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CHAPTER ONE




LET ME TELL you the problem with university students: they’re stupid as fuck.


Even the most intelligent cohort will have a few members who are entirely devoid of common sense, or who are willing to gamble their safety in some extravagant stunt for the admiration of their peers. Only it’s not admiration they get, it’s ridicule, but they’re too stupid to tell the difference.


Case in point: May Day.


This is one of Oxford’s many strange traditions. Every year on the first of May at six in the morning, the junior boys from Magdalen College School troop over Magdalen Bridge and up Magdalen College tower to belt out their anthem of spring at the top of their little lungs. Their voices carry down to the crowds listening on the bridge below, clear as crystal in the dawn air. It’s really rather beautiful.


Or at least, I can imagine it might once have been, before it got ruined.


Because the students have their own tradition, and it’s stupid. Making it to May Morning has become a point of pride, but only if you do it by staying up drinking all night on the last day of April. The last ones standing congregate in time for the singing to start and then, for no reason at all, they hurl themselves off the side of the bridge to land in the river below.


Which is about two feet deep in hot weather, and filled with discarded bikes and glass bottles, not to mention the other students who’ve already had the same idea; mostly boys, because isn’t it always?


Inevitably, they land on top of each other, and not gently. The rugby players in particular can pick up some decent speed on the twenty-foot drop. The result is cracked bones, lacerations, internal bleeding – you get the picture. The students apparently don’t. 


Stupid, like I said.


When I first came to Oxford, before I was recruited, May Day was a cavalcade of broken legs and ribs. It’s different these days. Since the students wouldn’t give up the lemming routine on their own, the police now erect ten-foot barriers along the edges of the bridge every year. Which the students still try to climb, making the drop on the other side even steeper, and the experience all the more Instagrammable. The bigger the audience, the bigger the stunt, and the bigger the risk, because followers are worth dying for, right?


My point is that students are fucking stupid. That’s why I’m here, standing in the rain at five-thirty in the morning with an unruly crowd that exudes a fog of last night’s alcohol. If it were up to me then I’d let Darwinism run its course, but apparently we have enough death to contend with in this city already. So says the captain. I didn’t argue when she issued her orders, but it’s an irregularity. We’re not generally in the business of guarding the humans from themselves. We only exist to guard them from others like us.


The captain’s not here this morning. She gets to stay in bed while rain drips down the back of my collar and under my leather jacket. It’s the worst kind of English rain, the kind that falls in thick drops that soak you to the bone no matter how effective your coat, the kind that makes me wish I could put aside my vanity and pick up an anorak instead.


I smell like wet dog.


I’m not the only one, either. The crush is growing, steam rising from bodies like hot mist. I’m standing at the end of the bridge closest to the tower, a prime position, so I have to get my elbows out to avoid being shunted from my place at the barrier. On the other side of the road, Cameron is doing the same. Naia and Boyd are here somewhere too, just in case, but they’re out of sight at the moment.


None of us is expecting the kind of trouble we get.


A few minutes after the boys start singing, the walkie buzzes in my ear and Naia’s voice comes through.


‘Idiots on your ten, Jack.’


I look across the road and, sure enough, there’s a group of lads hoisting each other up the side of the barrier. It’s smooth board, so they’re taking their time about it, scrambling for handholds on a surface that offers none.


‘I’ve got it,’ Cam says, heading off to drag them down. There’s too much attention on them for him to move at supernatural speed, but he makes it there quickly and, for the moment at least, disaster is averted.


But there’s nothing we can do about what happens next.


While everyone’s watching the lads at the fence, a body drops from somewhere near the top of the tower. The choristers don’t see it, protected by the crenellations, but the screams from the bridge are enough to stop their singing. I turn my head quickly and just manage to spot the dark shadow as it finishes plummeting with abrupt finality, by which time the crowd is already shoving desperately in every direction.


The scent of Silver violence reaches my nostrils quickly in the damp air. We have maybe ten seconds to act.


‘Cam,’ Boyd says over the walkie, then they’re gone in a gust of air. No one’s paying attention to us anymore, so no one notices when Cam blinks out of sight.


Boyd doesn’t need to say anything to me or Naia; we know what needs to be done. We can’t disappear the body now – everyone’s seen it – but we need to gather our evidence before the crowds or the police destroy it. We know how to do our jobs at Silver speed when the situation requires it.


I concentrate on the visual clues, while Naia collects samples. We move invisibly, shifting position so the spectators will only see a whirl of motion that they might mistake for the wind. With the rain coming down like it is, no one will ever know we were here.


The whole thing takes only a couple of seconds, start to finish. The police have barely started moving in our direction by the time we make our exit, Naia stowing her bag of swabs as I mentally catalogue what I’ve seen.


The captain will want to hear my account in detail, though something tells me our news won’t entirely surprise her.





‘You knew,’ Boyd says.


The captain doesn’t try to deny it.


‘I suspected.’


‘That’s why you sent us to May Morning.’


She sighs and gestures us towards the small meeting table in her office, ignoring the muscle that’s clenching in Boyd’s jaw. He doesn’t like to be out of the loop.


‘I heard from London,’ she says, claiming the biggest chair for her small frame. Captain Langford is a smartly-dressed woman, besuited today as usual, and she wears her short blonde bob brushed back from her face. She doesn’t take any shit from us and her raised eyebrow is to be feared and respected, on pain of grunt duty.


‘It was a hunch,’ she goes on. ‘They noticed some unusual activity.’


‘What kind of unusual activity?’ Boyd is practically vibrating with tension. He’s an imposing man, over six-feet tall with dark skin and darker eyes. He doesn’t talk about his past, and we don’t ask.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he asks the captain. ‘If we’d known what we were looking for, then maybe–’


‘Sit down, Deputy,’ the captain says, ‘and we’ll discuss it.’


He stays standing for a moment, but then the captain raises her eyebrow and he does as he’s been told. We all know from experience that you don’t want to mess with that eyebrow.


‘They’ve had a couple of scab kills,’ she says.


Scabs are what we call those of us who live outside the rules, those who murder humans instead of finding other ways – sanctioned ways – to get the blood they need to live. The restrictions aren’t that rigorous. As long as the humans never work out we exist, everyone’s happy.


‘They’ve been confined to traditional events so far,’ she goes on. ‘The New Year’s Day Parade, the Boat Race, the Palm Sunday Procession. The guys in London got close to catching the scab at the Boat Race, so they thought he might move on to a new city. We’ve been waiting see which one it would be.’


If Boyd was angry before, then now he’s livid. ‘And you didn’t think you should warn me about this? If we’d known to expect something, then we might have had a chance of collaring him. As it was, he caught us off guard and got away.’


‘It was a hunch, Deputy. Nothing more. Please try to control yourself.’ Not Boyd’s strong suit. ‘I trust you learned something from your pursuit and your assessment of the scene. I suggest we concentrate on that.’


But the news from Boyd and Cam isn’t good.


‘We never got near him,’ Cam says, taking over while Boyd tries to calm himself down. ‘We were up the tower in a couple of seconds, but the room the dead guy was pushed from was already empty, and there was no trail to follow. The scab was moving at speed. He could have gone anywhere.’


‘We had more luck at the scene, though,’ Naia says. She’s muscular, and the patterns of ink on her brown skin make her forearms look like coiled snakes. The resemblance is apt, because she can lash out like a cobra when she needs to. ‘I managed to get all the usual swabs and pulled his driving licence. The name was David Grant, a property developer with a local outfit. It matches this.’ She pulls a business card from her pocket and hands it to the captain. ‘The swabs are already at the lab with Ed.’


‘Good.’


‘There was also a ticket in his pocket, stub removed. I left it there for the police. It was for a performance at the Playhouse last night, an opera.’


‘That would explain why he was wearing a suit,’ I say. ‘Though I didn’t think people bothered dressing up for the opera these days.’


‘Nevertheless, he made it to the performance,’ says the captain. ‘We can assume that much. Now we just have to work out what happened between him arriving there last night and ending up on the pavement this morning. Do we have any further information, Deputy?’


‘Jacqueline?’ Boyd says to me. He’s the only one who uses my full name, and he only does it because he knows how much it annoys me. He’s that kind of dick.


I push away my irritation and recall the scene. It blazes to life in my mind, fully-formed and vital, almost as though I’m once again standing in the dawn rain.


This is why they made me a Seeker.


Well, sort of. I’d like to think they recruited me because I’m clever and observant, but the truth is that I got turned Silver – vampire, if you prefer – due to a colossal fuck-up. The Seekers took responsibility for me after that, but the captain didn’t do it out of the goodness of her heart. It was the Seekers’ fault that I got turned in the first place, so they owed me. That’s what I argued, anyway. It bought me some time, during which they noticed I had a pretty decent memory, verging on photographic. That gave the captain an excuse to keep me on indefinitely, but in truth I think she did it just to stop me nagging her.


Score one for sheer bloodymindedness.


Anyway, that was twenty years ago. Back to this morning.


‘It was after dawn, but the clouds were dark, so it felt earlier,’ I say. ‘It was tipping it down. The crowds were tight, but there was a clear space around the body where people had stepped away. I didn’t see anyone suspicious.’


‘And the body?’ Boyd asks.


I close my eyes and let the images pour in.


‘He’s sprawled on his back, too far away from the tower’s base to have dropped from the window. Either he jumped, or he was thrown. His suit is expensive, but it fits him badly. He’s dark-haired and Caucasian. Looks about fifty, fifty-five, with lines around his eyes and mouth. Gold wedding ring. He has no coat or umbrella, so I doubt he planned to be outside.’


‘Any bites?’ says Boyd.


‘Not that I can see. There’s a puncture on the back of his right hand, surrounded by a dark bruise. Could be a needle mark. His skin is sticky there, like something’s been taped to him, and beads of rain are forming on it. Bits of red lint have stuck to the stickiness.’ I open my eyes. ‘That’s it.’


The captain turns to Naia. ‘You got swabs from the puncture?’


‘Yes, plus a sample of the lint.’


‘And we can assume that the fall wasn’t suicide?’


‘Yes,’ Boyd says. ‘We scented Silver violence, and it was fresh.’


We’re all attuned to the scent, because it’s the basis of our investigations. It’s a Silver thing. Whenever a Silver touches someone with violent intent – for example, by pushing them out of a window – they leave a scent mark. It’s harsh and sharp, and a complete contrast with the other kind of scent mark the Silver sometimes leave behind them, which is altogether more intoxicating. But David Grant’s body bore no trace of the latter.


‘I’ll put in a call to the theatre,’ the captain says. ‘Follow up with the lab this afternoon, but I don’t want you to make any other enquiries until I’ve spoken to London. In the meantime, I suggest you all get yourselves down to the canteen to fuel up and recharge. I’ll be in touch.’


We leave, though not without some obvious resentment from Boyd. I know he has his eye on the captain’s job, but with his attitude and her immortality, I can’t imagine how he expects to get it.


Cam fetches bottles for each of us from the fridge, lolloping across the canteen like an overgrown puppy. He has dark blond hair, skin that’s so tanned it looks golden, year-round, and a personality so gentle that it’s impossible not to love him. He’s my closest friend and a big part of why I’ve stayed here for the past twenty years.


The canteen is empty apart from my team. Along with a lot of academics, there are five teams of Seekers at the college, but we’re the only one in residence at the moment. The others are off around the country, chasing down leads of their own. It’s unusual for the place to be this quiet, which makes it feel a little eerie.


‘Well,’ Cam says as he hands over the bottles. ‘That was a morning.’


Boyd is glaring at the tabletop.


‘Uh-huh,’ Naia replies. ‘Bottoms up.’


She and Cam clink their bottles together.


I drink the blood straight down and try to forget the acrid bite of violence that still lingers on my tongue.










CHAPTER TWO




I SWEAR THAT Ed’s laboratory is more for show than for function. He makes his work look very serious, with his plastic goggles and white lab coat, but all his bubbling flasks and crucibles are arranged so aesthetically that they make me suspicious. There’s a bright blue liquid in one and red in another, while pretty drops of something green condense onto glass beads in a distillation column. His equipment looks like a film prop, but I can’t deny that he knows what he’s talking about.


When Cam and I walk in, he’s looking at slides through a microscope.


‘Just a sec,’ he says without looking up.


He shifts the slides about a bit, then packs them into a tidy pile and looks up at me.


‘Right,’ he says. ‘The body on the bridge.’


‘That’s right,’ I say.


But Ed freezes when he sees who’s with me.


‘Cam,’ he says.


‘Hello, Ed,’ Cam replies, then immediately looks away.


‘Everything all right?’ I say.


‘Sure,’ says Ed, looking back into his microscope to avoid looking at Cam.


He’s clearly lying, but neither of them is willing to explain the awkwardness.


The sudden distance between them makes no sense to me. Ed and Cam go way back. They were a couple once upon a time, and from the way they’ve been acting around each other recently, I thought they were getting back together. I know they still fancy each other – the physical tells are pretty obvious to the Silver – but their connection goes beyond that. It’s bone deep. I’ve seen it with other Silver, too: there’s some extra level of intimacy that accrues over hundreds of years of proximity. They’re not just close, they’re that close.


But there’s been a shift in the past couple of weeks. For some reason, they’re suddenly cooler to each other. I don’t know why things have changed. Cam hasn’t told me; he’s the kind of guy who likes to know everything about other people’s personal lives whilst divulging nothing about his own. Regardless, I can tell he’s not happy, and from the looks of things neither is Ed. It’s also clear that neither of them knows how to break the tension.


It’s a shame Naia’s not here, because I bet she would have a few suggestions. She likes to get to the point.


‘So,’ I say, trying to get us back on track, ‘you got the samples?’


‘Yes.’ Ed clears his throat and turns back to me, an action that seems to cause him physical pain. He grabs a couple of Petri dishes and forces a smile. ‘Got them right here.’


‘What have we got?’


‘Okay, well this one,’ he says, holding up a dish, ‘contains the scrapings from under his fingernails. I also have swabs from his mouth. The DNA analysis on those will take a while, so in the meantime I got going on these.’ He holds up a couple of bags with cotton buds in them. ‘One of these is the sticky substance from the back of his hand and the other is from the puncture itself. I’m doing chemical analysis on both, as well as the blood sample Naia took, but in the meantime I have this.’


He beckons me over to his microscope and puts a slide beneath the lens, then adjusts the focus and steps back.


‘This is the contents of the other dish. Take a look.’


I do, but all I can see is some red stringy stuff. It means nothing to me.


‘What is this?’ I ask.


‘The lint from the sticky substance,’ he says. ‘It’s some kind of synthetic red velvet. Naia said the guy had been at the theatre the night before, right? So I’m thinking this is upholstery from the seats there. If you can get me a sample then I can compare it. If this is an IV site, like I think it is, then theatre upholstery on the glue might indicate that whatever happened to this guy happened there.’


‘Might?’ I ask.


‘Well, it could have just stuck to his clothes during the performance, then transferred onto his hand later. But there’s more. Hold on a sec.’ He goes into the back room – where he keeps all the beeping electronics that do the real work – and returns a few seconds later with a printout.


‘Here you go,’ he says, handing it over. ‘I noticed a red smear on one of the swabs Naia took from his mouth, so I tested it. It’s lipstick.’


‘Chanel Noir Moderne,’ I read from the printout. ‘This stuff’s thirty quid a pop.’


‘Might be his wife’s,’ Cam murmurs.


‘Maybe. But if she was at the opera with him, then why didn’t he go home with her?’


‘Sounds like we need to have a conversation with Mrs Grant.’


‘But we can’t do anything right now,’ I remind him. ‘The Captain’s put a moratorium on this whole investigation while she clears it with London. The evening is our own. So how about it, Ed?’ I say, handing him back the printout. ‘Do you fancy a drink?’


He looks at Cam before giving me his answer. ‘I, er, have some work to do here. Got to get on with the samples, you know. Maybe another time, though.’


‘Sure,’ I say.


Cam’s already halfway to the door. I say a quick goodbye to Ed and follow him out.





‘What was all that about?’ I ask Cam as we walk back from the lab.


‘Nothing.’


‘Oh, come on.’


‘Drop it, Jack.’


There’s no arguing with Cam when he gets like this. I’ve tried before, but if his face is an open book, then his heart is a steel trap.


‘All right,’ I say. ‘Then let’s just go out and get pissed. Sound good?’


‘We’re in the middle of an investigation.’


‘An investigation that’s been shelved until the captain says otherwise. Plus, it’s our day off tomorrow. What could possibly go wrong?’


So out drinking we go. Now that the students are sleeping off this morning’s excesses, it feels safe for the adults to cut loose. After today, we need it.


The bar we frequent is attached to the same facility in which we all have our rooms: Solomon College. It’s unlike any other college in Oxford. For starters, it doesn’t accept undergraduates and it’s never open to the public. It was founded as a seminary back in the thirteenth century, but there was a bit of an incident shortly after it opened and now its only members are Silver. A couple of them have been here since the very beginning, though you wouldn’t know that to look at them.


The Seekers have been here forever, because Oxford is a hub for our kind, but our roster changes every century or so. I’m the youngest person here. Thirty-eight years isn’t much in Silver terms.


‘Jack!’ Naia calls, waving us over as we walk down the steps into the basement bar. ‘Come and join us.’


I’m reluctant because she’s sitting with Boyd, which explains why she’s so enthusiastic for our company, but there’s no way I can refuse. The bar is full of Silver from in and around Oxford, and if we give any hint of dissent in the ranks of the Seekers then it’ll only lead to trouble. He might be a dick, but Boyd is our deputy, and we owe him our respect. Such as it is.


‘Be there in a sec,’ I call to Naia, then I say to Cam, ‘You go and soften him up. I’ll get the drinks.’


Cam’s just as reluctant as I am, probably because he knows that Naia’s going to ditch us the minute she has someone she can pass Boyd off to, but he sighs and goes anyway.


It’s gin time for me.


Here’s the thing about being supernatural: you have to approach drinking with a certain amount of determination if you want to get properly plastered. It takes time and it takes dedication, but I am nothing if not dedicated to insobriety.


Let me pass on the benefit of my knowledge.


My first tip for getting vampires drunk is that beer and wine are basically a waste of time. My second tip is that ordering spirits by the pint will save you from having to go back and forth to the bar every five minutes. It’s expensive, but we make enough money to cover it. Just about. My third and final tip – and I really can’t stress this enough – is that mixing your alcohol with blood is a Very Bad Idea. A drunk vampire is a sufficiently dangerous creature already. There’s no need to go reminding them that blood is ace, particularly if you happen to be human. Also, alcohol ruins the taste.


As a veteran of the art of drinking, I get an entire bottle of gin and another of rum, then take them straight to the table where the rest of the Seekers are waiting.


‘So, Jacqueline,’ Boyd says, ‘what do you think about this case?’


The man has no idea how to have a good time.


‘Oh, come on,’ says Naia. ‘Does it always have to be about work? I’m trying to relax.’


He looks at her as though he can’t imagine that the four of us would ever talk about anything else. We rarely do when Boyd’s around.


‘I just think it’s interesting, don’t you?’ He is oblivious to Naia’s eye-roll. ‘The spectacle of it, I mean. This guy chooses the most dramatic and public places to reveal his kills, as though he’s trying to reveal us to the humans. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?’


‘I guess so,’ says Cam, and he does seem intrigued.


Naia groans. ‘Can’t we just drink?’


‘I hate to say it,’ I say – and I do hate it – ‘but the deputy has a point there. This scab is selecting the biggest events in the local calendar and dumping the bodies where they can’t be missed. Did the captain give you any more details about the London kills?’


‘The first one was at the New Year’s Day Parade,’ Boyd says. ‘The body was thrown from a nearby building directly into the parade route. The entire thing ground to a halt. The Boat Race was more of the same – the scab tied the body to a line and dragged it across the river into the path of the oncoming boats. It got stuck on a Cambridge rower’s blade and nearly pulled the whole crew into the water.’


‘As long as Oxford won,’ says Naia, topping up her glass, ‘then it’s all good.’


‘And the third one?’ asks Cam.


‘The Palm Sunday Procession. The scab dropped the body from the top of St Paul’s.’


‘I’m sensing a theme here,’ I say. ‘Climb up somewhere high, throw corpse.’


Boyd holds up a finger. ‘They’re not corpses, though. The three in London were still breathing when they fell, or drowned in the case of the Boat Race victim. They were missing a lot of blood, but not enough to kill them. Whoever’s doing this, it matters to them that the victims don’t die until the moment they’re revealed to the world.’


‘Assuming it’s all the work of the same guy,’ says Cam.


‘One very sick guy.’


None of us has anything to say to that, because how can you track someone who works so far outside the realms of what we consider to be normal? We see our fair share of weird shit doing this job, but usually it’s just the odd Silver who loses control because they’ve let themselves go too long without blood, or because they’ve become so addicted to it that they either don’t know when to stop drinking, or don’t care enough to hold back. But this kind of killer, the psychopathic serial-killing kind, is not the sort we spend much time chasing. That’s not to say that the Silver aren’t just as twisted as humans – honestly, we’re significantly more twisted on average – but we’re usually better at keeping our activities hidden.


It’s a sobering thought.


‘Enough work,’ Naia says, slamming her empty glass down on the table. ‘More booze. More fun. Why don’t you come and dance with me, Deputy?’ She says it with a slight leer that makes Boyd’s eyes widen.


‘Er, thanks, but I’m going to head back,’ he says, swiftly finishing his whisky. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as we have our orders.’


He makes a quick exit. Smart man.


‘How about you?’ Naia says to Cam, taking his hand in hers and tugging. ‘Fancy a dance?’


Cam just laughs and shakes his head.


‘We’re here to drink,’ I say, ‘and I’m not even seeing two of you yet. Go dance if you want, but we have some serious work to do.’


If Naia’s disappointed to be going alone, then she does a good job of hiding it. Within five minutes she’s hitting on half the bar, as usual. Cam gets us another round of spirits, one bottle each, and we settle in.


‘You look worried,’ he says.


‘Aren’t you? This guy’s different. Calculating. He can step back from the blood, so he must be fully in control, but there’s a thrill in this for him. It’s like he wants to tease himself with the threat of his discovery.’


‘Or the discovery of all of us,’ Cam says, taking a hit from his bottle.


‘Exactly. He likes the danger of it. He likes the heat of the flame, you know?’


Cam smiles. ‘You get poetic when you’re pissed.’


‘Whatever. But consider this: I can only think of one Silver who likes to play that dangerously.’


Cam stops with his glass halfway to his mouth. ‘You can’t be saying what I think you’re saying. If you even think of accusing–’


‘I’m not accusing anyone,’ I say, holding up my hands. ‘But you know he’s controlling. Arrogant. Entitled. Has a flair for the dramatic. You have to admit that he fits the profile.’


‘I’ll admit that you want him to fit it. That’s clear enough.’


‘All I’m saying is that this investigation might take us to some impolitic places. I’m willing to follow wherever it leads. I just want you to do the same.’


‘All right,’ Cam says, lifting his bottle. ‘If, and I mean only if, it’s warranted.’


‘Deal.’


We clink our bottles together then down the contents. The next round is mine. By the time I get back from the bar, Cam’s more interested in talking about the films he’s watched recently than in discussing my main suspect. I let the conversation roll and I keep drinking.


I consider resurrecting the subject of Ed, but in the end I decide not to rock the boat. Cam is restful company and I’m enjoying the peace. My eyes drift towards the group of people dancing on the far side of the bar, with Naia at its centre. I’m not sure how she does it, but she seems to have endless energy for flirting. And everything that comes afterwards.


‘Does she make you uncomfortable?’ Cam asks, following my line of sight. Naia’s only been with us for a few months and we’re still getting used to her.


I shrug. ‘Nope. She’s sort of voracious, though. Does she make you uncomfortable?’


‘Nah. She’s not my type. No penis.’


It’s not very funny, but I snort gin out of my nose anyway. This is representative of my current level of inebriation.


After I’ve wiped my face on my sleeve, I say, ‘I think you might be her type. I get the impression that pretty much everyone is.’


‘Great, thanks,’ Cam says. ‘That’s just the confidence boost I needed.’


‘I didn’t mean it like that. You know what I meant. I mean, you’re a very attractive man.’ I gulp down another half-pint of gin, aware that I’m already slurring and caring not one tiny little bit. ‘Seriously. You’re very hot. If you were straight and I wasn’t mostly gay, I would. I mean, seriously, I would. Remind me, how old were you when you got silverified? Eighteen? Nineteen? ‘Cause I was eighteen. We’d make a hot couple, don’t you think?’


At least, that’s what I think I say, but from the way Cam’s looking at me I’m not sure it all comes out in the right order.


He says, ‘I think I need to take you home.’


I blink. ‘I don’t really want to fuck you. You know that, right?’


‘Jesus Christ, how drunk are you? I’m taking you home, not to bed. Come on.’


He tries to sling one of my arms around his neck, but I’m sliding around all over the place so in the end he just gives up and throws me over his shoulder instead.


‘Come on, drunky. Wave goodbye to Naia,’ he says as he carries me from the bar.


‘Bye Naia!’ I yell.


Naia covers her eyes. Everyone else stares. Some of the wannabe Seekers look like they might be considering speaking to the captain in the morning about job opportunities. After all, everyone knows Jack’s a fuck-up, right?


Bastards.


I’m willing to admit that maybe, just maybe, getting completely smashed in the middle of an investigation wasn’t the best idea I’ve ever had. Maybe it’s not exactly responsible behaviour. Maybe they’re all right about me, but you know what? Fuck them.


I’m Jack Valentine and I am fucking untouchable.










CHAPTER THREE




‘JACK! OPEN UP or I’m busting in.’


Someone’s pounding on the door to my rooms. They’ve clearly been at it for a while, because my upstairs neighbour is pounding on the floor as well. As I shiver into consciousness, I realise that my alarm is blaring and my phone has vibrated itself off my bedside table and onto the carpet.


Ugh.


‘Last chance!’ Naia yells.


‘Fuck off,’ I groan back. ‘I’ve got a hangover.’


‘You can’t have a hangover. You’re Silver. Open this door, you lazy cow.’


I silence my alarm and turn off my phone, then pull the duvet up over my head.


‘It’s my day off. Go away.’


‘Not anymore, it isn’t. The Secundus is here.’


That wakes me up. Naia says the word gently, but it’s like a bucket of water in the face. In all the years I’ve been working as a Seeker, I’ve only met the Secundus a handful of times. If he’s here, then it can’t mean anything good.


‘He’s waiting in the conference room,’ she calls. ‘I’d hurry up, if I were you.’


I try to sit up, but I fall off the bed sideways instead.


‘Shit, shit, shit,’ I mutter to myself.


Naia’s footsteps are already echoing off down the corridor. She’s going to get there before me, and doubtless Boyd and Cam will too, and then I’ll be walking in late for a meeting with the fucking Secundus and the captain will have my fucking head.


I scramble around in the detritus on my bedroom floor, pulling on last night’s jeans and a top that smells clean enough to pass. I dig through the discarded clothes in an attempt to find my hairbrush, then give it up for a lost cause and rush towards the ensuite to brush my teeth.


‘Fuck!’


There’s my hairbrush.


Once I’ve finished hopping around the room, there’s just enough time to swill some mouthwash around my mouth and tie up my hair before I have to run. A last-minute mirror check reveals crud in the corners of my eyes and spit congealed on my face from where I’ve drooled in my sleep.


‘Shitting fuck!’


I wash my face as quickly as I can, but now I’m really cutting it fine. I look in my mini-fridge, but of course I’m out of blood, so I’m not going to be moving at Silver speed this morning. Naia could have brought me a bottle. Maybe she’s trying to show me up in front of the Secundus.


Boots on feet and keys in hand, I run out of my rooms and slam the door behind me. It’s only now that I notice the deodorant marks on my top, but it’s too late to change. A nagging little voice at the back of my head tells me that I wouldn’t have this problem if I bothered to tidy up after myself, but I shut it down before it can get into full swing. I need to focus.


‘Ah,’ says the captain as I screech to a halt in the doorway of the conference room. ‘Here she is. You remember Jack Valentine.’


The others are here already, the bastards, and Naia is smirking. I’m going to have to give them a talking-to about what it means to be a team player.


‘Secundus,’ I say, hoping he can’t smell the booze on me, though I’m sure he can. It got messy last night and I’m fairly certain that gin is the reason my jeans are damp. Jesus, I’ve only been out of bed for five minutes and I’m already in trouble.


‘Valentine,’ he says with a curt nod.


He can definitely smell the gin, which means I’m in the shit. The Secundus is not a cuddly guy. He can’t be, not with his job, just one step away from the crown.


This is how it works: the Silver live within human society, but we have our own ruler, of sorts. His name is Solomon – hence the name of the college – but we call him the Primus, because some of the Silver are so old that, believe it or not, Latin is still their language of choice. It’s almost enough to make me regret choosing the Spanish language option in school.


Anyway, the Primus has his own military – his guard, if you like – called the Solis Invicti. They deal with scab murders in London, and the Seekers deal with them everywhere else in the country. The Secundus heads up the Solis Invicti, which makes him the second-most important man in the country. After that, the hierarchy gets a bit fragmented, splitting amongst the Barons who control the various territories, and the lieutenants of the Solis Invicti. The Secundus is responsible for keeping them all in line and is ultimately responsible for the Seekers as well.


What I’m trying to say is that he’s my boss’s boss and I’ve pissed him off.


‘Well,’ he says, ‘now that we’re all finally here.’


Earth, swallow me whole.


‘I’m taking over this investigation,’ he says. The captain looks unhappy, but not surprised. ‘I understand that you’ve been told about the three scab murders we’ve had in London,’ the Secundus says to us. ‘This latest one of yours seems to be the work of the same individual, so I’m bringing in my people. I’d like to introduce Thomas Meyer of the Solis Invicti and Dr Ross, from our medical team.’


We all say our hellos, exchanging backgrounds, insights and expertise.


Meyer is composed in a way that some people might find intimidating: still and self-contained, assessing everything around him with efficient skill. I bet he didn’t spend last night drinking his bodyweight in gin.


But it’s the doctor who draws my attention. She is gorgeous. She has a round little body and a round little face, with bright blue eyes and a pile of reddish-brown curls secured to the top of her head with a pencil. And her accent. Dear god, her accent. She’s Scottish, from Glasgow, I think, and every time she opens her mouth I find myself watching her lips as though I’m hypnotised.


Which is fucking embarrassing, because the thing about the Silver is that we’re perceptive. Supernatural senses means supernatural sight, supernatural hearing and, worst of all, supernatural smell. Everyone around me can hear my heartbeat ratcheting up a notch or two whenever I look at her. They can smell the heat coming off me. Everyone in this room, including the gorgeous doctor, knows exactly what I’m feeling, even if they’re all too polite to say anything.


All of them except Naia, that is. She looks over at me and raises her eyebrows suggestively.


I am never going to live this down.


We sit around the conference table and wait for the Londoners to lay out the situation for us. I fix my attention on the Secundus and pray for this meeting to end quickly so I can get out of here and away from the curvy temptation of Dr Ross.


‘I managed to get a quick look at the body,’ she’s saying. ‘I know some people in the Mortuary Service and they’re not all as stiff as you’d expect.’ She smiles, her eyes twinkling. She has to be messing with us, but she doesn’t try to explain away the uncomfortable silence that has descended on the group. She seems to enjoy it.


If I had to describe her in three words, those words would be: Weird. Unapologetic. Vixen.


That’s when I know that I am utterly fucked.


‘Completely drained?’ Boyd asks.


I’ve lost track of the conversation.


‘Not completely,’ says Dr Ross. ‘There was enough left in him to send for testing, but not much more. He was already dead when he hit the ground. Someone made a meal of him, I’d guess, but then there’s the mark on the back of his hand.’


‘We noticed that,’ Naia says. ‘Are you thinking he was drained that way?’


‘Either that, or it was an IV. We’ll have to wait for the blood tests to come back to be sure, but it seems like a good bet that the blood came out through that puncture. We didn’t find any other marks on him.’


‘And the London victims?’ I ask the Secundus, because I can’t look at the doctor. ‘Were they the same?’


‘No,’ he says. ‘They were different.’ He exchanges a glance with Meyer and I know they’re holding something back.


The captain raises her eyebrow at him. It turns out that even the Secundus can’t deny its power. He nods to Meyer, giving him permission to spill the beans.


‘They were all bitten,’ Meyer says, ‘but we can’t take that as conclusive at this stage. There are some key similarities in all three of the London cases: the dumping of the body at a public event, the draining of the blood, and the high social status of the individual targeted. The victims are always in formal wear, always pillars of the community, always politically influential, always male and always wealthy. This latest one fits, even if the details are different. This scab is trying to cause a stir. He wants to be caught.’


‘Why haven’t you caught him, then?’ Naia asks. It’s the obvious question, but it’s not one a sensible person would ask. I notice the captain’s tiny wince, though I think I’m the only one.


Surprisingly, the Secundus doesn’t seem offended by Naia’s directness.


‘It’s a fair question,’ he says.


‘There’s never any hard evidence,’ says Meyer. ‘He always moves in crowded places, so we struggle to get a clear enough personal scent to track it. He seems to be masking it somehow, so all we pick up is the scent of the violence, as though he’s angry enough that it’s all there is.’


‘Is that possible?’ the captain asks Dr Ross.


‘Sure,’ she replies. ‘It’s not something I’ve come across before – most scab killings aren’t as emotional as that – but it’s possible.’


‘These don’t sound like emotional killings,’ Cam says. ‘They’re planned and executed meticulously. I mean, to have set up the rig for the boat race so the body would be drawn across the water at exactly the moment when the rowers were reaching that part of the course…’


‘It doesn’t seem like an act of rage,’ says Boyd.


‘No, but it’s also possible that our scab is using humans to dump the bodies,’ Meyer says. ‘That would explain why we pick up the scent of Silver violence, which would be on the body itself, but not the personal scent of the Silver, because he wouldn’t have touched it recently enough to have left any trace. At least, we’ve never found any.’


Everyone is quiet for a moment, reflecting on where this all leaves us. The truth is that there’s very little to go on. We’re used to relying on our Silver senses, but we can’t do that here.


‘So you have no idea who’s behind this?’ I say.


‘No,’ the Secundus replies. To his credit, he doesn’t waver as he admits this. He knows they have nothing, and he owns it. ‘Our people are following up on some leads back in the City’ – I can hear the capital letter as he says it, as though London is the only city in the world and we’re all provincial bumpkins – ‘and I’ll let you know if anything relevant comes to light. Until then, we need to find out everything we can about this latest incident.’


‘Then I guess we’d better get to work,’ says Cam, clapping his hands together. I can only think about my duvet, either with or without Dr Ross in it, but he seems genuinely enthusiastic. It makes me hate him just a tiny bit.


‘Good,’ says the Secundus. ‘Current avenues of enquiry are: the opera, the police, forensics, the body, and we’d better check out the latest victim’s work and family life as well. Anything I’ve missed?’


‘Witnesses?’ suggests Naia.


‘I doubt the humans will have anything to tell us, but go over to Magdalen College and ask some questions anyway. My team will follow up with the police. Sawyer, you go to see the wife. I’ve heard good things about your work.’ He looks at Cam with interest. Then he looks at me in a way that suggests he’s heard nothing good about me at all.


Meanwhile, Boyd has gone very still. I know that means trouble for later, but Cam is smiling at the Secundus’s praise. If he had a tail, it would be wagging. The boy is basically a big golden Labrador. He’s still grinning to himself as we leave the others behind and walk out to the car.


‘Oh, stop it,’ I say to him. ‘Your cheerfulness is giving me a headache.’


‘I think we both know the headache has more to do with last night’s gin.’


‘Silver don’t get hangovers.’


Cam laughs. ‘With the amount you put away last night, even the Secundus would be struggling.’


I groan. ‘Worst. Timing. Ever. Did you see the size of the stick up his arse?’


I’m speaking more aggressively than I mean to, because I’m hoping to steer the conversation away from my raging hormones, and the words come out too harsh.


‘Jack…’ Cam squirms, uncomfortable with my insubordination. He really isn’t cut out to be friends with me, but he tries all the same.


‘Have you worked with him before?’ I ask, trying to soften my tone. ‘Do you know much about him?’ I’m only interested because I want to know how many corners I can cut, and how much the Primus’s guard will let me push. I know who deserves to go down for this and I don’t want the Londoners getting in my way.


‘He’s got a reputation. He’s tough, but he’s a good guy from what I’ve heard and people respect him. Don’t mess with him.’


‘Who says I was going to?’


‘Your face. And you’d mess with the Primus himself if you thought you could get away with it. For both our sakes, I’m begging you, just do the job. All right?’


He pulls a set of keys from his pocket and beeps one of the Seeker cars open, a boring hatchback in boring blue.


‘Fine,’ I say, getting in the driver’s side.


‘Are you sure you should be driving?’


‘I’m fine. I’ll behave myself, I promise.’


He stares at me like he doesn’t believe it, so I drive under the speed limit the whole way just to prove my point.










CHAPTER FOUR




I DON’T SEE my family anymore. It’s too complicated.


I tried to stay in touch for a couple of years after I turned, but it just didn’t work out. I thought the problems would come later, when I’d have to put distance between us so they didn’t notice that I wasn’t aging like they were, but it all came to a head much earlier than that. It turns out that it’s difficult to find common ground with people who think the type of person you are doesn’t even exist.


Come to think of it, being Silver is kind of like being bisexual. I came out to them when I was sixteen and they never believed that was real, either.


In the end, we grew apart. My parents retired to Spain and my brother took a job at an investment bank in London. I went to his wedding, but I’ve never met his kids. I guess I probably never will. I accept that, because the Seekers are my family now, but it makes encountering other people’s relatives a bit of a strange experience.


David Grant’s wife is no exception. She is not pleased to see us.


‘I spent the whole of yesterday talking to your detectives.’ She thinks we’re the police. ‘I’ve just found out my husband’s dead. Can’t you leave me alone to grieve?’


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Grant,’ says Cam, all soft voice and puppy-dog eyes. ‘I know how difficult this must be for you and I know it’s not fair of me to ask for more of your time, but it could be vital to discovering your husband’s killer.’


‘You think he was murdered?’ she says. She obviously thought it was suicide, something we’d ruled out from the beginning.


‘I do,’ Cam says. ‘I think your husband is one of at least four innocent people who have been killed by the same individual over the past few months. With your help, I think we have a good chance of finding the person responsible and bringing them to justice.’


I can see her barriers coming down. It isn’t just Cam’s gentle approach, it’s the implication that the attack was random.


Strange, isn’t it? You’d think that the existence of a serial killer would cause more panic, not less, but it’s different for those close to the victims. They get anxious when their loved ones are murdered because they think they might be next, or that they might be suspects. In those circumstances, the anonymity of serial killers is a comfort: they follow patterns. Their victims are selected not because of who they are but because of what they are. Those kinds of killers are forces of nature, as uncontrollable as fire or flood, and – crucially – they are no one’s fault. The victims’ families can chalk it all up to bad luck.


Shit happens, life goes on.


‘You’d better come in,’ she says, then she stands aside and lets us into her home.


We’re not in Oxford anymore, with its Victorian terraces and Georgian townhouses. Instead, we’re in a new-build monstrosity that casts an ugly shadow on the village in which it squats. It’s exactly what I’d expect a property developer’s home to look like: glass and white paint and not a single feature older than my latest phone upgrade.


‘David had such a good eye,’ she says, seeing our attention trail up the glass to the concrete mezzanine.


She’s magicked a tissue from somewhere and she’s dabbing at her face with it. It comes away clean; she’s not wearing any make up. She doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who would go in for Noir Moderne. She’s more interested in pearls and cashmere than satin and lace, elegant even in her grief. If I had the energy for it, I might feel scruffy next to her in my deodorant-stained top and gin-soaked jeans. Fortunately, I have run out of my daily quota of fucks to give.


‘He had so many ideas,’ Mrs Grant goes on. ‘Always up late, meeting with investors or scribbling in that notebook of his.’


Cam and I exchange a glance. What notebook?


She leads us to a seating area with a glass table and white sofas. I don’t have to ask whether the Grants have any children still living at home, or pets for that matter. As soon as I see the decor, I know that they don’t.


‘Please,’ she says, indicating one of the sofas while she sits on the one opposite. I feel like I’m going to get the fabric dirty just by looking at it.


‘And what about the night of the opera?’ Cam says once we’re settled. ‘Was your husband meeting investors then?’


‘No,’ she says, crossing her legs and sitting back in her chair, putting space between us.


There’s something she hasn’t told the police.


Cam doesn’t go right for it. He’s not the type to go for the jugular; that’s more my style. Instead, he asks about her family, their routine, her husband’s habits. He makes her comfortable by asking questions about their grown-up children, makes her feel as though we haven’t noticed the slip. By the time he circles back around to it, she’s smiling at Cam as though he’s one of her son’s friends, just another gangly kid, fresh out of university.


He asks the question softly. ‘Who was he meeting that night, Mrs Grant?’


She looks down at her hands for a moment before answering, but she does answer eventually.


‘I don’t know.’


‘You don’t know?’


‘There was a woman,’ she says, then she’s on her feet, moving towards the window. She doesn’t want us to see her face, either because she’s angry or because she’s crying, but I’m not sure which. Her heartbeat would be racing like it is either way.


‘He told you?’ I ask.


‘No. I just knew. The way that you know.’


‘I’m not sure I understand,’ Cam says, feigning ignorance like the clueless rookie he’s pretending to be. People discount him because he looks young and innocent and that’s what makes him such a brutal interviewer. He doesn’t go for the throat; he goes for the heart.


‘We’ve always been open with each other.’ She turns back to look at Cam, wiping her cheeks. ‘He invited me to events with his work friends, he told me about his day, he made plans for us to spend time together. If his phone rang when he was in the shower, I’d answer it for him and take a message. That’s the kind of relationship we had. Until January.’


It doesn’t escape my notice that January was when the first of the murders took place in London. I can tell from the uptick in Cam’s respiration that he’s marked it too, but he gives no outward sign of its significance. He’s good at this.


‘Then things changed,’ she goes on. ‘Suddenly, he was busy all the time. Every conversation we had was excuses – work was busy, he had a big deal on, he had to stay late at the office – but then he’d come back in the early hours reeking of alcohol. And if I touched his phone, suddenly I was crossing a line that had never been there before. I didn’t think we had those kinds of secrets. I guess I was wrong.’


‘Did you ask him about it?’ I say.


‘Why on earth would I do that?’ she says, looking at me as though I’ve just sprouted a third arm.


‘Didn’t you want to know?’ I ask.


‘You’re young,’ she says, joining us back on the sofas. ‘I suppose I can’t explain to you what it’s like. I had the children to think of, and…’ She looks around at her empty modern palace, glass and metal and concrete, as though she is displaying it for us. ‘You compromise. You decide what you want from life and then you decide what price you’re willing to pay for it. None of this is mine.’ She smiles, tight-lipped and grim. ‘Well, I suppose it is now. But before this week, I was only renting it from my husband. Compliance pays the rent. Do you understand?’


I nod, but I don’t understand at all. I don’t understand how someone could sell so much of their freedom and self-respect for something so hollow.


‘I didn’t want to know,’ she says. ‘It wouldn’t have made any difference anyway. I loved my husband, I did, but in the same way you love a familiar routine or an annoying pet that you’re used to having around. I think we stopped caring about each other a long time ago.’


‘So you’re not sad he’s dead?’ I ask.


‘I am,’ she says, dabbing at her eyes again. ‘I’m just not entirely sure why.’





‘Well, that was bleak,’ I say as we walk back to the car.


‘Tell me about it.’


Cam asked Mrs Grant a few more questions – did her husband have any enemies, were there any problems at work, how did he get on with the children – but she had nothing of note to add. That doesn’t bother us. The truth is that the Grants’ personal circumstances are irrelevant, because we’re fairly certain that David Grant’s death is the work of a scab serial killer. Now I’m wishing we hadn’t bothered speaking to Mrs Grant at all. It was just depressing.


‘If I ever let myself get that ground down,’ I say, ‘please shoot me in the head.’


‘It wouldn’t kill you,’ Cam says.


‘No, but it might make me think twice about my choices. Imagine thinking so little of yourself that you’d happily bargain away your free will and independence for a shiny glass house and a philandering husband.’


‘I don’t think you have to worry about that.’ Cam says as we get into the car. ‘You’re too proud to compromise and I’d be surprised if you ever settled down, particularly with a man.’


‘I could settle down,’ I say and just like that, I’m thinking about the doctor again.


‘Your longest relationship was with a bottle of gin,’ Cam says.


I smile, but I’m thinking of Winta, the one who got away.


Which brings me back to my own prime suspect. I can’t stop thinking about it on the drive home.


‘If one of the Barons goes to London,’ I say when we arrive back at Solomon College, ‘the Solis Invicti would have a record of that, right?’


‘If the Baron had a business meeting with the Primus or someone else in the hierarchy, then yes, I guess so. Otherwise, maybe not. Why are you asking?’


‘No reason,’ I say, but Cam isn’t convinced. He’s right to be suspicious. I’m trying to work out if there’s a way to prove that a certain Baron was in London at the time of the three scab murders there.


‘You’re up to something,’ Cam says.


‘I resent your insinuation, sir,’ I say haughtily, walking through the college lodge with my head held high. Cam is close behind.


‘Jack…’


The college porter stands up from his seat as he sees us coming. ‘Captain wants to see you, Mr Sawyer,’ he says. ‘She asked you and Ms Valentine to report back on your return.’


So we do. When we get to her office, half of it has been taken over by the Secundus. The captain is working on her laptop at the table she uses for meetings while the Secundus sits at her desk. I think less of him for it.


‘Sawyer, Valentine,’ he says as we walk in. ‘Any news?’


Cam takes the lead.


‘Not much, sir. Just two interesting bits: the wife suspects that Grant was having an affair, and she mentioned a notebook that he used to scribble in a lot. I don’t remember hearing about that before, so maybe the fact that it’s missing is significant.’


‘Good work, Sawyer,’ says the Secundus, as though I wasn’t involved at all. ‘Captain Langford has heard back from the theatre,’ the Secundus says, ignoring the fact that she’s right there in the room with us, ‘and they’ll make themselves available this afternoon. Go and speak to their director. Her name’s De Palma.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘The police have spoken to witnesses who were at the opera the same night as Grant and apparently he disappeared with a short, dark-haired woman just after the performance. Find out if De Palma knows anything else. In the meantime, we’ll try to track down that notebook. Report back here afterwards and we’ll see where we’ve all got to.’


‘Yes, sir.’


I have to stifle my irritation. Suddenly it’s like we’re in the bloody military. If I’d wanted five o’clock starts, invisible women, fierce supervision and yes sir, no sir, then I would have joined the army at eighteen instead of applying to study an arts subject at university. I take a leisurely approach towards punctuality and standards of attire. I like a lie in. I’m not used to dealing with a boss who’s so concerned with discipline and who is, frankly, just a bit of a dickhead.


Cam, on the other hand, is fitting right in. The Secundus even shakes his hand as he sends us on our way.


‘Suck-up,’ I say to him once we’ve been dismissed.


‘I’m not sucking up, Jack, I’m just not being overtly hostile. I mean, what did you expect me to say?’


I grumble under my breath, because he’s right and I know it.


‘But I’m not going to take your grumpiness personally,’ he goes on, ‘because I can hear your stomach rumbling and I know how you get when you skip meals.’


‘I think you’ll find that I am a fucking delight, as usual,’ I lie.


‘If you say so.’ He grins. ‘I guess we’ll just go straight to the theatre, then?’


I punch him in the arm, which is how I tell him that I love him even though he’s annoying me. He’s right. I need lunch. Two or three bottles of it probably, given the amount of alcohol-induced brain damage my body has had to repair this morning.


I trip over my own feet on the way to the canteen. I only avoid cracking my head open on the wall because Cam is there to catch me.


Better make that four bottles. Maybe five and a filthy burger as well.
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