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CHAPTER ONE




‘HAPPY VALENTINE’S DAY, Valentine.’


‘Yeah, sure, whatever,’ I say. ‘Are you coming inside, or what?’


Killian Drake, the Baron of Oxford and perennial pain in my arse, has just arrived at my shitty little bedsit – in a city I won’t name for my own protection – for his monthly visit. If that makes it sound like he’s about as welcome as my period, then you’ve got the right idea. Unfortunately, I need him. Just not in the way he wants me to.


‘Miss me?’ he asks as he walks into the flat.


‘Nope.’


‘Liar.’


‘Megalomaniac.’


‘Flirt.’


‘In your dreams.’


I slam the door behind him, which relieves some of my frustration, but none of my irritation. The problem is, the irritant is still here, standing in front of me with a sly grin that tells me he’s not buying a word I just said.


It’s not that he isn’t attractive. Between his effortless charm, his tailored suit and the sharp edge of danger that’s always lurking just behind his eyes, he’s basically a wet dream in a billionaire vampire wrapper, but the way he looks isn’t what’s holding me back. There are a million reasons not to let Killian Drake too close. The smug expression on his punchable face is just one of them.


He shrugs out of his expensive wool coat and slings it over the arm of the stained sofa that doubles as my bed, then hands me the duffel bag he’s carrying.


‘Supplies,’ he says.


I unzip it and empty its contents – the cash into my satchel and the blood bottles into my fridge – then I hand back the duffel and say thank you, like the well-mannered lady I am not. This is the easy bit of our planned interaction this evening. The rest is going to be trickier.


‘You still have blood left?’ he says.


‘I don’t use much.’


He got a good look in my fridge while I was stocking it up. With the bedsit as tiny as it is, the kitchen is nothing more than a few units along the wall opposite the sofa-bed. The bathroom is a cupboard in the corner. You’d have to be really friendly with someone to be comfortable spending extended periods of time with them in a space this small, and Drake and I… we aren’t all that friendly right now.


‘Tell me the news from home,’ I say, but he just shakes his head, as I knew he would. He thinks it’s safer this way, that the less I know the better, and I couldn’t disagree more.


‘Shall we have a drink?’ he asks, pulling a bottle of wine from a pocket of his coat.


‘Can we just get this over with?’


‘No preamble?’ he asks. ‘Straight to business?’


‘What do you think this is, exactly?’ I ask. ‘I need you to heal me, and that involves you kissing me. That’s all this is, Drake. This isn’t a date.’


‘And how long do you plan to keep deluding yourself about that?’


‘I’m not the one living in a state of delusion. How long is it going to take to get that through your thick skull?’


He just smiles in response, and just like that I want to punch him again.


Here’s the problem: on New Year’s Eve, I got into trouble and ended up stuck on a rooftop in central London with lethal, infected blood in my veins. I would have died that night if Drake hadn’t healed me with a kiss, which he can only do because of his bond to me, which is a whole other can of worms that I won’t go into right now. Unfortunately, it turns out that the infected blood’s still inside me and, slowly but surely, it’s trying to burn me up from the inside. My own supernatural self-healing abilities do nothing for it, Drake can’t heal it all the way out of me, and I can’t work out how to neutralise it by any other method. That means I need him to keep kissing me, just once every few weeks to keep the fire at bay, and it’s giving him the wrong idea.


‘You can’t take back what you said,’ he says.


Which is the other problem: it’s possible that just before he healed me that night, I told him I loved him. Just sometimes, and just a little, but in typical Killian Drake fashion, he’s let it go to his head.


‘You can’t hold me accountable for things I said when I was dying,’ I say.


‘In the circumstances, you can’t expect me not to.’


‘Just shut up and kiss me.’


‘Gladly.’


I take pains to ensure that the kiss that follows is perfunctory at best – a peck on the lips that doesn’t even leave a scent mark – but it serves its purpose. My blood is healed, the burning in my veins is cooled, and I no longer feel like my life is draining out of me with every breath.


Sweet relief.


This is the second time that Drake’s healed me since that night on the rooftop, and the first was just like this: he tracked me down by following the pull of the bond, we argued, he kissed me, then he left. And it works. We don’t have to make it all messy with emotions. We can carry on like this forever, and I’ll never have to think about what the bond means, or how he makes me feel, or what else I did on the rooftops that night to make the healing necessary in the first place.


Job done, healing performed, temptation resisted. Now I can throw Drake out of my shitty residence and continue being on the run with minimal inconvenience to both of us.


Or so I think, until he steps back and I see his face. He’s looking at me with his silver-veined eyes, and with the evidence of his feelings right there on his face it’s impossible to ignore what this means to him. What I mean to him.


All us vampires have silver in the whites of our eyes, tracing the lines of our blood vessels; it’s why we call ourselves the Silver. We hide that silver most of the time so humans won’t cotton on to what we are, but Drake isn’t hiding his now, and he has more than the usual amount. In his shark-black eyes, the silver extends into the iris, filtering along its spokes to circle around his pupils. It’s the outward sign of his bond to me, and the reason he can find me wherever I am. It’s also the reason he has the power to heal me, and the reason it matters to him so much that he does. It means that he… likes me. More than likes, really, and more than a little bit.


He looks into my eyes, then his glance flicks down to my lips, which are now stained silver from his healing mojo, and I can pinpoint the exact moment that he decides that today, a peck on the lips is not enough.


I should push him away, and he gives me the chance, but although I promised myself I would, and although I know I’ll hate myself for this later, I don’t. I can’t. After six weeks on the run on my own, with nothing but two tiny teasing kisses by way of contact, I want him more than I have ever wanted anything in my entire life. I want to taste his lips. I want to smell his skin. I want to feel his flesh dimple under my fingertips as I pull him naked against my body. I want—


‘Valentine,’ he whispers.


When our lips meet again, his hands are at my waist, sliding up my back, pulling me against his chest in a grip I can’t resist. My hands are in his hair, messing up the perfect dark waves, grabbing fistfuls of it so he can’t pull away. He’s not trying to, either. His mouth tastes of wine and blood and spice, then the air fills with the same scent and I know we’ve just fucked up. That’s his scent mark swirling around us, and all over my skin, and it’s not the only one. I can smell my scent on him too.


Brilliant. Just brilliant.


‘Shit,’ I say. ‘The marks—’


He kisses me again before I can say more, not that there’s any point in resisting now. The marks have been made, and there’s nothing either of us can do to change that. Despite the potential consequences, I can’t deny that I like the smell of him on my skin, and the knowledge that I’ve marked him gives me a surge of possessive arousal that’s so strong it worries me. Whatever the bond suggests, he isn’t mine, even if I want him to be in that moment.


I’m conflicted, is what I’m trying to say, which is the only way I can explain what happens next.


Instead of pulling away, which is still what I should do, I catch his lips with mine, fist my hands into his shirt and use that grip to slam his back into the wall, pinning him between it and my body. I think I’ve dented the plaster, because there’s white powder in his hair when I pull back to assess my next line of attack.


I want to rip off his shirt. No, I want to rip off his trousers. No, both. All of it. However it happens, naked would be better, and quickly. I’ve seen Drake gloriously in the buff once before, and to say I’m keen for a repeat performance would be a criminal understatement.


‘Does this mean you’ll be my Valentine?’ he whispers with a smirk, and suddenly I want to thump him again.


Why does he have to ruin everything?


‘Do me a favour and fuck off,’ I say, pushing away, but it’s a little late for that.


‘Because you can’t resist me otherwise?’


I laugh scornfully, pretending there isn’t more than a little truth to his words. It’s a hollow gesture given the Drake-shaped dent in my wall.


‘Anyway, I can’t,’ he says, dusting the plaster from his shoulders. ‘I’m wearing your scent mark. If I leave now, everyone will know I’ve been with you, and they’ll follow my scent back here. It’s not safe.’


Which is, of course, the whole reason I was trying to resist him in the first place. There are a lot of powerful people out there who want me dead. I’m supposed to be keeping a low profile, which is pretty fucking difficult when I need to receive regular visits from the bloody Baron of bloody Oxford, and extra difficult if he’s wandering around wearing my scent mark.


‘You did this on purpose,’ I say.


‘You think I can resist this any more than you can?’


‘Yes.’


‘That wasn’t on purpose, Valentine. If you want to see what it’s like when I mark you on purpose, well—’


Then suddenly it’s my back against the wall, plaster dust in my hair, and my mind is once again calculating the most efficient way to strip him before I’ve even begun to kiss him back. Whatever else Killian Drake might be, he is an excellent kisser. He persuades me with his lips and with his fingertips, coaxing me towards revelations that I would kill to suppress.


‘Tell me you don’t want this,’ he whispers against my mouth. His hand is slipping under my top to stroke the bare skin at the base of my spine. ‘Tell me to stop.’


I should, because every minute this continues is just delaying the twenty-four chaste hours we’ll have to wait before he can leave, but his words remind me so much of the first time we kissed – in the dark, in his car, when I still thought I hated him – that I can’t contain the quiet moan that escapes me.


‘Tell me,’ he says, and then he’s kissing the edge of my jaw, down my throat, and his mouth is on my neck with his teeth grazing the spot where—


‘Stop,’ I say before I self-combust. ‘Drake, stop.’


He stops dead, as though I’ve hit a button to turn him off. Then carefully, as though he’s afraid he’ll break me, he pulls back from me and steps away.


‘Did I do something wrong?’ he asks in a voice so full of pain that I want to kiss it away.


But I can’t trust that desire. This is what the bond does: it pulls me towards him. Now that I’m wearing his scent mark, it’ll be worse. I shouldn’t have given in to the temptation to kiss him properly in the first place, because for the next twenty-four hours, all I’ll want to do is kiss him again – and more – to bathe myself in the inimitable and sublime scent of Killian Drake until I forget where I end and he begins. And if he’s going to spend those twenty-four hours here while he waits for my scent mark to dissipate…


Well, that’s a unique kind of torture.


‘This isn’t what I want,’ I say, kicking myself for letting it get this far. ‘That wasn’t supposed to happen.’


‘But you enjoyed it,’ he says, looking for reassurance that I can’t give him. ‘It’s what you wanted.’


‘It’s what the bond wanted,’ I say. ‘Not me.’


‘Right,’ Drake says, but there’s a new sharpness in his voice. ‘Blame it on the bond. Blame it on the mark. Blame it on anything that allows you to convince yourself that it has nothing to do with me at all.’


‘Drake—’


‘I’m not Drake to you, and you know it. I’m Killian.’ He wraps his hand around mine as he says the name I have only ever whispered to him. ‘I’m your Killian.’


‘You’re the Baron of Oxford,’ I say with a laugh, trying to snap him out of this mood, because I can’t let his words derail me again. ‘You don’t belong to anyone, least of all to me. You’re the one in charge. Speaking of which, I know you’re busy. You really don’t need to come and find me as often as you have been. I have plenty of blood, and cash, and the burning really isn’t that bad—’


‘I can feel it through the bond,’ he interrupts. ‘I can feel when it’s making you weaker.’


‘Weaker. Not weak. It’s dangerous for you to make contact more often than you have to. We can leave it four, five, maybe six weeks.’


‘And leave you vulnerable?’


‘You’re already making me vulnerable by refusing to tell me anything about what’s happening back home,’ I say, frustrated.


‘Let me worry about that. You can trust me to handle it. You just need to concentrate on hiding, and on keeping strong enough to fight if you have to.’


‘But every time you track me down, you risk exposing my location. Isn’t that worse than letting me get just a bit weaker?’


‘And leaving you unable to defend yourself? No,’ he says. ‘And I don’t think you believe that either.’


He’s right to be suspicious; my problem isn’t with the risk of discovery, it’s with the risk that he presents to me. The more I see him, the more likely I am to give in to temptation. Again.


‘The less often you visit,’ I say, ‘the better off I am.’


For a moment, he is speechless. Then he says, ‘Is that what you really think?’


I shrug.


That’s what tips him over the edge. I’m not sure why exactly. Maybe it’s that he knows I’m avoiding the real issue, or that I’m being flippant about it, or maybe he’s just looking for a way out of here that doesn’t involve spilling whatever news he’s keeping from me, but either way it’s enough to cloud his expression and have him reaching for his coat.


‘Fine,’ he says. ‘I’ll go.’


‘You can’t go. You’re still wearing my scent mark,’ I argue, quite reasonably I think. ‘You said it yourself: they’ll use it to follow you back to me.’


‘Do you really think that little of me?’ he says, and he’s properly pissed off now. ‘Do you seriously think that I’d endanger you? Quite apart from anything else, have you forgotten that my life is tied to yours through the bond?’


‘Then what are you doing?’


‘There are other places I can go to wait out the scent mark. I’m not stupid, Jack.’


‘So it’s back to Jack, now, is it?’ I say, unable to stop myself. I regret it instantly.


As if he wasn’t riled up enough. But I can’t take it back.


He slams the door on his way out.


I’m left standing alone in my shitty little bedsit, wreathed in the intoxicating scent of spice and copper that makes me ache, wishing things were otherwise.


But this is for the best. I’ve made my bed, and I have to lie in it, alone. I promised myself that I wouldn’t drag him down into it with me. I seem to be doing a piss-poor job of that so far, but I resolve to do better in future. I will clean up the mess I have made, and if he’s determined to keep me in the dark, then I’ll do it without him.










CHAPTER TWO




I WAKE IN the middle of the night with my pulse racing and the feeling that I’ve forgotten something awful in the darkness of my subconscious. I realise that my throat is sore, then I remember what happened on the rooftops in my dreams, and in reality. I’ve been screaming in my sleep again.


Fucking night terrors.


There’s a knock at the door, and I go back on high alert.


I’m not expecting visitors. I check the time on my retro radio alarm clock: past three in the morning. Not a time that anyone would knock on someone else’s door, unless they had a very good reason.


I don’t have a dressing gown, so I pull a jumper on over my pyjamas and walk the scant four feet to the front door to peer out of the peephole. An innocuous-looking woman is standing on the other side in her nightwear. She, I notice, is enough of a grown up to have not only a dressing gown, but matching slippers as well. She’s about my age, which is to say about forty, although she’s wearing every one of those years, while I’m stuck looking like I did when I turned Silver at eighteen. She smiles at the peephole and waves.


‘Hi,’ she says quietly through the door. ‘It’s Louise from next door.’


I recognise her now, vaguely. We’ve said hi along the length of the hall a couple of times, but she certainly doesn’t know me well enough to be visiting at this hour. Still, she’s harmless and I’m loaded up on blood and Drake’s healing mojo, so I open the door.


‘Hi,’ I say. ‘What’s up?’


‘Is everything okay?’ she asks me. ‘I heard screaming.’


‘Oh. Shit. Sorry,’ I say, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. ‘Nightmares,’ I explain. ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you.’


‘No, it’s fine. It’s just that I heard arguing last night and I worried—’ I must look horrified, because she interrupts herself to say, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry, but this place has thin walls, and I wanted to make sure you were okay.’


‘No, I’m sorry,’ I say, mortified, and worried about how much of my conversation with Drake she might have overheard. I’m racing back through our argument in my mind, trying to sift out anything incriminating. Louise is obviously very human, and it would be a whole different kind of nightmare if we’d unintentionally clued her in on the Silver with our shouting. ‘I don’t know if you heard what we were arguing about…’ I say, fishing.


‘Not the words,’ she says, and I relax a little. ‘Just tones, you know. And… thumping,’ she adds, doing some fishing of her own.


‘Not the bad kind.’ I smile.


‘Oh. Oh.’


‘I’m fine, really. Thank you, though. It’s really kind of you to check on me.’ And brave, I think, for a human woman to investigate my screaming on her own in the middle of the night. ‘And I’m sorry for disturbing you; I’ll try to be quieter.’


‘All right,’ she says. ‘I’ll say goodnight then.’


‘Goodnight, Louise.’


‘Goodnight…’


She leaves a significant pause. I scramble to come up with something to fill it with.


‘Naia,’ I say.


Okay, fine, it’s not exactly original, but it’s nearly four in the morning. What do you want from me?


‘Night then, Naia,’ she says with a smile, then she turns to go back to her own bedsit. ‘Nice lipstick, by the way. Different.’


My hand flies to my lips, which are still stained silver from Drake’s healing. Like the scent mark, it takes a day or so to disappear. In the fog of sleep, I had entirely forgotten about it.


‘Um, thanks,’ I say.


She waves and carries on down the corridor. I don’t close my door until I know she’s safely locked up behind her own. I’ve just heard something outside our building, and I don’t want lovely, brave Louise to get mixed up in what happens next.










CHAPTER THREE




WHEN I GET back inside the bedsit, gravel is raining gently against my second-storey window. Then pebbles. Then a stone big enough to chip the glass.


I rush to the window and throw it open.


‘Mina,’ I whisper. ‘Mina. Is that you?’


‘That depends,’ a voice calls up, less softly than I’d like. ‘How many clothes have you got on, and how many of them are you willing to take off?’


Prurient, unnecessarily sexual and completely unprofessional. Yup, that’s Mina.


Mina Parchek is a private investigator, and she’s Silver. We had a brief dalliance a couple of years ago that has, unfortunately, set the tone for the rest of our relationship. She used to work in Oxford, but after a few too many run-ins with the local authorities – by which I mean Drake and the Seekers and me – she was persuaded to take her enterprising investigative skills elsewhere. When I needed help with my current situation from someone with no respect for the law, either human or Silver, she was the first person who came to mind. She’s unethical, she’s aggressive and she’s off-puttingly predatory, but she goes after a problem like a Chihuahua after a Rottweiler’s bone, and she gets the job done.


‘I’m staying fully clothed,’ I whisper back, ‘and so are you.’


‘Spoilsport.’


‘Just get up here, will you?’


I’m expecting her to go to the front door so I can buzz her in, but instead she takes a standing leap from the pavement up to my windowsill.


‘Subtle,’ I say. ‘You do know that I’m in hiding, right? And you nearly broke my bloody window with that last rock.’


‘If you got a phone then I wouldn’t have to resort to less orthodox methods of communication, so that’s your own fault, really.’


‘I repeat: I’m in hiding. Phones can be tracked.’


‘Then I’ll get you a burner,’ she says, stepping down through the window and into the room. ‘Well, this place is a shithole. I thought you were running on the baron’s money. Can’t you afford something less… condemnable?’


‘It’s fine. I won’t be here for long. And I don’t want a burner phone. They can be tracked, too.’


Mina takes a moment to have a proper look around the bedsit. I only moved in last week, and I never unpacked, which will make the fleeing-for-my-life thing easier when it’s time to move on again. Not that there would be much unpacking to do: just a change of clothes and a handful of toiletries in a bag. The only traces of my presence are the small pile of belongings in the satchel on the floor and the blankets laid messily over the fold-out bed. The mattress is somehow paper thin and at the same time exceptionally lumpy. It’s enough to make me miss my creaky college single.


While Mina assesses my living space, I assess her. Her dark hair is styled in a slick little bob and the burgundy red of her coat sets off the gold in her olive skin. She’s dressed for a night out in heels, dark trousers and a top cut so low I can practically see her stomach. Altogether, she’s looking good enough to remind me why we tumbled into bed together in the first place. That’s unfortunate, because I’m still more than a little frustrated from Drake’s visit, and Mina’s sense of smell is sharp enough to pick up on the pheromones. She can tell that she’s making me thoughtful.


‘I heard you scream,’ she says, looking at my rumpled sheets. ‘Having trouble sleeping, Jack? Need some company?’


The best policy with Mina’s propositions is to ignore them, so instead of responding directly, I say, ‘Tell me what you’ve found out.’


‘Well, that explains the sexual tension,’ she says, ignoring me in return as her gaze lands squarely on my silver lips. ‘Looks like someone’s been smooching a baron. A baron with a dangerous secret.’


‘Yes, I am aware of that, Mina. Tell me something I don’t know, about one of the things I’m actually paying you to investigate.’


When you hire Mina, you don’t always get to control where she points her devious little mind. It only took one visit from Drake for her to piece together the truth about the bad blood, the healing mojo, and therefore the bond. She knows her Silver lore and she’s good at what she does, which means she’s now one of only four people in the world who know that Drake has silvered for me, the fourth being his most recent ex, Carlotta Arden. The bond is a secret that could kill him if it gets out; if someone wanted him dead, all they’d have to do is kill me, and the bond would make sure that the two of us left this earth together. Since I’ve been Silver for far fewer years than him, and since I already have one foot in the grave, bumping me off would not be a particular challenge. It’s why Drake is so concerned for my safety: our lives are bound together now.


And I guess there’s the other reason too, but I’m not thinking about that.


‘Looks like you did more than smooch him, too,’ Mina says, clocking the dents in the plasterboard.


‘The landlord’s renovating,’ I lie. ‘What’s going on in Oxford? Have you got any news on the Invicti, or Yolande Leclercq, or Khalyed’s blood?’


‘No kiss and tell with the baron, then?’ Mina asks. ‘He’s still not cluing you in?’


‘He won’t.’


‘Tight-lipped bastard,’ she says. She flops down onto the sofa-bed, then sits forward again, pulling Drake’s bottle of wine out from behind one of the cushions. ‘Hmm, good vintage. Maybe you’re not living so badly after all. Grab us a couple of glasses.’


The best I can find in the cupboards is a pint glass and a coffee mug shaped like a frog, but we make do.


‘The Invicti are hanging around the mansion most days,’ Mina says, selecting the frog for herself. She fills it to the top. ‘They’ve got the baron pinned down pretty tightly. I’m surprised he managed to slip away.’


‘I’m not. He’s as slippery as they come.’


‘Well,’ Mina snorts into her wine, ‘you’d know.’


‘Jesus, Mina. Can we please try to stay on track?’


‘Fine,’ she says, knocking back her wine like it’s beer. ‘Then here it is: you’re not just top of the Invicti’s most-wanted list at the moment, you are the list. If they find you, they’re going to kill you on sight.’


‘Fuck.’


It’s not as though I expected anything different. After all, I did try to kill the Primus – the most powerful Silver in existence, and basically our king in all but name – but I was still hopeful. The last time I saw him I got the distinct impression that he has a soft spot for me, even though I was trying to stab him with a syringe full of poisoned blood at the time.


‘You won’t want to hear this,’ Mina says, ‘but your old mates from the Seekers are helping them. Naia and Cameron.’


I nod while my heart breaks. This is no surprise either, but it hurts. When the Seekers were disbanded at the beginning of the year, my old partner and bestie Cam was promptly inaugurated into the ranks of the Solis Invicti – the Primus’s elite guard – and Naia wasn’t far behind. They didn’t have many other options, so I didn’t blame them, and anyway that was before everything went to shit. They didn’t know then that they were pitting themselves against me, because I hadn’t told them what I was planning.


Cam knew a little. He knew that I’d been living in the house where the last in a line of exsanguinated students had been found. He’d been loyal enough to move my things out of the house before the others arrived to investigate, and he wanted to help me clear my name, so he took a blood sample from me to compare against the DNA of the dead students. Back then, before the attempt on the Primus’s life, I’d thought it might actually work. But then I remembered the bottles of anonymous blood that had been given to me in that house, bottles I thought had been stolen from the college supply, and I started to wonder if I’d made some seriously flawed assumptions about their origins. Which all goes to say: it’s possible that the results of that blood test might give the Invicti more reason to go after me, not less.


‘What about Raul?’ I ask.


Raul’s an old drinking buddy who joined the Seekers shortly before the end. He was something of a protégé of mine – I know, right? Who’d trust me with a protégé? – but I somehow doubt he’s Invicti material.


‘He’s gone back to his old life,’ Mina says.


This isn’t a surprise, but I’m still disappointed. I wanted him to get out from under the shadow of his past, and that isn’t going to happen if he disappears back into a bottle, or a pile of his drug of choice, or both.


‘And Boyd?’


‘He’s not with the Invicti either.’


That is a surprise. Boyd was once the deputy, and then acting captain, of the Seekers. If anyone’s uptight enough to make it in the Silver equivalent of the military, it’s Boyd.


‘Then where is he?’ I ask.


‘Buggered if I know. Seems like he’s lying low. Did you want me to find out?’


‘No,’ I say. ‘It’s not important. I was just wondering.’


Unexpectedly, I miss him. I miss them all, my old team. My old friends. Without them, all I have left is a permanently randy ex-fling and whatever the hell Drake is.


‘It must be hard for you,’ Mina says.


‘Hmm.’


‘You can talk to me about it, if you like. You don’t even have to take your clothes off if you don’t want to.’


‘Pass. Tell me about Yolande Leclercq.’


Mina shrugs and pours herself another glass of wine.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I ask.


‘It means I’ve got nothing on her. And believe me, I’ve looked. She’s good at staying hidden, that one. Better than you. I don’t know where she is or how she’s going to come at you, but I think we can assume that you’re in the shit.’ Mina pulls up a photo on her phone and hands it to me. ‘Solomon College quad,’ she says.


‘Oh shit.’


‘Oh shit is right.’


I never would have pegged Leclercq as an artist, but there must have been some skill involved in getting her graffiti to look that angry and spiky. The paint is blood-red – actually, it probably is blood – and it reads Valentine will die. Going by the height of the windows in the quad, I’d guess the writing’s about six feet tall, scrawled across the entire length of one limestone wall. It’s signed YL, which is a stupid thing to do when you’re committing an act of wanton and bloody vandalism, but she obviously cares more about getting her threat across than she does about whatever repercussions will follow from a little petty criminality.


She wants me to be scared.


Which takes us back to the rooftop, back to ancient history, and back to the things that wake me up screaming in the middle of the night.


Winta.


‘Do you know how she found out?’ I ask, my mouth suddenly dry.


The only people who should know what happened on that rooftop are me and Drake – and, after she somehow finagled the truth out of me in a dark moment, Mina. Leclercq shouldn’t know that I… about Winta, so she shouldn’t have any reason to want me dead.


And yet.


‘From what I can gather,’ Mina says, ‘it seems like the baron is trying to swing things in your favour by pretending you were a double agent who was actually there to foil the plot to kill the Primus. As proof of your apparently-true allegiances, he told the Invicti what you did to your supposed co-conspirator. It must have leaked out.’


‘But the Primus saw me. I mean, he was right there. Right there.’ I gesture at a spot less than a foot away to make my point. ‘He knew that I was trying to inject him with the syringe.’


‘Yeah, well. I didn’t say the baron’s plan was working.’


‘And now Leclercq knows what I did.’


‘Apparently so.’


‘Bloody Drake.’


‘Good thing he’s so fuckable, right?’


I scoff.


‘Come on,’ she says, pulling one knee up as she slouches back into the sofa. ‘That devilish smile, those strong arms, that biteable—’


‘Mina!’


‘Fine. Forget it.’


The problem is, I don’t disagree with her assessment. In fact, I had almost exactly those thoughts myself last night, and now that she’s reminded me of them, Drake’s mark on my skin is doing strange things to my senses and all I can think about is pulling on my coat and chasing the shadow of his scent out into the dark until I can track him down and throw him against the nearest wall and—


‘You haven’t touched your wine,’ Mina says.


‘I’m not thirsty.’


‘Could have fooled me.’


‘What I am thirsty for,’ I say, with all the dignity I can muster, ‘is a cure for the bad blood in my veins. Can you give me any news on that?’


‘No good news,’ she replies, filling her mug again. ‘The baron was meeting with Dr Castell at Solomon College for a while, and I think they were working on something together.’


‘Drake’s working with Ed?’ I ask, a little bubble of hope rising up in my chest.


Ed worked on the formula that created the poison in the first place. His colleague Dr Jay Khalyed infected himself with it, acting as a guinea pig for a formula that went terribly wrong. The blood I was planning to use to kill the Primus, and that ended up in my veins and Winta’s, came from Khalyed’s body. If anyone can find a way to cure me, it’s Ed.


‘They were,’ Mina says. ‘But now Dr Castell’s mostly in London with the Invicti, and they’re keeping the baron busy at the mansion.’


‘Can you get to Ed?’


‘I don’t know. I can try, but are you sure you want me to?’


She’s right: I have no idea what side he’s on. Chances are, it’s not mine.


‘No,’ I say. ‘No. For now, let’s focus on getting another sample of Khalyed’s blood, so we have something to work with. Can you do that?’


‘Sure, if you give me some time to work my way into the baron’s spooky basement.’ She pauses to drain her mug, then gives me a curious look. ‘Is it true that he used Khalyed’s blood to kill a bunch of the psychopathic Silver who were boxed up down there?’


I blink. ‘Where did you hear about that?’


Mina shrugs. Like I said, she’s good at what she does. If you’re doing something you don’t want anyone to find out about, odds are Mina Parchek already has a file on it.


‘Is it?’ she asks again.


‘Yes. So be careful.’


‘And is it true that one of the rogues he killed was Elise Santiago? The one he used to go out—’


‘Can we get back to business, please?’


‘The two of you have a lot in common, you know,’ she says.


‘No. I don’t.’


‘Well, you both have strong personal morals but a kind of wishy-washy approach to the actual law, you both killed the women you thought were the loves of your life – with the same poisoned blood, no less – and on top of all that, you both want to rip each other’s clothes off.’


‘Mina—’


‘I’m just not sure I see the problem here, is what I’m saying.’


‘I’m not talking about this.’


I can’t. I can’t take myself back to that rooftop, not here and now, not by choice. I only go back in the darkness against my will.


‘You’ve got to talk to someone about it, and you’re clearly not talking to him.’


‘I thought you were trying to get me naked?’


‘Always.’


‘Then this is a really weird way to go about it. I’m not talking to you about Drake.’


‘But you are going to take your clothes off?’


‘No! Jesus, Mina, please. Try to focus for just a few minutes, will you? I need you to find the doctor. Okay?’


‘All right. But I’m going to need a cut of that pile of twenties the baron left on your night table.’


‘Here,’ I say, handing her a bundle of cash from my bag.


She licks her thumb, counts the stack, slips it into her bra, and says, ‘That’ll do nicely.’


‘And it’s not like that. Me and Drake, we’re not—’


‘Fucking?’


‘Definitely not.’ Not at the moment, anyway.


‘But you want to.’


‘No!’


‘Tell that to the spicy little scent mark you’re wearing tonight. I hope you’re not planning on leaving this room for a while, because every Silver in the country knows that scent, and if you happen to meet one in the street, they’ll know who you belong to right now.’


‘Come on, Mina. The mark doesn’t mean anything. You know we have to kiss for him to heal me.’


‘Yeah, but you don’t have to like it,’ she says with an evil glint in her eye. ‘And you do, don’t you? Maybe a little too much. Maybe so much that when he leaves, you lie in bed alone, and you toss and you turn and you moan, and then maybe you kick off your knickers and—’


‘Out!’ I say, pointing to the door.


‘Struck a nerve, have I?’ she says. ‘You know, Jack, I’m not afraid of Baron Drake. If you’ve got an itch that needs scratching, then I’m more than happy to oblige. So if you’ll just step out of those pyjamas—’


‘Goodbye, Mina.’


‘All right,’ she says, getting to her feet. ‘But just so you know, I haven’t forgotten how to make you scream.’


She gives me a wink that’s filthy enough to make me blush, then hops back out of the window and into the night.


Maybe I could use that drink after all.










CHAPTER FOUR




BEING ON THE run is both far too boring and far too exciting, all at the same time. I have to stay hidden inside most of the time, because otherwise the chances of Leclercq or the Invicti finding me are vastly increased, but I’m too anxious to read, and I can’t touch the internet for the same reason I can’t have a phone: too easy to track. If this was a film then I’d be busy limbering up for some final confrontation, doing press-ups and pull-ups, then I’d go undercover to find the evidence I needed to clear my name, but I’ve never been much for exercise, and if I’m being perfectly honest, my name deserves to stay dirty. I did what I did, but I’m not willing to do the time, so instead I waste the next couple of weeks day-drinking Massacres alone in front of the television and regretting my choices, while I wait for the door to crash open at any moment and put an end to my freedom, such as it is.


When I hear the footsteps in the corridor outside early one morning, early enough that I haven’t yet dragged myself out of bed, I think this is finally it. Louise and Drake are the only other people I’ve ever heard walking down that corridor, so I can only assume that two sets of large, thumping footsteps are bringing bad news. It turns out I’m right about that, it’s just not me they’re here for.


There’s a knock at a door that isn’t mine, then a man’s voice shouts, ‘Louise Cahill?’


A pause, then a woman says: ‘Mrs Cahill, it’s the police. Open the door, please.’ Another pause. ‘Your mother’s worried about you, Mrs Cahill. We just want to check that you’re all right.’


Pause.


Knock knock.


‘Mrs Cahill?’


Footsteps come back along the corridor, and this time the knocking is at my door.


I shouldn’t answer it. I should stay exactly where I am, pretending that the flat is vacant or that I’m out or that I’m too wasted to come to the door, but the truth is that I’m curious, and a little worried. I like Louise. Ever since the night she came and checked on me – a couple of weeks ago now – we’ve had a quick chat whenever we’ve bumped into each other, and she’s never been less than friendly. If something’s wrong, I want to know about it, so I pull on my new dressing gown and open the door to the police officers.


There are two of them, a man and a woman. The woman has the build of a rugby player, with muscular thighs that are straining her trousers to their limit, while the man is skinny with a ratty moustache that makes him look like a sex pest. But who am I to judge? I’m standing here in my pink fluffy charity shop dressing gown with – I’m just noticing to my horror – dried blood smeared up my arm.


‘Good morning,’ I say, pulling down my sleeve as I blink in the sunshine. It’s streaming in through the window behind them, and it’s brighter than I expected it would be.


‘Good afternoon,’ the woman says.


‘Afternoon?’ I ask.


‘Afternoon.’


‘Huh.’ That would explain the problem with the sun. Maybe it’s time I knocked the day-drinking on the head. ‘What’s going on? I heard you next door.’


‘Is this your residence?’ the woman asks, then she looks down at my bloody arm. I follow her gaze and see there’s red caked on the sleeve of my dressing gown too.


Perfect.


‘Cut myself shaving,’ I say. ‘And yes, I live here.’


‘Shaving your arm?’ the man asks.


I turn to him. ‘Some women are hairy. What about it?’


Great, Jack. Antagonise the fucking police when you’re supposed to be flying under the radar. That’ll help.


But the woman says, ‘Ignore him,’ and moves on, for now at least. I guess she’s Good Cop. ‘We’re performing a welfare check on your neighbour, Louise Cahill. Do you know her at all?’


‘Yeah, enough to say hello. Is something wrong?’


‘Have you seen her today?’ the woman asks, trying and failing to make it sound like a genuine question; we both know I’ve only just got out of bed. ‘Or yesterday?’


‘No. I haven’t seen her for a few days.’ Or heard her, now that I think about it, and with my supernatural senses, I should have done. ‘Did something happen?’


‘She missed an appointment yesterday, an appointment she would have kept. Do you happen to have a spare key to her place?’


‘No,’ I say. ‘I’ve only lived here a few weeks. We don’t know each other that well.’


‘And your name is…?’ the man says, pulling out a notebook.


‘Ms Balls,’ I say, giving the name on the fake I.D. Mina sorted out for me last week.


‘First name?’


Christ.


I clear my throat and say, ‘Ophelia.’ Then I have to go and fetch said fake I.D. from my bag because neither of them believes me.


Mina thought it would be funny. I think it’s worse than reckless to draw attention to yourself with a joke name when you’re on the run – a sentiment that I expressed to Mina with far more four-letter words – but she just laughed and said it suited me, so here we are.


The man squints at my fake driver’s licence for a moment before handing it to the woman. She does the same, then hands it back to me with a sympathetic grimace.


‘What happens now?’ I ask, chucking the card back into the flat behind me. ‘Do you bust down the door, or whatever?’


‘No,’ the man says, scribbling something in his notebook before flipping it closed in a way that feels performative. Who even uses a notebook anymore? ‘We go back to the station and make a report.’


I’m waiting for him to continue, but apparently that’s it.


‘You just walk away without even checking if she’s in there?’ I ask. ‘What if she’s dying on the floor right now?’


The woman’s gaze narrows on me. ‘Do you have any reason to believe that she might be?’


I think back. There’s nothing, but I can’t let them leave without checking on her, because I’m sure as shit going in there myself if they don’t, and it feels like a bad idea to get myself mixed up in this if I don’t have to.


So I lie and say, ‘There was a thud.’


‘A thud?’ the woman asks.


‘Like someone falling over. Yesterday, I think. A thud, crash, bang. She could be trapped under the furniture, or she could have had a heart attack or something. Either way, you really should check on her.’


The man looks at the woman and says, ‘Is that enough?’


She walks a little way down the corridor and spends some time on her radio, then comes back to my door and says, ‘Thank you for your help, Ms Balls.’ It’s a dismissal.


‘You can’t just leave,’ I say.


‘We won’t,’ she promises. ‘But you should go back inside.’


So, out of character though it is, I obediently step away from the action, back into my dingy little flat, and lock the door behind me.


But I’m still a detective at heart, so I listen. I listen while the two police officers hang around in the corridor outside instead of breaking into Louise’s flat, and my frustration builds with each passing minute. About half an hour later, someone from the management company comes over with a spare key, and I realise that even if they do believe my story, they think it’s too late for it to be worth breaking anything to get to Louise.


The moment they get the door open, I know they’re right.


Poor Louise.


The scent of rot is new enough not to have made it through the walls, but it rolls under my door like a foul tide. The humans don’t notice it. They don’t even realise she’s dead until—


‘Holy shit!’ a man yells. It’s not the police officer – this guy sounds younger and posher – so it must be the agent.


‘Oh dear,’ says the woman. ‘I’ve got a syringe here.’


‘Drugs?’ says the agent. He sounds horrified. ‘We don’t house druggies. This isn’t some low-rent establishment.’


The piss in the lift and the graffiti on the front door would tend to disagree, but it’s true that my weekly rent is extortionate for what this place is, so I guess he’s technically correct on that point.


‘Her mother told us she was in recovery,’ the woman says.


‘Eight months clean,’ her colleague replies, and I can hear his notebook snapping shut. ‘It’s always the relapse that gets them. They lose their tolerance for it, don’t reduce the dose enough, and that’s the end.’


‘Poor woman.’


There’s a moment’s respectful silence, then the agent says, ‘Fucking hell. Now I’m going to have to pay to get this cleaned up.’





People are in and out all that day, and the day after, clearing away what remains of my former-neighbour’s life.


Her death has affected me in ways I didn’t expect. I’m drinking, of course, because I always drink these days, but I think I’m hallucinating too. Late on the second day, I swear I get a waft of a scent that I recognise, something like oil and burning rubber, something that makes me feel like I should be jumping into action, but then my special blood cocktail hits and takes me away to a numb place where I can’t smell much of anything anymore, let alone remember a scent.


A voice in my head says, Maybe you should pack up and get out of here. Move on.


It says, Bad things come in threes. This is only number one.


It says, Remember the last three? One: the bungled assassination attempt. Two: the bad blood in your veins. Three: you murdered Winta.


It says, Maybe your drinking is becoming a problem.


It says, You murdered her.


I tell it to shut up and I pour myself another.


I should feel worse than I do, and I feel guilty about that.


I feel guilty about Louise, too: that I didn’t know her better, and that I didn’t know anything about her struggles, but then you don’t move to a place like this unless you want anonymity. She was here for the same reason I am: she was running away. And though her demons were purely psychological, while mine also take the form of supernatural revenge-seeking Silver, it’s difficult to ignore the fact that I’m not exactly stable at the moment either, mentally speaking. That’s pretty evident from the empty booze and blood bottles scattered around my flat, and is it even safe for me to be mixing Valentine’s Massacre cocktails using my own poisoned blood? Who knows, but apparently I don’t care, because that’s exactly what I’ve been doing.


I’ve been trying not to think too hard about why this is. There’s the nightmares, of course. And I’m bored, I guess, but that can’t be the whole story. I’m scared too, but that’s not quite it either. And I’m in pain, because the more time that passes between one healing and the next, the more the bad blood starts to burn me from the inside out – and I’d swear it’s worse this time that it was the last – but I’m worried that’s not why I’m craving Drake’s kiss. The truth is that I have an addiction of my own, and it comes in a package six-feet tall with a wicked smile and shark’s eyes. Given that our lives are now tied together through the bond, it’s selfish as shit for me to be taking risks with my blood. I know this, but I’m still doing it, and I don’t know why. Maybe I’m trying to drink us both into an early grave so I can summon him back here sooner through the bond. Maybe I just want to numb the pain and forget about the rooftop.


Either way, I can’t succumb to Drake, not again. It’s like the policeman said: it’s the relapse that gets you.










CHAPTER FIVE




EVENTUALLY, I RUN out of booze. It was bound to happen sooner or later.


I nip out to the local off-licence to grab a few more bottles of gin, but on the way back to my flat I get an itchy, tingly feeling at the back of my neck.


My footsteps have an echo. It’s a soft one, but it’s there. I swear someone’s following me. I can’t get a scent, because they’re downwind from me, but I can hear a heartbeat that isn’t human.


This is the point at which I should book it back to the flat, or run away entirely to a new city, or a new country even, but I’m still a little drunk, so instead I decide to turn a corner, then nip into the first alley I pass and see if I can get eyes on the person behind me. It’s not the stealthiest move I’ve ever made. Either I don’t move quickly enough to fool them, or they’re tracking my scent – which, frankly, I should have thought about before attempting the manoeuvre – because they’re right behind me when I turn back towards the mouth of the alley, silhouetted against the streetlights on the main road. They can see my face, but I can’t see theirs.


It’s at this point I realise that Massacres make for bad planning.


‘Don’t take another step,’ I warn the shadow. ‘I’ve got—’ I look down at the bottles in my arms and do a quick count ‘—five bottles of gin, and I can afford to lose at least one of them bashing your head in.’


The figure doesn’t move. But then I recognise something in the height, in the shape of the shoulders, in the wave of the hair, and in the gangly Labradorishness of the limbs.


‘Cam?’ I whisper.


‘Hello, Jack.’


He turns slightly sideways, so the light falls on his face. It really is him. He’s a little more muscular, a little more chiseled around the jaw, and the Invicti have tidied up his hair, but here he is: my partner, my confidante, my best friend.


And now he’s one of them.


‘Look, Cam,’ I say, backing away as I clutch my gin bottles to my chest, ‘I know I did some bad things, and I ruined your admission ceremony to the Solis Invicti by trying to murder the Primus, but I’m still your best friend in the world, right? You don’t have to do this.’


‘I’m a little insulted by that.’ And he doesn’t look amused, either.


‘You’re loyal, I know,’ I say, scrambling for ideas as I trip over random detritus. ‘And I know being in the Invicti has always been a dream of yours, and I wouldn’t want to jeopardise that, but maybe you could just… let me go?’


His face twists. The light isn’t great, but I don’t think he’s impressed.


The alley is a dead-end and my back’s against the wall. I could try to run, but I know Cam’s faster than me. There’s no point.


‘For old times’ sake?’ I say, desperately.


‘You think I’m here to capture you?’ he asks.


‘Are you... not? I thought the Invicti had orders to kill me on sight.’


‘You are a complete idiot, do you know that? Firstly, give me a little credit: I know your scent like I know my own, and I could track you halfway around the world and back if I had to. If I wanted to bring you in, I would have done it back in January. Secondly, if you’re wandering around in the open like this, then frankly you deserve to get caught. And thirdly, I’m your best friend in the world and you haven’t seen me since New Year’s. Are you going to make me beg for a hug?’


It takes a moment for all of this to filter through my addled brain.


‘A hug?’ I whisper.


Then I drop the bottles of gin and start crying.


Cam wraps me up in his arms and I let him. ‘Oh, Jack,’ he says, holding me close. ‘You’re a mess. Have you been drinking?’


‘Yes,’ I sob, ‘of course I’ve been drinking. But that’s not why I’m crying.’


‘Is it because you smashed one of your many bottles of gin?’


‘No,’ I sniff, wiping my nose on my sleeve. ‘And I’m blaming you for that.’


‘At least you didn’t waste it bashing my head in.’ He pulls back from the hug to get a good look at me, then wipes away my tears with his thumbs. ‘Who did you think I was, anyway?’


‘I don’t know, but I was worried you might be Yolande Leclercq.’


‘Oh, yes. I saw the graffiti in the college quad.’


‘And you’re not even a little bit tempted to join forces with her?’


He just laughs at that and retrieves my unbroken bottles from the piles of rubbish at my feet.


‘I hope you’re not expecting me to share those,’ I say.


‘Only a little,’ he replies, and the smile fades from his face. ‘Look, I can’t stay long.’


‘Why are you here?’ I ask. ‘Not that it isn’t amazing to see you, but if you aren’t here to bring me to justice…’


‘I can’t just be missing you?’ he says innocently, but I know it has to be more than that.


‘You wouldn’t risk it unless it was something important,’ I say.


‘All right. I’m here to warn you about—’ He glances around and doesn’t seem satisfied by what he sees. ‘Is there somewhere we can go to talk?


‘If you’re sure you weren’t followed.’ I go up on my tiptoes so I can peek over his shoulder to scan the street behind him.


‘Okay, now I’m feeling insulted again,’ he says. ‘I might need another hug.’


‘You can have all the hugs you want once we’re inside,’ I say, taking his hand. ‘Come on.’





It’s only when I’ve already got Cam upstairs with the door half-open that I remember what a state my flat is in: the blood I’ve spilled on the floor, the empty bottles, the Drake-shaped holes in the plaster… It doesn’t exactly give the impression that I’m doing well.


‘Rough night?’ he says, looking around at the flotsam I’ve left in my wake.


‘Rough month,’ I reply.


I pick up everything that’s piled on the sofa and chuck it on the floor, making room for the two of us. Cam sits without judgement. He’s seen enough of my college rooms over the past couple of decades not to expect good housekeeping from me.


‘Just so we’re clear,’ he says, ‘you don’t have to worry about me. I’m not going to tell anyone where you are. The Invicti don’t know I’m here, and they never will. Actually, let’s just say I was never here in the first place, and we never had the conversation we’re about to have. Okay?’


‘Okay, super spy.’


‘Okay. Gin?’ Cam offers me one of the bottles he’s just dumped on the sofa.


‘I think I’d better take a break until you’ve told me the bad news. Is it Leclercq? Has she found me?’


‘You’re really that worried about her?’ Cam asks, surprised.


‘Of course I am. She moves like a ghost. You remember what it was like that night at Crimson when the place got lit on fire – I’m pretty sure that was her doing the clandestine fire-starting. And then there was that time she blew us up.’


‘And shredded your leather jacket,’ Cam adds.


‘Right, and I loved that jacket. My point is, she knows explosives. Also, you know, she might be nursing a misguided grudge against me.’


‘Misguided?’


‘A bit,’ I say, then for the sake of fairness I add: ‘Not entirely.’


Leclercq has every right to hate me for what I did. I can accept that – I hate myself for it too – but she doesn’t know the whole truth. Leclercq doesn’t know that Winta double-crossed her at the end. As far as she’s concerned, Winta wasn’t my girlfriend, who was about to screw Leclercq over and run away with me. No, she was Leclercq’s girlfriend, and I ruined their happily-ever-after. In those circumstances, I can understand why she might want me dead.


‘What’s wrong with your skin?’ Cam asks, watching me rub at the spots on my arm where it’s started to burn. Thinking about all of this makes it harder to ignore the pain, and it’s been four weeks since my last healing. It’ll only get worse from now on. ‘Did you hurt yourself?’


I debate the merits of lying to him. Technically, he works for the enemy, and anything I tell him could end up being leaked back to them, but I don’t think he’d do that to me. Not Cam.


‘When I used the syringe of Khalyed’s blood…’ I say, but I’m not sure how to finish the sentence. ‘You heard about that, right?’


He nods, and I’m grateful that I don’t have to go into details.


‘It broke in my hand,’ I go on, ‘and some of the blood got into me. It burns, from time to time.’


For a moment, Cam says nothing, he just stares at me, scanning my body in a panic for signs of imminent combustion. Then he says, ‘Are you serious? How are you still alive?’


‘I can’t really go into that.’ Since telling him the truth about the bond and the healing mojo could endanger Drake, it doesn’t feel like it’s my secret to share.


‘You have to.’


‘No, Cam. I don’t. I don’t have to do anything.’


‘No, Jack, listen. It’s important,’ he says, leaning forward to take my hands in his. ‘I came here to warn you: you’re fixating on Yolande Leclercq, but the person you really need to be worried about is Adewale Ladipo.’


‘Oh, trust me, I am. I’m worried about all the Invicti. Except you, of course.’ Not anymore, at least.


‘But Adewale isn’t working with us on this.’


‘Excuse me?’


‘You killed his sister, Jack. He’s gone off on his own with his friend Alistair Jameson. The rest of the Invicti are trying to bring you in alive, but if Adewale and Alistair find you first and you accidentally end up dead, no one’s going to blame them for it. They’re older than you, they’re stronger than you, they’ve got gizmos and gadgets galore, and they’ve been trained by the Invicti, who – and you can trust me on this – know what they’re doing when it comes to boot camp. You are in trouble. Do you hear me? Trouble.’


‘I was already aware of that, actually.’


‘But if you’ve got a cure for Dr Jay’s blood, and by extension his serum,’ he goes on, ignoring me, ‘then that could be enough to buy you a way out of this.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘Ed told you the story. Remember? Dr Jay bit Adewale’s father and infected him with an earlier version of the serum. If you can offer Adewale whatever you’re using to treat Dr Jay’s poison, then maybe it’ll help his father, and maybe that’ll be enough to get him to call off this witch-hunt against you.’


‘But Winta and Adewale’s parents are dead,’ I say, confused. ‘Adewale told me so himself. The Invicti killed his parents because his mother tried to steal Khalyed’s blood to develop a cure for his father. They’re gone.’


‘He told you that?’


‘Yes.’


Cam shrugs. ‘Then he was lying.’


‘He was— Wait a minute,’ I say. ‘You told me that too.’


‘I don’t think I did.’ Cam crinkles his face into an expression of such fake puzzlement that it wouldn’t fool anyone.


‘You did, too!’ I insist. ‘When we were down in Drake’s basement, just after we’d been to Khalyed’s box—’


‘You mean after you tricked us into going down there and showing you where he was, so you could come back later and steal his blood to kill the Primus?’


Bugger. I forgot that part.


‘Never mind that,’ I say.


‘I do mind that,’ he replies. ‘I mind it a lot, and I’m not sure Ed’s ever going to forgive you for it. Dr Jay was his friend.’


‘Yes, and you said Ed had been working with Winta’s parents to make a cure, but they didn’t manage it because the Ladipos died,’ I say, talking over him. ‘You lied to me, Cam.’


‘Oh, I lied, did I? If we’re having a competition about who’s the biggest liar out of the two of us, who do you think is going to win that?’


Okay, he might have a point, there.


‘Because one of us secretly got back together with her ex,’ he goes on, ‘then pretended she’d been kidnapped by her other ex, while she and the original ex plotted the downfall of Silver society as we know it, all while lying through her teeth to her best friend about it, while the other one of us told a tiny white lie to keep a friend’s confidence. Which of those sounds worse to you?’
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