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Chapter One

“WHAT’S A FILTHY halfen doing here?”

Holden heard the comment. He could scarce avoid doing so, seeing as he possessed enhanced hearing and the speaker had made no attempt to lower his voice. The fae onlooker didn’t know the half of it. Clearly he based his judgment of Holden’s heritage solely on Holden’s less-than-regal stature—a good few inches shorter than most fae—rather than having recognised him outright. That was a rare occurrence. Had he known the truth about Holden’s lineage, the remark would have been all the more scathing.

Halfens—fae half-breeds—were considered the lowest of the low, ranked even below shifters in the supernatural community. Most halfens were fae-human hybrids. As a fae-vampire, Holden was as much of a social outcast as it was possible to be. The fae were notoriously snooty. For one of them to have had a liaison with a human was bad enough, but a vampire… It still amazed Holden that his father had committed such an act.

Cadeyrn was an important figure in the community—a leader in every sense of the word—and socially conscious in the extreme. Still, rumour had it Holden’s mother had been a rare beauty. Holden couldn’t confirm that. She’d died giving birth to him. Fae children were generally larger than vampire offspring, and her spine had snapped under the pressure of his delivery. With her passing, Cadeyrn had effectively shaken off the stigma attached to their brief encounter. The residue had stuck to Holden instead.

The fae who’d noted his presence spat on the ground near his feet as he passed, and a familiar icy fist closed around Holden’s heart. Nevertheless, he acted as he always did in such situations: he made no response, pretending he hadn’t heard anything, thankful for the dark sunglasses hiding his eyes. If he’d learned anything over the years, it was that he needed to maintain a thick skin, or at least the semblance of it. Such pretence wasn’t his forte, however. So, keeping his gaze fixed on his destination, he forged as speedy a path as possible through the small crowd gathered around the gate and approached the house.

Upon reaching the front door, he nodded to the officer stationed by the entrance, whipped out his credentials, and waved the plastic ID card under the man’s nose. The fae officer scanned them in silence, before raising the invisible strip of tape blocking the doorway, granting Holden access to the building.

From the outside, the Victorian terrace had no distinguishing features. A standard exemplar of its era, it sat in the middle of a long row of identical properties—former middle-class family homes long since converted into small inner-city apartments, for which young professionals had to pay top dollar. This particular example officially consisted of four flats. In truth, there were five.

Holden headed straight for the stairs and ascended to the third floor. To human eyes, this was the last living area, with only roof space above, but Holden could see the shimmer in the wall that indicated a hidden doorway. He passed through the gap, shaking off the tingle the magical barrier sent dancing over his skin, and mounted the small flight of steps to the fifth apartment. The door at the top stood open, and when Holden crossed the threshold, he entered a room bustling with activity.

Fae and witches hurried back and forth. Some wore full protective suits. Others were dressed normally, save for their softly scrunching shoe covers. Two photographers snapped away, their constant camera flashes blinding in their intensity. Meanwhile, several of their colleagues deposited a variety of items into plastic evidence bags, then whisked said bags away. Three witches were casting a spell to search surfaces for any latent fingerprints not belonging to the apartment’s owner, while one of the fae glided behind them, retrieving and cataloguing those found. All in all, it was a pretty standard crime scene.

Holden removed his sunglasses and stowed them in his jacket pocket. Then he grabbed some shoe covers from the box near the door and tugged them over his worn trainers. Now suitably attired, he looked for his superior amidst the organised chaos. In the end, Owens spotted him first.

“Holden!”

Her bark cut through the noise, and everyone paused. They looked at Owens and then at Holden. Most swiftly returned to their respective tasks, but a few pairs of eyes lingered on him. He didn’t recognise the faces attached to those keen gazes, but he could sense these strangers assessing him, judging him…and finding him wanting.

“Holden Fay, quit daydreaming and get your arse over here.”

At the command, Holden squared his shoulders and marched across the room, pretending, as best he could, not to notice those who still observed him.

Owens pursed her dark-berry-coloured lips as he approached, hands planted firmly on her ample hips. “What the hell took you so fucking long? I summoned you forty minutes ago. We had to hold the scene for you.”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but it’s peak hour. You know London traffic.” Actually, he’d had a pretty good run, all things considered, and after parking three streets down, he’d used a supernatural burst of speed to sprint the rest of the way—an action that always took a lot out of him.

“Oh yes. I’d forgotten about your…that you can’t use portals.” Owens had the decency to look momentarily abashed at having brought up one of Holden’s numerous defects. “Anyway, you’re here now.” She chose to move swiftly past the elephant in the room, for which Holden was grateful, and he hastened to follow suit.

“What do we have?”

“Come see for yourself.”

Holden trailed Owens through the lounge and into the bedroom. The sight that met his eyes there threatened to turn his stomach. However, he steeled himself and swallowed back the bile. This was his job, after all, and with his background and disadvantages, he was lucky to have any form of employment. He couldn’t afford to lose his position with the Fellowship’s Investigations Team because of a little blood. Not that the blood was the issue. He’d visited plenty of gory scenes, and being part vampire, spilled blood was liable to make him hungry rather than nauseated. No, it was the precision, the clear intent, which made this tableau so gruelling.

The body lay upon the bed, atop the sheets. Despite the look of terror permanently burned into his eyes, the victim otherwise projected a semblance of calm. There was minimal creasing to the sheets beneath him, suggesting there hadn’t been a struggle. No one had forced him onto the bed. No one had thrown him there. It appeared as if he’d lain down of his own volition. His arms rested neat and straight by his sides, and there was no sign of any defensive action, which was strange, given the gaping hole in his chest.

“He’s a witch?”

Holden waited for Owens’s nod, but he didn’t really need the clarification. What else could the victim be? His appearance ruled out him being fae, and a vampire would have turned to dust, or at least a pile of bones. That only left a human or a witch, and a human wouldn’t know of this room’s existence. They couldn’t even detect the flow of the earth’s energy through their own bodies, let alone recognise focused magic.

He moved closer and assessed the damage. The heart was gone. It was a clean job though. He was tempted to call it clinical. That, in itself, was unusual. When Owens called him to murder scenes, it tended to be a blood bath. He was used to that; it made sense. Maybe a newly turned vampire had lost control while feeding. Or someone had crossed paths with a shifter turned feral. Those deaths were understandable—a case of instinct outweighing control. A momentary madness. A mistake. This, on the other hand, had a worrisome aura of premeditation about it.

“Coven clash?” he postulated. It was an odd way for a witch to kill one of their fellow practitioners, but he could see no other obvious explanation.

Owens approached and studied the victim over Holden’s shoulder. Although she seemed cool and collected on the outside, Holden could hear her elevated pulse. She, too, was on edge.

“Not as far as we can tell. I spoke on the phone to all nine coven leaders while I waited for you. None reported any particular tensions, aside from the normal intercoven rivalries. They certainly knew of nothing that would prompt anyone to commit murder.” She stepped back. “Can you get anything from the blood? That’s why we called you here, after all. We can do the standard detective work on our own.”

Holden was glad he had his back to Owens, because he flinched at the slight.

Technically, he was only on the Fellowship’s payroll as a subcontractor. There were no regular hours or weekly paycheques. They simply called him as and when they needed him. That was fine, but he yearned for more. He wanted to be a proper member of the team. He wanted to be a detective and see a case through from start to finish. Although he didn’t possess the full abilities of either fae or vampire, there were things he could do, and given the opportunity, he’d work his arse off. However, he knew it was a pipe dream. With his genetic heritage, most people wanted nothing to do with him, and those who tolerated his presence only did so out of respect for his father. In all his thirty-four years, he’d known only two exceptions, and one of those was Owens.

Of all the members of the Investigations Team, Owens treated him the best. He would even go so far as to say she liked him. However, that only made her occasional, unintentional slips hurt all the more. He knew he wouldn’t have been her first choice for this job, for example. Given the option, she’d have called Drake, Claude, or even Samuel, rather than him, considering the unexpected nature of the crime. But blood work was extremely time sensitive, and since the pure-blood vampires wouldn’t rise for at least another three hours, she had to make do with him. So, he’d better get to work.

The blood had dripped down the man’s sides and pooled beneath his torso. Holden reached out and dipped his index finger into it. It was already congealing, but he collected a good enough sample for his purposes and raised the reddened digit to his lips. At first contact, he screwed up his face. No vampire liked the taste of dead blood. It wasn’t dangerous in small quantities like this, but it was far from pleasant. Nevertheless, Holden brushed aside his disgust and closed his eyes, focusing on his task.

Blood was a powerful tool in the right hands. It held memories—flashes of the life of the one in whose veins it had dwelt. Those memories faded after a time, though, once the heart stopped beating. Hence the need for a swift assessment. Holden rolled the blood on his tongue, seeking a connection. At this point, images usually bombarded him, coming so thick and fast it took concentration and practice to sort through them, separating ancient memories from recent events, picking out the important details from amidst the mundane. It was a skill, and he was adept. But on this occasion, there was nothing but blackness.

He opened his eyes and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Captain. There’s nothing there. We’re too late.”

“But Philips estimated the time of death as two hours ago. Even with your delayed arrival, the blood should still be good.”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” He shuffled, forcing himself to maintain eye contact despite his strong inclination to hang his head and look away. “The memories weren’t even faint. They weren’t there at all.”

It was not the first time this had happened to him, and it wouldn’t be the last. If the blood was too old, it was too old. There was nothing he could do about it. Nonetheless, Holden hated these failures. Neither Drake nor Claude could have extracted anything more from the sample, yet he had the greater need to prove himself. Lack of success clung more persistently to him than it did to them.

Owens swore loudly and virulently. “Very well. If you can’t do anything to help, you may as well go. We’ll wrap up the scene and head back to the office.”

She turned and barked orders at the rest of her staff, completing the abrupt dismissal, and Holden finally allowed himself to sink into the slumped-shoulder posture that had been pressing down upon him for several minutes.

Although free to leave, and keen to extract himself from under the sea of condemning gazes, Holden hovered a moment longer and looked back down at the body. Aside from the lack of a struggle and the surgical precision of the cuts, there was something else odd about the scene. If he could just put his finger on it…

The body retrieval crew shoved past, and their jostling broke Holden’s concentration. While they set about preparing the body for transportation, Holden spun on his heel and left. No one stopped his egress. No one called out a goodbye. He knew he was likely being paranoid, but he could have sworn he felt a wave of relief wash over the room when he rid the apartment of his presence.

Outside, the crowd from earlier had dispersed. Either they’d grown bored at the lack of action or members of the Investigations Team had moved them along, anxious to avoid drawing human attention. It was none of his concern either way.

The summer sunlight seemed at odds with the macabre scene he’d witnessed, and following the gloom indoors, its brightness hurt his sensitive eyes, so he whipped out his sunglasses. At the same time, he noticed he was still wearing the shoe covers. These he toed off, kicking them into the air and catching them. Not wanting to return indoors to dispose of them, he shoved them into the back pocket of his jeans.

A glance at his watch revealed that barely half an hour had passed since his arrival. Before Owens’s call, he’d planned on enjoying a quiet night at home, curled up with a good book, but now he had other ideas. A drink was in order—preferably three or four. With his vampiric metabolism, it took at least that many to feel even the faintest buzz. Alcohol alone was never sufficient, however. There was something else he needed too.

Holden retrieved his phone and knocked out a text message as he mooched back to his car. It was still too early in the day to expect an answer, but he didn’t doubt a favourable response when one finally came. Raoul had never once let him down. He would not be spending the night alone.


Chapter Two

FINGERS DUG INTO his biceps, the nails sharp enough they threatened to slice through his flesh. Holden groaned and writhed, but the pressure didn’t let up. Moments later, his groan turned into a guttural moan as cold, hard flesh impaled him. He met each urgent thrust with abandon, and he sucked in a breath as a hand strayed to his shoulder, a long finger caressing his throat. He knew what was coming, yet still he hissed as the nail split his skin. The warm trickle of blood barely had time to commence its route toward his collarbone before lips fastened onto his neck, sucking hard at the wound.

Even with his eyes scrunched shut in ecstasy, Holden found his way to nuzzle his companion’s throat. He could hear the blood drumming beneath the surface. He could smell it. He could almost taste it. A tingling in his gums preceded the descent of his fangs, and as soon as they emerged, he bit down, eliciting a muffled groan.

Time slowed, and the world melted away. All that remained were the sensations: the taste of the warm, fresh blood running down his throat (along with the flood of thoughts and feelings that accompanied it), the tug of his own life’s blood as it left his veins, and the relentless, forceful pounding of flesh on flesh—the stretch and the pleasurable burn. It was complete and utter obliterating bliss.

His orgasm rocked through him, and he withdrew his fangs and cried out. The pull on his own neck disappeared an instant later as another shout joined his. Meanwhile, the cock buried deep inside him pulsed, its owner climaxing long and hard.

Holden took several gulps of air. “Fuck me!”

“I thought I just did…and from the sounds of it, most satisfactorily.”

Holden opened his eyes and stared up, catching Raoul’s smirk. Raoul’s lower lip glistened with a smear of Holden’s blood, and Holden surged up to lick it clean, before sinking back into the pillows. “Thanks. I needed that.”

“I could tell.” Raoul carefully withdrew and then flipped onto his back beside Holden. “I realise this is probably the wrong thing to say, but I do so love it when you have a bad day at work.”

“Well, lucky for you, that’s most days.”

“How many insults this time?”

“Only one outright, but several implied, and stares aplenty.”

“They simply don’t know you as well as I do, my friend.”

“I should think not!” Holden offered an expression of mock horror to accompany the retort.

Raoul chuckled. “So, you don’t have any other lovers tucked away, even after all this time?”

“Who among our acquaintance—or, indeed, beyond—would touch me with a bargepole?”

Raoul propped himself on his elbow and studied Holden. “Perhaps I need to repeat my tales of your sexual prowess. I can, if you like.”

“Please don’t. It won’t make a difference, and I’m not sure I’d want it to. The story served its purpose once. But even if the whole world believed you this time, all it would do is produce a queue of people eager to see what it’s like to fuck a freak. Their opinion of me wouldn’t change. It might even worsen when they discover I’m not the sexual acrobat you made me out to be.”

“It didn’t end badly for us. Quite the opposite, and on many glorious occasions.”

Holden managed a smile. “That’s only because you’re such a kinky bastard.”

“Why else would my brethren have dared me to bed you that first time? We both owe a great deal to my kink. Wouldn’t you say?”

It was almost five years to the day since that fateful night. Holden had been heading home at the end of an especially vile day when a vampire blocked his path. Raoul had looked so handsome under the glow of the streetlight, but Holden’s principal reaction had been one of annoyance. When Raoul had gone on to proposition him, Holden had been certain it was another mean prank. He’d brushed past and continued on his way. But Raoul had followed.

By the time they’d reached Holden’s door, Holden had realised Raoul was serious. He’d dithered, but only for a moment. Curiosity and longing had swiftly won out. Society having shunned him all his life, he’d acknowledged this was likely to be his one and only chance to experience sex with anything other than his own palm, so he’d invited Raoul inside. Holden had figured he had nothing to lose. He couldn’t become more of a social pariah than he already was, and if Raoul planned to kill him… Well, was that really so bad, given the way his life seemed to be heading? He could think of worse ways to go than at the hands of a handsome stranger, especially if they did end up making it into bed beforehand.

Raoul had been keen to get on with things, at first. However, he’d shown more restraint once he’d noted Holden’s inexperience. Those initial hours together had proven enlightening and, frankly, awe-inspiring. Though he had remained convinced this event was part of an elaborate joke, Holden’s spirit had soared to heights he’d never dreamed he’d attain. Knowing it was probably the sole time he’d experience such bliss, he’d tried to make the most of it and had given himself over to pleasure.

It was after their second round that Raoul had asked to taste his blood. At first, Holden had flinched at the request, but then he’d acquiesced. He’d known pure ecstasy; he could die happy. Only Raoul hadn’t drained him. He’d taken only a couple of shallow swallows from Holden’s wrist before pulling back and staring at him in wonder. The approaching dawn had forced them to conclude their revels, and Holden had assumed that would be the end of it. He’d been wrong. The next night, he’d found Raoul waiting at his front door.

Gradually, Holden had learned a number of things. One, Raoul’s friends had dared him to sleep with Holden the first time—and he’d won a hefty cash prize for his success—but he’d returned of his own volition. Two, Holden’s mixed-race blood, which had plagued him all his life, was apparently the most delicious Raoul had ever tasted. And three, the glimpses that blood had afforded Raoul of Holden’s thoughts and memories had made him repent using Holden for his games.

They had begun to spend time together in the evenings. To explain his sudden fascination with a halfen, Raoul had talked up Holden’s bedroom skills, declaring him to be dynamite in the sack. It had been enough to make the others in Raoul’s group of intimates grudgingly accept the growing friendship, to the point where they simply ignored it. Naturally, Raoul had made no mention of Holden’s exquisite blood, since neither of them wanted Holden to become a target for hungry, curious vampires.

Over the last few years, they’d come to know each other well. Raoul was Holden’s only friend, and they met regularly, with additional visits whenever Holden had had a particularly bad day and needed to let off some steam. Raoul maintained a hectic playboy lifestyle, but he always made time for Holden whenever he called.

“Earth to Holden. Come in, Hol.”

“What?” For a moment, Holden had drifted into the past, and now he sat up and shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts.

“You really did have a nightmare day, didn’t you! I said, I’d better get going.”

“Already?”

“Hol, it’s less than an hour till sunrise, and not all of us can weather those UV rays the way you do.”

“Trust me when I say, that little trick is not enough to make it worth being me.”

“Maybe not.” Raoul reached over and brushed a lock of Holden’s hair out of his eyes. “But that doesn’t change the fact I’ll become an unattractive pile of ash if I don’t make tracks, and I don’t think either of us wants that. Not to mention the terrible loss it would be to the world, to rob it of this.” He gestured down his body.

“You could stay here for the day.” It wasn’t the first time Holden had made the offer, and he already knew the response.

“My friend, it’s bad enough you insist on living in this dire part of town, making me cross the river to see you. But how’s this for a compromise? When you finally get around to daylight-proofing this sad excuse for a flat, I’ll gladly stay in your bed for twenty-four hours, or more, if work permits. Until then…”

Raoul stood, and Holden made the most of the opportunity to drink him in. His skin was so pale and smooth it was practically alabaster. In all respects, he was flawless. Holden watched as Raoul slid his long legs into a pair of skintight navy jeans, offering a final flash of a pert, rounded arse. Black shoes followed, and then a pale-grey T-shirt. A tailored, charcoal jacket completed the ensemble.

As always before departing, Raoul took a moment to fix his hair. Ever one to move with the times—unlike some vampires, who always seemed a century out of sync—he wore said hair short and choppy. That “just got out of bed” look worked well for him. It highlighted his well-defined jaw, and it was marvellously convenient, considering he spent most of his waking hours moving in and out of one bed or another. In fact, Holden had always wondered when he got any work done, though he seemed to fit it in somehow. Holden’s money was on creative delegation. Raoul sat reasonably high up in the city’s vampire pecking order. Therefore, he had lackeys.

Raoul checked his phone, then grinned at Holden. “Get some sleep. I’m sure you need it after the workout I just gave you.”

Holden threw a pillow. However, even if he’d had excellent aim—which he didn’t—such skill was no match for vampiric speed. Raoul was already out the door before the pillow struck the wall behind where he’d been standing.

With a sigh, Holden sank back onto the mattress. He was tired, but his mind was still too active to permit sleep. Then there was his stomach, which took its cue to rumble loudly. He’d not eaten before Raoul’s arrival, and that small taste of blood had only served to sharpen his appetite.

Deciding he needed suitable fuel before attempting any deep thinking, Holden rose and pulled on his pyjamas. He padded into the next room, weaving around the random piles of books that littered the floor with a sure step borne of habit. Once in the kitchen, he opened the fridge. It was a meagre selection—he really ought to shop when his pay for today’s work came through—but he managed to pull together enough scraps for an acceptable grazing platter. His meal assembled, he took the plate with him and settled on the sofa.

The stuffing-poor seat sank deeply and swiftly beneath him, until he could feel the chair’s wooden frame pressing into the backs of his thighs. It was far from comfortable, but Holden did his best to ignore that, concentrating instead on filling his empty belly…and his mind.

His thoughts returned to that hidden garret apartment. Even now, something about the scene didn’t make sense. He replayed it in his head, looking for the detail that would bring everything into focus. However, the answer remained elusive.

Why was he even bothering? He’d failed at his task assessing the blood for clues, and Owens made it perfectly clear she didn’t believe he had anything else of value to offer. She and the rest of the team would track down the culprit soon enough, without his help. Besides, all he really had to go on was an unnameable hunch that something had been off, and that was probably a figment of his imagination. Had anything been wrong at the crime scene, one of the pure-blood fae would have noticed it. Details such as those were their specialty. Therefore, he would gain nothing from this replay of his failure. He ought to write it off as yet another bad day at the office and move on.

With his growling stomach appeased and his mind made up, Holden rinsed his plate and then shuffled back to bed. It was already dawn, but he decided he might as well try to get some shut-eye, however brief. He didn’t bother setting his alarm. It wasn’t as if he had any pressing social engagements for which to waken.


Chapter Three

TWO WEEKS PASSED. Holden’s payment for the failed job came through—the callout fee stood, regardless of the results—but after settling his more urgent bills and doing a grocery run, there wasn’t much left. Relief therefore mingled with anxiety when his phone rang and Owens’s name flashed up on the screen. He accepted the call.

“Hey, Captain. How are—”

“No time for that. How soon can you make it to Clerkenwell?”

“I can leave now, but it will depend on the traffic.”

“I’ll text you the address. Hurry. There’s been another one.” With that, she hung up.

A few seconds later, the promised text came through. Holden glanced over the details, before tugging on his shoes, grabbing phone, wallet, sunglasses, and keys from the coffee table, and setting off.

He headed for his car, but then changed his mind. At this time of day, the Tube would be quicker. He covered the distance to the nearest station at a jog, and then made a mad dash for the train that stood at the platform, skidding into the car as the beep sounded, mere seconds before the doors slid shut. Most of the other passengers, used to such antics, ignored his undignified ingress, but the few looks cast his way reminded him that he’d forgotten to wear his hat.

Holden cast an anxious glance at his reflection in the window, relieved to note that his hair was successfully concealing his pointy-tipped ears. To allow for situations such as this was the main reason why he kept it long and always wore it down—a secondary form of protection, alongside the beanie he usually wore when spending an extended amount of time among humans. A glamour offered greater surety, but maintaining the mirage always drained him. Whereas a pure-blood fae had a never-ending supply of magical energy with which to work, his depleted with prolonged use, and he had to wait for it to replenish before he could do more. He would have to rely solely on his hair for cover on this occasion. He didn’t want to start today’s session at a disadvantage, not after his dismal effort last time.

When the train pulled into his stop, Holden shot through the opening door the second the gap was wide enough and then employed a subtle burst of supernatural speed to get ahead of the crowds. Out on the streets, he decelerated to a pace that, while fast, would neither draw undue attention nor use up too much of his energy reserves, and completed the journey on foot.

There were only a couple of intrigued bystanders this time, and they fled at Holden’s arrival. Catching the eye of one of the pair as they passed, he saw they were only kids—young witches most likely, since they didn’t smell like fae. The magic that hung in the air—an after-effect of the wards put in place to protect the crime scene—must have sparked their curiosity and drawn them in. A strong spell was always a powerful attractant to those who could sense it.

Owens opened the front door as he made his way up the path, and she beckoned him inside with a tilt of her head. Unlike the last residence he’d entered on official business, this place was a single-owner, two-storey dwelling. Typical of its period, it was narrow, though, and the grim atmosphere when Holden stepped into the living room only served to accentuate the spatial oppression. No one ever looked happy at a crime scene. That was a given, especially when the work involved witnessing grisly tableau after grisly tableau. Today, however, there was a distinct sense of unease, and Holden immediately saw why.

Although this victim sat upright on a sofa, there were clear similarities with the murder two weeks ago. Again, there was no sign of a struggle. Partially dried blood pooled in the victim’s lap, but the cuts to remove the heart displayed the same precision as before. And the victim—a woman this time—bore an almost identical expression of pained shock.

Holden drew in a deep breath. The scent from the blood told him this was a mortal, yet he smelt no magic around the place, save for the Investigations Team’s wards. That suggested a human, except the Fellowship wouldn’t normally involve itself in deaths outside its jurisdiction.

He glanced at Owens. “She’s not human, is she?”

“Witch.”

Holden frowned at the unexpected news. “Same coven as before?”

“No.”

“No?” That brought Holden up short. “But she lives in Clerkenwell.”

“She only moved in about a week ago. Her boyfriend, who is in the Holborn-Clerkenwell coven, tells us it was to be closer to him. However, he says she had no intention of switching magical allegiances, so there’s no reason for ill will amongst members of the Bloomsbury-Fitzrovia set. And before you ask, the boyfriend has a watertight alibi. He’s been locked in a room with his coven members as part of an annual ritual for the last three days. They only let him come to the phone when I told them it was a murder investigation.”

The victim’s recent arrival explained why Holden hadn’t immediately pegged her for a witch. The only way to tell humans from witches was by the residual traces of magic about their person or around their regular haunts. All witches warded their homes, but the spells required time and effort. The victim had clearly not had a suitable opportunity to start them yet. Indeed, it appeared she’d been so busy with the move, she’d not performed any magic for a few days at least.

The circumstances surrounding this new death also put pay, once and for all, to Holden’s theory that the killings were some kind of extreme intercoven squabble. Sure, this second murder could have been undertaken in retaliation for the first, and conducted in the same vein, but Holden sensed a single hand here. The cuts were too alike to be the work of a mere copycat, and in any case, the Fellowship had released no images of the first murder to the public. So, a copycat couldn’t possibly know sufficient details to replicate it.

Owens cleared her throat, and Holden remembered why he was here: the blood. He knelt beside the woman and collected a sample. Then he licked the blood from his finger and closed his eyes.

There was something this time, but it was vague. Random childhood recollections mingled with glimpses of what he assumed was the time of the murder. Through the confusion, he saw a dark shadow and the flash of a blade. The latter bore engravings, but Holden couldn’t ascertain what they said before the vision vanished.

The pictures grew ever fainter. In the last, a head loomed toward him, and he scrunched his eyes tighter, concentrating his efforts on making out the features. For a second, he caught sight of lips pulled into a grimace. Then there was only darkness.

Holden opened his eyes and rose. “She saw her attacker, and I’m convinced she knew him, trusted him. I sensed initial calm in his presence. The spike of fear only came when she suddenly found she couldn’t move—complete paralysis. That’s why she didn’t fight. She couldn’t. I imagine the same is true of our previous victim.”

Owens nodded. “Good work. See Campbell to put together a likeness of our suspect.”

“I can’t. I didn’t see his face.”

“It was definitely a man though? Did he wear a mask?”

“No, no mask. At least, I don’t believe so. I think it was a man, but…” Holden tried to remember what he’d seen. “No, I can’t be completely certain of that. Sorry. The blood was already heavily degraded.” He paused, feeling the weight of a roomful of stares. “I did the best I could with it.”

“Fucking hell! Degraded? Philips said she’s only been dead for a couple of hours, same as the last vic. It’s impossible.”

“I got what I could, Captain.”

What else was he supposed to say? He couldn’t create memories where there were none. Anything else would be lying, and he would never mislead Owens, or risk the integrity of the investigation, simply to save face.

Peregrine Draper, a fae on the forensics team, who specialised in evidence collection, marched forward and waved his arm toward Holden. Despite the elegance of the movement, it brimmed with malice. “I don’t know why you bother with this scum, Captain. What good is the half-breed? He’s useless as a vampire, he’s an insult to the fae, and he can’t even do one simple job correctly.”

“That’s enough, Draper.” Owens stepped between them. She stood up for Holden through her actions; however, her frown showed she was far from happy with him. “Holden, I think you need a break. Take some time off to recharge your batteries.”

Holden’s heart sank. “You’re suspending me? For how long?”

“Why don’t we call it an unscheduled vacation? We need you functioning at optimum capacity if you’re to continue assisting us. I’m sure, with a little rest, you’ll soon bounce back.”

Bounce back? Aside from having experienced two crushing defeats in recent weeks, Holden wasn’t aware he’d ever bounced off. He felt perfectly fine. Things were no different from usual. Then again, maybe Owens was right. He should have been able to glean something useful from blood that fresh. Was he sick without realizing it?

Whatever the problem, he hoped it wasn’t permanent. He needed this work. No one else in the supernatural community would deign to hire him, and unless he found a job in which his employer would permit him to wear a beanie twenty-four seven, employment among the humans was equally impossible. He could maintain a decent glamour to conceal his appearance for two hours at a time, maybe three at a push. However, he’d never make it through an eight-hour shift without revealing himself—an act punishable by lengthy imprisonment if he got a testy judge.

He was so busy pondering these issues as he left, he didn’t realise anyone had followed him until a shove sent him tumbling down the front steps. He landed heavily, and the impact knocked the air out of his lungs, leaving him gasping for breath.

“Halfen bastard.” Draper sneered and ejected a globule of spittle that hit Holden square on the cheek. “Your mother was a filthy whore! She deserved everything she got, and more. If you’ve an ounce of sense and respect, you’ll leave this city and never come back. No one wants you here.”

Draper strode back inside, slamming the door behind him, and Holden let him go without a word. Retaliation was futile. Holden stood no chance against a pure-blood fae, even one as young and hot-headed as Draper. Enchantments would ensnare him before he’d so much as readied himself to strike a blow. He’d learned that vital lesson long ago.

He used his sleeve to wipe away the spit and got to his feet. His back twinged where he’d caught the edge of the bottom step, but it wouldn’t smart for long. There was one advantage to his mixed heritage: his vampire blood would eliminate the bruises in a matter of minutes, with no need to perform any elaborate rituals or meditations. That talent had come in handy when he was younger too. Without enhanced healing capabilities, growing up in a community that despised and distrusted him would have seen him walking around with his skin mottled a permanent black and blue. Children could be more vicious than adults.

Today’s treatment was nothing new, but that didn’t make it any easier to bear, and as he headed home, he knew his plans for the evening: ice cream, alcohol, and a steamy session between the sheets, if Raoul was free. He would focus on that and try to set aside his worries until tomorrow, or, if he could find enough booze, maybe the day after.


Chapter Four

FOUR WEEKS LATER, Holden was still drowning his sorrows. Not that he’d been at the bottle constantly since attending the last crime scene—there’d been plenty of teetotal days too—but this was his third big drinking session, and as with the last two, Raoul joined him. He wasn’t sure why it had hit him so badly this time. No, on reflection, he did. The jibes he could brush aside, or at least put behind him. What hurt most was Owens dismissing him. He’d heard nothing from her and had yet to pluck up the courage to call, despite Raoul having insisted he should do so at the end of his last bender. Without Raoul, Holden didn’t like to think what might have become of him. Raoul was his rock, both emotionally and, at present, financially, since Holden had no income. The vodka he was currently consuming apace came courtesy of Raoul. They’d drunk Holden’s own meagre stores dry the first night.

Tilting the bottle with partially inebriated precision, Holden poured them each another shot, and then made a wobbly return to the bed. He’d slipped back into his boxers after they’d finished their physical entrée, main course, and dessert, but Raoul remained gloriously bare, spread languidly atop the covers, at ease with his nudity in a manner Holden envied.

“To you, my friend.” Raoul saluted him with his glass and downed the shot in a single gulp.

Holden did likewise, but with far less enthusiasm. “Don’t see why I deserve a toast.”

“And I don’t see why not.”

“Maybe because I’m a total failure and a freak?”

“You are neither.”

“Am so!” Holden instantly regretted the burst of petulance. Raoul was only trying to help; there was no need to snap at him. “Sorry. It’s just these murders, and the whole fucking mess surrounding them. They’re what led to my suspension, and I know there was something off about both crime scenes. If only I could work out what it was… But I’ve revisited them in my mind so many times now, it’s all beginning to blur.”

He glanced toward the bottle of vodka set atop the chest of drawers. Why hadn’t he brought it back to the bed with him, instead of leaving it irritatingly out of reach? He couldn’t be bothered to stand and fetch it, yet he was aching for another drink.

“Would you like me to take a gander for you?”

Holden looked up sharply.

The blood he and Raoul exchanged during sex gifted them with insights into each other’s minds. Nevertheless, over the years, they’d established unspoken boundaries as to how much they would glean from the other’s thoughts—a level of privacy that suited them both. Given the confidential nature of Holden’s work, that had always been one of the areas deemed off limits.

The offer hovered in the air like a tangible presence between them, and Raoul studiously avoided meeting Holden’s gaze, staring into his empty glass instead. A part of Holden’s brain miraculously still sober told him he should refuse. If the Fellowship learned he had shared details of an ongoing investigation, they would never take him back. However, the part of Holden that had already polished off two full bottles of premium vodka in as many hours said, “Screw the Fellowship and its poncy rules.” They’d cast him out, and maybe the only way to return to the fold—something, deep down, beneath the ire, he desperately wanted—would be to walk through the door with a major breakthrough to present to them.

Of course, there was no guarantee that would happen, but Raoul would at least see things with a fresh perspective. With luck, he might spot something Holden had missed. Even a scrap of useful information, however slight, was better than the nothing he currently possessed.
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