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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This is the story I’ve been calling Gay Vampire Ghostbusters meets Knives Out. It’s part gay romance, part paranormal murder mystery with a side of ghost hunting, and all suspense.

      It’s set in the Cascade Apocrypha storyworld of vampires, angels, demons, witches, hybrids, and shifters, so if you’ve read any of my other books, you’ll likely recognise some crossover characters even when I don’t name them.

      There are MM spicy scenes, and lots of humorous banter and swearing.

      Fair warning: I went full Agatha Christie on this story, so the cast of suspects is huge! I made you a family tree with an embedded link for if you want to see it larger.

      Remember I write in British English. This book is set in the UK, with British characters.

      There is a short content warning at the back of the book.

      

      Pronunciation:

      

      CasID (Cass-eye-dee) Short for Cascade Investigation Department

      

      De L’Isle (De Lyle, duh not dee)

      

      Ephraim (EE-fruhm/EE-frum)

      

      Sango (SAH-ngO, like the ah sound in father, with a soft ng like in singer)

      

      Haslemere (Hay-zuhl-MEER, Hay-zuhl like hazel). I’m only including this one because one of my beta readers thought it was pronounced Has Le Mare, and my ears tried to shrivel back into my skull.

      

      Eoghan (like Owen, but more O-uhn, rather than O-win). So why don’t I just call him Owen? Because I don’t wanna, and because my Irish blood won’t let me, that’s why. He’s only mentioned a few times, and if you want to call him Owen, I won’t come over there and take away your reading privileges. That would just be mean.

    

  


  
    
      For Agatha Christie

      

      She galloped so the rest of us could shuffle in her wake.

      

      Chapter Dedications

      

      For Janay—chapter 29

      

      Back with your classic refrain of “Sir, this is a Wendy’s”, I almost don’t want to share the quote you tagged, but I’m going to anyway. With no context whatsoever.

      

      “…imagining a disembodied dick floating somewhere.”

      

      Thank you for that delightful image that I’m pretending is your fault even though I’m the one who wrote it.

      

      For Fi—chapter 52

      

      You warned me that you were “fucking dying” partway through the chapter, and I didn’t heed your warning.

      Next thing I know, “Dead.”

      Apologies for the only murder I didn’t plan for this book. I’ll resurrect you in six weeks. Just hold tight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “I observe the facts without biases of the head or heart. I determine the arc's path, stroll leisurely to its terminus and the truth falls at my feet.”

        —Benoit Blanc (Knives Out)

      

        

      
        “You're a pack of vultures at the feast, knives out, beaks bloody.”

        —Benoit Blanc (Knives Out)

      

        

      
        “Very few of us are what we seem.”

        ― Agatha Christie, The Man in the Mist

      

        

      
        “Grab your stick!”

        “Make ‘em hard!”

        —Dr Peter Venkman (Ghostbusters)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Haunting of Wolfmordre Hall

          

        

      

    

    
      Vampire Ghostbusters meets Knives Out (if it was an MM romance written by Agatha Christie)

      

      Jack Cavelli, Chief of CasID (Cascade police), is investigating the ostentatiously staged murder of a bloodborn vampire.

      Oz Starbrooke is the paranormal investigator Jack has been pining for for decades, and is set to investigate the haunting of an ancestral home that is Jack’s only lead on the case.

      There’s only one thing for it—Jack must go undercover as one of Oz’s crew and figure out what the De L’Isle family is hiding at Wolfmordre Hall.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      This book features a Welsh sidekick with bad taste in puns, a cast of suspects worthy of Agatha Christie, and two vampires who are tired of resisting one another. Set in the Cascade Apocrypha storyworld, which becomes immeasurably richer the more you read.
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        The image below contains a link to a larger version at inkayork.com
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            Jack: Oh-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s not often I attend a murder scene, but when a jarring code beginning with a zero registers on our tech, protocol demands that the Chief of CasID be in attendance. And that’s me, Jack Cavelli.

      Tonight’s code is an oh-seven: death of a bloodborn vampire.

      Bloodborn deaths are rare, mostly because bloodborns themselves are rare. Most vampires are made—turned by another—but bloodborns are fated to become vampires upon their human death, and their numbers are inexplicably on the rise. Not inherently bad in itself, but I’ve seen what happens when vampires are treated as weapons instead of people.

      The most recent megalomaniac to cause a global disaster built an army of brainwashed bloodborns, and that kind of thing sets a precedent for every crackpot who fancies himself a god. Which is not something we need on our turf.

      Not again.

      Detective Inspector Van Elk is the lead on zero code cases, and he and Detective Sergeant Sango head through the portal first: Van Elk because he can freeze the crime scene to stop the perpetrators from getting too far; and Sango because he can repel anyone who might inadvertently contaminate the area.

      I nudge my mouthy protege through the portal, which looks more like a giant nylon frisbee than anything else, then I follow.

      Darcy Clementine holds every speed record at Cascade. Her first partner is taking a break from fieldwork, so now I’m stuck with her smart mouth and constant innuendos. The fact that I’m her boss barely seems to register on her why-should-I-give-a-fuck metre, so I’m subjected to her unfiltered thoughts day in, day out. I tolerate it only because she’s fucking good at her job, chasing rogue thoughts down whenever they cross a criminal’s mind, pursuing the line of questioning that gets us the most pertinent answers.

      Clementine is a thought-chaser—a Class Six Mindbender—which is practically unheard of for any kind of vampire, even a bloodborn like her. Class sixes are usually angels, witches, or shifters, and as far as we know, Clementine has none of that in her background. People with her skill set usually end up in Internal Affairs, but Clementine’s not interested in a desk job where she’d never get her boots dirty. Lucky for me.

      She’s already vibrating beside me, barely contained. The second we arrive, she shoots off into the dark, calling over her shoulder, “Got something, Chief.”

      “Don’t engage without backup,” I remind her, but she’s so fast, I’m not even sure she heard me.

      The rest of Van Elk’s team aren’t here yet, and I don’t blame the DI one bit for going through ahead of them. The poor guy’s probably enjoying the few minutes peace from Lux and Verlaine’s constant sniping. Those two drive me nuts, and I barely have to work with them anymore.

      What’s left of the victim lies sprawled on the front lawn. A shirt, trousers, a set of teeth on the ground where his head should be—assuming it’s a he, based on the clothes—and not enough backdraught for the murder to have occurred here, which means the clothes were staged. A candle flickers in a hurricane lamp, creating a halo around the teeth. An unusual touch, that’s for sure.

      Because that’s the thing about zero code cases; there’s never a body.

      And killers don’t decorate unless they want to be remembered.

      I tug up my trouser legs and crouch to examine the scene, where the sparkle of vampire ashes shimmers in the candlelight. Grass stains on the knees of the trousers. A tear in the elbow of the shirtsleeve. A bloodstain spread around a hole in the middle of the shirt. Ashes limited to the clothing. Empty pockets. Nothing more obvious to note as far as the clothing is concerned. But the rest of the scene?

      I straighten to glance around the front garden, leaving Van Elk to poke around at the clothes. The house is a 1930s semi-detached on a quiet residential avenue in Basingstoke, the garden enclosed to the front and right-side by a tall hedge. The gate to the drive is open, a six-foot tall fence with a row of trellising on top running alongside it on the left-hand boundary.

      Exhaust fumes and the faint scents of roses and peonies are all I can smell, and that floral combination triggers something. I check the garden thoroughly, and while there are roses here, there are no peonies.

      “Can you smell that?” I ask Van Elk. “Roses and peonies?”

      He glances up at me, an eyebrow arched. “What are you thinking?”

      “Since there are no peonies in this garden, I’m thinking black hellebore.”

      Van Elk leans down to give the collar of the shirt laid out on the lawn a big sniff. “It’s really strong here… Shit!”

      Black hellebore is the main ingredient of several forms of vampire curare, and has a paralysing effect on vampires, making it impossible for them to fight back. If someone hit this bloodborn with a dose of curare, he wouldn’t have stood a chance.

      “Looks like the security light’s been tampered with,” Sango says. The giant, dark-skinned man doesn’t speak often, but he’s usually right when he does, his observational skills sharp. “He definitely wasn’t killed out here… not enough spray.”

      I’m not sure which word I detest more. Spray or backdraught. Both refer to the violent dispersion of vampire ashes when they’re killed. And despite the lack of a body, this is a murder. Bloodborns don’t just die.

      Vampire ashes get everywhere, and if you’re ever unfortunate enough to find yourself having to kill one, you’d best keep your mouth closed and your eyes shut. Of course, that’s as likely to get you killed instead. Never shut your eyes in front of a vampire. I learned that the hard way… right before I became one.

      Point is, vampire ashes are a contaminant and an irritant, and aside from all that, they taste like shit.

      “Not sure how they got away considering they took time to stage this,” Sango goes on. “And if he was killed elsewhere, why did the jarring register here?”

      And there we have it. Why, indeed?

      “Clementine caught something, but…” I peer into the dark alley beside the house. “She should be back by now.”

      “I extended the freeze around the back of the house when we arrived, so if she found anyone back there, they won’t get far,” Van Elk says, glancing at his watch. “It’s been three minutes already. Where the fuck is my team?”

      Before I can take another breath, the three remaining members of Van Elk’s team arrive by translocation, courtesy of Jett Lux, who’s a nephilim like Sango.

      He’s also an ex-underwear model whose platinum hair doesn’t match his dark eyebrows, despite the fact he’s never dyed either—a source of constant amusement. His aversion to paperwork is second only to his love of winding up Verlaine.

      The other two members of Van Elk’s team are vampires like their DI. Danica Belvedere has a head for connections and an absolutely lethal mouth. She’s also a renowned singer, who was once a courtesan in the last vampire courts of Europe. And Beau Verlaine has book smarts and a head for historical research, neither of which explain how he fell into his side gig of running a nightclub in London’s east end with archangel, Bel Balthazar.

      “Check on Clementine, Sango,” Van Elk says. “Take someone with you.”

      “Guv.” Sango merely jerks his head in the direction of the back garden, and Lux follows without a word.

      “Can you two deal with whoever’s in the house,” Van Elk says, watching the last two members of his team approach the house before turning to me, his gloved fingers wrapped around a bloody stake. “What do you make of this?”

      And that’s the other unusual element of this case. I can’t remember the last time I saw a murder weapon at the scene when a bloodborn was killed. One of the perks for the vampire killer is that there is no corpse, making it more difficult for investigators to find evidence of foul play. Yet, this killer has left behind as much evidence as they could, including the stake they used to kill the victim.

      “Hawthorn. Pristine… first use… A new guild?” I muse, sharing a concerned look with Van Elk.

      Vampire-hunting guilds were rife across the whole of Europe in the seventeenth century, and didn’t really start dying out until a hundred or so years ago, when only a handful were left. Cascade—the parent organisation of CasID, which is led by the Divine Council of Archangels—managed to eradicate the last of these guilds five years ago, but that doesn’t mean nobody was left behind unaccounted for.

      “Let’s fucking hope not.” Van Elk traces the arc carved into the wood with his finger. “What about the motif?”

      “Looks like a demon horn.” I take in the stylised motif burnt into the wood. “Why, is it familiar to you?”

      “Not at all,” he says. “I wondered if you’d ever seen it?”

      “No. If it’s not a guild, it’ll be some other brand of nutter.”

      People with personal motives don’t tend to draw this much attention to themselves, and I really hope we don’t have a serial killer on our hands. But even as I think it, a sense of dread washes over me. Because killers don’t decorate the crime scene unless they want to be remembered.

      A door slams behind us, and I turn to find an Indian woman running from the house, muttering prayers.

      I hold her off when she gets too close. “I’m sorry for your loss, but this is a crime scene, and we need to preserve it to catch the killer.” When I’m certain she understands what’s at stake, no pun intended, I continue. “Now please, madam, who are you, and what is your relationship to the deceased?”

      She stares at me for a moment, haunted shadows plaguing her eyes. “I’m Marigold Bhatt. This is… these are Arjun’s clothes. Arjun is my husband.”

      Was your husband.

      Verlaine escorts her back to the house when she starts sobbing again, and I watch after them. The human part of the job never gets any easier.

      The quiet rumble of an engine starting some distance away puts me on high alert, and I immediately take off along the avenue, annoyed now that it’s so well lit. Even at full speed, humans can detect an aura, and the last thing I want tonight is to scare the crap out of someone and add to my paperwork mountain.

      But up ahead, I can see the car. It’s dark, an old Citroen by the look of it. Running at human speed, just in case I’m seen, I’m not fast enough to catch the registration number as the tail lights dim to nothing. Fuck it! I’ll get Sango on it… put his translocation skills to good use.

      I walk back to the house, loosening the knot in my tie as I go, finding Van Elk alone in the front garden. “Where’s Sango? Still out the back?”

      “I sent him to the lab with the murder weapon,” Van Elk says. “Why?”

      “I heard a car start up. Might be nothing but I figured it was worth checking. Lux still here?”

      Van Elk grimaces.

      “What?” I glance around. “Where’s Clementine?”

      “I sent her back with Lux… to the infirmary. She took a knock… not sure from what, but she’s conscious.”

      “Fuck!”

      “Talking utter shit, but conscious.”

      “So, there are no nephilim here now. That’s just fucking great.”

      “Listen, Chief… Lux and Verlaine are driving me up the fucking wall, and Verlaine’s better at dealing with grieving relatives than the rest of us put together.”

      I sigh, my worry for Clementine dissipating. If she’s already talking shit, she’ll be back to her old self soon. “Fair enough. But you’ll need access to traffic cams. I want eyes on that car… an old Citroen Dolly. Did they find anything in the garden?”

      He sighs. “Aside from Clementine propped up against the fence in the alley behind the house, nothing. I’m heading inside to see what Mrs Bhatt can tell us about her husband.”

      “I’ll head back to Queen’s Gate now.” I reach into my pocket for my own portable portal, not relishing what awaits in my office. The paperwork for bodiless murders is no joke. “I’ll have all the forms signed and waiting when you get back.”

      The car pulled away carefully, maybe even too carefully for a panicked driver, so it could be a dead end. But it’s the only lead we have. It will be long gone before I can get a nephilim on it, and we’ll be lucky to get much on the traffic cams since coverage isn’t great outside of major cities and motorways. If we’re lucky, they’ll trigger a speed camera.

      I head back to Queen’s Gate with an uneasy feeling rising in my chest, and that little horn motif burning into my mind.

      God, I hope it’s not a fucking serial killer. And if it is, why did they leave Clementine alive?
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      “There was a bloody animal skull with horns and a cape hanging in the tree, Oz.” Gwyn’s usually soothing Welsh voice rises in pitch until he’s almost squeaking. “Closest I ever came to dropping the camera before… you know when.”

      We’re wedged into the spare room that doubles as our studio, which is the approximate size of a prison cell, and really needs soundproofing that isn’t bright orange. Let’s just say I tried to do things the cheap way, and now the studio looks like it’s been spray tanned.

      I laugh. “Oh yeah… the Ghostlake Files. Shit, that was a screamfest. For anyone who hasn’t seen that video yet, we’ll link it in the description because you do not want to miss it. Gwyn had a couple of fumbles with the camera, and I don’t mind admitting how close I came to pissing myself.”

      “Dear listeners,” Gwyn leans into the microphone to whisper. “He pissed himself.”

      I cackle as I lean back from the mic. “That’s all for this week. Next time on The Paranormal Curve, we’ll be talking about our favourite ghost walks in the UK with horror writer, Saoirse Doyle, who’s agreed to let us perform an overly dramatic reading of a scene from her latest bestseller, Doggedly.”

      Gwyn grins, his smile coming through in his voice. “It’ll be a shambles, mush.”

      “When is it not?” I agree. “I’m sure she’ll keep us in line.”

      “That, or she’ll never speak to us again.”

      “We’ll just have to rehearse it like the professionals we are, Gwyn.”

      Gwyn snorts. “Until then…” He takes a deep breath, and I brace myself for whatever horrendous pun he’s come up with this time. “Don’t lose your ghoul.”

      I groan. “Oh, you didn’t.”

      I hit the Margarita sample, which randomises a wail from my cat, who howled like someone set her tail on fire the first time Gwyn punned while recording, so we made it a thing.

      He laughs as he stops the recording. “Are you still kidding yourself that you hate my puns?”

      “Gwyn, I do hate your puns. And I only let you keep them in the edit because a third of the comments are about how horrible they are, but… if it gets people talking, that’s all I care about.”

      “They also love my accent.”

      I grunt. “They just miss Gavin and Stacey.”

      “How bloody dare you?”

      I laugh, but the high doesn’t last. Sometimes, I want to just blurt out everything to Gwyn… to tell him what I really am.

      Vampire problem #12: We aren’t allowed to tell our friends we’re vampires.

      Nobody ever mentions how lonely the rules are. And it’s not just that him knowing would be convenient for me. It’s that every time I choose secrecy, it feels like it’s costing me something. Like we could be even better friends if he knew the real me. This big fat lie by omission sits heavier with Gwyn than it does the rest of the world.

      “Did you see the email from Matilda De L’Isle… about the haunted mansion?” I ask instead.

      “I did, yeah. Is it legit, then?”

      “The family is real, the house is real… and massive. Wolfmordre Hall, it’s called. It even sounds creepy.” Like it was named by someone throwing a dare out into the universe.

      “We going, then?” he asks.

      “If I can get a cameraman in. I’ve got a lead on that, by the way.”

      “Listen, I’m sorry⁠—”

      “Don’t. You’ve got nothing to be sorry for. You’re still the best tech man, and I can’t do without you.”

      “Stupid fucking hands,” Gwyn mutters.

      It was an accident at work that left the nerves in his hands shot to pieces, making it difficult to hold the hand-held steady for even a few minutes, let alone the lengthy filming sessions we’re used to. Gwyn already had surgery, but there’s still months of physiotherapy ahead, so we couldn’t continue as we were.

      We use head or shoulder mounted cameras when we’re on the go, and tripods when we’re confined to specific areas, but sometimes more flexibility is required. That’s when the hand-held comes in. We also have much more kit these days than we used to, so having Gwyn as a dedicated tech manager makes sense for us, especially given how often the batteries drain.

      None of that fixes the fact that Gwyn feels like he’s being left behind, but it does make way for a cameraman.

      The celebrated Chief of CasID, who is also my sire and alleged mentor, recommended a guy called Darren. And once I got over the fact that Jack Cavelli knows someone called Darren—because god knows vampires never choose mundane names, and I don’t think Jack even knows any humans—I realised the man had plenty of relevant experience.

      He’s filmed documentaries in various cave systems around the world, in disused underground spaces, including nuclear bunkers, air raid shelters, foot tunnels, and the London Underground, so he’s used to dealing with low lighting conditions. He’s exactly what we’re looking for.

      “I arranged an interview with Miss De L’Isle for next week if you want to sit in,” I tell Gwyn.

      “Depends if it’s during work hours.” Gwyn flexes his hands, staring at them as they tremble. “I’m on earlies until Tuesday.”

      “Perfect. I said we’d go on Wednesday.”

      He fists his hands, then starts packing his bag. I try not to let my sympathy show on my face because Gwyn won’t tolerate anything that looks close to pity, and after seeing him out, promising to text the details about the De L’Isle interview, I head to bed for an early night.

      My best friend, Erin, and her alleged case—AKA the live-in bloodborn she’s mentoring for the next year—are coming over tomorrow night for a takeaway and drinking session, so I need all the sleep I can get.

      Vampire problem #78: Vampire skin looks just as shit on zero sleep as human skin.

      Who’d have thought it?

      I only hope Erin doesn’t look at her mentee like Jack looks at me—like a mistake he can’t stop thinking about.

      And that may just be the worst vampire problem of all.

      Vampire problem #1: being so attracted to my sire, and so desperate to get in the van, rock up at his house, and throw myself into his arms stark-bollock naked, that I need at least two hours every night to drain my fucking balls before I can get any sleep.

      It truly is a curse.
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      There was a time when I loved entertaining; now I’m terrified people will notice I’ve stopped ageing.

      Having friends who are also vampires is a massive bonus when immortality alone just isn’t enough to keep you happy. After all, what’s the point of living forever if you have nobody to share it with?

      I don’t want to think about that too closely, because I inevitably end up thinking about sharing eternity with Jack. He’s the most attractive man I’ve ever met in my life: big and beefy, eyes dark enough to drown in, and strength enough to pin me to the bed for days. None of which would be a problem if he wasn’t also the safest place I’ve ever known, making him the biggest fucking danger to me.

      I’ve been mesmerised by Jack for thirty years, ever since he questioned me about Erin’s murder. God, that was rough. Finding out she wasn’t dead after all, that she was just a bloodborn vampire, was the best day of my life. She was everything to me. My best friend. My family. And I royally fucked things up with her, avoiding her for six years because I was too scared to tell her why I stayed away for so long—not just because I was keeping my vampirism from her… or the fact that I almost died before Jack turned me, but the real reason I left her parents behind in their hometown in the first place.

      Now my best friend is staring at me in my kitchen, waiting for me to speak. Theo, Erin’s live-in case, is still in the garden, and I kind of wish I was out there too, but I need to get this out. The Indian takeaway we just scarfed down sits uneasily in my stomach, and the words won’t come. Erin pulls me closer to stand beside her, so we’re both leaning against the sink, no longer looking at each other. It helps a bit.

      She already told me that she didn’t expect me to stay in Chatham with her parents for the rest of my life, but my guilt is aging badly, like sour milk. And it’s taking me with it.

      “I left because I couldn’t stand to be around your parents anymore.” I swallow hard, because Jesus, that sounds fucking terrible. “I knew what they were doing… that the bills were piling up, and your mum was seeking… I don’t even know what she thought she was gonna find, but there was one charlatan after another exploiting her grief, and I couldn’t do anything about it. I couldn’t tell them you weren’t really dead. I couldn’t do anything. And I felt so guilty walking away, but I… Fuck, I really tried to stop them from throwing everything away, and they wouldn’t listen. I couldn’t hang around and watch them self-destruct.”

      “Oz,” she sighs. “I knew what they were doing.”

      “I should’ve told them you were alive.”

      She shakes her head, making her glossy, dark cherry hair sway around her face. “No. You did exactly the right thing. If I’d wanted them to know, it was up to me to tell them, not you.”

      I reach for her hand, and her eyes go a little distant for a while.

      “I held on too long, Oz,” she finally says. “I should’ve let go when you did.”

      The weight that lifts from my shoulders feels enormous, and I know Erin’s feeling lighter too because her soft smile turns big.

      “Come on. Theo wants to see your ghost encounter videos.”

      That’s how the three of us end up squashed together on my sofa. Theo, who I refuse to believe isn’t in love with Erin, screams like a diva, scaring the shit out of Margarita, who leaps off his lap and scarpers. Erin’s face is lit up with… Well, fuck! I’ve never seen her look at anyone like that before. The only thing that gives me pause about Theo’s feelings is the fact that his phone is pinging every two minutes like it’s being haunted by an overactive Grindr account.

      I follow Erin to the kitchen to refill our drinks. “Any news on Theo’s case?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing yet. I’m trying to stay positive about it for his sake, but…”

      “You don’t trust Jack to solve his murder?”

      She offers a pointed glance over her shoulder. “He didn’t solve mine.”

      I rub her shoulder. “I know.”

      Erin’s murder still plagues Jack after all these years. He told me CasID didn’t have the systems back then that they have now, and that since he took over as Chief, he’s made a lot of improvements, but none of that helps Erin.

      “Who’s blowing up Theo’s phone?” I ask, just to see her reaction, even though her mood has tanked enough already.

      I’ve never seen her so intimate with anyone who’s not me before. And though Erin is demisexual, I’m certain Theo’s soft charm has tipped her into the interested zone. She’s had her eyes on him all night, and the way they look at each other… Well, I’m sure Jack has never looked at me like that despite his phony confessions about how much he cares about me. Confessions that dried up when I became a vampire.

      Erin’s face goes carefully blank, then she shrugs. “None of my business.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      She sighs when she catches the look on my face. “He’s my case, Ozzie.”

      I can taste the bitterness of her words in my own mouth, because isn’t that how Jack views me?

      “So, you’re having an ethical crisis?”

      “I’m not having any kind of crisis.”

      “If he’s looking elsewhere, it’s because he thinks he doesn’t stand a chance with you. You know that, right?”

      “He doesn’t stand a chance with me.”

      “Everything okay?” Theo asks, peering around the kitchen door, his cheeks pink.

      There’s no doubt he heard Erin say that.

      She smiles softly at him. “Fine. Oz is just being a pain in the arse. I can manage three drinks by myself.”

      Theo nods, then heads back to the living room.

      Erin glares at me, even though I didn’t say anything—not with my mouth anyway. My eyebrows are a different story. “Fuck’s sake, Oz. Just leave it, yeah?”

      I grab my own glass of wine and the bottle, leaving her to bring the other two. “He won’t be your case forever,” I shoot over my shoulder as we head back to the lounge.

      If only I was as good at figuring out my own relationships as I am at deciphering other people’s feelings, but no. I remain a frustratingly dedicated mess in that regard.

      “We’ve got a big gig lined up next… a proper fancy mansion,” I say, as I put the second video on. “You should see this place. The De L’Isle family has owned it for generations.”

      “Probably snobs,” Erin says.

      “Most likely, but the woman who emailed seemed nice enough… not too up herself, and she listens to the podcast, so how bad can she be?”

      The wine is really starting to kick in now, and at the end of the second video, Erin says, “So, you and Jack, then?”

      “I told you, there’s no me and Jack.”

      She turns towards me on the sofa, her eyes all soft. “Ozzie, there’s been a you and Jack for thirty years. He’s been in love with you forever.”

      “He’s wanted to get in my pants for thirty years. There’s a difference.”

      “You must have some magical fucking pants, mate,” Theo says, and we all laugh.

      Then, I get serious. “It’s funny how I thought waiting would make me older than him. When he turned me, I hated myself for how clingy and needy I became. That’s another reason I stayed away. Not just because it was him I went to instead of you. I didn’t want you to see me like that.”

      “Do you have feelings for him?” Erin and Theo ask at the same time.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper. It feels like a lie. “How am I supposed to know if these feelings are real when the bond is always in the way?”

      “How bad is it?” Theo asks as Margarita clambers onto his shoulder to boop his chin with her little pink nose.

      “Mate, you don’t want to know. And lucky you, you never will.” He’s a bloodborn like Erin, so he doesn’t have a sire. He just had to be murdered as a human to fulfil his destiny. “What if he loses interest the minute I give in? The longer I’m around him, the more I just want to submit, to do anything he tells me to.” Not like there weren’t times I would’ve fallen to my knees at the snap of his fingers even before I became a vampire, but this is different. “Which is why nothing will ever happen. Because Jack won’t even come near me now in case he compels me to do something by accident. He just stalks me in the blood club without saying a word.” Like restraint is the only thing holding him together.

      “Creepy,” Theo says, like he’s not sitting there rubbing his chin on my cat.

      “Right? I hate it.” I close my eyes, scrunching my face up as if it will eradicate all thoughts of him. “I hate wanting him.”

      “You do know it’s been like that for him since the two of you met?” Erin says. “Wait, you did stay for your confinement, didn’t you?”

      “Of course.”

      The confinement period is set in stone. Every newly made vampire must feed from their sire every day for two new moons. The bond created benefits them both because it’s impossible for a sire to feed more than one vampire at a time, a biological mechanism that also prevents vampires from breeding loyal armies quickly.

      “You and Jack are meant for each other,” Erin goes on.

      It’s so typical that she thinks she can interfere in my love life—such as it is—when she stonewalls me about hers.

      I eye her sceptically. “I thought you didn’t believe in stuff like that.”

      “Well, I’ve only ever seen it once before, but your auras are…” She wiggles her fingers in a sparkling motion and makes a little whooshing sound.

      I laugh. “The fuck was that?”

      “Listen, auras don’t combine well very often. Take you and Theo, for instance. When you’re standing close together, one behind the other, your auras try to blend, but they go muddy. It’s like cat sick.”

      Theo turns to me with a deadpan stare. “Which is nice.”

      “But you and Jack,” Erin goes on. “You fizz and spark, and it’s like mirrored diamonds.”

      “Has she been snorting the Twilight fanfic?” I ask Theo.

      “I’ve never seen her do it,” Theo admits. “But that doesn’t mean she’s not doing it in secret.”

      Erin backhands his arm. “Shut up!”

      “You said you saw this phenomenon once before,” I prompt, because even though it sounds wishy-washy to me, it gives me a little burst of hope.

      “Yes, with two people so destined to be together that a two thousand year old prophecy predicted them.”

      I sputter. “Yeah, right.”

      “You met them at the Easter picnic. He was wearing a shirt with badgers on it.”

      “Oh, the guy with the creepy eyes,” Theo says.

      Erin grins. “He’s a mindbender.”

      It takes me a moment, then… “Oh, oh… the one with the thick and magnificent eyebrows.”

      Erin side-eyes us both. “You two notice some strange things about other people.”

      “Noticing eyebrows and creepy eyes is not as strange as noticing their fizzy auras, Erin,” Theo tells her.

      Her eyes are on the telly, but her lips twitch up in a smile.

      Erin heads to the bathroom once the last video is done, leaving Theo with an old photo album of when we were kids that I dug out earlier. I’m just about to put Shallow Grave on when the doorbell chimes along the hallway. If it’s my pothead neighbour asking for munchies again, he can bugger off.

      It’s not my pothead neighbour.

      Jack Cavelli is standing on my doorstep, the night holding its breath around him. Jack wears a suit at all times, and if he’s not wearing a suit jacket, he’s wearing a waistcoat. He doesn’t do casual. Ever. And he should. He really should. Because tonight he’s wearing a lightweight jumper that clings to his shoulders and pecs, and well-worn jeans moulded to his thick thighs.

      My pulse races, and I’m sure he can hear the rush of my blood… detect the scent of my arousal at the mere sight of him. So fucking embarrassing.

      His nostrils flare, and his eyes grow impossibly darker until he reins himself in.

      “Hey, can this wait⁠—”

      Jack holds a hand up. “I need you to let me speak, Oz.”

      His commanding tone does nothing for my patience. “Now’s not a good time.”

      “I don’t think there’s ever going to be a good time for this.”

      My stomach shrinks at the serious look on his face. “I’ve got guests over.” And I’ll hide behind them all night if I have to, even if this talk has been a long time coming.

      “Is that Bunny?” Erin coos along the hallway.

      Like she doesn’t know with absolute certainty that it’s Jack at the door with her vampire ears. And how she gets away with calling this fine, intimidating specimen of a man Bunny, I will never understand.

      Jack sighs, muttering quietly, “Fine, but we need to talk.”

      “I’m ready to talk, Jack.” I’ve been trying to have a proper conversation with him for years now, but he blocks me at every turn. How typical of him to just show up without notice and expect me to drop everything when he feels like it. I at least need time to prepare myself for this… for all eventualities. Still, I say, “I have been for a long time.”

      Erin is in the hallway now, and Jack is eyeing her over my shoulder, one eyebrow arched at the state of her. She’s spectacularly rat-arsed, which is quite the feat for a vampire since alcohol burns out of our systems so quickly. Which means Jack knows exactly what kind of wine we’ve been drinking—the illegal kind.

      “Ja-aack, are you coming or going? Because we were just leaving, weren’t we, Teddy?”

      Theo laughs from behind her. “Bunny and Teddy… sounds like we’re having a kiddie tea party.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      Christ, I didn’t mean to sound so desperate. Maybe I’m not as ready for this conversation as I thought I was. What if he cuts me off? What if he’s moving on? What if he’s found himself a young boyfriend?

      Erin and Theo lean against the wall in the hallway to put their shoes on, then after a brief hug, they’re gone, leaving me and Jack facing off on the doorstep.

      Finally, I say, “Come in, then.”

      Jack hesitates briefly before stepping over the threshold, and I gesture to the lounge, closing the door behind him.

      “You can sit,” I offer when Jack just stands there. “Do you want a drink?”

      “No, thanks. I didn’t mean to cut your night short.” Jack sits, thick thighs spread on my very own sofa. “But this couldn’t wait.”

      “Best spit it out, then.”

      “I think after your next feed, we should work towards you being more independent,” he says.

      He’s cutting me off. I fucking knew it.

      I let out a snort. “You think what?”

      “You heard me, Oz.”

      “Oh, I heard.” The fucking nerve. “I’ve been independent my whole life, Jack. I’ve never needed anyone, and if you think I don’t know that your so-called supervision was only supposed to last a year, you must think I’m a thicko.”

      “You know I had to get a special licence to turn you,” he reminds me, bending to give Margarita a scratch when she rubs her slutty self on his ankles. “I wanted to make sure you were okay on your own, that’s all.”

      “The special licence has nothing to do with it. You’re overbearing, and you didn’t want me out and about where you couldn’t see me.”

      Jack doesn’t bother denying it. We both know it’s true.

      “Why, then?” I ask. “Why is six years suddenly enough?”

      Jack stands, hands flexing like he wants to touch. But that’s wishful thinking. He just wants to pace—he’s always pacing—but there isn’t room with the two of us in here. His presence alone makes the room smaller, and my frustration balloons to fill what’s left of it.

      “Tired of me after all?” I go on, and god knows I’ll be appalled with myself in the morning. “Because I believe I told you that would happen years ago when you were pursuing me like a horny dog.”

      Jack glances at me, an almost lost look in his eyes. “Christ, Oz, it’s not that.”

      I drag my hands through my hair. “What, then?”

      My frustration fizzles out when Jack reaches for me, his dark eyes on mine, intense and pleading. He groans, pulling me closer until our lips meet in a savage kiss. He holds my face in his palms, moving my head just how he wants it to devour my mouth. I cling to him, my fingers scrabbling against the soft jumper at his waist. The devastation goes on and on until my legs are shaking and a wild hunger has built in the pit of my stomach. I never want it to end, and that’s when it does.

      Jack pulls away, looking more desperate than ever. Like a man refusing oxygen. “God, I’m sorry… I shouldn’t have… not when you can’t…”

      “When I can’t what?”

      “When you can’t say no to me,” he finishes.

      Vampire problem #2: Jack being my sire—my master—complicates everything.

      The master and servant bollocks gets on my very last nerve. It’s not like Jack didn’t warn me what it would be like. He had a master himself once, so he understands the pull I feel towards him. Had it been like this for Jack? I’ve never asked. I don’t want to think about Jack making a fool of himself over some other man.

      Every time I see him, the draw is stronger, the urge to please tugging beneath my skin, like it’s fate… inevitable. I hate everything about it. The way I thirst for Jack, the way I want him to make me his slave, force me to my knees and… ugh.

      If I’m being perfectly honest with myself—a rarer occurrence than it should be—I wanted to serve him long before I knew he was a vampire. To worship his body night and day. But having these feelings foisted on me when Jack has been so distant towards me ever since he turned me? Yeah, I could do without it.

      The confinement period was pure hell. Forty days of feeding on Jack’s neck. If we’d been able to wait, I’m sure Jack would’ve chosen the shortest confinement period possible—twenty-nine days, spanning two new moons—but we weren’t able to wait. Because I’d been hours from death.

      When I was lying in that hospital bed, I swear my soul left me, and, of all people, it went to Jack. I stood over him, watching him sleep just like my grandfather once watched me. Except way back then, I had woken to see my almost dead grandfather standing at the foot of my bed, though I’d been too sleep-groggy to talk to him. That was what kicked off my interest in the paranormal to begin with. But Jack didn’t wake when I visited, and I panicked.

      I woke in the hospital knowing I was going to die, and it was Jack I called, begging and pleading. I knew he wouldn’t let me die. The faith I had in him that night seems staggering to me now. I still remember waking to Jack’s face.

      “It’s septicaemia,” he’d told me. “How did you know that…”

      That I was dying. That’s what he was trying to ask.

      So, I told him that with only minutes or hours or days left to live, he was the one I wanted to see. He was the one I wanted to gift me with years and decades and centuries.

      “You can’t take it back,” he’d warned me. “If I turn you, you’ll be bound to me forever.”

      I’d wanted nothing more.

      “The bond is intense,” he’d gone on. “You won’t be able to say no to me.”

      “I don’t want to say no to you. Not ever.”

      Jack had looked like he was in Heaven and Hell at such a confession, which I didn’t understand at the time. In the cold light of hindsight and sobriety, those words only brought me embarrassment. It was the drugs. They’d loosened my inhibitions, taken the sting out of my tongue, and softened me all over. Jack knew it.

      I don’t much like thinking about my confinement—not since Jack started withdrawing from me—but memory presses in whether I like it or not. The euphoria that came whenever I fed from him was like being filled with light… like being swept away by the constant tension and wild sensation of an impending orgasm. It was the most divine torture imaginable, and now it just hurts to think about it.

      Maybe it’s a good idea that we don’t see each other anymore.

      I draw on every ounce of resolve I can muster. “I can say no to you, Jack. Ask me to let you stay.”

      Jack lets out a brief and mirthless sputter of laughter. “No.”

      “Ask me.”

      “Fuck, Ozzie, come on.”

      I wrap my hands around his biceps. “Ask. Me.”

      Jack’s conviction crumbles. “Let me stay, Oz.” His hands burrow into my hair, his lips sparking little fires along my neck. “Please, let me stay.”

      The desperation in his voice has me wondering exactly who is the master here. I’m seconds away from caving, from giving in to the passion we’ve been denying for thirty years, but I need him to know I’m stronger than this.

      I need him to know that I can say no.

      I push him away and take a step back. “No. Get out.”

      Hurt swarms into his lust-glazed eyes. “Ozzie?”

      “Out.” I push him to the door, reaching around his bulky frame for the handle. “I can say no to you anytime I want, have you got that? Any time I want. One more feed, then we’re done.” I pull the door open. “Goodnight, Jack.”

      He gasps, as if it wasn’t his idea in the first place, and my determination is crumbling by the second. I can’t allow him to utter another word, so I push him outside, and shut the door behind him. Then I slide down the wall to the floor, where I stay, head in my hands, cat nudging my hips with her forehead.

      “Looks like that’s it,” I tell her, drawing her onto my lap.

      Except that’s not it.

      Despite Darren’s successful interview, in which he proved he was the right man for the job, he was struck by illness the night before our big job at Wolfmordre Hall.

      In desperation, I called my best friend to see if she knew anyone who could stand in. A phone call I’m living to regret because as well as being unable to help, Erin told Jack about my dilemma. And despite his words the other night, his determination to solve my problems hasn’t gone anywhere.

      What am I if not one big problem for Jack? It’s all I’ve ever been.
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            Jack: The Interview That Wouldn’t Let Me Go

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty years ago…

      

      “Please sit, Mr Starbrooke.”

      Christ, he’s barely a mister, and he looks terrified, his hands shaking as he pushes his wheat blonde curls out of his eyes. He drags the chair away from the table between us, its legs scraping across the linoleum, loud in the small interview room.

      “This interview will be recorded,” I tell him, nodding at the recorder on the desk between us.

      “Okay,” he says, his voice small… innocent.

      Too innocent. I don’t trust it.

      I press the record button once he’s settled. “I’m Detective Chief Inspector Cavelli. This is Tish Hazard.” I don’t mention her rank because I don’t want him spooked by the fact that the Chief of CasID is sitting in with us. “It’s ten a.m. June 28th 1995. Could you please state your name for the record.”

      “Ozzie Starbrooke.”

      “You understand you’re here to help us with our enquiries regarding the murder of Paula Johnson?”

      He bites his lip and nods, tears welling in his eyes.

      “Please speak for the recording, Mr Starbrooke.”

      “Yes,” he gasps, his tears falling, as if opening his mouth had let them loose.

      “What was your relationship to the deceased?” Tish asks.

      Starbrooke stares at her for a moment like he doesn’t understand the question. Finally, he says, “She’s my best friend.”

      “When did you last see her?”

      “Yesterday. In the afternoon.”

      “You didn’t see her last night?” I ask. “We understand there was a dance at the art college.”

      His gaze switches to mine. “No, I didn’t go. I was supposed to, but I…” He covers his face with his hands, huge racking sobs escaping.

      I share a look with Tish, who nods at the recorder, a suggestion that we turn it off, but I shake my head. Not yet. I pull a handkerchief from my pocket and reach across the table. “Here, Mr Starbrooke.”

      He looks up, eyes red and ruined, face blotchy. No theatrics as far as I can tell, just genuine distress. But I’ve been wrong before. Starbrooke ignores the handkerchief on the table, pulling a crumpled tissue from his pocket instead, dislodging several others that spill onto the floor.

      “Sorry,” he mutters, quickly stuffing them back into his pocket and blowing his nose. “I want to be helpful, I just… This is hard.”

      “We understand,” I assure him. “Are you ready to continue, or would you like a break?”

      “I just want to get this over with.”

      “Where did you go if you didn’t go to the dance?” I ask.

      “Bromley,” he says.

      “Did you drive?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t have a car. I got the train.”

      “What time was this?”

      “I was on the 7.08 to Victoria.”

      “So, you would’ve arrived at Bromley station around half past seven, twenty to eight?”

      “Yes.”

      “What were you doing in Bromley?”

      A flush rises on his cheeks. “I was meeting someone. For a… a date.”

      “Can your date corroborate that?”

      “What?”

      His breaths are coming too fast, and for whatever stupid reason—though I tell myself he’ll hyperventilate if he doesn’t calm down—I do what comes naturally.

      The distinctive tone of vampire compulsion catches in my throat a moment too late for me to stop it. “Calm down, Mr Starbrooke.”

      I ignore Tish’s disapproving look, certain she’ll write me up later for using compulsion during an interview without prior clearance—a stupid fucking rule if you ask me. I just want the young man to breathe, so we can get this done quickly, for our sake as much as his. It’s not like I’m trying to force a confession.

      Starbrooke glances at me, then at Tish, then back at me again. “Am I a suspect?”

      “Not at this time,” I tell him.

      “Because I would never hurt Paula. I would never hurt anybody.”

      “Do you have your date’s details?” I ask.

      “No. It wasn’t like that. It was…” He squeezes his eyes shut, finally reaching for the handkerchief to dry his eyes. “He was paying me.”

      He waits for my reaction like he’s bracing for a blow.

      My stomach twitches uncomfortably. “You’re an escort?”

      “No. Well, I tried it,” he admits. “It wasn’t for me.”

      “What time did you come back?”

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Was it the last train back?”

      “No, it wasn’t that late, but… I don’t remember what time it was.”

      “Where were you when you sent that text message?” Tish asks.

      “What text message?”

      “The one we found on the deceased’s phone,” she says.

      “I don’t remember.”

      “But you were in Bromley by then?” she continues. “Because the message reads, Where are you? Why did you want to know where she was?”

      “I wanted to know if she went without me. I wanted to talk… to apologise for ditching her. I shouldn’t have gone to Bromley.” He shakes his head. “She’d still be alive if I’d gone with her.”

      “Do you know anyone who might’ve wanted to harm the deceased?” Tish asks.

      “Stop it! Stop fucking calling her that.” Tears stream down his face. “Her name is Paula. Her name is Paula.”

      We get nothing more out of Ozzie Starbrooke after that.

      Every lead we have only takes us so far until we hit a wall. And every day Starbrooke calls the number I never should’ve given him, sometimes to give me another name to check out, sometimes to see if we’ve made an arrest yet, his constant efforts to involve himself setting off alarm bells.

      The trail was going cold what with all the leads we had to put on ice. That is until we confirmed by CCTV that Starbrooke hadn’t been in Bromley when he sent that text message. He was already back in Chatham by then, so why did he lie and say he didn’t remember?

      We still don’t have enough to charge him with, so I watch him from a distance, watch him grieve, watch him console Paula’s parents. I stake him out at his job, off the books, as he pours a thousand coffees with a thousand smiles that never reach his eyes. Could he have killed his best friend?

      My gut is so twisted over the sweet innocence in his big blue eyes, and I’m not sure I’m capable of being objective anymore. But if he has nothing to do with Paula’s murder, why is my gut telling me to keep watching him?

      In the end, the last witness breaks her silence.

      Forty nights after her death, Paula Johnson is raised from her grave, a bloodborn vampire.

      Paula Johnson becomes Erin Nixon.

      Ozzie didn’t kill her.

      There’s no reason for me to pursue him further—no reason at all—but I can’t stay away.
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      Present day…

      
      Oz’s hands fly to his hips when I relay my idea about replacing Darren as cameraman for the investigation at Wolfmordre Hall. “Absolutely not.”

      He looks sexy in his work gear, which is not helping me to put our absolutely scorching kiss out of my mind. I’m used to seeing him buttoned up these days, but today he looks like he’s about to tackle an assault course in his combats, polo shirt, and boots. He’s squeezing the beanie in his hands like he wishes it were my neck.

      Anyone would think I just proposed we rob a bank or fly into the Bermuda Triangle. By the time Erin called me with news of Oz’s latest misfortune, I’d already decided on my course of action. Regardless of my decision to stay away from Oz for the sake of my wrecked heart, I couldn’t let him go to Wolfmordre Hall with only Gwyn for protection.

      He’s a vampire, I remind myself. He’s not the sweet boy with angelic blonde curls anymore. He hasn’t been that version of Oz for a long time, but I still hate the thought of him being endangered on my watch. Even when it’s not my watch to worry about anymore. It never really has been, but that’s never stopped me before. And it definitely won’t stop me now there’s a vampire killer on the loose.

      “First, you don’t know what you’re doing,” Oz says.

      I ignore his lack of faith, glancing instead across the room to where Gwyn has laid all his equipment out on Oz’s dining table. A broad grin graces his face as he listens to Oz’s objections. Gwyn’s a big guy, a teddy bear, but he’s no match for me. He can’t protect Oz like I can.

      Of course, I already looked into the De L’Isle family—every last member—and they’re all so squeaky clean, it makes me nervous. Families like that are built on secrets. Secrets that rot differently in old houses.

      “Second,” Oz goes on. “I don’t have any uniform for you since it doesn’t come in ogre size.”

      “Ogre?” I sputter. I’m big, but I’m not that big.

      Gwyn sniggers into his gadget collection.

      “And third,” Oz says, tugging at his middle finger. “You don’t believe in ghosts.”

      I frown. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      I’m not sure which of them sighs the hardest, but they share a look that doesn’t give me much hope, and I really need to go on this trip into the countryside.

      I sigh too. “Look, I know ghosts exist. I just don’t believe in these kinds of ghosts.”

      Oz shoots a dirty look in my direction. “These kinds?”

      “You know… the ones people see for entertainment.”

      Oz and Gwyn gasp.

      And I’m right back into damage control mode. “Alright, I’m not sold on the idea of it, but I’m not dead set against them being real ghosts either. And I’m not that much bigger than Darren.”

      Oz snorts. “You have a chest like cartoon Gaston.”

      “Who the fuck is Gaston?”

      He clutches at his imaginary pearls. “What sort of uncultured beast are you?”

      I scratch my neck. Nobody makes me feel as wrong-footed as Oz Starbrooke does.

      He guzzles down the rest of his coffee.

      “I thought you went off coffee,” I say.

      “Huh?”

      “You said you went off coffee,” I remind him.

      He scrunches his nose. “When?”

      I glance sideways at Gwyn, then back to Oz. “The first time you came to my house.”

      I see rather than hear the O he makes with his mouth, and his voice is softer when he says, “Jack, that was nearly… twenty years ago.” Make it thirty. “A lot has changed since then.”

      My face is burning, because surely it can’t be normal to remember everything this man has ever said to me.

      “But one thing that hasn’t changed,” Oz says, “is the size of you.”

      This is ridiculous. “All I’m saying is, I’m sure I can fit in Darren’s uniform, and as for not knowing what I’m doing… it’s not like I’ve never used cameras or other technical equipment before.” I’m willing to bet Cascade’s tech is far more advanced than the static-making gadget Gwyn
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