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CHAPTER ONE




VAMPIRE WEDDINGS ARE not a common affair.


It’s not that the Silver don’t fall in love and take monogamous partners, because that happens all the time; they just tend to take them one after another, serially. When you live for centuries, things go stale. Call it the seventy-year itch. And when you know you’re going to be chopping and changing – not literally, for the most part – it’s foolish to go tangling up your financial affairs with someone else’s in a legally binding fashion, particularly if that someone else is human.


Skipping the altar saves a lot of hassle in the long run. At least, that’s the widely-accepted wisdom. Apparently, Boyd missed the memo.


‘They have declared their marriage by the joining of hands and by the giving and receiving of rings,’ the priest intones. ‘I therefore proclaim that they are husband and wife.’


The couple kisses, the Anglican ceremony wraps up with much ado about nothing, and the Silver in the congregation troop outside onto the church steps and into the dusk, feeling grateful they haven’t burst into flames. Ronald Boyd and Mildred formerly-Chen – for some unknown and antiquated reason, she’s taking his name – pose for photos by the magnolia tree outside, which is weighed down with extravagant blossoms.


‘Huh,’ I say, watching the two of them smiling in their wedding finery. They certainly seem happy.


I wouldn’t be. If I were either of them, feeling the way they do about each other, and knowing what they’re going to attempt this evening, I’d be fucking terrified.


I hear someone approaching behind me and turn to see Raul, former fellow Seeker and old drinking buddy, standing just over my shoulder. He looks as worried as I feel, with good reason.


‘She’ll be fine,’ he says to me, but I can tell it’s himself he’s trying to convince. ‘I’m sure it’ll all go smoothly.’


‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Sure.’


‘They know what they’re doing, though. Right?’


‘That’s what they say.’


He chews on his bottom lip for a while, then says, ‘I feel a bit sick.’


This makes me worry – Raul’s a recovering Starblood addict, and lingering nausea is a problem in withdrawal – but he’s been clean for months now, so that can’t be the issue. No, he feels sick for the same reason I do: we’re both struggling with the horrible suspicion that, later tonight, we’re going to watch Mildred die.


Entirely of her own volition.





There’s a small wedding breakfast afterwards on the terrace of a riverside restaurant in North Oxford. Mildred’s family and friends are there. She has a lot of both, so many that there’s not much room for Boyd’s side of the guest list. His people will arrive at midnight for our part of the ceremony, but he needed a handful of us at the human bit to avoid raising suspicions. And maybe because he wanted to share it with us; it’s difficult to tell with Boyd.


So here we are: me and Raul and my ex, Tabitha, who’s off talking to some of Boyd’s friends from the old days. The very old days. Quentin, Ellie and Rolf are here somewhere too, probably trying to explain Quentin’s latest hairstyle to Mildred’s rather conservative-looking loved ones. It’s a mohawk with shaved, tiger-striped sides and a long, plaited section running down the centre of his head, so I can’t imagine they’re having much luck.


I’ve dressed up for the event too – as dressed up as I get, voluntarily – in a no-nonsense navy mini dress and flats. Bonus: the dress goes brilliantly with my new leather jacket, a silver-buckled affair with a dark red lining, a gift to replace the one that got ripped and drowned to death a couple of weeks ago. Hopefully this incarnation will last longer, because although it might not be from Italy like the previous one was, it has a grungy edge to it that I adore. It suits me better than high fashion ever could.


We eat an evening barbecue and fill ourselves up on cake, and all the time I can’t stop looking at Mildred’s mum, at the way her eyes follow her daughter around the room with a joy-filled pride that feels so fragile I want to scream.


‘All right?’ I ask Raul.


‘Not really,’ he says. ‘How much longer?’


‘Two hours?’ I hand him a champagne flute from a nearby table as I knock back one of my own. It’s unadulterated, so it won’t give us any kind of buzz. We’re just drinking it for the look of the thing, and for the taste.


‘I can’t stand it,’ he says.


‘Flashbacks?’


‘Mm-hmm.’ He downs his drink and reaches for another, as though it will do anything to take off the edge. ‘I’m not sure I can go to this thing tonight.’


I don’t blame him for his reticence. Last year, Raul unintentionally killed a human he was fond of in a drug-fuelled attack. The circumstances weren’t entirely dissimilar from the ceremony Boyd’s got planned for this evening. In fact, Boyd attacked Mildred when under the influence of the same drug as Raul, so the echoes are particularly disturbing.


I was there that night, putting pressure on the bite wound at Mildred’s neck to stop her from bleeding out on Boyd’s bedroom floor. Remembering that scene, imagining the trauma Mildred must have experienced when she realised the man she loved was ripping out her throat with his teeth, I can’t even begin to understand why she’s chosen to submit to tonight’s ceremony. But apparently she has, because apparently this is what she wants, and apparently nothing I or anyone else says will change her mind.


‘They probably won’t even notice if you skip it,’ I say.


‘But the Primus will.’


‘The Primus is a pillock.’


‘Jack!’ Raul glances around with a panicked look on his face, as though the Primus might be able to hear me all the way from Solomon College – now controlled by his guards, the Solis Invicti – where he’s staying overnight for this evening’s ceremony.


‘Oh, calm down,’ I say. ‘He’s like a mile away.’


‘He didn’t have to agree to this, you know,’ Raul says.


‘And they didn’t have to ask him.’


‘They sort of did.’


‘Because he’s got all the magic trinkets and the fancy Latin words? Spare me. I was turned Silver in a dirty basement with no dead languages at all, and I managed just fine. The other stuff is pure superstition.’


‘Maybe, maybe not. Either way, you can’t blame the chief for wanting to give her the best possible chance.’


‘No,’ I say quietly. ‘I don’t blame him for that.’


I just wish the Primus wasn’t involved. I tried to kill him a few months ago – long story, big misunderstanding – and gave myself blood poisoning in the process. The Primus repaid me for my assassination attempt by sending me off to die at the hands of a couple of rogue Invicti. I’m not sure if he expected them to kill me, or if he thought I’d just die from the blood poisoning. At the time, it didn’t feel like he cared much either way.


What I found out later was that he’d slipped some of his blood into my drink, which paused the progression of the blood poisoning, but also symbolised some kind of claim on me as his vampire progeny. It all seems like ritualistic nonsense to me, but apparently now that my sire Winta is dead – also a long story, all my fault – another Silver can claim that role for themselves if I drink enough of their blood. I’m not planning to drink any more of the Primus’s, but I feel like what’s in my veins has already changed me.


Suffice it to say, I’m not looking forward to seeing him again. I’m not sure how I’ll react when I do.


‘Do we have to stay for the dancing?’ Raul asks me.


‘Yes,’ I say, because I promised Boyd we would. ‘Until the bitter end.’


The sun is going down, so the music is cranking up, and the tables have been cleared away to make a dance floor of sorts on the terrace. An area off to one side is covered with a sloping roof, and that’s where Raul and I are lurking. The sides are open, so I can feel the exact moment when the wind turns. To begin with it’s just a breeze, but soon enough the rain is pouring down so thickly and violently that everyone is scrambling for cover as thunder and lightning crack overhead. The guests rush to join us under the roofed section, but even here there are rivers of run-off snaking along the pavers and we’re getting wet feet.


‘English summer weather,’ a woman at the front of the crush says over her shoulder to the rest of us, shaking her grey-haired head. She tuts cheerfully and looks out through the streams pouring off the roof into the now-apocalyptic rainstorm.


Boyd and Mildred keep right on dancing in the rain, laughing joyfully at each other as their clothes soak through and the dance floor turns into a chessboard of puddles.


Is this really the same finicky man who used to be our deputy in the Seekers? Because I can’t see any trace of the uptight, perfectionist pedant he used to be with us. With Mildred, he’s someone entirely different, someone who doesn’t care what spanners life throws at him, as long as he has her by his side. I look at the two of them now, and I see a couple who are stronger together than they ever were apart.


I hope to hell that they’ll be strong enough to keep Mildred alive.










CHAPTER TWO




NO ONE’S USED the temple under Solomon College for hundreds of years, at least not for its intended purpose. Most people had forgotten it ever existed, until our recent showdown with Yolande Leclercq in the adjoining dungeons reminded them that it was here.


I’ve only seen the temple once before, when Boyd introduced me to his Dregs, a bunch of anti-establishment rebels formed primarily from the remains of the Seekers. Their hideout is here, in a secret bunker complex that handily abuts the old abandoned temple, whilst being conveniently soundproofed for maximum stealthiness from the Silver who still live in the college above. Apparently, the space beneath Solomon College is just riddled with secret underground lairs.


We’re not using the door that leads in from the Dregs bunker today, though. That’s been bricked up and sealed, because the Primus and his lackeys don’t know about the Dregs, or the bunker, and we don’t want them finding out. In case it’s not already clear, I’m one hundred percent Team Dregs. Fuck the Primus and the Solis Invicti. We might be in a precarious détente at the moment, but who knows how long that will last? We can’t take the risk of showing them our favourite hiding place.


The route we all follow tonight is through a boring-looking door at the end of the cloister in the college’s main quad. I lived here for two decades and never even noticed it, but I suppose that’s the point. It was designed to be anonymous, so those who didn’t know about the temple would never bother to investigate, and those who did would forget it all the more easily. It opens onto a precariously steep set of stone stairs, so worn that each one dips in the centre.


And there are a lot of them.


Raul walks ahead of me as we descend, with the other ex-Seekers behind us.


‘Are you sure I can’t carry you?’ he says.


‘I’m sure.’


‘But Jack, this staircase goes on forever, and with the poison in your blood making you all wobbly—’


‘I’m sure,’ I repeat, more forcefully this time, so he lets me get on with it.


The truth is, I want to say yes. I’m not as weak as I was before the Primus spiked my drink with his blood, and I’m mostly okay on a normal day, but today has been far from normal and this is a hell of a lot of stairs. I’m weak enough that it hurts me to hide it. Unfortunately, that’s exactly what I have to do, because I can’t let the Invicti see me struggling. I don’t doubt that the Primus will have told them all by now that Killian Drake, Baron of Oxford, has silvered for me. That’s dangerous knowledge, because the bond he has to me ties his life to mine: if I die, he’ll die too. Not such a big deal if I were a normal Silver, because we’re pretty hard to kill, but now that I’m already one foot in the grave, bumping me off wouldn’t be a particular challenge. My weakness is an opportunity for anyone who might want Killian out of the way, so it’s a weakness I can’t afford to show.


The man himself is waiting just a few steps down the corridor at the grand doorway to the Silver temple. He couldn’t come to the human part of the celebrations – it would be hard to explain Boyd’s connection to one of the most eligible and wealthy apparent-bachelors in the country – so we agreed he’d only come to the supernatural portion. Just as well, because looking like he does in his dark suit and burgundy shirt, with his dark eyes making promises I know for a fact that his body is more than capable of fulfilling, he’d have upstaged the bridegroom and the bride.


‘Miss me?’ he asks, taking my hand so he can catch my fingers between his own.


‘Should I have?’ I reply flippantly.


But pretending is futile when I’m this close to him; the scent of our marks is already filling the air as our bodies fulfil our emotional need to claim each other, in front of everyone. Usually this only happens when the Silver kiss, and even then only when they’re properly into each other, so the fact that my mark chemistry starts kicking off at the merest whisper of Killian’s touch is a matter of some concern.


And embarrassment.


‘Oh, get a room,’ Tabitha says as she walks past us and into the temple, but she says it with a smile. Her new girlfriend Petunia is at her side, and they find seats in the second row of pews from the front. I’m glad Tabitha is sitting so far forward. It makes me feel better to know that if something goes horribly wrong and Mildred needs medical attention, there’ll be a doctor close to hand.


Only slightly better, though. I still think this is a terrible idea.


Killian leans forward and plants a kiss on my lips. It’s not enough to smudge my lipstick, but it’s enough to heal me up a little – another feature of the bond – and to have me wishing we could ditch the rest of the evening and find an unoccupied bunk. Or desk. Or cupboard. I’m not picky.


Unfortunately, we don’t get a chance to loiter.


‘Baron Drake,’ a cool voice says from beyond the doorway.


I don’t need to turn to see who it belongs to, because I can feel him.


‘Solomon,’ Killian says, pulling out of our embrace. He keeps one arm wrapped around my waist, holding me close to his side, but I still feel the distance the Primus forces between us as though it were a physical barrier.


‘Ms Valentine,’ he says with a smile, his blue eyes glittering like ice.


There is something otherworldly about the Primus. He looks like an angel, with his blond curls and beautiful face, so classically handsome that he might have been carved in marble. He probably has been, many times, over the long millennia of his existence. That’s part of the problem, though: his features are so hard and cold that they might as well be made of stone.


I should return his greeting. I should feel honoured to be acknowledged, even, but I’m too disturbed by his effect on me to string together a response. There’s a tugging in my chest that I don’t like. It’s just a whisper of the feeling that I get when I’m near Killian, but it’s there, and it’s pulling me towards the Primus in a way I wish it wouldn’t. Worse, he seems to understand what he’s doing to me, because when I take an involuntary step backwards to counteract his pull, he gives me a knowing smile.


I mumble a quick, ‘Hello,’ then practically drag Killian past him and into the candlelit temple.


‘What was that?’ Killian asks as we walk away.


‘Nothing,’ I reply, but we both know I’m lying.


I was hoping to escape the Primus, but there’s no way of doing that inside his own temple. As we step into the centre aisle to find our seats, his eyes aren’t only following me from the doorway, but also from the painting that looks down on us distantly from the vaulted ceiling above our heads. His likeness is scattered across the walls of this place too, telling different versions of his origin story. I’m not sure what any of it means exactly, but it doesn’t feel like a cheery tale. It has the flavour of something ancient and blood-drenched, as though it belongs to a time with different, bloodier sensibilities. To my relatively modern eyes, it reads like a hellish dictator’s conquest. I can understand why the Primus wanted to bury it along with the rest of the temple, which makes me worry about why we’re here today.


Despite the Dregs’ efforts at secrecy, I have a dreadful feeling that the Primus already knows where they’re hiding. If he didn’t, then why did he insist that tonight’s ceremony should be performed here, instead of in his own ritual space in London? Why would he bother to travel to us, when he could make us come to him? This temple fell into disuse for a reason, so why resurrect it now? I’ve heard rumours enough about it from the Dregs. Well, not so much rumours as ominous noises, because no one talks in specifics. Instead, they mutter and say that nothing good ever happened here, then spit or toss salt over their shoulders, or do whatever else their superstitions require to purge the memory of the place from their consciousness.


There are echoes here, haunting the painted walls that surround us, and I don’t understand why the Primus has chosen today to unbanish those ghosts.


Killian and I take our seats behind Tabitha and Petunia, just in time to see the Solis Invicti file into their pews on the other side of the aisle. I recognise more of them than I would like to: the Secundus – whose name is Andrew – the Tertius – whose name is Benedict – and also Thomas Meyer, Alistair Jameson and Adewale Ladipo, and countless other familiar faces from our run-ins over the course of the past year. Then, finally, up in the front pew, are the people closest to Boyd, the ones who belong here the most, but whose faces I have been most dreading seeing: Ed, Naia and Cam.


I’ve seen Cam recently – he assisted with the whole Primus-poisoning-my-blood affair, consciously or not – but I haven’t seen Naia since my assassination attempt on the Primus on New Year’s Eve. She was like a sister to me once. An irritable, impatient, innuendo-spouting older sister, but a sister nonetheless. Now, she turns her back on me the moment she works out where I’m sitting and, honestly, it’s a relief.


‘I don’t like the way he’s looking at you,’ Killian murmurs.


I follow his gaze to the altar at the front of the space, where the Primus is in the process of getting into his ceremonial robes. Right now he’s removing his shirt, button by button, and his eyes are fixed on mine.


I look away.


I don’t like it either.





The ceremony is long, weirdly Catholic, and dull despite my fears for Mildred. All the candles except the ones on the altar are blown out early on, leaving us sitting in darkness, but surrounded by smoke and incense. Even for my meagre Silver senses, it’s overwhelming. I can only imagine that’s deliberate: whatever scents are swirling around the altar during the ceremony, the audience isn’t meant to know about them. Or maybe it’s designed to mask the scent of Mildred’s blood, because god knows there’s a lot of that.


I’ve never been to a Casting ceremony before, not a proper one, and even now I’m not sure I could tell you what it’s about because I don’t understand a word of the Latin. It happens slowly, with lots of ritualistic intoning, but the sped-up version goes like this: the Primus stands at the altar, then Boyd walks up to join him. They’re both wearing black robes that hang open, and neither of them are wearing shirts, which seems like a strange fashion choice until the Primus picks up a chalice from the altar behind him and dips his fingers into it, then draws a line down Boyd’s naked chest. I can’t be sure of the colour because of the light, but I’m willing to bet it’s blood in the cup. I’m just not sure whose.


After that, it all gets a lot worse very fucking quickly. Mildred walks up the aisle in her finery to take a sip from the cup, then Boyd is biting her neck and there’s blood pouring from her throat. Her wedding dress is turning red. She falls back against the altar. He must have hit an artery because there’s blood spraying out onto the stone so fast that it’s pouring off the sides, but everyone is just sitting and watching and no one is moving and I can’t understand why no one’s moving, but I’m not moving either, and then I look down and realise that I’m only still in my chair because Killian has one arm pinned across my body like a seat belt, holding me in place. I think I cry out, but everyone’s joined in with the chanting now, all around us. It’s so loud that if I did cry out, my voice would have been swallowed up in the Latin.


Maybe that’s deliberate too.


‘Wait,’ Killian whispers to me. ‘Watch.’


There are tears running down my cheeks – from the shock, I think. In front of the altar, Boyd is kneeling on the stone floor in a puddle of blood with his bride in his arms. I feel like I’m watching a tragedy unfold.


On my other side, Raul reaches out to take my hand.


‘This is how the magic works,’ he says.


It doesn’t look like magic to me. My own turning wasn’t much better – worse, probably – but shouldn’t there be some romance in it? It’s supposed to be impossible to turn someone Silver unless you love them, so shouldn’t this ceremony be an expression of that? What I just witnessed didn’t feel like love. It felt like horror and violence and it brought back too many memories that I’ve been trying to suppress.


You like it well enough when you’re bitten, says a treacherous voice in the back of my head.


And it’s right, I do. I like the blood and I like the biting. Maybe the problem is that I like it too much. I think back to the blood ritual I witnessed at Crimson last year, and how the Silver queued up to watch a woman cover herself in a dead man’s blood and lick it off her afterwards. I condemned them for that, but if we’re all created in such blood and violence, then maybe it’s baked into our nature. Into all of our natures, inescapably.


Perhaps I am more Silver – and less human – than I’d like to admit.


Behind the altar, the Primus spreads his arms out wide and tips his head back. In the darkness, the paleness of his skin makes me blink. There’s a wrongness about it that raises the hairs on the back of my neck.


The room falls silent, suddenly and all at once.


‘Did it work?’ I whisper, to Raul or Killian; I don’t care who answers.


Killian says, ‘Shh.’


Then the Primus lowers his head and gives the tiniest of nods. The temple exhales, then erupts in cheers.


‘It worked,’ Killian confirms.


‘Thank fuck.’


‘Probably,’ he amends. ‘We’ll have to see how the next twenty-four hours go to be sure.’


‘That long?’


‘Maybe longer,’ Raul says. ‘I took longer. Days longer.’


‘Fuck.’


I hope for Boyd’s sake that Mildred pulls through more quickly.


Apparently that’s the ceremony over now, because people are leaving their seats to relight the extinguished candelabra around the room. At the far side of the altar, Boyd is carrying Mildred up the stairs the way we came in.


‘What happens now?’ I ask.


‘They go back to the bunker to wait it out,’ Raul says, getting to his feet. ‘And I’m going with them.’


Ellie’s waving to him from across the room. He gives us a little nod and goes off with the rest of the ex-Seekers, who are following Boyd out of the temple. I’m glad the chief will have their support.


As the Dregs leave, Tabitha and Petunia come over to join me and Killian.


‘We’re going too,’ says Tabitha. ‘I want to keep an eye on Mildred, but you’re going to come and see me tomorrow, aren’t you, hen?’ she says to me.


She’s been monitoring the progress of my blood-poisoning, and I’m overdue for a check up.


‘Yes,’ I say obediently.


So I’m pissed off when Killian chimes in with, ‘I’ll make sure of it.’


Granted, my tone was maybe a bit petulant, but I said yes. What more do they want from me?


‘You missed your last one,’ Tabitha says, with the air of a disapproving parent.


Which is true.


‘You’re not looking after yourself,’ she continues, whispering now. ‘It’s not just your life on the line, you know.’


Which is only partly true, because yes, I have a responsibility to Killian, but I am looking after myself. I’m not drinking dirty Massacres, or pushing myself too hard, and I’m keeping myself topped up with blood, just like the doctor – Dr Tabitha Ross, in fact – ordered. I’m not skipping the checkups because I don’t care. I’m skipping them because I’m worried what story they’ll tell, because the truth is, I feel better than I should. I don’t want to think too hard about why that might be, and I certainly don’t want Killian speculating, at least not until the Primus is safely out of Oxfordshire.


‘I’m fine,’ I insist.


‘Tomorrow,’ Tabitha replies sternly, pointing her finger at me.


‘Tomorrow,’ Killian agrees, and that’s the end of that.


I know they only want the best for me, but between the two of them, my ex and my current can be overbearing as fuck.










CHAPTER THREE




WE ALMOST GET away clean. In fact, once we’re up the never-ending steps, through the quad and out of the college gate, I get comfortable enough to think that we have. Then there’s a sudden blast of air and the Secundus is standing on the pavement beside us, glaring.


‘Wait,’ he says.


I’m about to argue, because really, who does he think he is? Then Killian gives me a look that tells me to behave myself, and I reluctantly reconsider.


A few moments later, the Primus saunters across the quad towards us, hands resting in his pockets as though he’s out for a casual stroll. He could move at Silver speed to get here, like the Secundus did, but he’s in no hurry. He doesn’t mind keeping us waiting.


The closer he gets, the more I feel that little pull in my chest, like gravity spinning me towards him. He’s out of his robes now and back in his shirt and jacket. There’s not a single spot of blood on him that I can see, so either he was incredibly lucky during the ceremony, or he’s taken the time to shower at Silver speed before catching up with us. Given the way his damp blond curls are tousling down onto his forehead, I’m inclined to believe the latter. By the time he finally arrives, I can smell the freshness of his scent on the air: rain, acid, power.


‘For you, Ms Valentine,’ he says, handing me an envelope.


I reach out to take it without thinking. During the transfer, his fingers brush mine in a way that feels deliberate.


Killian notices.


‘What’s this?’ I ask.


‘A dinner invitation,’ he replies. He’s looking between the two of us with a mildly amused expression, as though he’s reading our reactions. After a moment, apparently satisfied, he adds, ‘I’ll bid you both a good evening, then,’ then turns to walk back the way he came, with the Secundus at his side.


‘Fuck,’ Killian says when they’ve gone. ‘I knew this would happen.’


‘Calm down. It’s an invitation, not a declaration of war.’


‘It might as well be.’


‘I tried to kill him,’ I remind him. ‘He might have done worse.’


‘Trust me, he’s planning it.’


Here’s the thing about my sort-of boyfriend: he can be a bit of a drama queen about the Primus. I’m not convinced that Solomon intends to go through with claiming me as his progeny at all, or that it would even mean anything if he did, but Killian has become fixated on it. All the guy did was give me a drop of his blood to heal me when nothing else could, not even Killian’s bond, and I wonder if that’s the real issue here. I can’t help but wonder if Killian’s just resentful that the Primus’s blood is the answer to a problem his love can’t solve.


‘Are you going to open it, then?’ he asks.


‘Do you not want me to?’ I ask, seeing the reluctance all over his face.


‘No, but you have to.’


‘Do I, though? I could just… not. I could just accidentally drop it in a puddle and—’


‘Will you be serious, please?’ he says, and now he’s angry.


I’ve played this badly.


The whole situation is complex and emotional, and I am way out of my depth. What I really need is Cam to help me parse it all, but he’s deserted us for the Invicti, so I’m having to manage on my own, and that isn’t working out so well. It wouldn’t be such a ball-ache if it weren’t for the fact that we have to keep the Primus sweet, not just because he’s the most powerful Silver in the world, but because we need his help if we’re going to find a way to heal me.


Killian’s right: I have to open the damn invitation.


I sigh and slide a finger into the envelope to rip it free. As I do so, I get a waft of scent: salt and water, fresh and sharp. The Primus must have licked the envelope shut himself. It’s a thought that is at once unpleasant and not unpleasant at all.


I shrug it off.


‘What is it?’ Killian asks as I pull out the card.


To the Right Honourable Lord Killian Drake, Baron of Oxford, and Ms Jacqueline Valentine: His Royal Highness, Primus Solomon, requests the pleasure of your company for dinner tomorrow night at his home.


Killian warned me that the Primus would come for me. Apparently he’s decided to do so by way of gilt-edged card stock and lavish catering.


‘It’s an invitation,’ I reply, ‘just like he said.’


‘But what exactly is it an invitation to?’


‘Dinner,’ I say. ‘You’re invited, too.’ Then I see the two words printed at the very bottom of the card.


Black tie.


‘Black tie?’ I say, waving it at Killian. ‘For dinner? What is he, the fucking Pope?’


‘Worse,’ Killian groans. ‘He’s a fucking god.’





We walk back to Summertown, despite the fact that the rain has started again. I like feeling the big, fat raindrops landing on my bare arms, washing away the memory of the night along with the smoke and incense on my skin. They can’t wash away the Primus’s scent, though. That’s ingrained deeper, in my blood, cutting the spicy warmth of my and Killian’s mixed marks with cold citrus.


In Killian’s breast pocket, the dinner invitation is crinkle-edged and soaking wet. He hasn’t said a word since we left the college, and that was ten minutes ago.


‘It’s not necessarily a bad thing,’ I say, putting more conviction into my words than I feel. ‘You wanted to talk to him anyway. Maybe this means he’s taking your petition seriously.’


‘You don’t know Solomon.’


‘No, but really. How many people are going to be at this dinner party, realistically speaking?’


‘I don’t know.’ This seems to bother him. ‘It’s been a long time since he threw one.’


‘Well, there won’t be a whole ballroom of people, right? He’s not throwing some ceremonial banquet or whatever?


‘I doubt it.’


‘Then that means you’re pretty much guaranteed to be able to corner him at some point to discuss the petition.’


‘Hmmm.’ He still doesn’t sound pleased. Actually, that’s an understatement: he’s walking along with his gaze fixed on the pavement and his hands shoved into his pockets, shoulders hunched like a grumpy teenager. Granted, the rain might have something to do with his posture, but he hasn’t even tried to hold my hand since we left the college and that’s just not like him. Usually, getting him to surrender physical contact with me is like wrestling a leg of lamb from a lion. I complain to him about that on a regular basis, but only because I don’t want to let on that I like it.


I miss it now it’s gone.


‘For fuck’s sake,’ I mutter. ‘Can you at least try to look on the bright side? You’ve been wanting to pin him down for weeks, and now you have your chance. Can’t you just be happy about it?’


‘Happy?’


Oh, he’s really angry now. His hands are out of his pockets, clenched at his sides, and he’s stopped walking practically mid-stride.


At least he’s looking at me, though.


‘Yes, happy!’ I insist. ‘We’ve got his attention. Isn’t that what you wanted?’


‘The absolute last thing I wanted was his attention on you.’ His tone is eerily calm, the words bitten out as though he resents each one more than the last. ‘If he’d never looked your way for the rest of our lives then I would have been ecstatic.’


‘Then those lives would have been pretty fucking short, wouldn’t they? If he hadn’t fed me his blood—’


‘If you hadn’t literally walked into his building and thrown yourself at his feet—’


‘Excuse you! If you hadn’t gotten yourself kidnapped by your ex—’


‘By your ex’s ex, in fact, if you recall. And that would never have happened if you hadn’t been too stubborn to admit that you actually liked me.’


‘Maybe the problem is I’m not stubborn enough, because if I’d stuck to my guns then we’d both be dead now, and apparently you’d prefer that.’


‘Don’t be facetious, Valentine.’


‘Then don’t be an idiot, Drake,’ I say, weaponising the name I used to call him as I start walking again.


‘Petty,’ he says, but he follows regardless.


‘Patronising,’ I say over my shoulder.


‘Puerile.’


‘Wanky.’


He sighs. ‘You’re only proving my point.’


We spend the next five minutes rehearsing these arguments as we walk back towards the mansion together. This isn’t that big a deal, since our relationship is founded on our ability to bicker all the way to the bedroom, but it does mean we’re so distracted that we don’t notice the body until we’re practically on top of it.


‘Fuck,’ I mutter.


It’s been tossed over a low wall into a grassy area in front of one of the university buildings off the Banbury Road, but there’s a foot hanging out over the pavement, so whoever left it there can’t have been that worried about keeping it a secret.


‘Do you recognise him?’ Killian asks.


‘No. You?’


‘No.’


It’s a man, dressed in jeans, a sweatshirt and a leather jacket so battered that it would have made my recently defunct one look smart. The guy is maybe late thirties and human, with short, black hair and pale skin. Probably a lot paler than it would usually be, because it doesn’t look like there’s any blood left in him. There’s a gash at his neck that I’ll bet anything is a bite mark, and even this heavy rain hasn’t been able to wash off the blood sprayed across his face and chest. Maybe it’s really thick for some reason, or maybe he was killed elsewhere and the blood had a chance to dry before he was dumped out in the weather, but either way it’s bad news for us.


Bite marks are always bad news.


‘What is that smell?’ I ask.


It’s a little like the Silver violence mark – greasy and acrid and entirely unpleasant – yet it’s distinct enough that there’s no way to confuse the two. This scent is lighter somehow, and yet dirtier. I never thought it would be possible to create a scent that’s worse than the violence mark, but here it is.


‘We need to call the Dregs,’ I say.


With the Seekers now disbanded, the Dregs are the self-appointed Silver police in Oxford. They haven’t had a case of their own yet, but they’ve sworn not to leave the Silver’s victims unavenged, and I believe in them. Despite the slightly odd violence mark, or whatever that scent on the body is, a bite mark means this is most likely one of ours. We need to treat it accordingly.


‘No,’ Killian argues, ‘we need to call the Solis Invicti.’


‘Uh, no we don’t,’ I say, because there’s no fucking way I’m voluntarily involving those bastards in an investigation in my city.


‘We don’t have jurisdiction anymore, Valentine. Besides, they’re already here for the ceremony, and you can’t call the chief on his wedding night. He’ll be busy.’


This is not the innuendo I wish it was. With Mildred in the throes of the turn, Boyd will be sitting by her bedside and worrying rather than enjoying his first night with his new wife the way he should be.


Killian’s right: we can’t call him out tonight.


‘Then we call Ellie and the gang.’


‘To do what exactly?’


‘Well,’ I say, scrambling to assemble a procedure that doesn’t yet exist. ‘Maybe Tabby can do the post mortem.’


‘Can she? This victim is human, and Dr Ross has thoroughly burned her connections to the Mortuary Service, just like we’ve all burned our connections to the police.’


‘Yeah, yeah.’


‘Do you know who still does have those connections, though?’


I groan. ‘Yes, fine.’


‘The Solis Invicti,’ he adds, unnecessarily.


‘I said fine. But we call Ellie and the others here first.’


‘They get ten minutes,’ he says.


‘Fifteen,’ I counter.


‘This isn’t a negotiation.’


‘Fine,’ I say grumpily as I pull out my phone, but I know he’s right. With the body as exposed as it is, even ten is probably stretching it.


We’re going to have to work fast.





‘Hello, Jack, Baron,’ Ellie greets us cheerfully as she, Raul and Quentin arrive at speed. ‘Gosh, you are in a bit of a pickle, aren’t you?’


Predictably, it stopped raining while I was on the phone to her, so they’ve all arrived bone dry while Killian and I are, by contrast, soaked right through to the bone. They were all with Boyd and Mildred when I called, but Ellie looks like she’s come from the gym, or possibly the stables, while Raul looks like he’s come straight out of whatever burrow he usually hibernates in back at the bunker. Quentin looks like Quentin always looks: scrawny, messy and slightly scared. Since the last time I saw him, he’s somehow restyled his stripy mohawk into a big ball on top of his head. God only knows why.


‘You’re thinking Silver?’ Raul asks us.


‘I don’t know what we’re thinking,’ I reply. ‘You getting that scent?’


‘Yeah.’ Raul sniffs deeply. ‘Wow. It’s weird, right?’


’It’s not like any violence mark I’ve ever smelled.’


‘Nor me,’ says Ellie.


‘But then there’s the bite mark,’ I point out.


‘If it’s a bite mark at all,’ says Killian.


‘It’s a bite mark,’ I insist.


‘We won’t know for certain until the post mortem,’ he insists right back.


‘I think I know a bite mark when I see one.’


‘And I think you’re jumping to conclusions.’


‘Who’s the Seeker here?’


‘Ex Seeker,’ he corrects me. ‘And since I was the one who established the Seekers in the first place, I would argue that I am the original Seeker. Wouldn’t you agree?’


‘It might be a bite,’ Ellie hedges.


‘It’s a mess, is what it is,’ says Raul, with a gulp. Bad memories again.


‘I guess it’s what killed him,’ says Quentin, ‘but I’m not sure it’s a bite, either.’


‘It certainly doesn’t look like a controlled one,’ says Ellie. ‘Very messy. Very messy indeed. And with all the Silver down from London for the Casting this evening… Well, the suspect pool’s a little larger than usual, isn’t it?’ She sighs. ‘It’s a pickle, all right.’


‘Yes, thank you, we’ve established that it’s a pickle,’ I say. ‘Can we get on with it? Killian’s insisting on calling the Invicti in five minutes—’


‘With good reason,’ he chips in.


‘And I said fine.’


‘Aren’t you two supposed to be a couple or something?’ Quentin asks.


‘Yeah,’ I reply with bad grace. ‘Or something. What of it?’


‘I don’t know.’ He shrugs. ‘You just seem to argue all the time.’


‘And what’s that got to do with anything?’


‘Most couples don’t,’ Killian points out.


‘Well, most couples don’t include someone as fundamentally annoying as you are,’ I point out in return. ‘Or maybe it’s something to do with the fact that we’re always in the middle of a fucking crisis. I don’t know. Is it relevant?’ I ask Quentin, with enough aggression that he physically shrinks. ‘No? Then maybe we can get the fuck on?’


We get the fuck on.


Raul takes photos while Quentin and Ellie collect evidence from the body. No wallet, no phone, no ID, no keys, no nothing.


‘Whoever this guy was,’ I say, ‘I’m guessing he was either inside when he was jumped, or someone mugged him of all his stuff.’


‘He’s wearing a jacket,’ Raul says. ‘And boots.’


‘Mugged, then,’ I say.


‘No signs of a struggle, though,’ says Ellie. ‘No defensive wounds, just that enormous wound to the neck.’


‘Surprise attack?’ says Quentin.


‘There are bloody fingermarks on the front of his jacket and sweater, at the neck and shoulders,’ Raul points out. ‘Like someone jumped him from behind.’


‘It’s a theory,’ I say, but I can’t see a better one.


‘Name tag in the back of his jacket,’ Raul says, pulling the label out of the corpse’s collar. ‘Michael Rydell, it says.’


‘A name tag?’ I say. ‘How old is he?’


‘About thirty-five, I’d guess,’ Quentin replies, entirely missing the rhetorical part of my question.


‘Yes, I meant: what grown adult puts name tags in their clothes?’


‘It’s a jacket,’ Raul says, as though that explains everything.


‘And?’ I say.


‘Jackets get left places,’ he explains. He’s still fiddling with the thing, turning out the inside pockets, when he stops and says, ‘This is a motorbike jacket.’


‘I suppose so,’ I reply, assessing the cut. I don’t know much about fashion. ‘There are buckles and stuff, and it’s black. That makes it a motorbike jacket, does it?’


‘No,’ Raul says, ‘I mean it’s a genuine jacket for riding actual motorbikes. It’s armoured.’ He raps his fist on the shoulder and elbow of the jacket, and it makes a hard sound. ‘See? And I bet you anything those are motorbike boots.’


‘You’re thinking he was taken off his bike?’ Ellie suggests.


‘It might explain some of the blood,’ Quentin says.


‘And the grab marks,’ Raul says.


‘But the question is: where’s the bike?’ I ask.


We all look around, on the road and the pavement and everywhere else, but there’s no sign of a motorbike or any tyre marks it might have left in its wake.


Then Killian says, ‘I have to make the call,’ so there’s no time for further conjecture.


The Dregs rush back to their underground lair to process their samples.


Killian and I stand around and wait.


It starts to rain again.


Bloody typical.










CHAPTER FOUR




THE INVICTI TAKE their sweet time getting here.


I know they can’t be far away, because we left the Secundus not twenty minutes ago back at the college. It’s less than a minute away at Silver speed, but it’s nearly fifteen bloody minutes of Killian and I standing together in the bloody rain – both of us too stubborn to leave the other – before they finally bloody show up.


When they do, the cause of the delay becomes clear: they’ve brought him.


‘Apologies for keeping you waiting,’ the Primus says as he exits the discreetly dark-windowed vehicle in which he has been chauffeured here.


To say that Killian is not happy would be something of an understatement. His face is more thundery than the sky, which continues to piss down upon us from a great height.


‘Primus,’ the Secundus says, opening a large, black umbrella over his head.


Umbrellas are sprouting up like weeds as the Invicti arrive in their droves, covering the body and the crowd alike. There are no other faces I recognise. I guess this lot were bored after the Casting ceremony and didn’t want to miss out on the action, because there are far more of them here than a simple scab murder warrants.


Speaking of which…


‘Why are you here?’ I ask the Primus.


The Secundus looks horrified by my impertinence, but the Primus is smiling as he says, ‘I heard you were here.’


‘And?’


He shrugs. ‘I was curious.’


I dislike it when the Primus is curious. Bad things happen when he is. There was that time he sent me off to fight two of his Invicti on a whim just to see who would win. And there was that time earlier the same night when he watched me with detached curiosity as I fried like a fly under his electric security net. And then there was that time between the two when he spiked my drink with his blood to see what it would do to me.


No, I don’t like it when the Primus is curious. I don’t like it at all.


‘We were just on our way home,’ I explain. ‘We found the body like this.’


‘Home?’ he says, surprised. ‘Oh. You mean the baron’s mansion.’


‘It’s her home now,’ Killian says.


‘As much as it is yours,’ the Primus clarifies.


‘Indeed.’ Killian’s jaw clenches as he replies, and it’s clear that I’m missing some insult in the Primus’s words.


I want to ask him what he meant by it, but then someone comes over and whispers into the Secundus’s ear, who whispers into the Primus’s ear, who murmurs, ‘I see.’


I’m not sure what it is that he sees, because I heard nothing of the whispering, but I’m definitely missing something, again, and it’s starting to piss me off.


‘What’s going on?’ I ask.


‘An accident,’ the Primus says, as though that explains anything.


‘A Silver accident?’


‘So it seems.’


‘Not a normal one, though,’ I insist. ‘Not with a bite mark that’s looks like a bite crater. Not with a scent like that on the body.’


‘Violence scents vary,’ the Primus replies, as though I haven’t smelled enough of them in the past twenty years to know that they don’t, actually. Apparently it’s all the explanation I’m going to get, though, because then he goes to join the cluster of Invicti around the body, leaving me and Killian standing on the pavement on our own, getting soaked.


For a while, they ignore us, speaking in hushed tones that I can’t pick up. I notice Killian squinting at the gaggle, and for a moment I think maybe he’s hearing more than I can, but then he just shakes his head and gives up. Whatever other faults I might lay at the feet of the Invicti, they are certainly accomplished whisperers.


‘Can we go?’ I yell over to them, after a few more minutes of being ignored.


Killian dips his head and smiles, stifling a laugh. Much though he might pretend otherwise, he enjoys my insubordination, and right now I have had enough. It’s dark, it’s wet, and not long ago I witnessed a harrowing ceremony in a creepy underground temple involving someone I consider a sort-of friend. I want to go home and drink about it, and I’m sick of waiting to be dismissed.


‘I’m sorry, Ms Valentine,’ the Primus asks, looking our way. ‘Did you have somewhere else to be?’


‘Yes,’ I say irritably. ‘Bed.’


I come to regret my word choice when the tiniest hint of a smirk twitches at the corner of his mouth.


‘To sleep,’ I clarify.


‘Eventually,’ Killian adds pointedly.


I slap his soggy arm with the back of my soggy hand. ‘You’re not helping.’


‘I wasn’t trying to help.’


‘Clearly.’


‘Fascinating,’ the Primus says.


Killian and I both turn to find him looking dispassionately between the two of us with his ice-blue gaze. He’s clearly assessing us for… something, and he’s not being discreet about it.


‘What?’ I ask. My tone is not gentle.


The Primus doesn’t reply. Instead, he gives the tiniest shake of his head. Apparently the gesture indicates the passing of the baton, because the moment he turns away, the Secundus is right up in our faces with his arms crossed over his chest and a calculating look on his stubbly face.


‘A few questions,’ he demands from the dry shelter of his umbrella.


I’m not impressed by his attitude or his appearance. I mean, seriously, stubble? Even I put on a stupid dress for the stupid ceremony, and this guy can’t be arsed to shave his stupid face? It’s disrespectful, is what it is. But then it’s also possible that my judgement is being adversely affected by my umbrella envy.


‘We’d be happy to answer whatever questions you might have,’ Killian replies, more pleasantly than I would have managed myself. ‘But perhaps you could ask them somewhere a little drier?’


A giant umbrella magically appears over our heads, and one of the unnamed Invicti gives the handle to me. Perhaps I should be grateful, but instead I’m just pissed off that they clearly had a spare and didn’t bother to offer it until Killian asked. There isn’t much the Invicti could do at this point to get them off my shit list, but this confirms my existing view that they’re a bunch of bastards.


‘Did you see anything or anyone in the area?’ the Secundus asks.


‘No,’ says Killian.


‘There are familiar scents surrounding the body,’ he hints, not very subtly. He can smell Ellie, Quentin and Raul.


‘Are there?’ Killian replies, with as much innocence as he can muster. It isn’t much; his shark-black eyes are made for extracting secrets, not for keeping them.


The Secundus makes a dissatisfied noise and says, ‘Jack?’ He doesn’t want to contradict the great Baron of Oxford, even when he’s clearly lying, but he’ll happily argue with an unemployed ex-Seeker like me.


‘Not sure what you’re talking about,’ I say blithely. ‘But then, my nose has never been that good. I’m only twenty years post-transformation, you know. You can’t really expect me to pick up much out in the open like this.’


‘And you can’t really expect me to believe that you don’t recognise the scents of Silver you’ve known for all those twenty years, however open the space is. You called them first, didn’t you?’


‘Them who?’ I ask, with more innocence than Killian managed, but the act just seems to piss the Secundus off. I quickly change tack. ‘Oh, you mean Ellie and the others? Yeah, well, of course their scents are here.’


‘Because you called them,’ the Secundus says again.


‘No, because we’re right around the corner from the mansion. They walk up this way all the time.’


‘Within the past day?’ The Secundus sounds sceptical, but the twitch beneath his eye tells me he’s not sure I’m lying to him, which means I’ve already won.


‘Obviously. We all walked this way to the temple earlier,’ I lie, but it’s only a little lie, exactly the kind of little lie that’s most likely to slide under the radar. I did walk with the others, just not along the Banbury Road, but the Secundus doesn’t know that. He looks almost convinced.


‘And you didn’t see anything then?’ he asks.


‘Like what?’


‘Like that.’ He gestures irritably back towards the body.


‘Obviously not,’ I reply. ‘This only just happened.’


‘The blood isn’t fresh.’


‘Isn’t it?’ I say, as though we haven’t already examined the body ourselves. From the look I get from the Secundus in return, I think maybe I’m pushing it, so I change tack again. Deceiving this man is exhausting. ‘Obviously there’s something weird about it,’ I say. ‘The blood’s thicker than I’d expect, like maybe it had time to dry, but not out here in the pissing rain. If the body had been here earlier, it’d be cleaner by now.’


‘She has a point, Andrew,’ the Primus says, emerging once more from the cluster of Invicti umbrellas around the body. ‘And you have scents enough to follow.’


‘He does?’ I ask.


‘As you said, Ms Valentine,’ the Primus replies, ‘you can’t expect to pick up much yourself, with such under-developed senses.’


I think he’s teasing me, and I’m not enjoying it.


‘Are there scents?’ I murmur to Killian.


‘About a hundred,’ he murmurs back. ‘No way of knowing which is significant.’


‘Well, obviously there are background scents. I meant—’


‘Thank you, Baron Drake, Ms Valentine,’ the Secundus interrupts. The man is rude. ‘I think we can release you now. And, of course, we know where you are if we have any further questions.’


‘They can wait until tomorrow if you do,’ Killian insists, which is a relief, because I have plans for what’s left of tonight and the last thing I want is the Secundus showing up on our doorstep and ruining them.


We haven’t gone more than a few steps on our way before an anonymous black panel van pulls up at the curb. The side door slides open, discharging a couple more Invicti from the back, along with a stretcher that they roll out towards the body.


‘You’re not calling the Mortuary Service?’ I ask the Secundus.


He makes a noncommittal noise instead of giving me a straight answer. It’s clear that he has no intention of involving the Mortuary Service, or the police for that matter. They’re doing this one off the books.


Just like that, I’m ten times more interested in Michael Rydell than I was a moment ago.


‘Why?’ I ask straight-up, because it’s late, I’m soaked, and I’ve run out of patience for subtlety.


Unfortunately, the Secundus seems to have run out of patience for me. Instead of answering, he helps the two newcomers get the body zipped into a body bag, then hoisted onto the stretcher and into the van with minimal contamination. The Invicti are dispersing now, just as quickly as they arrived. The van didn’t even bother to turn off its engine, so it gets going the moment the door slams shut, U-turning in the middle of the Banbury Road on its way back to Solomon College. It takes the Secundus with it, leaving just the Primus and his car behind.


For a moment, no one says anything.


It’s a little awkward, for me at least. The Primus seems perfectly at his ease. He’s the one who finally breaks the silence.


‘I’ll see you tomorrow, then. Well,’ he adds with a smile, ‘later today.’ The dinner invitation was for both of us, but he’s only looking at me.


‘Solomon,’ Killian says, reaching out to shake his hand. It breaks the eye contact between us, which is obviously what it was intended to do, but the Primus isn’t done with me yet.


‘In the meantime,’ he says, releasing Killian’s hand as he turns back to me, ‘perhaps you’ll have the opportunity to consult with your fellow ex-Seekers and get their impressions of the scene. Hmm?’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I reply.


He smiles to himself, then offers me his hand as though he means to shake, but when I reciprocate, he traps my fingers in his fist and uses the grip to pull me close. It startles me enough that I nearly drop the umbrella.


‘I can tell when you’re lying, Ms Valentine,’ he whispers in my ear. His voice is quieter than a breath, meant only for me. ‘Misleading my Invicti. Tut tut tut.’


He should be angry, but he isn’t. When he releases me and I stumble back a step, there’s amusement glinting in the ice of his eyes. I don’t have time to assemble a response before he slides into the backseat of his car, which promptly drives away into the night, following the van back to the college.


I stare after it, wondering what the hell to make of it all. I can barely catch my breath. It must be the shock, because I wasn’t expecting him to pull me so close, or to move so fast, or to disappear so quickly. It must be one of those. It can’t have anything to do with his proximity, or the pull of his blood, or the question he’s silently asking every time he looks at me with those glinting ice-blue eyes.


Please, god, don’t let it be that.


‘What did he say?’ Killian asks.


‘Nothing.’


‘Valentine…’


‘He said he knows when I’m lying,’ I reply, finally dragging my gaze from the disappearing car to look Killian in the eye. ‘Is that true? Is it the blood? Can he really tell how I’m feeling just through… that?’


‘I don’t know,’ Killian says. His tone is light, but his expression is dark.


‘Because it sounds like he’s saying he can read my mind,’ I say, starting to panic now, ‘and if that’s true—’


‘No,’ Killian reassures me. ‘No. The most it can be is some sort of attunement to your scent, and with Solomon being as ancient and powerful as he is… It’s not impossible that he can tell when all of us are lying.’


Which is horrifying, but reassuring, in a way.


‘As long as I’m not special,’ I say.


‘Trust me, you’re not.’


‘Hey!’


‘But I can make you feel like you are,’ he offers, sliding one arm around my waist as he encourages my feet back towards the mansion. ‘I can make you think I’m pretty special, too.’


He makes some suggestions I’d rather not share, so I’ll just say they’re good enough to get us back to his bedroom – our bedroom – almost as quickly as if we’d moved at Silver speed.


What can I say? When he’s whispering dirty nothings in my ear, Killian Drake is one hell of a motivational speaker.
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