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CHAPTER ONE




‘JACK VALENTINE. PLEASE stand.’


I do as I’m told, for once in my life. This isn’t quite a trial and Killian Drake’s office isn’t quite a courtroom, but it’s as close to it as the Silver get. Four of Drake’s goons are lined up in front of the door in case things get out of hand, and a single representative for each of the defence and the prosecution has been invited: Captain Langford – my boss – for me and Sir Percival Windsor – a rich, entitled wanker – for the supposed victim. I don’t want either of them here. 


‘Matthew Felton. Please stand.’


It gratifies me that he struggles to comply. He’s the reason that four months have passed between the incident and this kangaroo court. It’s taken that long for him to put himself back together. I wish I’d made the fire burn hotter, because he is surprisingly well-recovered.


Matthew Felton is not an attractive man. He should look like the rat he is, but actually he’s more like a mouse: soft face, chubby body and hair of such a light brown that it’s practically grey. He vibrates with a prissy kind of anger. I’m expecting him to start cleaning his whiskers at any moment.


But if Matthew Felton is a mouse, then Killian Drake is a snake. He sits behind his gargantuan desk like a cobra spreading its hood. His hair is dark, but his eyes are pure black. He is arrogance and poise, with the kind of slick, irritating good looks that I might find irresistible if he were anyone else. Unfortunately, he’s the Baron of Oxford, my archnemesis and a terminal pain in the backside.


I haven’t seen him since the incident he’s put me on trial for today. It’s not that I haven’t been busy catching scabs – that’s what we call the Silver whose activities endanger the secrecy of our existence – it’s just that once I’ve caught them, I’ve left the other Seekers to bring them to Drake for his version of justice.


In other words, I’ve been avoiding him.


‘Ms Valentine,’ he says. ‘You know the charges. Do you have anything to say in your defence?’


I’m guilty as sin. I know it, he knows it and Felton knows it. My personal defence – the reason I haven’t lost any sleep over this – is that Matthew Felton is a cockroach. If anyone deserved to be burned alive, it was him. It’s not hard to convince myself that I was performing a public service, but it’s probably a bad idea to say that out loud.


I look straight into Drake’s bottomless eyes. He’s already made his decision. I can tell from the slight twitch of his eyebrow, from the way that he’s trying not to smile. He knows what my sentence is going to be, and he knows I’m not going to like it.


‘I deny all the charges,’ I say.


Felton starts huffing and puffing immediately, his little mousy face going an interesting shade of pink.


‘But,’ I continue, ‘if I had done it, then the bastard would have brought it on himself. He was reckless with those girls, not to mention the morality of–’


‘You want to talk about morality?’ Felton interrupts. ‘You burned me alive, you psycho bitch!’


‘I did not,’ I lie primly, ‘and I resent the implication.’


‘I’m not implying anything. I’m saying you’re a fucking lunatic.’


He might have a point there, but it doesn’t seem healthy to dwell on that right now.


‘Oh, come on. You had an attic full of chemicals and you smoke in bed. It was bound to happen sooner or later. Why would I bother interfering with natural selection?’


Felton is so agitated that he can’t muster a response beyond a splutter of anger. His nose is twitching.


‘What makes you think Ms Valentine was involved?’ Drake asks him.


‘She had a grudge against me from day one. The first time she interviewed me, she kicked my face in. It took me a day to recover.’


‘Actually, that was Naia, not me,’ I say.


‘Whatever. The both of you had it in for me.’


‘Because you were kidnapping and drugging humans, posing them like creepy puppets, then stealing their blood. It’s sick.’


‘And they never found out! It was well within the rules. Totally under the radar and totally above board.’


This is the problem with being a Seeker: justice doesn’t come into what we do. Our objective is to make sure that the existence of the Silver isn’t revealed to humanity. We stop anyone who threatens that objective. Felton might be a creep who kidnaps girls and strings them up like marionettes for his own weird gratification, but as long as they’re returned to their beds afterwards none the wiser, he hasn’t actually done anything wrong. Not by Seeker standards, anyway.


My own standards are a little different.


‘Let’s hear your evidence, Mr Felton,’ says Drake.


I don’t even try to hide my smirk. He doesn’t have the tiniest shred of evidence and we both know it. That’s why he tries to shift focus onto Drake, which is a very bad idea, since the man is both judge and jury here.


‘Baron,’ he says, ‘with all due respect, I don’t think you’re in a position to be impartial.’


A cold silence falls over the room. I hear the goons behind me take in a sharp breath that means Oh, shit. In the chair next to Felton, Windsor is laughing quietly into his hand.


‘Oh, really?’ Drake replies, his unblinking eyes fixed on Felton, who swallows.


‘It’s just that…’ he tries, then decides on a new approach. ‘You were in a relationship with her.’


‘Well, that’s a load of bollocks,’ I say.


Felton doesn’t look my way, but his little nose is twitching again.


‘You have to admit, Baron,’ he goes on, ‘that you and she. At Percy’s party. You, well, you know.’


‘I’m afraid that I don’t know, Mr Felton,’ Drake says. ‘You will have to enlighten me.’


The bastard is enjoying this, but I’m not. I don’t want to rehash the shame of my brief dalliance with Killian Drake. It wasn’t real, anyway. We were just pretending we were a couple because I needed Drake’s reputation to get me inside Sir Percival Wanker’s house. Sure, we kissed a few times, but it was nothing serious. I’ve been doing a very good job of repressing the entire incident.


Until now.


‘You kissed,’ Felton says finally. ‘A lot. I mean, a lot. In front of everyone. I can only imagine–’


‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ I say.


‘My point is that you were involved.’ Felton is red-faced, but determined to see this through. He’s not flinching from Drake’s gaze. ‘You’re biased. You have feelings for her.’


I laugh out loud, because the idea of Drake giving a shit about me is frankly hilarious. Once upon a time he might have wanted to have sex with me, but that was short-lived and had nothing to do with emotion.


‘Mr Felton,’ Drake says, steepling his fingers, ‘we’re all men of the world here. You know as well as I do that these things happen. There were no feelings – nor, regrettably, was there any thought – involved. A few days of madness four months ago aren’t going to prejudice me in Ms Valentine’s favour. We all make mistakes.’


My mouth drops open. I have no words.


How dare he?


Felton seems satisfied by my public humiliation, if nothing else.


But I shouldn’t be humiliated. I’m not humiliated. Drake’s right. It’s ancient history. It was all swept under the carpet months ago. We’ve been avoiding each other ever since, but not because there’s anything romantic – ick – between us. I’ve been staying out of Drake’s way because he shared a secret with me that I didn’t want to know, a secret about the captain and the Invicti. I haven’t found a way to deal with his revelation yet, so I’ve kept his number blocked on my phone and kept out of his way. I don’t trust him.


Turns out I was right to be cautious.


‘All right, then,’ Drake says. ‘If you’ve both said everything you want to say, then I think I’ve heard all I need to hear. I’m ready to deliver my verdict.’


The next words he says take my breath away.


He’s kidding. He has to be kidding.


‘I object!’ Felton and I both yell at the same time.


But Drake won’t budge.





‘The bastard,’ I say as I stomp back into my rooms. ‘The scheming, slimy, unbelievable bastard.’


‘You’re here,’ Tabitha says, jumping up from my sofa. They wouldn’t let her come to the trial, so she’s been waiting here for me. ‘I was so worried, hen. I thought they were going to take you away.’ She barrels into my arms.


Tabitha is a short, soft confection of Scottish extraction. She dresses like a librarian and wears her reddish-brown curls piled on top of her head, secured with whatever stick-like objects she has to hand. Today it’s a fork and a toothbrush.


Tabitha is my girlfriend. My actual girlfriend. I still get a kick from the thought. She’s beautiful and generous and she calls me hen and sometimes, if I’m very good, she wears her lab coat home from work so I can take it off her. Home is mostly here, in my rooms at Solomon College in central Oxford, but occasionally I stay at her cottage in Nash Lee, a little village near Aylesbury. She has a lab in her back garden where she does lots of things involving “samples” that I’d rather not think about. Tabitha is a doctor, but one of those multi-disciplined types that are so common amongst the long-lived Silver. She has several specialties. She’s a pathologist, but also a haematologist and a surgeon, amongst other things.


She’s far too clever for me, so clever that I’d ask her what she sees in me if I weren’t so scared of losing her. If she wants to slum it, that’s her decision. This is the first decent relationship I’ve had in my entire life and I don’t want to mess it up. In fact, I’ve spent the past three weeks trying to find a way to tell her that I love her.


But now is not the time.


‘He’s put me on probation,’ I say.


She lifts her cheek away from my shoulder. ‘Probation?’


‘I have to check in every week, to keep me on the straight and narrow, he says. I start tomorrow.’


‘But that’s good, right? I was worried they were going to box you, hen. Probation is great news. Why aren’t you happy?’


Boxing is awful. It’s the most common punishment for serious Silver transgressions and it is exactly what it sounds like: you’re drained of blood, then boxed up and sealed away in Drake’s basement. The prisoner is stuck in a half-conscious state, in agonising pain, weak as a kitten, for the duration of their sentence. More than a year in the box would send most Silver mad.


‘Box me?’ I scoff. ‘There was no evidence. No evidence at all.’ I was careful. I burned that bastard Felton and his lab to a crisp.


‘It doesn’t sound too bad, is all I’m saying. Who’s your probation officer?’


I look at her, letting my frustration show. ‘Who do you think?’


‘No.’


‘Yes. Killian fucking Drake.’


‘The bastard.’


‘I told you.’


Tabitha sits down on the edge of my bed. She looks shellshocked.


Things have been good between us these past few months, but there’s still a thread of tension between us, and Drake is the problem. I’m keeping his secrets from her. Worse, I’m keeping my own secrets from her. Distasteful as it is, Drake and I have been in this together since we went undercover at Windsor’s party, when we discovered that the third-in-command of the Solis Invicti was involved in some seriously shady shit. Tabitha is officially employed by the Solis Invicti – they’re the ones who pay her bills and assign her caseload – so I can’t tell her my and Drake’s suspicions about their scab activities, not when the individuals implicated are the very same people who control her and have her loyalty. Secret-keeping isn’t a great way to foster a new relationship, I grant you, but the alternative is too risky. Until I have proof that the Invicti are killing humans for cash, she just can’t know, so I keep my mouth shut, leaving her to guess at the source of my anxiety. Unfortunately, she keeps guessing wrong, which is why dropping Drake’s name is like dropping a stink bomb.


Tabitha looks up at me with big, round eyes.


‘What do we do, hen?’


‘What do you mean?’ I’m confused because there isn’t anything to debate. I’ll suffer through my probation like a good girl; I don’t have any other option.


‘I don’t trust him,’ she says.


‘You mean you don’t trust me.’


‘That’s not what I said.’


But it’s clearly what she meant. I can’t blame her for it. When Tabitha and I were first getting together, I fucked up royally with Drake. Things got out of hand after we kissed. I should have stayed away from him, but somehow I kept getting dragged back in. I don’t know how to explain that, and I can’t excuse it. He was magnetic. Dark. Dangerous. I can’t stress that last one enough.


‘Tabs,’ I say, dropping to my knees at her feet. I take her chin gently in my hand and tilt her face down to mine. ‘You know I’d get out of this if I could. You know I think he’s the worst person in the world.’


‘I know. I’m sorry, hen. I thought I was over this.’


‘It’s not your fault.’


We’re interrupted by a knock at the door. After a millisecond’s pause, it opens to reveal Naia on the other side. She generally likes to wear short sleeves to show off her arms, which are muscular and wrapped with tattoos, but today she’s got her coat on. That’s how I know she’s about to drag me away.


I glare at her. She glares back, but not with any malice. She’s like a sister to me; we’re grumpy with each other because we’re close, not because we don’t like each other.


‘What do you want?’ I ask.


‘Get your things,’ she says. ‘We’ve got a case.’










CHAPTER TWO




THE RADCLIFFE CAMERA – the Rad Cam to the locals – sits squatly in the centre of Oxford, rising from the cobblestones in the middle of Radcliffe Square like a giant boob poking out of the ground. Despite the misleading name, it’s actually a library. The University of Oxford’s History Faculty library, to be precise. It’s called the Camera because it’s round and ornamental and… I’m buggered if I know the real reason, but it’s something to do with Latin. Who cares? It’s a library.


When Naia and I push our way through the doors, we find a bunch of people gathered by a bookcase at the far side of the room. There are bookshelves all around the circular walls, tucked under the overhang of the gallery on the mezzanine floor above. Rows of desks stretch from the edges of the room to the centre, like spokes. Two of them have been moved out of the way to reveal a body underneath. It’s been here for a few hours at least, long enough that it’s swarming with flies, releasing not only the classic eau de corpse but also the maggoty, ammonia sharpness that I associate with carrion. I’m glad I haven’t had time to eat lunch.


‘Hey, Jack,’ Cam says.


Cam is my best friend in the Seekers – my best friend anywhere, in fact – loveable and cuddly despite the fact that he’s all gangly limbs and elbows. He’s basically what the puppy from the Andrex adverts would look like if it grew to six foot two and put on people clothes. That’s why Cam’s so incongruous at a crime scene, standing over the body taking pictures.


‘How did the hearing go?’ he asks me.


‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ I reply. ‘Suffice it to say that Killian Drake is a dead man.’


Cam rolls his eyes and mutters, ‘Not this again.’


‘What?’


‘This vendetta of yours. I don’t know how you have the energy for it.’


‘He’s forcing me into probation, with him as my probation officer. Don’t you think I have good reason to be pissed off?’


‘I think Tabby probably does.’


I put my hands on my hips. ‘What are you implying?’


‘Just that weekly probation meetings are a really good excuse for the baron to get you alone in his office.’


‘It’s not like that. You know I love Tabs.’


‘And have you told her that yet?’


I squirm, because Cam has been bullying me about this for weeks. I know I love her. Cam knows I love her. But, as Cam has so eloquently pointed out to me on several occasions, there’s no way for Tabitha to be sure I love her if I don’t actually tell her.


The words are simple: I love you. But somehow, when the right moment comes around, I can never bring myself to say them.


‘You’re a mess,’ Cam says to me, shaking his head. ‘Speaking of which, meet District Judge Nora Mitchell.’


He stands aside to let me get a good view of the corpse. She was probably attractive in life – late fifties, steel-grey hair in a pixie cut with delicate features to match – but she isn’t anymore. Blood has trickled its way along every line and valley on her face, highlighting otherwise invisible wrinkles in reddish brown. It looks like her face has been crazy-paved with rusty grouting.


‘Oh my god,’ I say, leaning in for a closer look. ‘How the hell did that happen?’


‘Fascinating, isn’t it?’ Ed says.


Ed’s our lab guy. He’s crouched at the foot of the body, peering through his unnecessary glasses. They’re entirely cosmetic – the Silver have twenty-twenty vision – but he thinks they make him look clever, as though he needs any help with that. The man’s already a genius.


Ed and Cam used to be a couple, but that seems to be over now. Cam’s taken it remarkably well, on the outside at least.


‘Have you got any ideas?’ he asks Ed.


‘It looks deliberate, doesn’t it? I’ll need to sample it when you’re done with your photos. Naia, can you give me a hand?’


She grabs some sample kits from her coat and gets to work, scouring the body for evidence.


‘Why are you the one doing this?’ I ask Ed. ‘Where are the SOCOs?’


Scenes Of Crime Officers should be swarming all over this place, cataloguing evidence in concert with the police. Instead, there’s just Naia, Ed and a couple of assistants. The only people in the room are Silver. It’s almost eerie.


‘Turns out the judge is the captain’s several-times-great-granddaughter,’ Cam whispers to me. ‘We’re thinking it’s personal.’


‘Shit,’ I say.


An attack directed at one of the Seekers is bad news for all of us, so it makes sense that my team has taken over. At any other crime scene we’d be working quickly, trying to gather all the information we could before the police arrived, but this time that’s not necessary; the Seekers are in charge. I should have realised something was up when I walked in, because Boyd is perched on the gallery above us, vulture-like in his possessiveness. He’s tall with dark skin and darker eyes, and close-cropped hair that he trims so regularly that it borders on the obsessive. Never a hair out of place, that’s our deputy. But today he looks sharp. He’s on show, so we must be expecting company.


‘Where’s the captain, then?’ I ask Cam.


He shrugs and returns to taking photos. This leaves me in something of a bind, because usually it’s my job to be the camera. I have a decent memory for pictures, so normally I’m tasked with memorising every detail of the body in the few seconds we have until the police step in. Today, I’ve been replaced. It doesn’t feel great.


I bounce on the balls of my feet, hands in my pockets, wondering what I should be doing.


Deciding that the best place to start is with my normal job, I stare past Cam to the body, but there’s not much more to see. The blood spiderwebbing over her face is the highlight. The scent of Silver violence is so strong I could smell it from the front door, so she was definitely killed by one of the Silver, but I knew that already. If she’d been killed by a human then we wouldn’t be here. Other than that, she looks unremarkable in her navy skirt suit, dark tights and sensible leather heels.


‘Did you find a handbag?’ I ask Ed.


‘Not yet.’


‘Has the building been searched?’


‘Yep. Nothing turned up. Give it another sweep, if you like.’


‘Yeah, go on,’ Cam says. ‘It’s weird having you looking over my shoulder.’


I do as he asks and go to find someone else to annoy.





‘Hello, Deputy.’


I’ve snuck up on Boyd so quietly that the words make him jump.


‘Not funny, Jacqueline,’ he says. He’s the only person who calls me that. I hate it. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Checking out the scene,’ I say, ‘looking for her handbag. What are you doing? Waiting for someone?’


His jaw clenches, which tells me two things: firstly, he’s definitely waiting for someone, and secondly, it’s not just about the case. He’s embarrassed that I’ve called him out on it, so it must be someone he wants to impress, for a reason he doesn’t want to disclose.


Interesting.


‘Who found the body?’ I ask him.


‘The librarian. Came in to open up this morning and… Well. You’ve seen it. She called the police, who came to check out the body. Faizan smelled the violence mark and called the captain.’ Faizan is our Silver mole inside the police. ‘The captain identified her. I think she put in a call of her own, because the police cleared out pretty quickly after that.’


That’s surprising.


‘I didn’t know the captain had those kinds of contacts.’


‘Make the most of it,’ Boyd says. ‘I’m not sure how long it’ll last.’


So I do. I look under every desk, in every bookshelf, and in every corner. Her handbag isn’t here. I check out all the windows on each floor while I’m at it, but they’re all locked or don’t even open.


‘Do we know why she was here?’ I ask Boyd, returning to his spot on the gallery. He hasn’t moved an inch since I saw him last.


‘No. The librarian had never seen her before. We’re just checking whether she had a university library card, but if she did then it would have made more sense for her to be in the law library rather than here.’


‘How did she get in?’


‘No idea. Everything’s locked up tight. Maybe someone carried her in through an open window.’


‘And locked it after themselves on the way out?’


Boyd shrugs.


‘We’ll know more when we have a time of death,’ he says. ‘Tabitha’s waiting for Ed at the lab. As soon as we’re done here–’


The front door to the library opens, one floor down and directly opposite us, and a woman walks in. She looks about thirty, tall, with East Asian features in a shockingly symmetrical face. She looks up at us and smiles.


Boyd straightens his back and sucks in his stomach. There’s a twinkle in his eye.


‘Oh my god,’ I say under my breath. ‘That’s why you’re standing here, looking like a general commanding his underlings. You’ve got a crush.’


‘Shhhh!’


‘You have!’ I say, so delighted that I’m struggling to keep quiet. ‘I can’t believe it. Bachelor Boyd bites the dust.’


For the entire time I’ve known the deputy, he’s been determinedly single. I thought for a while that he might be gay and closeted, or that he just had no interest in romance, but it turns out I was wrong. I’m so distracted by this revelation that I don’t notice the woman’s most important feature until she’s already joined us on the mezzanine.


She’s human.


Boyd is head over heels for a human. It’s not completely unheard of for Silver to have romantic relationships with humans, but for obvious reasons they don’t usually last. There’s a power imbalance, not just physically but also because of the inevitable age gap, which makes the whole thing a bit taboo. If I’d had to guess which one of my team would go that way, not in a million years would I ever have picked Boyd.


‘Ms Chen.’


He moves forward to shake her hand, but then changes his mind and ends up doing a little half bow instead. It is intensely adorkable and completely unlike the deputy, but he recovers well.


‘This is my colleague,’ he says, ‘Jacqueline Valentine.’


Ugh. Can you see why I don’t like it when people use my full name?


‘Jacqueline,’ Boyd goes on, ‘Ms Chen is the head librarian.’


‘Nice to meet you, Ms Valentine,’ she says, with a shy smile. She’s trying to be polite, but finding a dead body has clearly shaken her more than she wants to let on.


‘It’s Jack, please,’ I say. ‘Any news on that library card?’


‘Yes,’ she says, handing Boyd a single sheet of paper.


It’s a printout from the database, which is probably as old as the deputy. There’s a fuzzy black and white photo of the judge, followed by the card details and a list of the various times the card was used to access a library. It doesn’t look like she was a regular patron.


‘All of the check ins were at the law library or the Bodleian,’ she says. ‘None at the Rad Cam. But there is the Gladstone Link.’ She leans over the banister and points to a spot on the ground floor where a staircase disappears downwards.


‘What’s that?’ I ask.


‘The rest of the History Faculty library. It’s a set of underground stacks that joins the Bodleian to the Rad Cam. Technically, she could have come here through the Link without using our front door.’


‘Is that what she did last night?’ Boyd asks, but Ms Chen shakes her head.


‘She hasn’t used her card for a month.’


That’s one lead thoroughly squashed. We don’t have much else to ask Ms Chen – she didn’t know the judge and she’s already given us all the information held by the university libraries – but she’s hanging around as though she has something else to offer. Boyd looks like he’s desperately searching for a topic of conversation.


‘I love this building,’ he says to her after an awkward few seconds. ‘I’m not usually a fan of the neo-classical style, but I make the odd exception. It’s a Gibbs, isn’t it?’


‘That’s right.’ Ms Chen smiles back. ‘You know your architecture.’


‘One can hardly live in Oxford and ignore it. What a waste that would be.’


‘I couldn’t agree more.’


I stifle a yawn. One Boyd was bad enough, but now it seems there are two of them.


They start dissecting the building, using words I vaguely recognise but that all sound vaguely sexual – cupola, balustrade, rotunda – because they’re using them as a strange form of flirtation. I never expected to witness Boyd’s mating ritual, but it might be one of the weirdest I’ve ever seen.


When Ms Chen finally waves her goodbyes, leaving Boyd with her number “just in case you have any follow-up questions”, he’s grinning like a schoolboy.


‘Picking up women at a crime scene, Deputy?’ I tease. ‘Isn’t that a sackable offence?’


‘Nonsense,’ he says. ‘She’s just friendly, that’s all.’ But I notice that the piece of paper with her number on it goes into Boyd’s wallet, not into his notebook with the rest of the case notes.


‘Sure.’ I smile, letting it drop. The way the nerdy sparks were flying, I’m sure I’ll have plenty of opportunities to tease him about it later, when we’re not in the middle of an investigation.


‘Where next, then?’ I say. ‘The victim’s home? Her work?’


‘Work,’ Boyd replies, all business. ‘Take Naia and Faizan; they won’t let you in without a police representative.’


‘Will do.’ I make to leave, but he calls me back.


‘One more thing to think about,’ he says. ‘According to the court list, she was on family cases yesterday, sitting in chambers. Do you know what the term for that is in Latin, Jacqueline?’


I sigh. ‘You know I don’t.’


He smiles grimly and says, ‘It’s “in camera”, actually.’


I look around the building, noting that we’re also in the Camera. Boyd nods once he sees that I’ve got the reference.


I groan.


Someone’s trying to be clever, and they’re not very good at it.










CHAPTER THREE




THE OXFORD COMBINED Court Centre is gorgeous limestone on the outside and pure misery on the inside. I’m sure Boyd would be able to tell you all sorts of fascinating things about the architecture, but all I can tell you is that there are pillars above the front doors and the doors themselves are glass, which seems like a stupid choice for a building that hears criminal cases. I wonder how often they have to reglaze them. On the inside, the building looks like a struggling state school, with metal detectors at the doors.


My top tip for any day trip to the court: take tissues, because even if you don’t need them, someone else will. Every visit makes me glad that, unlike our human counterparts, we rarely have a reason to come here.


Faiz walks over to meet us on the pavement outside. The police station is close, directly across the road from the court, ostensibly to smooth the course of justice. I think the real reason is so it’s easier to pick up the usual suspects coming in and out of the court doors, but who am I to judge? I’m on probation for setting a suspect on fire.


‘Jack Valentine,’ Faiz says with a grin. ‘What have you done this time? Burned down another house? Murdered an ex-lover? Kicked a puppy?’


‘I would never kick a puppy,’ I say, with mock affront, then grin back at him.


DCI Faizan Malik is young for a detective chief inspector. At least, his colleagues think he’s young. He looks like he’s in his mid-thirties, but really he’s one of us: Silver. Fuck knows how long he’s really been kicking around for. He’s got thick black hair, deep brown skin and the longest, prettiest lashes I’ve ever seen. He’s also extremely married, which drives Naia crazy. I can practically hear her libido spinning up behind me.


‘How are you, Faiz?’ I ask.


‘Good, thanks. Eating well.’ He laughs and pats his flat stomach. ‘Meera’s been on a cookery course.’


‘About time.’


‘I’ll tell her you said that. You all right, Naia?’


‘Yes,’ she replies, abruptly and without smiling.


Faiz must think she’s a grumpy cow, but the real problem is that she doesn’t know how to talk to people she finds attractive without flirting with them. My team is just a hotbed of hormones today.


‘Well,’ he says to us both. ‘Shall we go in, then?’


The queue for security isn’t long; we’ve missed the rush. All the lawyers get here early so they can bagsy one of the private waiting rooms before they’re taken.


Once we’re inside, bags searched and pockets emptied for inspection, Faiz goes to find the court clerk. We wait for him in the entrance hall, giving him the space he needs to work his magic. Five minutes later he’s back, ushering us upstairs, past the clerk’s desk and down the hallway where the judges have their private audience chambers. District Judge Mitchell’s is the one at the very end of the corridor, earning her two windows instead of the usual one. It’s a nice office as far as the public sector goes – books on the walls, lots of wood, carpet without too many stains – but there’s no getting away from the fact that this is not really a private space. There are no personal photos, no pictures on the walls, and no knickknacks. With half the world traipsing through their chambers, you can understand why judges need to be cautious with their personal effects.


Which is why I’m surprised to see the contents of Nora Mitchell’s handbag strewn across her desk: lipstick, tissues, pens, phone, wallet, keys. Everything is here, including a small blue gift box and a piece of purple ribbon that must have been wrapped around it.


Faiz sees the box before I do. He’s already pulled on his gloves and now he’s skirting around the edge of the desk, hand outstretched to take it.


‘Wait,’ I say as his fingers touch the top. ‘Let’s just be careful here, shall we?’


Faiz looks at me as though I’ve grown a second head. ‘Jack Valentine advising caution? Are you unwell?’


‘Yes, ha ha, but this is a courthouse, and she was a judge. Who knows what she could have been sent?’


‘It’s not going to be an explosive,’ Naia says. ‘Anything like that would have been caught by the detectors on the way in, and if it came in the post then that’s all scanned.’


‘Then why are you hanging out by the door?’ I ask her.


‘Because I’m not an idiot. There are worse things than explosives. Anthrax. Ricin. Poisonous spiders.’


‘But you’re Silver. None of that would kill you.’


‘Maybe not, but it would hurt like hell. Plus, I hate spiders.’


‘I’ll open it then, shall I?’ Faiz offers.


He reaches for the box and I nod at him, taking a step closer just to wind Naia up. We both brace ourselves as he lifts off the lid.


Nothing happens.


‘What is it?’ Naia calls from the doorway.


Faiz lifts out a small digital camera, flipping it over with a puzzled look on his face.


‘I didn’t know they even made those anymore,’ Naia says, walking back into the room now she knows it’s safe. ‘Doesn’t everyone just use their phones to take photos?’


‘She was in her fifties,’ I say. ‘Maybe she preferred to have a separate device.’


‘But why send her a camera?’


Faiz puts it back in the box. ‘Maybe it was her birthday,’ he suggests.


‘It wasn’t,’ Naia says. ‘She was born in January.’


‘All I’m saying is that it doesn’t have to be sinister,’ says Faiz. ‘Let’s not jump to conclusions and go off down the wrong road.’


‘Except it’s here,’ I say, ‘along with her handbag, and she’s not. Can you get into her phone? See if she was called away?’


Faiz pulls it out of the jumbled mess on top of her desk and tries.


‘Access code,’ he says. ‘We’ll need to get the computer guys on it.’


‘Bag it up and we’ll take it to Frank the Hacker,’ I say. Frank is our resident computer expert back at Solomon College. He’s the only thing that stands between the ageing Silver population and total obsolescence. Without him, some of us wouldn’t even know how to use the internet. ‘He’ll get it working for us.’


Faiz puts the phone in an evidence bag and tosses it to Naia, who stows it in her rucksack. She likes to be the one who collects and carries the evidence. She might look tough, but secretly she’s a packrat, never secure unless she’s surrounded by carefully-catalogued stuff, all of it within her control.


‘Do you want the camera too?’ Faiz asks, getting another evidence bag ready.


‘Wait,’ I say, because something’s itching at me. We’ve missed a step. When I realise what it is, I groan.


‘Have you tried looking in the camera?’ I ask.


Faiz presses the power button and the thing comes to life with an ascending tinkle of music. Naia and I crowd around the desk behind him, looking over his shoulders.


‘Shit,’ Naia says as Faiz scrolls through the photos.


They start out relatively inoffensive – pictures of crowds on the High Street, in Radcliffe Square, outside the courthouse on St Aldate’s – then they change. Now they’re candid close-ups of District Judge Mitchell in those crowds, her face in the middle of each shot. They follow her around the centre of Oxford as she eats her lunch, does a bit of shopping, goes out for a drink. The second-to-last photo is a message, written in black marker across a sheet of lined paper.


You know what I want, it reads. Meet me at 8, in camera.


‘In camera?’ Naia asks.


‘It’s like the worst word game ever,’ I say, explaining what Boyd told me about the Latin. ‘So the judge is sitting in camera, gets this message in a camera, and ends up dead in the Camera.’


Naia’s brow furrows. ‘But why? What does it mean?’


‘Don’t ask me,’ I reply. ‘This is Boyd’s deal, not mine.’


There’s one more photo. It almost makes Faiz drop the camera.


‘Oh, no,’ he says, looking away. ‘I did not need to see that.’


Naia takes the camera from him and squints at it, tilting it from side to side as though she can extract some deeper meaning from the image if she finds the right angle. If anyone can, then it’s Naia. After all, this is her area of expertise.


It’s a dick pic.


‘I don’t recognise it,’ Naia says.


‘Did you expect to?’ I ask, incredulous. I know she likes to get around, but a mental dick Rolodex feels like a stretch, even for her.


She shrugs. ‘You never know.’


‘What do you think this was about?’ Faiz asks. He’s scratching the back of his neck, awkward. ‘A booty call?’


‘I don’t know,’ I reply. ‘It’s a bit creepy for that. Whoever sent her this has basically been stalking her. It feels like a threat to me.’


‘Possibly,’ Naia says. ‘But some people like creepy. Practically everything you can think of is a kink to someone. Maybe she wanted it like this.’


‘A fifty-eight year old judge?’ Faiz says. ‘The captain’s great-granddaughter?’


‘Old people do have sex, you know,’ Naia says to him.


‘Case in point: the two of you,’ I say. ‘You’re both older than the judge, and I bet–’


‘Yes, thanks, Jack,’ Faiz interrupts. ‘Let’s just get the rest of this room searched, shall we?’


He’s looking flustered, so I give him a break from the teasing and get back to work.





It takes us the rest of the afternoon to go through every piece of paper in the judge’s chambers. Other than the contents of her handbag, there’s nothing that doesn’t relate to her job. She keeps handwritten notes on each of the cases she’s hearing – it looks like they start out on a pad then end up in individual files – but most of it seems to be digital. She has the files she’s working on right now, but the other paper records aren’t here. Faiz tells us the court holds them centrally, so off we go back to the court clerk. He promises to get Faiz a list of all the judge’s recent cases, but not until tomorrow. Maybe the next day. Definitely by the end of the week. The courts are very busy, and they’re chronically underfunded, you know.


We say goodbye to Faiz and slope back home to Solomon College with our prizes. Faiz has taken the handbag and most of its contents back to the police station, but we’ve got the phone and the camera, plus the library card we found in her wallet. Naia takes them to Frank the Hacker while I go to my rooms to take a shower. The stench of courtroom misery is thick on my skin and I’m desperate to be rid of it.


I open my door to find Tabitha working on my sofa. My place is tiny – just a bedroom with a single bed, a box-like ensuite bathroom, and a kitchen-slash-sitting room that’s barely large enough to be functional – but Tabitha says she likes it. There are original wood floors, which is a bonus, but there’s also the original paint, which is not. Tabitha calls it “cosy”. I call it damp, mouldy and cramped, but each to their own.


‘How was it?’ she asks, looking up from her laptop.


‘Weird,’ I say. I kiss her forehead by way of hello, then sit down beside her on the sofa. ‘Have you seen the body yet?’


‘No. We had some trouble with the Mortuary Service. There was a bit of a tussle and they ended up taking it, but the captain got involved and we won in the end. They’re bringing it back first thing tomorrow.’


‘Then you’ve got a treat coming. It might be the weirdest one yet,’ I say, thinking about the blood spiderwebbed over the judge’s face.


‘Why?’


‘Not telling. I don’t want to spoil the surprise. I’m going to grab a shower. I stink of public sector disinfectant.’


‘You’re such a snob.’


‘Says the woman who won’t eat own-brand ketchup. Back in a bit.’


I’m half hoping that Tabitha will join me in the shower, but tonight she’s got something on her mind. She’s brooding when I come out of the ensuite, wrapped in a towel. The little crease between her eyebrows is working overtime. It’s cute, but concerning. I know what she’s thinking, because it’s the same thing I’ve been thinking since I walked in the door: probation is looming. It was bad enough seeing Drake at the hearing this morning, but tomorrow it’ll be just the two of us in his office.


It doesn’t bear thinking about, but Tabitha is thinking hard. She never stops thinking, that beautiful brain of hers calculating and speculating, but I don’t want her distracted by this. I wish I could set her mind at ease.


I need to address it head-on.


‘Are you worried about him?’ I ask.


‘Should I be worried, hen?’ she replies. The vulnerability in her eyes breaks my heart.


‘No. God, Tabs, no.’ I crouch beside her and take her hands in mine. ‘You have nothing to worry about. I’d stay away from him if I could. I’ve been keeping my distance, you know that.’


‘I know,’ she says, looking down and away from me, avoiding my eyes. ‘That’s the problem, that you feel you can’t be near him. Are you worried about what you’ll do if you get too close?’


I shake my head emphatically. ‘It’s not like that. This isn’t like the thing in May.’ We don’t talk about the thing in May. ‘There’s nothing tying me to him except this stupid probation,’ I say, even though it’s not strictly true. There are the secrets we share, the ones I can’t tell Tabitha. But my next words are nothing but the truth. ‘I’m yours, Tabby. Just yours.’


Her gaze meets mine. ‘Does he know that?’


‘Yes. And if he doesn’t, I’ll make sure he does.’ I smile. ‘You know the best way to do that, right?’


She smiles back at me reluctantly, her lips twitching as she tries to resist. I lean in and press the smallest of kisses to the edge of her mouth, once, twice. The third time, she turns her head, opening her lips against mine.


She’s going to mark me.


It’s that simple for us now. This used to be difficult, but now the moment we give in to it I can feel the mark rising around us like a burst of sunshine. I feel it before I smell it: Tabitha’s scent, nectarines and honey. It sinks into my skin, where it’ll stay for the next twenty-four hours, however hard I scrub, in the same way that my mark is now sinking into hers. This is how the Silver claim each other. All the other Silver will be able to smell her mark on me, and mine on her, and know that we belong to one another.


But this isn’t targeted at all the Silver. It’s targeted at one in particular, one neither of us can seem to put out of our minds.


‘Come on,’ I say. ‘Let’s take this to the bedroom.’


She lets me lay her down on the bed to remove her clothes and worries in one fell swoop. I let go of my own at the same time. There is nothing but Tabitha and me, me and Tabitha, wrapped in each other’s arms and scents. For once, my bed doesn’t seem too small. Like this, there is no space between us.


Afterwards, it’s difficult to remember what I was worried about. When Tabitha is next to me, held tight to my side so she doesn’t topple onto the floor, there’s no one else in the world. My consciousness narrows to these three rooms, these two bodies, this one mingled scent of our two marks. It’s difficult for me to define my own, because it’s always there, but I can recognise the sharp spice it adds to Tabitha’s sweetness. I like that; the combination of the two of us is richer than we are individually. We augment each other. We are a good match.


I’m floating happily through these thoughts, eyelids heavy, when Tabitha pushes herself up onto her elbow and puts on her serious face. It drags my eyes open and shunts my sluggish body into awareness.


‘What is it?’ I ask.


She licks her lips, taking a deep breath as though she’s preparing to deliver bad news.


‘I need to tell you something,’ she says.


‘That sounds ominous.’


‘Nothing’s settled yet, and if you don’t want me to then I won’t, but… I’d like to do some research on Silver blood-drinking.’


I shuffle up the bed so I’m sitting with my back against the wall and turn to look at her, feeling like I’ve just been doused with a bucket of water. So much for a postcoital glow.


‘Why?’ I ask.


‘Because no one ever has before. And because I need to know. I think you need to know, too.’


‘I’d rather forget about the whole thing,’ I say, even though I know she’s right. That thing that happened in May, that thing we don’t talk about, has been following us around for the last four months like a shadow.


Drake kissed me. Felton wasn’t lying about that. I guess I kissed him back, too, and we ended up marking each other. But there was a very good reason for it: I was undercover and I needed to make our fake relationship look convincing. It honestly made perfect sense at the time.


Then came the few days of madness. The problem is that the scent mark wants to replicate itself, so it makes you crave the person whose mark you’re wearing. Somehow things got a little out of hand. Drake went from kissing me to biting me, hard enough to make me bleed, and it felt so good that I still can’t let myself remember it in polite company.


That’s bad enough on its own, but it gets worse: something goes wrong when a Silver drinks the blood of the person who’s marked them. Drake lost his shit. He went full-on stalker. I tried to get away from him, we fought, and he hit me. Hard. At the time, Tabitha told me it was an aftereffect of him drinking my blood, that his possessive rage was a kind of psychosis that he couldn’t be blamed for, but I’ve wondered. We’ve both wondered.


I’m pretty sure Tabitha wants to prove he was in control. I don’t know what I want, but I know that life would be easier if he really was the monster I imagine him to be.


‘I think we both need to know,’ she says. ‘No one’s ever looked into it properly. I think it’s time.’


I breathe out, trying to get my ragged emotions under control.


‘Okay,’ I say eventually, but I’m feeling claustrophobic. I crawl out of bed and into my clothes. I have to get out of here, out of this conversation, and go somewhere I can forget all about it.


‘What are you doing?’ Tabitha asks.


‘Going out.’


‘It’s late,’ she says, but she’s resigned. She knows when I need to be alone and she won’t try to make me stay.


‘I’ll be back before dawn,’ I say on my way out. ‘I need to do some research of my own.’





I don’t want to think about tomorrow’s probation. I don’t want to think about anything, so I go to the college bar.


Normal alcohol isn’t going to cut it tonight, so I order a bottle of gin, a bottle of blood and a glass, then take them to my table and mix up a Valentine’s Massacre. You might have heard of my eponymous beverage: a blend of alcohol, human blood and Silver blood. I donate the latter myself, slashing my wrist over the glass with my penknife. It’s a little pervy to drink your own blood, almost masturbatory, but these are desperate times.


I lied when I said this was research. I’ve already done extensive testing of the Valentine’s Massacre and I am one hundred percent certain that, as long as there’s no scent mark involved, drinking Silver blood in this form is entirely safe.


Well, I suppose “safe” is a relative term. It’s safe in that it’s not going to turn anyone into a hyper-possessive stalker, but if you have too many Massacres then you will definitely be extremely unwell. In this context, “too many” is one.


I’ve had three by the time Cam interrupts me.


‘Drinking alone, Jack? That’s a little unhealthy.’


‘Judgy pants,’ I say, draining my glass.


‘Okay, drunky.’ He pries the glass out of my hand and takes it away. The gin and blood bottles are empty now anyway, and the wound at my wrist has healed up nicely. Unfortunately, it bled a lot while it was healing and now my blood is all over the table. Cam grabs some paper towels from the bar to clean it up – apologising on my behalf to the bartender – then sits down and puts a pint of water in front of me.


‘Right,’ he says. ‘What’s up?’


‘Probation tomorrow.’


‘Ah.’


Apparently I don’t need another excuse, but there’s more.


‘Tabs is sad,’ I say. Somehow I’m crying, the tears sploshing onto the tabletop in big, wet drops.


‘Which makes you sad,’ Cam says.


I nod, because if I open my mouth to reply then I’m just going to start bawling. Christ, what happened to me? I’m Jack Valentine, not some lovesick puppy.


Cam drags my barstool towards him, then pulls me into his arms. I bury my face in his shoulder.


‘I. Just. Love. Her. So. Much,’ I say through gasping sobs.


‘I know you do.’ He rubs my back. ‘I know you do, Jack. But you’ve got to tell her that. That’s the problem. You’re shit at showing your emotions.’


‘No,’ I snuffle, wiping my nose on his shoulder. ‘The problem is Killian Drake and his stupid probation and his stupid bite and his stupid bloody everything else.’


‘I know.’


‘He’s a bastard.’


‘I know.’


‘And Tabs is soooo pretty. And cute. And clever.’


Everything’s going sideways and fuzzy.


‘Oh, sweetie,’ Cam murmurs, stroking my hair as I fall asleep in his lap. ‘You are so fucked for tomorrow.’










CHAPTER FOUR




MY FIRST PROBATION meeting isn’t going well. I’ve been in Drake’s office for ten minutes now, but neither of us has said a word. We sit in silence.


I hate this room. It’s obnoxiously masculine, filled with wood, stone and leather. I clawed holes into the back of one of the armchairs earlier this year when Drake was really pissing me off, and I see with some satisfaction that although he’s had it reupholstered, he couldn’t get a perfect colour match to the leather of the other chairs in the set. I bet that drives him bonkers.


Right now, he doesn’t seem the least bit perturbed. In fact, he’s annoyingly calm.


‘So, is this like therapy?’ I say eventually. ‘You think if you give me enough quiet time then I’ll spill my guts and give you a way to fix me?’


Drake’s sitting at his desk, the sun streaming through the sash window behind him. He looks up from his papers and blinks, as though surprised to see me.


‘I’m sorry, Ms Valentine. I forgot you were there.’


I am going to hit him.


‘You’re the one who told me to come,’ I say. ‘You’re the one who wanted to do this stupid probation thing. The least you could do is acknowledge my existence.’


‘And you burned down a house full of Silver chemicals, endangering one of your own and bringing human attention to his operations.’


‘Matthew Felton is not one of my own.’


‘My point is,’ he says, ‘that you broke the rules. I could have boxed you. I should have boxed you. But instead, I’ve been lenient. In return for that leniency, the least you could do is arrive for your probation meeting on time, rather than three hours late, reeking of blood and alcohol and sex.’


He caps his fountain pen with a click and lines it up neatly beside his blotter, as calm as though he’s just told me the weather forecast. He gives every impression that this is a clinical bollocking. He’s not invested in it, or me. I have no reason to expect him to feel otherwise, but his apathy pinches. So does the way that he’s started calling me “Ms Valentine”. It used to be “Jack” or, in particularly heated situations, “Valentine”. Not that I want to be in a heated situation with him ever again. But Ms Valentine just feels cold.


I try to brush it off.


‘I’m behind on my laundry,’ I say, as though that’s an excuse. ‘Not all of us live in a mansion with hundreds of slaves to do our bidding. It’s very colonial of you.’


‘Employees, Ms Valentine, not slaves. There is a difference. I look after the people who look after me. If you want to find out what I do to the people who oppose me, then keep pushing.’


‘Ooo, am I supposed to be scared?’


He sighs. ‘You’re supposed to be even a tiny bit penitent, but apparently that’s too much to ask. It’s like trying to reason with a child,’ he mutters.


‘You’re one to talk. What kind of game are you playing here, Drake? Why the probation? Why does it have to be you? Why not literally anyone else?’


‘Because there is literally no one else I trust right now. Or did you want me to put you under the charge of your captain?’


I’ve been trying to stay out of Captain Langford’s way for the past few months. Ever since seeing the photos, I find it hard to look at her without scowling. The betrayal runs deep.


‘But you don’t trust me, either,’ he says, sighing.


‘You’ve given me no reason to.’


‘Haven’t I?’ He looks me dead in the eye.


He’s the one who sent me the photos in question. I’ve looked at them a million times. He told me to burn them, but how could I? They’re the only concrete evidence I have that something is wrong.


This is the secret Drake shared with me.


The photos show Captain Langford, the captain of the Seekers, meeting with Benedict, the Tertius of the Solis Invicti. In one, she’s passing him a vial-carrying dart. It once contained a new sedative, one that’s effective in a matter of seconds, even against the Silver. I’ve seen it in action; it knocked Drake out back in May. It was meant to hit me, but he walked right in front of it. That might have been heroic, him taking a bullet for me, if he hadn’t been beating me up at the time.


The dart was supposed to deter me from investigating Benedict. I saw him at Sir Percival Wanker’s party earlier this year, offering humans the opportunity to turn Silver in exchange for vast sums of money. But it was a scam; Benedict was taking the money and killing the humans. At least, that was my theory. According to the Primus and the captain, it was a sting operation. I don’t believe that – their denials just made it more obvious to me that something fishy was going on – but I’m still not any closer to finding out what Benedict’s planning. The unofficial Silver-turning parties have come to an end. No more middle-aged rich guys have gone missing along with their money. Every one of my leads has dried up.


But I haven’t told a soul about the photos. Not even Tabitha. Drake is the only other person who knows.


His nostrils flare.


‘You finally decided to keep her, then,’ he says. He’s talking about Tabitha. He can smell her scent mark on my skin.


‘I’m hers for as long as she wants me,’ I say. ‘Exclusively.’


‘And how long do you think that will be?’


I laugh. ‘Why? Are you clock-watching?’


Despite myself, I get a little thrill at the idea that he might be waiting. But his pulse is steady, calm, disinterested. It tells me: nothing to get excited about here.


‘It’s a conflict,’ he says. ‘You know it’s a risk. The Solis Invicti–’


‘Everything is a risk. There’s no one we can trust.’


‘So you haven’t told her?’


As he speaks, he leans forward over his desk. The movement sends a waft of air from him to me, carrying his scent: spice, copper and something darker. My body remembers it, even though I’m desperate to forget.


‘I’m not going to talk to you about her,’ I say, pushing away the memory of all the terrible things I’ve done with him in this office. On that desk. ‘It’s not relevant.’


‘It’s very relevant. She’s theirs.’


‘No,’ I say, feeling fire flash through my veins. ‘She’s mine, Drake. Mine. You don’t talk about her and you don’t go near her. Don’t bring her up again.’


‘You’re the one who brought her into the room with you.’


Which was deliberate, granted, but I’m not sure why he’s surprised that I’m wearing my girlfriend’s mark.


‘How does this stupid probation work?’ I ask, just to change the subject.


‘Well, to start with, you arrive on time.’


I flick my hand dismissively.


‘Then we talk about your week,’ he says, ‘to make sure you’re staying within the terms of your probation.’


‘Which are?’


‘Don’t set anyone else on fire, and stay away from Matthew Felton.’


‘We’re good, then. I haven’t set anyone at all on fire this week, and yesterday was the first time I’ve seen Felton in months. So, are we done here?’ I slap the arms of my chair, making to leave.


‘Sit down, Ms Valentine. We are not done. We will also use these sessions to talk about your behaviour and how you manage situations of conflict.’


‘Oh god,’ I groan. ‘It is like therapy.’


‘For instance,’ he continues, ‘there’s the conflict between you and me. That might be a good place to start.’


‘There’s nothing between you and me, Drake. No conflict. Just a big heap of nothing.’


He takes the lid off his fountain pen, looks me in the eye for a second, then writes something down in the notebook on his desk.


‘What?’ I ask, craning my neck to see what he’s written.


‘Denial,’ he says, clicking the cap back onto his pen. ‘A big heap of denial. You’re angry, Ms Valentine.’


‘Well, that’s a fucking revelation. Thanks very much, Dr Freud. It had never occurred to me that I might be angry. Now all my problems are solved.’


‘You’re angry with me.’


‘Well, in my defence, you’re very annoying.’


He uncaps his pen again, tilting the notebook away from me so I can’t see what he’s writing.


‘What I’m struggling to understand,’ he says, ‘is why you’re still angry, despite the fact that I’ve just saved you from a boxing. Why are you still fighting when you’ve already got what you wanted?’


‘You think I wanted this?’


‘More than the box, yes.’


‘I’m not going to thank you for messing with me. You’re always playing a game. Or you think you are, anyway. The truth is, you’re just a dick.’


He scribbles some more.


I sigh audibly.


‘This isn’t the first time you’ve been angry with me,’ he says.


He’s fishing. I know he’s fishing, but it irritates me into retaliation, so I say something I shouldn’t.


‘These things happen.’ I deliberately echo his words from yesterday. ‘We all make mistakes.’


He sits back in his chair, satisfied, and I know I’ve fucked up.


‘So that’s it,’ he says. ‘Are you insulted because I said I felt nothing for you?’


‘I’m not angry about that,’ I say, determined to brazen this out. ‘And I’m not insulted. You were right.’


‘Words I never thought I’d hear from your lips, Ms Valentine. Tell me, how was I right?’


I’m certain that he was a torturer at some point in his past, because he is determined to make this as painful as possible.


‘We were involved in a covert operation,’ I say, pouring ice into my voice. ‘I made the terms of that operation clear. Everything was going fine, then you crossed a line. That was your mistake. My mistake was letting you get away with it.’


‘And when you came back here for more, that was a mistake too, was it?’


It’s such an offhand comment – so dismissive, so clinical, so mocking – that it seems calculated to annoy. I can feel the heat building in my cheeks. He’s throwing my vulnerability back in my face. I can’t even blame him for that; I’d do the same to him in a heartbeat.


‘That was just the mark,’ I reply, trying to show how little I care. ‘Like you said, there were no feelings involved. It was a reaction to a chemical imbalance. Fascinating stuff, actually. Tabitha’s looking into it. How the mark works, and how it interacts with blood-drinking. That night in the alley, when you…’ My voice gets stuck in the back of my throat. I’m sitting here trying to be the ice queen, trying to rub his nose in it, and my body is betraying me.
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