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CHAPTER ONE




CHRISTMAS IN OXFORD is… Well, it’s not Christmas in Vienna. Let’s just leave it at that, shall we?


But if you want specifics, then here’s my main objection: it’s cold and it’s wet and it’s miserable. When it does snow, which happens rarely because the city is a river-filled sinkhole, the flakes quickly turn to grey slush on the grimy streets, then refreeze into a sheet of unnavigable ice. One false step, and you go fully arse over tit. Funny to watch, less funny when it happens to you, which it will sooner or later. Even with vampire agility, black ice is a bastard.


On top of all that, the Christmas lights are crap, the shopping is shit and for some reason the tourists refuse to bugger off back home to celebrate with their own families and instead prefer to stand around in crowds of gawping idiots, taking selfies in front of every church, college and tower, and generally making a nuisance of themselves.


And the Christmas market. Ugh, the Christmas market.


If you’re so inclined, for ten full days in December you can browse booth after booth of twee rubbish, from scented candles to alpaca mittens, all served up with a side of migraine-inducing mulled wine and more raclette than can safely flow through the average artery – on chips, of course, because this is England.


‘Did you want grated truffle on those?’ the stall-holder asks.


‘No,’ I say, at the same time as Cam says, ‘Oh, go on then.’


He gives me a look that says I’m being a party pooper.


I sigh and force a smile. ‘All right, then.’


‘Yay!’


Yes, he just said yay.


We take our cheesy, smelly chips and wander off into the market of inanities. Fairy lights are fighting the street lamps to chase away the evening’s darkness, and losing. Everything is bathed in orange. Oh, Christ. There’s even a fucking clown.


You might be wondering why I’ve bothered coming at all if I’m going to be such a Scrooge about it, but here’s the thing: Cam loves this place. He bloody loves it. He loves the lights, he loves the atmosphere, he loves the overpriced crap they sell as artisanal goods for hopeless Christmas shoppers, and I love watching him revel in it all. While all I can see is stall after stall filled with worthless junk, his eyes sparkle as though we really are in snowy, magical Vienna, not stuck here on Broad Street surrounded by muddy potholes, choking on bus fumes from nearby St Giles.


I might be a miserable cow most of the time, but Cam’s joy is enough to make even me smile, so I keep my mouth shut and eat my weird chips.


‘Balloons!’ he yells, rushing over to the vendor without waiting for me to follow, then rushing back with one helium-filled monstrosity for each of us, plus three more for us to take back to the college for Boyd, Naia and Ed. For some reason, mine is a misshapen cartoon fish.


‘I love balloons!’ He grins.


I grin back, kissing him on the cheek as I accept my bulbous trout. It’s impossible to be unhappy in the company of such a hyperactive puppy of a man, and we all need a little happiness right now. The past few months have been tough. With the captain leaving the Seekers and formerly-deputy Boyd taking over, everything is in flux. At the same time, we’ve lost the trust of the Solis Invicti and every single one of our contacts has dried up. We have no police access, no Mortuary Service access, and the only Silver scientist who’ll still give us the time of day is Ed. Suddenly, solving scab crimes – crimes committed by Silver that risk revealing our existence to humanity – has got a whole lot harder.


In the circumstances, Cam’s Labradorish charm is welcome enough that I let him talk me into going on the kids’ merry-go-round. Twice.


‘Right,’ I say after he’s been around the market several more times, which doesn’t take long because the whole thing is only half the size of a football pitch. ‘Are you ready to go home?’


‘Nearly.’


He shoves the balloons at me then rushes off once more. When he returns ten minutes later, he’s wearing a new winter cardigan, carrying fresh churros in one hand and a steaming bratwurst in the other. It couldn’t get much more phallic, but I forbear to comment.


‘Churro?’ he offers.


‘I’ll pass.’


‘Suit yourself. So, are you thinking of streaming something or do we raid Naia’s DVD library?’


‘I’ve had enough Vin Diesel to last me a century, thanks.’


‘Streaming it is, then.’


We walk to the end of Broad Street, past the Sheldonian Theatre and onto Catte Street. We’re just turning onto New College Lane, an ancient winding road that wiggles around the back of the colleges, when a crash draws our attention upwards. The buildings on either side of the lane both belong to Hertford College and they’re connected by a skyway that arcs over the road. We call it the Bridge of Sighs after the one in Venice, even though they look nothing alike.


The crash originates from the tall central window in the bridge above us. It shatters, raining down pieces of glass and lead into the lane below, followed by something else.


I don’t recognise it immediately because it’s so dark – more than one of the street lamps is out – but the weight of the object as it falls, then jerks back on the rope, is unmistakable.


It’s a person. A hanged man. And judging by the kicking of his feet, he’s still alive.


There’s a flash of white from eyes opened too wide, fearful, fixed on mine. Eyes I recognise as those of Matthew Felton, Silver pharmaceutical creator and sampler extraordinaire. From the panic swirling in them, I know he recognises me too.


His gaze flicks down to his chest, where a piece of paper is pinned.


I start forward to grab him, my balloon’s ribbon sliding up and out of my grip, but I only have enough time to read the words before the whole thing goes up in flames, along with Felton, the rope and all, leaving behind nothing but ash.


All Cam and I can do is watch.





‘No trace on the bridge,’ Cam says to Boyd.


We’re just around the corner from Solomon College, so Boyd and Naia arrived on the scene seconds after our call. That’s just as well, because with the police no longer our allies, we need every moment we can get. Unfortunately, this murder was extremely public. We’ve had to call in another Seekers team – Ellie, Quentin, Rolf and Cheryl – to hold back the crowds while we work. Even more unfortunately, there’s an ex-police officer amongst the rabble, and she’s not buying our story. I’m trying to concentrate on the scene, but all I can hear is her kicking up a stink in the background.


‘You’re sure it was a scab murder?’ Boyd asks, looking down at the sad pile of ash and glass at our feet. It’s all that remains of Matthew Felton, the Thrice-Burned-Alive. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to be able to resurrect himself from this.


‘Sure,’ I say. ‘I got close enough to smell the violence mark on him before he went…’ I flick my fingers out from my fists, demonstrating the poof of the flames.


Violence marks are a bit like an anonymous calling card. Whenever a Silver commits a violent act against someone – say, by throwing them out of a window and setting them on fire – they leave a scent behind on their victim. If that scent were unique to the Silver who left it, then our job would be a hell of a lot easier, but sadly that’s not how it works; all violence marks smell the same, so the only thing we know for sure is that whoever killed Felton was Silver. If we’d been lucky, maybe Cam would have picked up a personal scent on the bridge itself, but we rarely catch a break like that.


‘So we have nothing,’ I summarise. ‘No scent, no blood, no fibres—’


‘No eyebrows,’ says Naia, laughing at my scorched face. 


I swear back, tentatively feeling my brow. The skin is already healing, but unfortunately it’ll take a couple of weeks for the hairs to grow back. Until then, I’m either going to have to pencil them in or go around looking like a half-painted drag queen.


‘And you’re sure it was Matthew Felton?’ Boyd asks.


‘One hundred percent,’ I say. ‘I’d know that bastard anywhere.’


But Boyd looks troubled. In fact, all of the team does, and I can guess why.


‘He’s not coming back from this, is he?’ I say.


The Silver have incredible powers of regeneration, but Felton isn’t old for a vampire, and I’ve never heard of one so young resurrecting from a pile of ash so completely burned. If it was going to happen, there should probably have been some movement by now, but the only thing stirring the dust is the wind.


‘You mentioned there was a note pinned to his chest…?’ Boyd asks, avoiding the question.


‘Yes,’ I reply.


‘What did it say?’


I keep my mouth shut, so Boyd turns to Cam.


‘I didn’t get close enough to read it,’ he says.


Boyd looks back to me. I know exactly what it said, but I really, really don’t want to tell him.


‘It happened so fast,’ I say. ‘I’m not totally sure what I saw. I saw him fall, then his eyes opened and he looked down, and there was this paper on his chest, and then…’ I make the poof gesture again.


Boyd gives me a chastening look. ‘Unless you’ve forgotten, I’m your captain now.’ As if he’d ever let us forget it. ‘I can tell when you’re holding out on me, Jacqueline.’


I know for a fact that he can’t, because I do it all the damn time and he doesn’t bat an eyelid, but I’m clearly making a bad job of it tonight. It seems wiser to give up now than to start digging myself into a deeper hole.


I sigh, resigned. ‘It said: For Jack, with love.’


‘With love?’ Cam asks.


‘Yup. Love.’ I can feel the heat in my cheeks.


‘Like, a love letter?’ Naia asks.


‘I don’t know,’ says Cam. ‘This whole thing feels more like it’s a threat to Jack. They set the man on fire.’


‘So did I,’ I point out, recalling that time Naia and I beat Felton unconscious and let his still-lit cigarette do its worst. And that time I’d let myself into his house and burned it to the ground, with him still inside. In my defence, the guy was scum, and I served out my probation like a good little Seeker.


‘So you think they’re saying that you’re, what, kindred spirits?’ says Naia. ‘Soulmates? Jesus, you sure can pick them.’


‘Shut up.’


‘I’m just saying, between the one-night-stand who turned you Silver, the doctor who spied on you for the Invicti, and the baron who ditched you for a movie star—’


I groan.


‘—I just don’t think the serial monogamy thing is working out for you. Maybe it’s time to try something new.’


‘Naia, I am not moving in with you and your sexy housemates.’


Naia’s moving out of Solomon College in a couple of weeks’ time and she still has a room left to fill in her new house. She’s on a serious recruitment drive and as far as she’s concerned we’re all fair game, even Boring Boyd, who’s been off the market for months now.


‘Aha!’ she says. ‘So you admit that you think Rajni is sexy.’


‘No! I mean, yes, but look, I never said she wasn’t. I just don’t think living in a polyamorous collective is the solution to my shitty love life.’


‘Maybe your problem is that you keep picking people up at work,’ Cam suggests. ‘Office romances never last.’


‘Because you’re the authority on romance,’ Naia says.


Which is a bit mean, honestly.


‘Look,’ I say to her, ‘I just don’t do sharing. I’ve got nothing against polyamory, but it’s not for me.’


‘You said you wanted to move out.’


‘Yes, because I want to get away from you, not share a bathroom with you.’


‘All right,’ she says, letting the subject drop. ‘Your loss.’


But I know this won’t be the last I hear of it.


‘If we could focus on the case, please, rather than our personal lives,’ Boyd says, in a tone that makes it clear this is an order.


‘It does look like Jack’s might actually be relevant to the case, sir,’ says Cam. ‘Given the note.’


Boyd sighs and runs a hand back through his tightly-curled hair. He’s been letting it grow out a little recently, for the first time in the twenty years I’ve known him. I wonder if that’s the doing of his girlfriend.


‘All right, then,’ he says. ‘Jacqueline, I suggest you make a list of all the Silver who might have done this, either as a threat to you or as a sign of affection. Everyone who loves or hates you.’


‘That’s going to be a long list,’ Naia says. For a moment, I think she might actually be giving me a compliment, then she adds, ‘I can’t think of many Silver who don’t hate her.’


‘Fuck off.’


The others ignore us. They’re used to the bickering and there’s no heat in it. Much as she might fight it, Naia’s on the loves me list. I know this, because despite her teasing, she’s taken off her favourite red beanie hat and is now pulling it onto my head to cover my missing eyebrows. With Naia, you’re better off watching her actions than listening to her words.


‘Sirens,’ Cam says, calling us back to the urgency of the moment. A second after he says it, I can hear them too.


‘Then let’s scoop and go.’ Naia takes two plastic bags out of her pocket, using one as a glove as she unceremoniously shovels Felton’s remains into the other. Meanwhile, I gather the bits of broken window and lead together into bags of their own.


‘Is that everything?’ Boyd asks, taking a last glance at the scene.


We all nod, but I can’t stop looking at the bag of ash. For what was once a person, even a person as weaselly and insignificant as Matthew Felton, it doesn’t seem like much at all.





We meet back at the lab, leaving the police to puzzle things out for themselves. The onlookers all saw us – there was no avoiding it – but I’m willing to bet that won’t be a problem. Even if they’re no longer working with us, there are Silver planted in the highest levels of the police who won’t want to expose themselves by exposing us. They’ll find a way to cover it up, then come after us later.


Hopefully much later, because there aren’t many of us left.


‘Did any other Silver see the body?’ Ed asks.


‘No,’ Cam says. ‘No one except us and the killer. I didn’t pick up on anyone else.’


‘Me neither,’ I say.


‘So this is just with us for now?’ says Ed.


‘Until the police catch up with us,’ Cam says.


‘Then we’d better work fast.’


Ed is standing behind his lab bench with my team on the other side, as though he’s taking a class. I know he’s unsettled because he’s not wearing his glasses. He doesn’t need them – the Silver have 20/20 vision, so they’re pure affectation – but I’ve never seen him abandon them before. He’s also cleared away all of the fancy old-school equipment from the main lab – the retorts, distillation columns, Bunsen burners and flasks – in favour of the bleeping machinery he usually prefers to keep in the back room. If I hadn’t known it already from the events of the past six months, then those two things alone would be enough to tell me that the Seekers are in serious shit.


‘How long did the body burn for?’ Ed asks.


‘Ten seconds?’ I guess.


‘Longer than that,’ Cam says. ‘Twenty.’


‘That’s not possible,’ Ed says. ‘Even in a minute, an hour, a day, the fire shouldn’t have burned everything away. It couldn’t have got hot enough.’


‘I give you Exhibit A,’ I say, gesturing to the zip-locked bag of dirt that’s now sitting on Ed’s lab bench. ‘He’s dead, right?’


‘Oh, yes. Very definitely dead. But there should still be flesh, bone, metal from his clothes. Something. Fire alone shouldn’t have killed him. Are you sure it was really him and not some kind of paper mannequin?’


‘Positive,’ I say. ‘I recognised his scent.’


‘And there was a Silver violence mark,’ Cam adds. ‘Those only attach to people, not things. Right?’


‘Right,’ Ed confirms.


‘Plus,’ I say, ‘he was conscious.’


The memory turns my stomach. I have little sympathy for the rat – obviously, since I was the one who set him on fire the last couple of times – but it was a gruesome way to go. Every time I let my mind wander, it takes me back to the pleading look in his eyes the second before he went up in smoke. At least when I burned him, he was asleep. At least he didn’t see it coming. At least he was able to heal up afterwards, to come back from it.


But those excuses won’t fly. What I did to Felton was just as ruthless, even if he deserved what he got – and he did. He deserved every moment of it. Nonetheless, it’s sobering to be confronted with my own brutality.


‘Well, if it really was his body, then I can’t explain it,’ Ed says. ‘He shouldn’t have burned like that. It doesn’t make sense.’


Which leaves us royally fucked. If Ed can’t explain it, then we have no one else to consult. Dead end.


‘You know what else doesn’t make sense?’ I say. ‘The last time we saw Matthew Felton, he was in the custody of the Solis Invicti, then he disappeared off the face of the Earth. So here’s what I want to know: where has he been hiding for the past few months, who brought him back to Oxford, and what did the Invicti have to do with it?’


‘Maybe nothing,’ says Cam, ever the Invicti-fan, but for once the others agree with me.


‘There’s definitely something to investigate here,’ Boyd says.


‘But how?’ I say, exasperated. ‘The Invicti won’t talk to us now, and even if they did, I can’t imagine they’d be thrilled if we accused them of going scab.’


Worse, I’m not sure they’d care. Who’s going to pull them back in line? The Seekers don’t have the power, and from what I saw of the Primus earlier this year, he doesn’t have the inclination. If I’m honest, I’m starting to lose faith in the Seekers altogether. What’s the point of doing this job if the people who make the rules won’t follow them? We’re sworn to protect the Silver by keeping their existence secret from humans – mostly by bringing the Silver who kill humans to justice – but the majority of the Silver don’t even want to uphold the secrecy pact anymore. I know this because when they took a ballot on the issue earlier this year, the Primus had to rig the vote to maintain the status quo.


I saw him do it. And he knows I saw.


I have no idea what to do with that information, so I’m just keeping it to myself while I carry on with my pointless job and try to work it out. Nothing’s really changed – we were always powerless – except now I know just how powerless we are, and that sucks.


‘Can you do anything with that?’ Naia asks, nodding at the bag of ash.


‘Maybe,’ Ed says. ‘I’ll try.’


‘There’s this, too,’ I say, handing over the bags of glass. ‘Maybe you can pull a fingerprint?’


‘I doubt it, but I’ll take a look after I’ve tested the ashes. I’ve got to warn you, though: all this is going to take a while now I’m operating solo. In the meantime, you might want to call in some favours to keep the police off my back and find out what the hell the Invicti are up to.’


Cam and I exchange a glance and I can’t hold back my grimace. We both know what this means: I’m going up to Summertown.





‘You don’t think he did it, do you?’ Cam asks as he walks me back through the college.


‘Drake?’ I laugh bitterly. ‘You think he’s sending me love letters? I’d say he’s made it perfectly clear that he doesn’t give a single solitary shit about me.’


Cam sighs. ‘I’m sorry, Jack.’


‘It’s not even a thing.’ I brush it off. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


‘You know who would be a good suspect?’ Cam says, changing the subject with his usual tact. ‘Sir Percival Windsor.’


Sir Percival Windsor – or Sir Percival Wanker, as I have unaffectionately renamed him – is a local Silver big shot who was once an ally of Felton’s. Until, that is, Felton killed Windsor’s girlfriend and sent the old boy into a downward spiral of solitary drinking. Windsor was a big proponent of abolishing the secrecy pact before the grief derailed him. I bet he’d love to light Matthew Felton on fire and watch him burn.


He would be a great suspect, except…


‘I don’t think he’d have written me that note. Do you?’ I say. The thought of it makes me a little queasy.


‘Probably not,’ Cam agrees. ‘Plus, the last time we saw him he didn’t look like he was in any state to plan his revenge. Is he even still in Oxfordshire?’


‘With any luck he’s crawled into a hole somewhere and died. It’s worth checking what he’s up to, but I think we’ll probably find our murderer a little closer to home.’


‘You’re not thinking it was Tabitha?’


You’d think that after all she did to me – the spying, the lying, the betrayal – I’d be immune to the formerly-delectable Dr Tabitha Ross, my ex-girlfriend and biggest mistake of my life. I wish I could say that the sound of her name doesn’t move me at all, but the truth is that the complicated clusterfuck of emotions I still carry for her makes me shiver every time I bring her to mind.


‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘She was close to Felton. She worked with him on the formulae the Invicti used in the autumn.’


‘She wouldn’t.’


‘Wouldn’t she? I didn’t think she’d go through my phone or sell me out to the Invicti or try to poison the Primus and out the Silver. The truth is, we don’t know what she’d do. But I’m not convinced that she’d care enough to kill Felton for me either. In fact, I can’t think of anyone who’d give me a twisted gift like that.’


‘Not even your nemesis, the baron?’ he teases.


‘Not even him.’


But as I walk out of the college towards North Oxford, I can’t get those words out of my head, promising something I want more than I will ever admit.


With love.










CHAPTER TWO




KILLIAN DRAKE’S SUMMERTOWN mansion is a monument to inhumanity. It’s pretty enough on the outside and plush enough on the inside, but it’s built on the bones of Silver prisoners. Within its foundation, behind hundreds of carefully-marked doors, the criminals of our kind wait out their sentences, drained and strengthless, suspended in a state of agony between life and death for however many years, decades or centuries the baron has decreed.


Our current baron is not known for his leniency.


I stomp my way across the drive, taking my aggression out on the gravel. It’s so thick that I’m sinking in it.


‘Bad day?’ the goon at the door asks me. I recognise her, but I don’t know her name.


‘No worse than normal. Can I go up?’


The goon talks into her collar for a moment, then opens the door wide to admit me. ‘You know the way.’


I could walk to Drake’s office in my sleep. That doesn’t bother me so much as the knowledge that, even though I’ve only been there once, I could say the same of his bedroom. The place is unforgettable, even though months have passed since I ran out of his bed, never to return. For the first few days, the memories burned. I couldn’t stop thinking about the touch of his hands, the taste of his lips, the silver in his eyes broadcasting the impossible truth: Killian Drake is in love.


But now, with everything that happened afterwards, remembering that night just turns my stomach.


I don’t bother knocking before barging into his office.


‘I’ve got news,’ I say, collapsing into one of the leather chairs. ‘Bad news.’


‘Oh?’ The woman behind the desk stands from her chair the moment I walk in, still not entirely comfortable to be occupying someone else’s space, but reclaims it quickly. ‘What happened to your eyebrows?’


‘That’s part of the news.’


‘Then ditch the preamble and spill it.’


I tell Kulika about Felton’s death, the note, the bizarre way he burned. She takes it seriously, giving me her full attention. She was once Drake’s right-hand woman, but his continuing absence has required her to step up in ways neither of us ever anticipated. We work together well, and I respect her, but I know she resents her new role. She always seems to be watching the door, waiting for Drake to come back to her.


Unlike Kulika, I gave up on him months ago.


‘And you want me to talk to the Invicti about this?’ she asks when I finish speaking. She looks terrified at the prospect.


‘And the police, to make sure there won’t be a fuss. You’re the acting baron, Kulika. You’ve got the authority.’


She nods, but I get the feeling that she’s reassuring herself rather than answering me.


‘We need to know what the Invicti did with Matthew Felton,’ I say. ‘We need to know where they’ve been holding him and how he got out.’


‘Okay,’ she says. ‘I’ll make the call. You want to be in on the meeting?’


‘Ideally, I’d like it to be Seekers only. We can be civil.’


She gives me a sceptical look, but says, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


We sit together for a moment in companionable silence, neither of us relishing the tasks ahead of us. They’re tasks that aren’t even properly ours; Drake should be handling them. He should be handling everything, like he always did, but instead he’s abandoned the city to fend for itself.


Those first few weeks after he left were carnage. The Silver were in uproar after the followers of the Secundus and the Tertius were denied the revelation they’d campaigned for. Lots of fingers were pointed, because they couldn’t understand how the vote could have come out against them without the help of dissenters amongst their alleged allies. If they suspected the vote had been rigged, none of them went so far as to make the accusation. Perhaps, even after such a betrayal, none of them dared to go directly against the Primus.


That’s probably why, when the shit hit the fan, it happened here in Oxford, where the vote was held. No one had the balls to challenge Solomon directly, so instead they brought their acts of petty insurrection to Solomon College, the base of the Seekers. With our old captain gone and the baron off pissing about on the continent with his girlfriend, we were already destabilised. With a carefully-placed firebomb here, and a poisoning there, it didn’t take much to convince most of our numbers to quit. Even in an eternity of Silver years, life’s too short for that.


Now running at a fraction of our usual numbers, we can’t cover all the scab crimes that are happening across the country. No one can. That’s spurred a lot of people, like Kulika, into a punishing work ethic. Others, like me, have simply ceased to give a shit. Humans are murdered in impossible ways. Silver scabs are responsible. In those circumstances, it’s inevitable that, sooner or later, we’ll be dragged out of the shadows, which is exactly what the majority of the Silver voted for.


It seems futile to swim against the current.


‘This didn’t end the way I thought it would, you know,’ Kulika says, looking at me with sympathy in her eyes. I’d really rather she didn’t. ‘You and the baron—’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘I didn’t think it would be her.’


‘It really doesn’t matter,’ I insist. ‘It was a one-night thing. That’s all.’


And I mean it. I was very clear, and so was Drake. I can’t fault him on that. Right from the start, we were explicit: one night and one night only, no strings. That’s why I freaked out so much when I saw that he’d silvered, that the silver in his eyes had bled into his irises. It happens sometimes to the Silver, rarely and irreversibly, but only when we’re in love. It would be impossible to see most of the time, because we hide the silver in our eyes constantly so humans won’t notice that we’re not like them, but when we let our guard down – during sex, for example – it’s hard to maintain the concealment. It had been a long while since I’d seen Drake’s eyes unmasked, and when I saw how they’d changed, I thought he’d silvered for me right there and then. That was way more than I’d signed up for. I didn’t hang around long enough to let him to explain, and by the time I’d screwed up the courage to go back and ask, he’d already left to go traipsing across Europe after Carlotta Arden.


Because, of course, he’d silvered long before we ever fell into bed together, but not for me. No, he silvered for the world’s most desirable Silver actress. She’s the one he loves. It seems so obvious now that I can’t believe I ever thought that it might be me. How arrogant, how presumptuous, how fucking humiliating.


The shame of it burns.


And that’s not even the worst of it. What makes the whole situation so indescribably awful is that everyone knows about it. Not about the silvering – no one else knows Drake silvered, except presumably Carlotta Arden by now – but they know he slept with me then ditched me hours later to go after her. To be fair, that was kind of my fault. I was the one who went running out of his mansion first thing in the morning with my shirt on inside-out, wearing his scent mark, broadcasting serious walk-of-shame vibes. But since everyone knows that I was the one who ran from him, why does everyone seem to think he ditched me? Why am I being made into a laughing stock? No one’s laughing at him. No one thinks less of him for it, quite the opposite in fact, because he’s just a handsome rascal who charmed my pants off like the loveable rogue he is, whereas I’m to be pitied for allowing him bed me for one night and one night only. It doesn’t matter that it was what we both wanted at the time; the world still thinks I’ve done something wrong for letting him leave without commitment, the height of impropriety, like we’re stuck in some regressive Regency-era bullshit where it’s my fault that he’s an unscrupulous bastard.


Feminism, my arse.


‘I just don’t know what happened between the two of you,’ Kulika says with a sigh.


And, I vow, she never will.


I shrug. ‘It’s no big deal.’


‘You seem to feel that way about most things these days.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Like this murder. You’re just going through the motions.’


‘I’m investigating. It’s my job.’


‘But you don’t care about it anymore. You’re not invested at all, which I might be able to understand in normal circumstances, but this isn’t just any other case. The victim is Matthew Felton, the man you hated enough to burn alive. Not only that, but whoever killed him put a note on him addressed to you. Worse, they waited for you to walk down that road so you could watch him burn. You know all this, so you know you’re being stalked by a scab murderer, but you don’t seem to care. You don’t seem to care about any of it. Where’s your drive gone?’


She’s right: I really don’t care, and I don’t want to have this conversation.


‘Matthew Felton deserved what he got,’ I say.


‘Maybe, but whoever killed him still broke the secrecy pact. You’re a Seeker. It’s your job to find them and bring them to justice.’


‘Because everyone cares so much about the secrecy pact these days.’


‘I do,’ she says, looking me right in the eyes. ‘I do, Jack. If you think things are bad at the moment, then imagine what would happen if we really did reveal ourselves to humans. The confusion, the fear, the lives we’d put in danger. For however long I can, I’m going to work to stop that from happening, even if I’m in the minority. So we need to solve this case, to show that there’s still Silver justice in this city, even without the baron. All right?’


‘I don’t know what you want me to say.’


‘I want a theory,’ she says, exasperated. ‘I want you to give a shit about who might have done this.’


‘I’m making a list,’ I say. And then, because I can’t resist, I add, ‘I’m checking it twice.’


She doesn’t even smile.


‘But I do know one thing,’ I say. ‘It wasn’t Drake.’


‘I almost wish it had been.’ I can see the sadness in her eyes. ‘At least that way I’d know he was coming back.’


‘He isn’t, Kulika,’ I say. ‘He never will. Just give up on him.’


‘I can’t do that.’


‘Why not? He’s given up on us.’


She doesn’t reply, so I leave her alone to meditate on my words. She’ll see soon enough that they’re true.





I sleep in the next morning, because it was a late night and also because, really, why bother? When I finally get to work at lunchtime, none of the others seems particularly motivated either. They’re all lounging around in the common room watching a show about antiquing or, in Naia’s case, reading one of those spy thrillers that she pretends she enjoys for the action, but she actually reads for the sex scenes.


‘Nothing new?’ I say, lingering in the doorway.


‘Waiting for Ed,’ Cam calls back. His eyes are glued to the screen where contestants are assessing pottery of questionable provenance. ‘Are you off to speak to the Invicti?’


‘Kulika’s making an appointment. I haven’t heard back yet. Where’s Boyd?’


‘Captain’s office.’


‘So we’re just… doing nothing?’


‘Yup.’


‘Roger that.’


It’s fine by me, because I have some work of my own to do. Naia had one thing right: after twenty years in this dump, it’s time I moved out of my mouldy, damp little college suite. The moment I can find an affordable flat on my paltry Seeker’s salary, I’ll be ready to hand my keys to the college porter and never look back. The fact that this place has become a target recently is just one more reason to get out – this morning there was yet another pipe bomb left in the lodge – but the truth is it’s far from the only reason I have. There’s the lack of space, the lack of autonomy, and the lack of privacy. It’s about time I struck out on my own. I went almost straight from my parents’ house to living in college accommodation after I turned Silver. I’ve never had the chance to control my own space and, particularly in the current circumstances, I’m feeling trapped. Suffice it to say that I have plenty of incentive to move.


Case in point: someone’s been in my room. The moment I walk through the door, I know she’s been here again. The sweet, buttery scent of her skin is everywhere.


Winta.


My first love, the woman who made me what I am today. I haven’t seen her since she went on the run twenty years ago, but I remember her scent like it was yesterday.


I don’t know how she does it, but she’s been breaking into the college – specifically my bedroom – on a sporadic basis for the past few months. The first time was just after the Drake debacle, just after we boxed Yolande Leclercq. Leclercq warned me it would happen.


She’s coming back for you, Jack. It won’t be long.


And it wasn’t.


What confuses me most is that she hasn’t actually done anything. Nothing’s ever out of place – which is to say that all my belongings are still on the floor where I usually keep them – and she never leaves anything behind except her scent. There’s something threatening about that, because it makes me feel as though the other shoe is constantly about to drop, but I’d be lying if I said I couldn’t feel the promise in it as well. She plants her scent in my bedroom like a slow seduction: a touch on the door, on the sheets, on my pillow. I’ve been missing her for two decades, and now she’s in my space, unseen but not unremarked. She’s yet another reason I’m moving out: I need a home that’s more secure, and safe from the confusing feelings she stirs in me.


Safe from the memories that haunt this place, too, because Winta’s not the only woman I’ve loved who’s been here. Once upon a time, not so long ago, there was Tabitha.


Tabby. My ex. The only real ex I’ve ever had because, aside from my two disastrous one-night stands, I’ve never had a relationship with anyone except Dr Tabitha Ross, the great deceiver. It was a beautiful few months, months rolling around in my college bed together, months that convinced me I might be happy with her for the rest of our eternal lives, until I found out the whole thing had been fake. She was only with me to get access to the inner workings of the Seekers so she could feed enough information back to the Solis Invicti to destroy us. And of course she succeeded, because she succeeds at everything she sets out to do. Including making me fall in love with her.


I still find reminders of her everywhere. There are the water stains on the ceiling that we used to stare at after sex, pretending we could see shapes in them as though we were looking up at clouds in the sky and not the evidence of a negligent maintenance regime. There’s the faint scent of her blood by the door from the night everything changed, the night that still comes back to me in my nightmares. And then there are the very real traces of her scattered amongst the detritus on the floor: a stereotypical tartan skirt, a cardigan, a lab coat, a hairbrush that glints with strands of her auburn hair, and a mug holding an assortment of her makeshift hair ornaments. Perhaps I should have cleared her stuff away when we first broke up, but it was too painful at the time, and quickly her remnants just became part of the tapestry of mess that is my current home. It seemed pointless to extract the little pieces she’d left behind in my rooms when it was impossible to extract those pieces from my memory. She’s part of me, now and always, but if I’m moving on then I don’t have to take her with me when I go.


It’s time to tackle the clutter.


It takes a few hours and a lot of angry, shouty music, but soon enough my own possessions are tidied away – all the easier to pack when it’s time to move – and Tabitha’s are collected into a single box. It doesn’t hurt quite so much to look at her things now, though I still get a twisting feeling in my stomach every time I catch a glimpse of the glass rods and chopsticks poking out of the top of the box. The sooner I can get rid of it, the better.


There’s a knock on the door. I open it a crack to reveal Cam on the other side.


‘I had a thought,’ he says.


‘Oh?’


‘Can I come in?’


No. If he sees that I’ve tidied up my rooms then he’ll know something’s up, and I don’t want him to guess that I’m planning a move, not until it’s already a fait accompli. I can’t deal with the puppy-dog eyes that I’m sure are inevitable once he discovers that both Naia and I are leaving him behind.


‘I was coming back to the common room anyway,’ I say, then slip out to join him in the corridor, locking my rooms firmly behind me. ‘What was the thought?’


He gives me a funny look, but if he thinks I’m being weird then it doesn’t bother him for long.


‘Felton,’ he says. ‘We should check out his place.’


‘The house on Iffley Road? But he hasn’t been there for months. By the time we caught Leclercq hiding out there, Felton was already with the Invicti. The place was practically empty anyway.’


‘Maybe we missed something.’


‘Like what?’


‘Come on, Jack. It’s not like we have any other leads to follow.’


‘So what you’re saying is that you’re bored.’


‘Of course I’m bored! I’ve been watching bloody Bargain Hunt!’


‘Fine,’ I sigh. ‘But I’m driving.’


I pretend not to notice his grimace.










CHAPTER THREE




THE BUILDERS WERE halfway through renovating Felton’s house when the Invicti grabbed him, and it doesn’t look like they’ve done a thing to it since then. The roof is still more tarpaulin than tile, and it looks about a week away from total collapse. Not that I care. After all, I’m the one who set it on fire.


We come in through the front door – Felton’s keys were still in our evidence store – and start at the top. It’s clear that no one has been in the main house. Everything inside is exactly as we left it on the day we apprehended Leclercq, right down to the blood on the walls from the explosive she rigged, along with the ripped shreds of my old leather jacket. God, I miss that thing.


‘Memories,’ I say.


‘Yeah, none of them good.’


‘I don’t know about that.’ I’m thinking about the rush of vindication I felt as I tossed the match onto Matthew Felton’s petrol-soaked body. He deserved it, that time and the last, for what he did to the girls he kidnapped. Apparently Cam doesn’t agree though, because he’s looking at me as though I’ve lost my mind. Time for a little white lie. ‘I meant when we caught Leclercq hiding out here. You know, the thrill of the chase? That’s a pretty good memory.’


‘Sure,’ Cam says, but he doesn’t sound convinced.


‘Nothing here,’ I say, doing a final sweep of Felton’s old bedroom. The dust is thick and undisturbed on the floor.


‘That just leaves the cellar, then.’


‘After you.’


‘Ladies first,’ Cam says.


‘Age before beauty.’


He gives me an exasperated look, but leads the way through the door in the kitchen and down the steps into the basement. The wooden staircase turns to Victorian brick halfway down, where a pull cord for the lights dangles from the beams. When Cam tugs it, a bare bulb illuminates the charred bones of what was once Felton’s laboratory.


‘Ugh,’ Cam says, covering his face with his sleeve. He’s got a sensitive nose. ‘I guess the builders never made it this far.’


‘Guess not.’


It’s damp. When we reach the bottom of the stairs, my shoes sink into the layer of soggy ash that covers the floor. It looks like the cellar was left to collect the runoff from the fire hoses. There must have been some subsidence down here too, because the bricks in the floor have all come out of alignment. A few have broken away from the mortar entirely and are poking out of the black slop like icebergs, waiting to trip us up. It’s a filthy mess, except in one small area that’s tucked away around the corner of a supporting wall. That little nook has been cleared and swept, and furnished with a shiny new computer table. A bunch of cables dangles down from the ceiling before plugging into the back of a shiny new computer.


‘Weird place to keep an office,’ Cam says.


‘Super weird. This damp can’t be good for the computer. And it looks like it’s hard-wired into the internet. No wireless.’


‘Maybe someone was paranoid.’


‘About what? Someone piggy-backing on their wireless?’


‘Isn’t it easier to hack into someone’s computer if they’re connected to the internet wirelessly? I mean, if you hack into the network then…’


Cam raises his eyebrows at me, encouraging me to finish his sentence, but whatever conclusion he’s reached, it’s beyond my grasp. I know nothing about hacking.


‘Then what?’ I ask.


‘Um, I don’t know. I was kind of hoping you would.’


As it turns out, neither of us knows anything about hacking.


‘Why would I know?’


‘You’re the millennial. You grew up with this stuff.’


‘Yeah, using it, not studying it. I don’t know the first thing about coding.’


We look at each other for a long moment, pondering our ignorance.


‘You know what we need?’ Cam says. ‘We need to recruit a Zoomer. But in the meantime, we can just ask Frank the… Oh.’


‘Yeah. Oh.’


Until recently, Frank the Hacker was our resident computer expert. Sadly, no longer. A month ago he packed up his things and left Solomon College for good, just like all the others. He was one of the last to go, making me hope that maybe, just maybe, we might manage to hold onto him. No such luck. Cam and I are going to have to puzzle this out on our own.


‘I guess we’ll have to do some Googling,’ I say, then start opening drawers. There are four in the computer table, two on either side, plus one of those shaky roll-out keyboard trays straddling the middle. When I pull it out, the screen flashes on, casting blue light onto the walls of the cellar.


‘It’s unlocked,’ Cam says.


He’s right. The screen has opened on the desktop, bright icons beckoning invitingly. I grab the mouse, heading straight for the folder marked “Formulae” while Cam watches over my shoulder.


It’s empty.


‘Fuck.’


I check through the emails, the trash and every other part of the computer I know how to search. Maybe Frank would have been able to dig something up from the hard drive, but I’m coming up empty.


‘You think he cleaned it out?’ Cam asks.


‘No, I think whoever set up this computer did. Felton was locked away with the Invicti for months. I seriously doubt they gave him the opportunity to come back here, but someone’s been using this place.’


‘Yeah,’ Cam says, kicking around in the soot, ‘as a lab. They’ve picked up where Felton left off. There was a bench here: you can see the dents left behind by the feet. And look.’ He’s using the toe of his boot to point to bits of detritus that have sunk into the dirt: coloured powders and broken glass. He sniffs. ‘These are new. Not more than a couple of days old.’


Cam’s sense of smell is prodigious. There’s more than one reason I think of him as an overgrown puppy.


‘And there’s something else,’ he says. He follows his nose, sniffing his way back to the computer. ‘It was lost in the wet, burned scent before but… Jack. She’s been here. Recently.’


My stomach plummets. ‘Who?’


‘Tabitha. Your…’


‘Yeah. Okay. I know who Tabitha is.’ I should have picked up on the scent too, but my nose isn’t as good as Cam’s, and all the soot is overpowering her fresh, nectarine perfume. ‘What would she be doing here, though? She’s got her own lab. Why would she need to use this shithole?’


Cam shrugs.


‘Maybe she wanted somewhere more private,’ I suggest. ‘Or maybe there was a particular reason she needed to be in Felton’s space.’


‘There’s an easy way to find out, you know.’


‘No.’


No no no no.


I know I’ll have to see Tabitha eventually. Having spent the afternoon neatly packing up her things, I can’t pretend that I meant to throw them away. And they do say you should face your demons, right? So I will go and see her. Sometime soon. I really will.


Maybe.


‘We should go over there this evening,’ Cam says.


‘All the way to Nash Lee? Now?’


‘It can’t be a coincidence that she was here.’


‘I’m sure it’s not. She’s working with the Invicti. Of course she would have searched through Felton’s place once they had him in custody. She’d want to work out what concoctions he’s been brewing up here.’


‘But she’s been here recently enough to leave her scent. We need to talk to her.’


‘She won’t be at home,’ I say. It sounds like an excuse, because it is.


‘Are you avoiding her?’


‘Um, yes. Obviously. She betrayed me to the Invicti and broke my heart, so yeah, I’m not super keen to see her right now.’


‘Jack…’


‘I know, I know. I’ll do it, because it’s my job. She’ll probably be with the Invicti, though, and I’m sure they won’t let us talk to her until they’re good and ready. We’ll have to set up another bloody appointment.’


Cam sighs. ‘You might be right.’


‘Look,’ I say, not wanting to infect him with my apathy, ‘I’ll call Kulika – I need to chase her up about the first appointment anyway – and we’ll track down Dr Ross as soon as we get the go ahead from her. Okay?’


‘Okay.’


That buys me some time. Don’t get me wrong, everything I said was true: I’ll do whatever I have to in order to see this case through, despite my waning enthusiasm, but I can’t say I’m not relieved that protocol is slowing things down a bit.


Besides, I’m planning an early night, for reasons I don’t want to explain to Cam. I have to be up early tomorrow. After some time spent on the phone earlier today, I’m ready to go house-hunting.





Estate agents are like maggots: they always make the most fuss over the least appealing carcasses. The guy accompanying me right now is no exception. As I gape, open-mouthed, at the stained furniture and tiny proportions of the filthy cesspit I’m touring, my over-aftershaved and hair-gelled guide is waxing rhapsodic about the excellent transport links provided by its unique location. What he means is that the train tracks run literally metres from the back door, which explains why the entire miniscule flat is caked in a kind of oily, sticky grime that’s turned the wallpaper yellow.


I didn’t think it was possible to find worse accommodation than my leaky college rooms, but I was incredibly, tragically wrong.


‘And it’s only a fraction over your budget,’ the haircut says.


‘Over budget?’ I’m sure that I must have misheard him. ‘You’re telling me I can’t even afford to rent a vermin-infested shithole like this?’


‘Well, as you know, the property market in Oxford is incredibly competitive. Between the two universities and the fantastic business growth we’ve seen in the past…’


I zone out and let him talk to himself for a while as I ponder my options, of which there are none. He’s shown me five places over the course of the afternoon, and this is the best of the bunch. My meetings with other estate agents over the course of the day have been no less disastrous. There was the attic flat near Donnington Bridge with no bathroom, which was described as being “convenient for wild bathing”, the boarding house room that was only within my budget because it came with twenty-five cats and all their unique odours – “adorable housemates included” – and the place off the Abingdon Road that turned out to be a wooden shed – “eco-friendly living”. The harsh reality is that there is not a single solitary dwelling in Oxford that I can afford to rent. That leaves me with two options: move into a shared house, or stay where I am. The problem is that I can hardly share a house with a bunch of humans, because that’s a recipe for disaster, and the only Silver house I know with a spare room is Naia’s sex nest.


I’m so desperate that I actually contemplate it for a moment, but that moment is blissfully brief.


At least for the foreseeable future, I’m stuck where I am.


The estate agent is just starting the sales pitch for a great little canal boat that would only need a few months’ work to make it almost habitable, when my phone rings.


‘Jack,’ the caller says.


‘Kulika.’


I had no intention of chasing her up today, but now she’s calling me before I’ve had the chance to procrastinate properly. I’d be disappointed if I weren’t so desperate to get away from this shiny-haired snake-oil salesman.


‘You’ve got it,’ she says.


‘Huh?’


‘Your meeting with the Invicti. One hour this evening at the house in Henley. You have to go to them.’


‘Surprise surprise.’


‘Well what did you expect? I’m not a fucking miracle-worker.’


‘I know, I know. Thank you, Kulika.’


‘That’s more like it.’


I don’t want to bring up the subject of requesting a second meeting with Tabitha, but I know I must. I promised Cam.


‘While I have you on the phone…’ I begin.


‘No.’


‘You don’t even know what I want.’


‘Whatever it is, just no.’


‘I need you to ask permission from the Invicti—’


‘Ask them yourself. Your appointment’s at seven. Good luck. You’ll need it.’


She hangs up before I can say anything else, so I follow her lead and bid farewell to the estate agent while he’s mid-pitch. We’ve wasted enough of each other’s time for one day.










CHAPTER FOUR




I CATCH UP with Cam in the common room later that day.


‘Rolf and Ellie checked up on Sir Percival Windsor,’ he tells me.


‘Oh?’


‘Apparently he’s still wandering around his mansion in his dressing gown, swigging from a bottle of blood and scotch. I doubt he could have planned something as intricate as Felton’s murder, since he’s not even sober enough to find the cord that holds his dressing gown closed.’


I grimace at the mental image. ‘Did they get the full frontal?’


‘Yup.’


‘Rather them than us.’


After our last case involving Sir Percival Wanker, which included some seriously graphic photos and a lot of poor post-sex housekeeping on the part of his girlfriend, I have seen enough of him to last several lifetimes.


‘Have you made your list yet?’ Cam asks as I slump onto the sofa next to him.


‘What list?’


‘You know, your lovers and haters list. Like Boyd said.’


‘Wait, you actually expected me to do that?’


‘Um… yes? Captain’s orders?’


‘You’re such a goody-goody.’


‘And you’re so lazy.’ He prods me in the arm. ‘Come on, Jack. Where’s your drive gone?’


‘Up in flames with Felton, or off gallivanting around Europe with Drake. Take your pick. I find myself entirely at my leisure now that I’ve vanquished both of my nemesises. Nemesi? Nemeses? What’s the plural of nemesis?’


‘I think the fact that you don’t know is probably a good indication that having more than one is a bad idea.’


‘Then isn’t it lucky that one of mine is dead?’ I grin. Cam does not grin back.


‘Someone killed him for you, Jack. So no, I don’t think it’s very lucky at all. I think it’s a tiny bit scary.’


He has a point. I’ve been trying not to dwell on the weird love letter that was Matthew Felton’s immolated body, but Cam’s right: I need to put some serious thought into working out who was behind it. The problem is that the suspect list is about a mile long. I take pride in making enemies wherever I roam, enough that I can reel them off endlessly: Benedict – Tertius and member of the Solis Invicti – and all his allies, Sir Percival Wanker Windsor and everyone in his boys’ club… Hell, probably the Primus himself wouldn’t be sad to see me gone. After all, I’m one of the few people who knows that he rigged the vote. Maybe Felton’s murder was a threat to encourage me to keep my mouth shut, or maybe it was a gift for my silence.


That thought really is a bit scary.


Best to start with listing the lovers, I decide, because that won’t take long.


It couldn’t be Drake – he’s off on his Grand Tour with Carlotta Arden, and besides, he’s with Carlotta Arden, sexiest Silver woman alive. Whatever might once have fizzed between me and Killian Drake has now thoroughly fizzled out.


Then there’s Winta. I know she’s around, and I know from Yolande Leclercq’s final words that she has something in store for me. That should make me shiver with horror rather than anticipation – particularly since I suspect she’s the one who tried to shoot me with tranquilliser darts not just once, but twice this year – but what can I say? Distance makes the heart grow fonder, and twenty years is a whole lot of distance. It feels even longer when there are so many questions still unanswered about our brief past together, and apart.


And, finally, there’s Tabitha. Tabitha, whose scent is in Felton’s basement, and who’s been working with the Invicti on various chemical substances, including the tranquilliser in those darts. If anyone has the wherewithal to come up with an accelerant hot enough to burn away one of the Silver, leaving no chance of revival, then it’s Tabitha. The evidence is piling up against her in my head. And who last had Felton in their custody? Her buddies, the Invicti.


I’m puzzling all of this through when our latest recruit joins us in the common room. Raul is a soft teddy bear of a man with curling brown hair and a round, friendly face. He got caught up in all of the drama at Crimson – Oxford’s short-lived open blood bar – earlier this year, and Drake ended up boxing him for a while. As it turned out, Felton had been poisoning the patrons’ drinks to make them attack humans, so Raul was pardoned and decided he wanted to join the squad.


God knows why. He hardly saw the best side of the Silver justice system while he was trapped inside it. Perhaps I should be optimistic about his positive influence on the Seekers, but the truth is that every time I have to explain to him why we do what we do, I feel more disillusioned with the whole institution. It’s hard to justify your purpose when you feel like little more than a clean-up crew for the misdemeanours of the rich and powerful, and a hammer they use to beat down anyone who isn’t in their exclusive club. Now that a vote has proved that most of the Silver don’t even want us to fulfil our mandate – to keep the Silver hidden from humanity – I’m struggling to see the point of us at all.


Raul, new to the job and starry-eyed, is not so jaded.


‘Hey squad!’ He smiles and takes a seat in the armchair opposite us. ‘What’s happening? Any bad guys for us to chase down this evening? Any leads on the bridge-fire-hanging thing? Anything I can do?’ He’s so keen to please that it makes me almost sad.


‘We’re waiting on the lab results,’ Cam says, smiling back. It turns out that the Labrador puppy and the teddy bear play well together. ‘We’re waiting on an interview with the Invicti to follow up a couple of other leads.’


‘Oh, shit,’ I say.


Two sets of puppy-dog brown eyes turn to me.


‘I forgot to say. I got a call from Kulika. We’re on for seven tonight, in Henley.’


‘Jack!’ Cam jumps out of his seat. ‘It’s already half past five!’


‘Really?’ I must have been lost in thought for longer than I realised. This is the problem with English winters: it’s pitch black by this time of day, so the afternoon drops straight into nighttime without leaving you any indication of where the evening is. ‘Well, calm down, we’ve got plenty of time to get over there. I’ll drive.’


‘We’re not in that much of a rush,’ he says. He grabs a set of keys from the rack on the wall, then leans in close to whisper, ‘We should take Raul.’


I wince. ‘Do we have to?’


In the armchair at the other side of the room, Raul is sitting to attention with an eager look on his face.


‘It’ll be good for him,’ Cam says. ‘He needs the experience.’


‘I guess so, but…’


I don’t have to say what I’m thinking, because Cam knows very well. I love Raul, he’s a great guy, but he doesn’t make the best first impression. The Invicti will hate him. Even when he’s stone cold sober, he acts like he’s smoked a whole boatload of weed. He isn’t the kind of Silver that we’d normally recruit, particularly given his questionable drug activities, but with the Seekers depleted and Boyd moving up to the captaincy, we needed another member to fill out our team. I’d like to say that Raul stood out amongst the other applicants, that there was something that made him shine, but the truth is that there were no other applicants. Since the vote, the rest of the Silver have decided that the Seekers are toxic. Raul was the only person willing to wade into the slurry with us.


He’s not much of an investigator, not yet, but I’m glad he’s here. If nothing else, he gives excellent hugs.


‘All right,’ I relent. Raul bounds up to us before I’ve even finished my sentence, so I hold up a finger to halt him. ‘But I’m riding shotgun, and you have to help me pencil in my eyebrows before we leave.’


The fact that I have to see the Invicti at all is bad enough, but I am certainly not prepared to do it with wonky eyebrows.





I’m not sure what I was expecting from the Henley base of the Solis Invicti, but it certainly wasn’t a well-appointed riverside home with its own boathouse. Henley is an affluent town on the River Thames, filled with antique shops and tea rooms. It’s not the kind of place the Invicti would normally set themselves up, but they’ve maintained a small base here ever since a Silver called Charles Legrange killed a bunch of humans at high-profile public events earlier this year, including one at the Oxford and Cambridge boat race. There was some concern that there might be a repeat performance at Henley’s annual regatta, so here the Invicti are. Why they’ve decided to stay here, months after Legrange has been caught and boxed, is anyone’s guess.


We pull up onto a driveway lined with patterned brick and edged with borders filled with shrubs. I’m sure they’re pretty in the spring when whatever flowers they have start to bloom, but right now they look sad and grey.


A woman I don’t recognise meets us at the door and leads us through the house to a tastefully-decorated sitting room that looks out down a long lawn to the river. In the light of the solar-powered torches that line the back garden, I can just make out a jetty at the end.


We wait.


The woman brings us drinks.


We wait some more.


This is doing nothing for my nerves. I’m not sure who we’re meeting tonight, but I’m not overly keen to see any of the Invicti. I only know a few by name: the big cheeses are Andrew – the Secundus and leader of the Solis Invicti – and Benedict – third in command of all Silver in the U.K. – and then there’s Thomas Meyer, who we’ve worked with before, and a couple of new recruits called Alistair and Adewale. Our last few encounters haven’t left a good impression. There was that time when Thomas and Benedict stole Felton from our custody, and the time when Benedict and Andrew took sides against the Primus in the recent vote. Given that the Solis Invicti are supposed to be the Primus’s elite bodyguard, that was tantamount to treason. Not to mention the fact that Benedict authorised the murder of a bunch of people, possibly with the Secundus’s approval, in order to secure funding for their failed coup. And he got my girlfriend to spy on me for him. I dread to think what intimate details he learned during the process.


I’ll admit that the Solis Invicti aren’t my favourite people at the best of times, but recent events have left their affairs in such disarray that I have no idea who’s on whose side anymore. It’s a mess that I have no desire to be caught in the middle of, and yet here we are again, all because that rat Matthew Felton didn’t have the good manners to die quietly in a ditch like he deserved.


‘Mr Sawyer, Ms Valentine,’ the Secundus greets us as finally he strides into the room. He looks at Raul. ‘And this is…?’


‘New recruit,’ Cam says, looking as surprised by the Secundus’s presence as I am. It seems like overkill for him to be the one meeting us. I thought we wouldn’t get any information at all from the Invicti, but I’m starting to think I might have been wrong.


‘Raul Ortiz,’ says Raul, extending his hand to shake, but the Secundus has already breezed past him to take a seat opposite us. A moment later, he’s joined by a red-headed woman who must be one of his colleagues; she’s dressed in black cargos and she looks lethal. The Secundus doesn’t introduce her.


‘I was sorry to hear about you and Baron Drake,’ the Secundus says.


I have to restrain myself from reaching across the coffee table to throttle him. If I have to hear any more condolences for missing out on the great Killian Drake then I think I might follow Felton’s lead and self-combust.


‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘It was nothing, really.’


He gives me a sympathetic look. Sensing my mood, Cam puts his hand on my thigh to hold me in my seat.


‘We wanted to ask about Matthew Felton,’ he says.


‘Yes,’ says the Secundus, ‘I heard that he died.’


‘He did,’ I say. ‘Right in front of us. We’re wondering what you might know about that.’


The Secundus exchanges a glance with the woman sitting next to him. ‘Why would you think we’d know anything about it?’


‘Because Matthew Felton was in your custody.’


‘Yes,’ the Secundus agrees, ‘until last month.’


‘He escaped?’ Cam asks, with appropriate scepticism. If the Solis Invicti want you in custody then, one way or another, you stay in custody.


‘No. He was released.’


‘What?’ This explosion comes from Raul, who’s now on his feet and almost vibrating with rage. It might seem like an overreaction, but Matthew Felton’s poison is the reason Raul ended up in a box in Drake’s basement, and also the reason he ended up attacking and killing a human friend of his. Given his history, his outrage is more than justified.
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