavier leans back in his chair, smug that he won a round he wasn’t even part of. Sadie moves around the table in a haunting fashion. Her dress is like a plume of smoke, billowing and drifting around her feet, which seem to glide across the stone floor. Moonbeams stretch from the window to the floor, and as she sweeps through them, I swear she flickers in and out of existence. I shiver. She kisses everyone hello, lingering a moment longer on my head.

      Sadie and I are drawn towards each other. I always wanted to connect with her the way I do with Xavier, but she’s unpredictable, a little feral, and she holds pieces of herself away from us. She tries, though. With me especially, I think I’m her safe place. Everyone thinks Dahlia is the most savage of the five of us. Something tells me it’s really Sadie.

      Xavier pulls a chair out next to him for Sadie. Of all of us, he’s the peacekeeper. He bends to whisper something in her ear. I strain to listen, if only to ensure he’s not whispering the same favoured words to her he does to me. Not that I’m jealous. I hate all my siblings with equal fervour.

      “Your brothers and sisters were telling me their business updates. What have you from the church?” Cordelia says.

      Sadie sags, a wispy noise emanates from her throat. Her hands dart in front of her lightning quick. I keep up, just about.

      “The church is fine. Congregation is swelling. Though I am understaffed, and the Trial of Spirit is too difficult. The failure rate and death rates of potential monks is killing my ability to run enough services.”

      Cordelia doesn’t look even remotely upset about this. She hates the church and only tolerates it because it makes her daughter happy.

      But I make a note that I may need to employ a sign tutor again to brush up on my speed. I’m fluent, but Sadie speaks fast, and I do hate not being able to catch everything said.

      Gabriel and Dahlia are the worst. They share entire conversations in looks and glances, a shift of a shoulder and a wave of a finger—I think it’s a twin thing. Either way, it’s infuriating always being on the outside.

      They’re five hundred years old now. I remember their arrival like yesterday because I was furious Mother could bring yet more children into this family. Wasn’t I enough? Wasn’t Xavier?

      The night they joined us, some human came tearing into Castle St Clair, begging Cordelia to come to his village to deal with a problematic house. Of course, that wasn’t enough to pique her interest. But then he told her the house contained demon children. Well, she’d had a daughter for five centuries, and a son for two and a half. Why not add to the family?

      So, she went with the human to the village and found a locked house. Not just locked but sealed shut magically. Some pissed off witch, I suspect. When she broke through the seal, what she found haunted the village for decades. There were dozens of bodies. All of them dead. Only the twins remained alive, stood in amongst the carcasses, their hands clasped. They were gaunt, caked in dried blood. The worst of it, though, the thing that really convinced Cordelia to take them in, was their answer to her question.

      “What happened?” she’d asked.

      “They upset us,” the twins responded.

      And that was the end of it. Xavier and I had new siblings. She kept them human, mind you, then turned them against their will on their twenty-fifth birthday.

      “And the club?” Mother asks, bringing me back to the present.

      “Fine,” I shrug.

      “Detailed response as ever,” she sighs.

      “It’s good, Mother, trade is excellent. Why are we here anyway? You clearly have something to tell us,” I say.

      She presses her lips together before turning to Dahlia. “We’ll discuss the army later, darling.”

      Dahlia, her perfect progeny and head of her most valued resource, the vampire security force, smiles sweetly at her, displaying her razor-sharp fangs as she raises her goblet of blood-wine to her lips.

      “I’ve an announcement,” Mother says. “I’m tired.”

      “You had your Morose Mourning seven hundred years ago. Aren’t you a little old to be tired?” Xavier says.

      “Actually, there are records of some of the elder vampires having a sort of second mourning period,” Gabriel says, his hand sliding to pull his books nearer.

      “Is that what this is?” Sadie signs.

      “No,” Mother answers.

      “Then what?” Dahlia asks.

      “Come on, Mother, put us out of our misery,” Xavier says, leaning forward to pour me and Sadie more blood-wine before passing the jug to Gabriel.

      “Octavia, could I borrow the club two nights from now? I appreciate it’s last minute, but I’d rather do the announcement there. And… we’re inviting the hunters,” Cordelia says.

      We all go vampire still. No one blinks, no one moves.

      It’s Sadie that whisper-laughs and signs, “Why the hell would you invite them?”

      “Well, that’s part of the announcement. Octavia, are you amenable?” Cordelia says.

      “Sure, but I can’t close the club to humans or non-nobles at such short notice. Whatever you’re announcing will be public knowledge.”

      She nods once. “Fine.”

      My mind races. What the hell is she doing? Is she going to ambush them? If so, I don’t want that in my club, not when it will tarnish my reputation. But I don’t have time to work out what she’s up to as she continues talking.

      “Two nights from now, I’ll require you all to be there. It’s a 9 p.m. start and I’ll reveal everything.”
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