

CONTENT WARNINGS

There is a full list of content warnings at the back of this book, and also available on Josie’s website here

[image: ]




SERIES RECAPS

Recaps of the Silverse books are available on Josie’s website here

[image: ]








CHAPTER ONE




JULIA’S WORLD WAS blue.


Blue was everything. Blue was safe. Blue was home.


How she longed to see red.


She could just glimpse it from the alley in which she crouched. The forests of the Red were ever present, cradling and encroaching on stone and blue paint. The tops of the trees danced over the stuccoed walls of the buildings that formed the Blue: the last city on earth. 


‘They’re coming out,’ Claudia whispered.


Julia looked away from the tree line that marked the edge of her world and turned to follow her friend’s gaze. The doors of the temple were swinging open, soundless and majestic. Their silence left a vacuum where there should have been noise. She wanted to scream into it, to fill the void. Instead, she wrestled another weed from between the paving stones and threw it hard into the trug.


Claudia’s fingers clasped at Julia’s arm in excitement, her eyes fixed on the doors across the square. ‘Here they come,’ she said.


‘You see them every day, Claud. They’re just people.’


‘Not like this though. It’s Inauguration Day. Why aren’t you excited?’


Julia couldn’t have cared less about it, because it had nothing to do with her.


She wrapped her fist around the leaves of a dandelion and pulled, leaning back to put her body weight behind it, but she’d been too rough. She fell onto her backside as the leaves snapped off in her fingers, leaving the roots in the ground and a feeling of tight impotence in her chest.


The procession spilled out into the square as Julia brushed the leaves from her hands. The new Candidates followed the priestess like little ducklings following their mother, crowding close with small, shuffling steps in their eagerness. There were only seven girls this year. Julia recognised all of them; the Blue wasn’t that big.


‘There she is,’ Claudia sighed.


She didn’t have to point, because they both knew whom she meant: Marcella. The girl was so shockingly beautiful that anyone would think she was already a Noble. No one had been surprised when she was chosen as a Candidate. Her skin was smooth and flint-black, illuminated so perfectly by the sunshine that it was as though it were worshipping her with its rays. She was average in height, but proportioned like a taller woman, with long, delicate limbs and a graceful neck. Her hair seemed to crown her head in a riot of dark curls.


All of the girls were dressed in their best clothing, showing off swathes of skin dripping in jewels. Most of them seemed weighed down by their decoration, as though they had been subsumed into it, but Marcella wore it lightly. Nothing could make her any more or less stunning than she already was.


‘Look at Diana’s hair,’ Claudia whispered. ‘Isn’t it gorgeous?’


The girl was taller than the others, nearly as tall as the priestess herself. Her blonde hair was teased into a fountain on the top of her head so it spilled in tumbles down the sides of her face. Combined with her jewelled orange dress, Julia thought it made her look like a wilted carrot.


‘It’s stupid,’ she said.


‘You think everything’s stupid.’


‘Only things that aren’t real. This is real,’ Julia said, pushing her fingernails between the paving slabs as she sought out the elusive dandelion root. ‘Dirt is real. Earth is real. Work is real. All that glitter out there in the square is just make believe.’


Claudia sat back on her heels and stared at the girls as the priestess led them towards their new lodgings. They would be housed in the grander buildings now, the ones whose gardens and kitchens Julia and Claudia were too lowly to tend.


‘That’s not what you really think,’ Claudia said. ‘You weren’t like this last year.’


‘Yeah, well, last year I was stupid too.’


‘Because you thought you might be one of them.’


Julia shook her head with a bitter laugh. ‘I never thought that,’ she said, but it wasn’t entirely true.


It was too late for them both now. They’d been assigned to their rank months ago, and with it went Julia’s hopes for a better life. They’d never be anything other than Servers, from now until the day they died. Cleaning, cooking, gardening, laundering and waiting on the Nobles would take up the rest of their lives. And feeding, of course, but Julia wasn’t even good enough for that, apparently. It was a matter of taste, they said, and she had too little delicacy about her.


‘This is the last morning we’ll spend together,’ Claudia said quietly.


‘I know.’


‘Then don’t ruin it.’


‘I’m sorry. I just…’


‘I know,’ Claudia said, ‘you wanted to be a Candidate.’


She was dead wrong. What Julia wanted, what her heart screamed for, was the freedom she imagined to exist in the Red. That wasn’t a desire she could show to anyone, not even Claudia. In a city of many taboos, a human leaving the Blue was the biggest. They said it was dangerous, and that no humans had ever returned alive. But if they did survive out there, then why would they come back?


If it hadn’t been for Claudia, Julia would have left without a backward glance. She was nothing here, and she would always be nothing if she stayed.


But she wasn’t ready to risk death for the faint possibility of liberty. Not yet.


Her eyes strayed back towards the treetops as she rose to her feet and wiped her muddy fingers on the front of her cloak. Clouds were being blown across the sky by a wind that began to batter the edges of the forest. She pulled the sides of her hood tighter around her face, suddenly cold.


‘Are you thinking about them again?’ Claudia asked.


‘Do you think about yours?’


‘Sometimes,’ she said, picking up the trug as she stood. ‘I wonder what my father was thinking. He just can’t have loved me that much, I guess.’


‘Or he loved your mother too much.’


‘Maybe.’ Claudia fiddled with the weeds they’d collected. ‘Either way, they’re gone now.’


‘Well, at least your parents weren’t traitors,’ Julia said.


Claudia met her eye with a wry smile. ‘Not both of them, anyway,’ she said, ‘but one was bad enough to make me a Server.’


‘The other was good enough to make you an Attendant.’


Despite herself, Claudia smiled at the reminder of her recent preferment.


If there had been any justice then she would have been a Candidate. They both knew it. She was sweet in nature and appearance: the perfect combination. It still hadn’t allowed her to follow in her mother’s footsteps, but if she couldn’t be a Candidate, then an Attendant was the next best thing. She would remain a Server, but of a higher class, assigned to one of the Nobles as their own.


It seemed the worst of both worlds to Julia - still being a Server, just with even greater scrutiny - but Claudia was delighted. Julia didn’t want to spoil this for her.


‘I wonder if he’ll be handsome,’ Claudia said, her voice wispy and soft. ‘Maybe we’ll fall in love. Maybe he’ll love me so much that he’ll insist the Empress makes me a Candidate, so we can be together forever.’


Trust Claud to view her new servitude as romantic.


‘How do you even know he’ll be a he?’ Julia said.


‘That’s what they said when they told me it was happening. They even gave me his name: Rufus.’


‘Latin,’ Julia said.


‘Yep, just like us.’


‘He was born here, then?’


‘It sounds like it, doesn’t it? I wonder how old that makes him. He must be young.’


‘The Blue’s been here for hundreds of years, Claud.’


‘Fine, relatively young then.’


‘Yes,’ Julia said, unable to resist teasing her, ‘but he might not look it.’


Age wasn’t simple in the Blue. These days every Candidate was under thirty, but admission to the ranks of immortality hadn’t always been so controlled. Most of the Nobles were frozen in their prime, but some were as gnarled as the old woman who ran the kitchen.


Claudia’s face screwed up in distaste. ‘I hadn’t considered that.’


‘I’m sure he’ll be wonderful.’


‘And handsome,’ Claudia said, smiling winsomely.


‘I’m sure.’


And heartless, Julia thought, just like they all are.





They spent the afternoon in the kitchen, speaking in whispers as they scrubbed vegetables. The room around them was filled with quiet industry as Servers worked together to prepare dinner. Everything was scoured, peeled and scorched until the life had been pummelled out of it, just in case. Gnarled old Livia said there was only danger in things that bled, and even then only if they came from the Red, but you could never be too sure.


Blood could give life in the Blue, but in the Red it was death.


The beds of Julia’s nails were already sore from prying weeds out of the concrete, but still she scrubbed. It mattered that her work was done well. Children in the Blue were raised on cautionary tales that shaped their fears: maidens poisoned with apples tainted by a drop of robin’s blood, or heroes conquering great beasts, only to die alongside them as monstrous gore - pure contamination - washed into their wounds. Julia lived in the shadow of those stories.


‘Are you alright?’ Claudia whispered.


‘Of course.’ Julia forced a smile for her.


‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought up your parents.’


‘It’s fine, Claud, really.’ She put a clean parsnip on the pile and reached for another to wash. ‘But…’


‘What?’


‘They must be dead. I mean, if they were alive, wouldn’t they have come back for me?’


Claudia didn’t reply. She was avoiding Julia’s eyes.


‘You do think they’re dead,’ Julia said.


‘It’s not that.’ Claudia’s voice was gentle. ‘They left you, Jules. They walked out into the Red and left you behind. If they’re dead - which yes, I’m sorry, I think they are - then do you really care?’


Julia dug her aching fingernails into the vegetable in her hand. The pain radiated up her arm through the tendons, burning off the irritation that had been tickling under her skin.


‘I suppose not,’ she said.


It made no difference. She didn’t want them anymore. She didn’t want to follow them into the Red so she could find them, like she’d wanted when she was a child. Now she wanted to follow them simply to see what they had found, because she hoped desperately that what was out there might be better than what was in here.


She didn’t know, though, and that was what fixed her feet at the boundary line every time she thought of running.


‘Anyway,’ Julia said, ‘do you know when you’re meeting him?’


‘Sunset.’


Julia stifled a snort. ‘Of course. How dramatic.’


‘Oh, don’t be like that.’


‘Alright, so you meet him. Then what?’


Claudia nudged her with an elbow. ‘You know what.’


‘Yes, but do you?’ Julia nudged back.


‘There is training, you know. I know what I’m doing, thank you very much.’


They both jumped as Livia tossed another bag of roots onto the table beside them.


‘Come on, you two,’ she said. ‘At this rate, we’ll be serving up dinner for breakfast tomorrow.’


‘No one can tell the difference anyway,’ Julia murmured, earning herself a gentle clip around the ear. The blow was deliberately soft; Livia might be old, but she was far from feeble.


‘With that mouth,’ she said, ‘it’s no wonder you weren’t picked for Attendant.’ Her words were not without love. ‘Maybe next year,’ she added.


‘I hope not.’


‘Me neither,’ Livia said with a smile. ‘I’d hate to lose you both.’


‘You’ll still have me in the afternoons,’ Claudia said.


Livia took the scrubbing brush from Claudia’s hands and rubbed her fingers between her own. ‘Not for this work,’ she said, her voice pitched low. ‘There’ll be no dirt under your nails, not when you’re serving a gentleman. You make sure you clean them up nicely when you’re done.’


‘He won’t care about my nails.’


‘Is that what you think? You’ll soon find they care about the wrapping as much as they do what’s inside. You can trust me on that.’


Someone called Livia’s name from the other side of the kitchen and she left them to their scrubbing. Julia watched her go before leaning close to Claudia’s ear.


‘I heard she was Attendant to the Empress,’ Julia whispered.


‘No!’


‘It’s true. One of the gardeners told me.’


Claudia looked over her shoulder and studied the old woman more closely.


‘It would certainly explain a lot,’ she said.


‘Her rooms upstairs,’ Julia added.


‘For one. That necklace she wears as well. I wonder whether the Empress loved her.’


‘I doubt it, or she wouldn’t be here.’


Claudia shrugged. ‘She’s old.’


And that was the end of it as far as Claudia was concerned: Livia’s age alone made her worthy of being discarded, even if the Empress had feelings for her. It was the way the Nobles thought. Claudia really should have been a Candidate, because if she stayed human there was no way she was going to cope with the changes time would work on her body as she aged.


How strange it must have been for Livia to grow old while those she knew, maybe even cared about, stayed the same. Although Julia was too young to have experienced that incongruity firsthand, the fact of it didn’t sit well with her. It seemed distasteful for the elite of the Blue to stay eternally young and shiny while their Servers slid into decrepitude around them, piece by broken piece. There was an arrogance to it that troubled her, although she couldn’t deny that such arrogance seemed justified.


‘Well,’ Claudia said, ‘I fully intend that my Noble will fall head over heels for me.’ Her tone was playful, but Julia couldn’t tell whether she was joking or not. She fervently hoped that she was.


‘You’d better go and get ready then. I’ll finish these off.’


Claudia needed little encouragement. She rushed back to their room to clean and primp herself, leaving Julia alone at the sink. She supposed she had better get used to it. Without Claudia, Livia was the only Server in the kitchen who would talk to her. She was marked by her parents’ treachery, and none of the others would risk censure by association.


She’d be scrubbing alone from now on.





Julia was already in bed by the time Claudia returned to the room they shared in the cellar. It was mattress from wall to wall. Their garments hung from pegs behind the door and a small shelf held a few treasured possessions: a pocket knife, some ribbons, a brush and a plastic ornament a boy had once found in the earth and given to Claudia. It was precious not just because most plastic had degraded now, but because the boy was gone too.


Space was so tight that the door thunked into the mattress as Claudia squeezed into the room. 


‘How was it?’ Julia asked.


‘Okay.’


Claudia didn’t take off her cloak before sitting down on the edge of the bed. Meagre moonlight leaked from the single high window, but it wasn’t bright enough for Julia to be able to pick out her friend’s features.


‘Claud?’


She looked away.


Julia threw off her blanket and shuffled closer. ‘Are you alright?’ she asked softly.


‘I’m fine. It was fine. I just… It wasn’t how I expected it to be.’


‘In what way?’


She finally turned towards Julia. The moonlight caught the shine of moisture in her eyes.


‘It hurt,’ she whispered in a voice that was strangled by emotion. ‘I expected it to hurt a bit, but Jules, I was screaming. And there was so much blood.’


‘Already?’


Maybe she’d been naive to think he’d wait. It was what the Attendants were for, after all.


‘Every day,’ Claudia was saying, her words worryingly distant. ‘I’m going to have to let him do it every day. I’ll never stop bleeding.’


Julia took Claudia’s hands in her own. ‘Show me,’ she said.


There was a long pause before Claudia raised her shaking hands to her hood and pulled it down, baring her neck. The jagged wound glistened.


‘It burns,’ she said.


It was like no wound Julia had ever seen. She’d imagined that blood was taken from Attendants with needles and knives, not with teeth.


Naive was definitely the word.


‘He just… bit you?’ Julia asked.


‘They told me he might. I thought it would feel, you know, good. Doesn’t everyone say it feels good?’ Desperation was creeping into her voice now.


Julia didn’t know what to say, but she knew what had to be done.


‘Stay here,’ she said as she stood and grabbed her cloak from the back of the door. ‘I’ll be back in a moment.’ 


She slipped from the room, her bare feet padding soundlessly on the cold stones as she made her way back up to the kitchen. It was warmer there. The fire always smouldered through the night, and it wasn’t yet late enough for the flames to have died down completely.


Livia was slumbering in her chair in front of the hearth. She stirred as Julia struggled to extricate a bowl from a cupboard.


‘Ah,’ the woman said. ‘Claudia’s returned?’


‘Yes.’ Julia took a clean towel from the pile by the sink and made her way towards the back door. There was a small courtyard beyond, with a pump well that fed the buildings surrounding it.


‘No need,’ Livia said, calling Julia back as she pushed herself up from the chair. ‘I have hot water ready here. Needle and thread too, if she needs it. She’ll want something to eat, too.’


Livia bustled around the kitchen, making up a tray with a candle, medicine, and precious tea with a few biscuits that she must have pilfered from the tins of the Nobles. She smiled when she saw Julia’s surprise at the sweet confection.


‘Just this once,’ she said. ‘They owe it to her, don’t you think?’


‘You knew,’ Julia said.


‘I had an inkling. Here, you fill up your bowl and I’ll carry the tray down for you.’


‘How?’ Julia asked as she lifted the kettle from the hearth. ‘How did you know? If this is what happens, then how did we not know it? Why did no one tell her?’


Julia jerked the kettle around as she spoke, her movements erratic in her agitation. Water sloshed out of the spout to steam on the flagstones.


Livia gently took it from her hand and used it to fill the bowl.


‘He hurt her?’ she asked.


‘He bit her.’


‘They’re not always the same thing, my girl. You can take it from me.’


‘Well, this time they were.’


Livia shook her head. ‘He’s young. Those ones, sometimes they like to make their mark. Does she need stitching?’


Julia looked at the needle Livia had set on the tray and imagined pushing it through the skin of Claudia’s neck. The thought made her dizzy. She couldn’t understand how Livia was so calm.


‘I don’t know,’ she said, putting her hand on the counter to steady herself. ‘I could only see blood.’ She could feel her hairline prickling with sweat.


Livia took her arm and guided her back towards the fire. ‘Come sit in my chair for a moment.’


‘No, I’ve been away too long already. I need to get back to her.’


She would do whatever she needed to do, because it was for Claud.


‘Alright then,’ Livia said, picking up the tray. ‘I’m right behind you.’


Claudia was waiting exactly where Julia had left her. Livia struggled for a moment to get the door open wide enough to pass in the tray, then she left them to it.


Julia sat down next to her friend, the bowl and towel in her lap.


‘How are you feeling?’ she asked, passing over the mug of tea. It had been made with used leaves, the Nobles’ scraps, so it was weak, but at least it was hot.


Claudia cradled it in her hands. They were less shaky now, but she was still pale.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I overreacted.’


‘No, you didn’t. Can you tip your head back?’


Even when she brought the candle closer, all Julia could see was blood staining Claudia’s throat, seeping into the top of her dress. She helped her shrug out of the cloak then set to cleaning the wound. It must have been painful, but Claudia held perfectly still as she wiped the mess from her skin. She could see his teeth now, stamped into the flesh. It had mostly stopped bleeding, but a few deep gashes still seeped.


‘I’m going to have to sew it closed,’ Julia whispered.


Claudia ate the biscuits and washed them down with her tea while Julia prepared the needle. It was sharp, but still it needed to be forced through the skin. Julia hadn’t expected that. She’d thought it would slip through smoothly, but instead it felt like she was perpetuating Rufus’s violation. 


Claudia screwed up her face against the pain, but she didn’t flinch. 


After four difficult stitches and some careful bandaging, they curled up beneath the blankets and tried to sleep. Julia held Claudia close for a while, but it wasn’t long before the girl rolled away from her. The mattress shook with the misery of her silent tears.





Julia was lonely without her. She had woken that morning to find that Claudia had already gone back to Rufus. Julia was left alone to her weeding, finishing off the alley where they had been working the previous day.


It was a pretty spot. She could imagine it might have been nice, once upon a time. Dainty stone staircases ran up the sides of the buildings to upper floors and down into recessed basement doors. There were bare colonnades built to support trellises and awnings that had long since rotted away. She could even see the remains of different coloured paints in the layers of cracking stucco: pinks, yellows and oranges. These days, there was only blue.


Today, it was the boys’ turn to have their Inauguration Day. There were more new male Candidates than female - Julia counted twelve - but she’d be surprised if any of them made it to the Casting. It was unusual for them to be selected for the honour in the year of their inauguration, and even those chosen to participate were rarely successful. There had been only one new ennoblement in Julia’s lifetime, a statistic so dire that she wondered why anyone would risk their life by accepting the rank of Candidate.


Still, she couldn’t say for certain that she wouldn’t once have taken that risk herself, had the opportunity been offered to her. For some, even the slim chance of becoming Noble was worth it. Perhaps others hoped never to be selected for the Casting at all, but simply to live a comfortable life with the greater privileges the rank of Candidate afforded them. Either way, Julia was glad she had no friends amongst the boys who were now following the priest to their new homes. After what she’d seen last night, she wanted nothing to do with the Nobles.


Unfortunately, that was out of her control.


By the time she got back to the kitchen, Claudia had returned, all smiles. Julia might have thought she had hallucinated the events of the previous night, were it not for the bandage on Claudia’s neck and the way that she carefully avoided looking at Julia.


‘So, is he handsome?’ one of the younger girls asked.


‘You wouldn’t believe how handsome he is!’ came the reply. ‘He’s got these gorgeous blue eyes, and dark hair that’s sort of messy but perfect, and the prettiest mouth you’ve ever seen.’


Julia set the edible weeds she had collected onto the sideboard and started towards the back door to fill her scrubbing bowl from the well.


‘Is it true that he’s favoured by the Empress?’ another asked.


‘That’s what they say. And this morning, he gave me this.’


Julia looked over her shoulder to see Claudia showing off a choker she wore around her neck. The black lace stood out against the bandage at her throat.


‘He’s a complete gentleman,’ she went on.


Livia caught Julia’s eye while the other girls sighed over the gift. Julia knew the price Claudia had paid for it.


She didn’t want to hear any more. She pushed her way out into the courtyard and put her bowl down on the ground, leaning against the pump as her mind threw up unwelcome memories of the needle piercing Claudia’s skin, the thread pulling her broken flesh back together.


‘You know she doesn’t believe a word of it,’ Livia said.


Julia hadn’t realised that the woman had followed her out.


‘It’s just what she has to tell them, and herself,’ she went on, ‘because she’s ashamed of the truth.’


‘It’s all she ever wanted,’ Julia said as she filled up the bowl. ‘After they didn’t make her a Candidate, it was all she ever talked about.’


Livia stepped towards her. ‘Leave that,’ she said, taking the bowl from her hands.


‘No, I’ll feel better if I just get on with scrubbing the vegetables.’


But Livia wouldn’t let it go.


‘Livia?’


‘It wasn’t what you wanted, though, was it?’ the woman asked her. ‘You never wanted to be an Attendant.’ There was a rueful note in her voice that made Julia wary.


‘What?’


‘The priestess came by earlier.’ Her tone was so soft it was practically a whisper. ‘One of the Nobles is pregnant, and with Quintus missing they’re already down one Attendant so their reserve is spoken for. They need another.’


‘Now?’


Livia nodded, and Julia’s stomach dropped. The ranks had already been finalised. Julia had assumed she was safe, that her lack of delicacy had saved her.


‘They can’t want me,’ she said.


‘They won’t take anyone else. You’re the best option, the priestess said, for the Noble who needs attending.’


‘A pregnant woman?’


An indecipherable expression crossed Livia’s face. It could have been regret or anger on Julia’s behalf, but it might also have been guilt.


‘No,’ she said. ‘They’ve moved one of the other Attendants to care for her, so you’ll be caring for, well, someone else. A man.’


‘One of the young ones?’


‘Yes.’


The unspoken words hung between them: one of the young ones who liked to make their mark, just like Rufus had on Claudia. Soon Julia would be the one who needed to be sewn up by candlelight.


‘When?’ she asked.


‘Tomorrow, at sunset. Wait at the temple steps, and he’ll find you.’


‘So soon? With no training?’ Her voice sounded strained. She couldn’t believe this was happening.


‘The priestess will talk to you in the morning. I’m sorry, Julia.’


Livia gave her a look filled with sympathy, then carried the bowl of water back into the kitchen as though it were just a normal afternoon.


Julia couldn’t make sense of it. There was no reason for the priestess to pick her, particularly not for a young male Noble. She wasn’t poised or pretty or disciplined. She had none of the qualities that made Claudia so prized. There was nothing they could want from her. Was she being punished? Was he being punished?


She’d thought she was safe, but there was no true safety in the Blue.





Julia stopped only to collect her pocket knife and a spare cloak before making her way towards the boundary fence. She moved quickly and quietly, keeping to alleys where she could, until the buildings started to drop away into rubble on either side of her. These outer reaches of the Blue were so neglected that she had to clamber in places, hauling herself over tumbledown masonry and under fallen trees.


They felt more oppressive here, like sentinels at the fence.


The trees were always present in the Blue, crowding in from the forests of the Red that surrounded them, but here they hung heavily over the divide between the two worlds, cradling the city in their boughs. Their branches draped over the boundary line as their roots burrowed under it, as though they might crush the fence between the two.


Julia stroked one of the wooden posts with her fingers, feeling the texture of the weathered grain. It wasn’t an impressive fence. It only came up to her shoulders here, but it wasn’t designed to keep people in, just to keep out what few animals remained in the Red. After all, the most effective barriers against the humans were the ones in their minds, and the rulers of the Blue had built them well. There was no point in building a boundary wall too when fear alone would keep them contained.


That fear was with her now. It told her she would die the moment she set foot outside the Blue, or if not then the apples she ate would be poisonous, the beasts she met would be monstrous and any blood that touched her would prove fatal.


Were the monsters of the Red any worse than the one who awaited her in the Blue? She didn’t have the measure of either, and it was that uncertainty that had brought her to this threshold. If she didn’t leave the Blue now, she never would.


She took a deep breath and gripped the top of the fence. It was time to find out.


There was a flash of red between the trees. It was too bright to be a deer or fox, and too fast to be natural. Julia wondered for a moment whether she had imagined it, but then she glimpsed it again. It moved like nothing she’d ever seen, with a strange percussive noise.


Thu-thu-thhhwump.


It was then that she noticed the silence. There were no bird calls here, just the sound of the breeze moving lightly amongst the leaves, and the thudding movement of the red figure.


Thhhwump-chk.


Even the woodland’s ubiquitous squirrels were absent. The red creature was the only living thing here with her.


An inhuman cry cut through the forest. It was plaintive and feral, but distorted into something twisted as the figure strobed between the trees. It chilled her blood.


There was something out there that she didn’t want to meet.


Her fingers clenched against the wood for a second longer before she finally let go and ran back to the alleys she knew without a backward glance.


She was staying in the Blue.


For now.










CHAPTER TWO




CAMERON’S WORLD WAS red.


He’d spent weeks there this time, most of them without blood, and all for nothing. He’d left it too long, and he was on his knees.


It was time to go home. For one night, he promised himself, but no more.


He rarely stayed long in the Blue these days. He couldn’t stand to look at the others when they all knew this was his fault, though they were careful not to blame him. Still, he blamed himself. The passing centuries might not have aged him, but his guilt had, hardening his enthusiasm into determination.


He’d never forgive himself for what had happened to his friend. He’d never stop searching either, even though he was starting to think she was truly gone.


He yelled his frustration into the trees, using the last of his strength to pummel his fists into their bark. It didn’t help. The outburst just made him feel puerile and helpless. It also opened up the skin over his knuckles, which then refused to heal. It had been too long since he’d had any blood.


The lack dulled his senses, but not so much that he didn’t hear the footsteps rushing away in the direction of the Blue. He was closer to the city than he’d thought, too close to be throwing punches into the trees at hyper speed.


‘Nice one, idiot,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Really fucking stealthy.’


He clenched his fists, splitting wide the skin so the blood poured freely.


It still didn’t help.





‘Cam? You’re finally home!’ Viv had spotted him in the square. She pulled him into a welcome hug, but he shrugged free after a second. Affection no longer came easily to him.


‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Where are the others?’


There weren’t many of the Solis Invicti left, but those who remained stuck close together. The Empress used them as her elite military and bodyguard, a role they were used to filling, although not for her. The Blue was so peaceful that it had been a long while since they were last needed, so she didn’t object to Cam’s frequent absences. He didn’t much care even if she did. She knew why he searched.


‘They were up at the palace for the new Candidate introductions this afternoon,’ Viv said, ‘but they should be back in the bunkhouse by now.’


‘It’s that time of year already?’ 


She smiled. ‘You’ve been gone a long time, kid.’


‘I’m over a thousand years old. When are you going to stop calling me that?’


‘When you’re older than I am, you young whippersnapper.’


He groaned.


‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s go celebrate with the others. They’ll be pleased to see you home safe.’


It wasn’t far to the building they occupied. It sat between the temple and the palace, a little way back from the northeast corner of the square. The civic face of the Empress’s rule dominated the space, while the military provided back up. It was neat, but it meant that they were always a little too close to the centre of things for Cam’s tastes. He’d enjoyed that, once. Now he liked the quiet of the woods.


A wide flight of steps ran up to the front doors, which were standing open despite the cool weather.


‘Hey Secundus,’ Viv called up, ‘look who’s home.’


‘Well, it’s about bloody time.’ The man who greeted them could never have been mistaken for anything other than what he was: a soldier. ‘Where the hell have you been?’ he said, but despite his gruff tone, his eyes were kind.


‘Nice to see you too, Tommy.’


‘Come on, man,’ he said, putting his arm around Cam as he joined them on the steps. ‘You’re just in time for dinner.’


They made their way to the lounge, where Cam was greeted, hugged and had his back thumped by his friends. The pleasantries were shorter this time, as they were every time he returned. It made them feel awkward, he thought, to watch him obsess. He made them uncomfortable.


‘Darius, Aaron, Tiberius,’ he said, greeting them each in turn. There was little hope in their eyes, just relief.


At first, they’d searched with him. For the first hundred years or so, all of the Solis Invicti had scoured the Red as far as they could go, searching for any trace of her. Tommy, who was their leader, the Secundus, had mapped it all. He’d meticulously marked off the sectors and plotted new targets, but eventually Cam had been searching alone. When he came back, they no longer asked him whether he’d found her. They just held him, fed him and made him sleep for as long as they could before he slipped away again.


Only Tiberius’s greeting held any hint of excitement, but even that was reserved. He was the youngest of them, smiling and bubbly, and always willing to sit and listen to Cam’s stories of his time spent in the Red.


Cam had been like him once. He couldn’t remember when he’d last looked at the world with that kind of joy.


It wasn’t long before even Tiberius vacated the room, leaving him alone with Viv and Tommy.


‘I covered F24 and G24,’ he said.


‘Shit, Cam,’ Tommy said. ‘No wonder you were away so long. We said one sector at a time.’


‘It’s too slow.’


The lounge wasn’t glamorous, but they had some comfy sofas stuffed with wool and horsehair. Cam could smell the familiar tang of the lanolin. He threw off his dark cloak and sprawled into an armchair, his gangly limbs spilling over its edges. Unfortunately, the action drew attention to his bleeding knuckles.


‘Viv,’ Tommy said, ‘fetch him some blood, would you?’


‘I’m fine,’ Cam protested.


‘No you’re not.’ As Viv left the room, Tommy took a seat in the chair next to his. ‘What happened?’


He cringed. ‘Yeah, about that. I think a human might have seen me speeding in the trees.’


Tommy dragged a hand down his face. ‘Cam…’


‘I know, and I’m sorry, I just didn’t realise how close I was.’


‘And you were wearing that shirt?’


Cam looked down, noticing the brightness of its colour for the first time. He’d picked it up on his way back, desperate for some clean clothes, and hadn’t given it another thought. So long away from home had made him forgetful. No wonder the watcher at the boundary had run.


To the humans of the Blue, red was the colour of monsters.


‘Shit,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I’m such a fuck up.’


‘I suppose I should just be grateful that you put on your cloak before walking through the square.’


Viv returned then, handing a cup to Cam. ‘You would’ve caused a riot,’ she said. ‘That might have been fun.’


‘Missing the action?’ Tommy asked her.


‘I never would have guessed that life would be so boring with Laila as Empress. I mean, seriously, could you have imagined this?’


Tommy shrugged. ‘I suppose the Revelation changed her.’


‘No,’ Cam said, ‘Emmy changed her.’


There was a moment of awkward silence. Cam sipped at his drink, lost in guilt while the others shared an anxious glance. In the end, it was Viv who spoke first.


‘We’ve got a pregnancy,’ she said brightly. ‘So that’s good news.’


‘We’re still down five percent this year,’ Tommy grumbled. Viv slapped him lightly on the arm.


Cam gulped down the rest of the cup. ‘We’re dying out,’ he said. ‘Ed’s gone, Carrie’s gone, Drew’s gone. Sol and Emmy may as well be gone. Soon we’ll all be gone too.’


Tommy shook his head. ‘It’s only five percent.’


‘Yeah, but if you take away five percent every year then eventually you end up with none. We’re done for, Tommy. The fucking Weeper vaccine will be the end of us, and I’m not so sure that’s a bad thing.’


‘You don’t believe that.’


‘Don’t I?’ Cam put his empty mug on the table and got to his feet. He’d been alone too long, and now the company of his friends made him too anxious to relax. It itched his nerves like the dried sweat itched his skin.


‘You don’t see what I see out there,’ he said, making for the door. ‘They’re better off without us.’


‘You could help if you stayed,’ Viv said, catching his hand in hers.


He laughed; a hollow sound. ‘What, by settling down with one of Laila’s Candidates? By trying to fall in love with a teenager? I’m a hundred times their age, Viv, so a hundred times: no.’


She didn’t let go of him. ‘That’s not what we’re asking.’


‘I want you to think about becoming Tertius,’ Tommy said. He was offering him second-in-command of the Solis Invicti. It was a staggering proposal.


‘What about you?’ Cam asked Viv, his brow wrinkling in confusion. She was, and had always been, Tommy’s right hand.


She smiled. ‘Well, that’s the thing,’ she said, releasing Cam so she could take Tommy’s hand. ‘I’m the one who’s pregnant.’


Cam sat back down.


‘Wow,’ he said. ‘I mean, congratulations. Just, wow. So, um, when did this,’ he waggled a finger between the two of them, ‘happen?’


‘About a decade ago,’ Viv said.


Cam’s mouth dropped open. Love was nearly as rare among their kind as pregnancy. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t noticed.


‘You’ve been away,’ she added. ‘There’s a lot you’ve missed.’


‘I guess so.’


‘Promise that you’ll think about our offer.’


It was supposed to be an honour, he knew that, but how could he give up on Emmy? He couldn’t just stop looking.


‘You know I can’t.’


‘It’s been centuries,’ Tommy said. ‘We, well mostly you, have covered practically every inch of the continent.’


‘I’m not going to stop now. I’m not going to stop until I find her.’


‘Cam,’ Viv said, leaning towards him as though to soften her words, ‘you can’t be sure she’s even still alive.’


‘Of course I can. Sol’s still alive, so she must be too. If she’d died, he’d have, you know…’ He made an explosive gesture with his hands.


‘And if he were dead, how would you know it?’ she asked gently. ‘The Primus hasn’t moved for centuries, Cam. Maybe he’s already gone, and maybe she’s gone too. Maybe she’s been gone a long time.’


It was a possibility Cam wasn’t willing to entertain. This was why he never stayed here. They’d all given up already, and they wanted him to do the same.


He pushed himself to his feet again and, with another murmur of, ‘Congratulations’, made his way up to his room.





Laila asked to see him the next morning. The messenger was waiting for him when he got back from the showers. He’d known she would request his attendance sooner or later, but he usually managed to be in and out of the Blue before she realised he was there. Someone must have ratted him out, and he was willing to bet that someone was Tommy.


He ambled into her audience chamber without waiting for an invitation, a careless presumption that would have been more easily pardoned if he were still his jovial former self. Everyone had loved him when he’d smiled.


The room wasn’t big, and the tapestries that lined its walls made it feel even more intimate. As well as being decorative, they muffled the sound from within so it wouldn’t carry.


There were two women sitting at a low table furnished with fruit, nuts and pastries. Even if he hadn’t known her for centuries, Cam would have guessed which of them was the Empress. She was dressed richly in bright fabrics, elaborately embroidered and jewelled, and she was holding the wrist of the other woman to her dark lips.


He’d caught her in the middle of breakfast.


‘You summoned me?’ he said, effecting a mock bow.


Licking the blood from her lips, she waved away her Attendant, then waited until they were alone before speaking.


‘I’m surprised you came at all.’


‘I didn’t realise I had a choice. My brothers seem to have turned against me.’


Laila looked supremely unconcerned. ‘Petulance doesn’t suit you,’ she said.


‘Decadence apparently suits you.’


‘I always hoped it would.’ She gestured to the cushion beside her. ‘Sit.’


‘I don’t have time for this.’


‘Cameron, sit.’


He did as he was told, his long legs spreading awkwardly across the floor. Where he was tall and loose-limbed, the Empress was petite and composed. Every movement she made was precise and delicate, yet fluid at the same time, as though she were moving to a rhythm only she could hear.


‘You’re wasting your time,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to stop looking.’


‘Did I say you should? I’m fairly certain I said no such thing.’


‘But you want me to stop, don’t you? You wouldn’t have any of this if they were here,’ he waved a hand around the room, taking in the tapestries and wall carvings, shining with precious stones and metals. 


‘You mean all this luxury?’ Laila laughed, a melodic rill that was almost blithe enough to belie the steel beneath it. ‘A palace where we have no electricity or running water, and where blood is so scarce we have to ration it? Yes, decadence indeed,’ she scoffed. ‘This unheated hellhole is precisely what I dreamed of back when I used to bathe in warm blood while drinking champagne and watching satellite television.’


‘And what would you have if I brought Emmy back?’


She gave him an even look. ‘You’re going to make me fucking say it, aren’t you?’ she said. ‘You know how I loathe sentimentality.’


‘No, really? You shock me.’


‘I searched for her too, or do you not remember that?’


They’d all searched in those first few years, Laila longer than most. She and Emmy had been close, or as close as Laila got to anyone, but it had been so long ago.


‘We’re suffocating here,’ she continued. ‘Our last death was a suicide. We’re all stuck in the arse-end of nowhere: the only place we can get uncontaminated blood, and the only place we can never show people what we really are. I don’t just want you to find her, Cameron. I need you to find her.’


‘Then why am I here?’


Laila studied him for a moment. ‘I wonder if she’d even recognise you.’


‘What?’


‘You’re not the puppy dog she’ll remember. The Red’s changed you. You’re harder.’


He thought of the hunger, the exhaustion, the nights he’d spent sleeping in the snow until his fingers turned blue and black. Blood might regrow his flesh, but he still felt the pain.


‘We’re all hard,’ he said. ‘We’re Silver.’


Her mouth shaped a delicate moue of reproach. ‘You know we don’t use that word in the city.’


‘Fine, we’re Nobles,’ he said, pouring scorn into the euphemism.


The Empress said nothing.


‘You do think she’s still alive, then?’ he asked.


Laila rose gracefully to her feet with poise Cam could only dream of and opened a bureau in the corner of the room. When she came back to the table, she was holding a single sheet of paper.


‘You’re here for this,’ she said, offering it to him.


He stared at it, trying to make sense of the marks on its surface.


‘Directions?’ he asked. ‘Is this up beyond the mountains?’


‘That’s right. One of the roamers heard about a settlement up on the coast, in what used to be Germany.’


Cam shook his head. ‘We’ve searched there already.’


‘Recently?’


He tried to think back. That was the problem, of course: Emmy wasn’t necessarily staying in the same place. They couldn’t search everywhere at the same time, not when they had to move at human speed, and things were so much slower now that he was working alone. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been up that way.


‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Do you know where on the coast this is?’ He waved the map.


‘The roamer got the sketch from a trading caravan, who got it from another. They’d never been there themselves. That beach,’ she pointed to a mark on the paper, ‘could be anywhere.’


Determination hardened Cam’s jaw. ‘I’ll find it. Did he say anything else?’


‘Only that they knew what he was. He wasn’t masking the silver in his eyes, and they recognised it.’


It was the feature that defined their race. They had been called the Silver once, named for the colour of the shining filaments that threaded through the whites of their eyes. They could hide it so they appeared human, and they took care to ensure it was always hidden in the Blue. They didn’t need to be so careful in the Red.


Cam thought it through. If there were others of his kind living out there, then they must have found uncontaminated humans from whom to feed.


‘Wait,’ he said, ‘are you saying what I think you’re saying?’


‘I think she’s alive, Cameron.’


It was the first good lead they’d had in years.


He got to his feet with some difficulty, scattering the cushions beneath him.


‘Thank you for this,’ he said, holding up the map. After a moment’s hesitation, he leaned down and kissed her cheek.


Her expression was halfway between a smile and a grimace. ‘Just find her, alright?’


‘I’ll come back with her,’ he promised, ‘or not at all.’





It didn’t take him long to pack: he just threw some clean clothes into a bag. He’d pick up some food and blood on his way out. Tommy preferred the Solis Invicti not to use Attendants - they were a security risk, he said - so there were always plenty of bottles in the cellar. There was no point in taking more than a couple, though. It wouldn’t stay fresh for long.


He was fetching some cheese and bread from the pantry when Tommy tracked him down. Cam had hoped he might get out of the Blue without bumping into him again, but he hadn’t been fast enough.


‘Hey,’ Tommy said, ‘where do you think you’re going?’


‘Do you really need me to answer that question?’ he replied, stowing a couple of water skins in his bag.


‘Are you not even going to consider my offer?’


‘Nothing ever happens in this place. You don’t need me here.’


‘And if we want you to stay?’


’You know why I can’t,’ he said, fastening the straps. 


Tommy put his hand on Cam’s arm.


Cam barely resisted the urge to flinch away. He just wanted to leave, to get out of the oppressive atmosphere of the Blue. He could feel the Invicti looking at him and worrying. The problem was that they cared too much, and that got in the way of what he needed to do.


‘You just got back,’ Tommy was saying, ‘and you haven’t eaten, have you? You haven’t even started to recover from your last trip. What’s so urgent that you can’t stay another night?’


‘I’m following up a lead.’


‘Which sector?’


Cam swung the bag onto his shoulders. ‘Not sure,’ he said. ‘Somewhere between A15 and A21.’


He knew the grid like the back of his hand now. When he closed his eyes he could see it so clearly that it may as well have been etched on the insides of his eyelids. He could picture the coastline, with its bays and promontories, and pick any one of twenty locations that might match the beach on the sketch.


‘That’s a lot of ground to cover on your own,’ Tommy said.


‘I’ve covered more.’


Tommy was quiet for a moment, then said, ‘Will you give me an hour?’


‘I don’t have time to hang around. I want to be out the other side of the forest by dusk.’


‘You will be. I’ve got an idea that will help.’ Tommy’s voice was coloured by his excitement. ‘Just give me an hour, okay?’


He wouldn’t leave the kitchen until Cam had reluctantly agreed to wait.


With Tommy gone, Cam was alone in the bunkhouse, bags packed and nowhere to go. He paced in the lounge, too agitated to sit. There wasn’t even a clock to help him track the passing of time.


‘I thought you’d have left by now.’


‘Lorelei,’ Cam said, turning to greet her. ‘I wondered where you were.’


‘I was on watch when you got in. Didn’t see me when you crossed the boundary though, did you?’


‘Wasn’t looking for you. I didn’t even realise you still bothered with the watches.’


‘I’m not sure why we do.’


She threw herself down on the sofa and put her feet up on the table. The soles of her boots were caked with mud, but the bunkhouse wasn’t the kind of place where caring about dirt made you popular.


‘Nothing ever happens here,’ she went on, pushing her auburn hair out of her face. ‘You’re the scariest thing that’s walked across the boundary in the past decade.’


‘I’m not sure that’s a compliment.’


‘Hey, grab us a couple of bottles, would you? I’ve just got off duty.’


He obliged her by ducking down into the cellar and returning with enough blood for both of them. There was no refrigeration, but the cellar was cool enough to keep it good for weeks sometimes, depending on the weather.


‘Thanks,’ Lorelei said as he handed her a bottle.


He took a seat next to her and opened his own.


‘Funny, isn’t it?’ she said, holding her bottle up to the light. ‘With all the artificial shit that’s broken down, all the plastic and metal gizmos, glass is the thing that lasts. Fragile as all hell, but it lasts.’


‘I guess,’ Cam said. ‘It’s not much use in pieces, though.’


‘I’m making a metaphor, dickhead,’ she said, swigging from the bottle. ‘We’re Silver, so we’re metal, right? As a race, we’re strong, but we corrode. The humans, they’re glass. They’re so breakable. They shatter, but the thing is, even fractured, they’re the ones who’ll survive for millennia, not us.’


There was a pause that Cam imagined was supposed to be filled with poignancy, but he hadn’t just come off a twenty-four hour shift, so he wasn’t feeling quite as philosophical as Lorelei.


‘I see where you’re coming from,’ he said, ‘only silver’s a noble metal, so it doesn’t corrode very quickly, if at all.’


It was Ed’s knowledge, not his. All those years in London, rambling around their attic rooms with his crucibles and alembics. Cam had never been interested in the experiments himself, but the facts had crept into his memory nonetheless.


Ed had been in Cam’s thoughts a lot recently, smiling in the dark corners of his nights. Cam could try to forget about him and Carrie, but then some borrowed nugget of information would float to the top of his mind, and it would transport him back to their old garret, filled with noxious fumes and regret.


But they were both gone now, and there was no rescuing them from the fate they had chosen.


‘Fine then,’ Lorelei said, dragging him back to the present, ‘we’re fucking aluminium. Whatever. The point is, the humans are going to outlast us, and you know why?’


He suppressed a sigh. Why did he always get stuck in conversations like this when he was home?


‘Because,’ she went on, ‘we’re tarnished.’


That was clearly supposed to be the big climax to her speech, but Cam didn’t follow.


‘Erm, okay?’ he said. He wished Tommy would hurry up. He felt like he was trapped in the kitchen with the drunkest girl at the party.


‘Things are wrong here,’ she said. ‘You can feel it, right? We can all feel it.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You’re old enough to remember what things were like before the Revelation. Everything since then has just been downhill all the way, and now we’re stuck in this shithole. We should be finding a way to counteract the vaccine. If we don’t, then pretty soon we’ll all be living and dying human lives.’


This was starting to sound like a familiar refrain, but Cam knew that not all of their kind feared that end. Some of them chose it.


‘I know you feel the same,’ she went on. ‘Verity heard you talking to Tommy last night.’


‘Then she can’t have heard much.’


‘What?’


‘I’m all for humanity, Lori. As long as I can find Emmy first, then you can sign me up.’


She gaped at him. ‘You’re not serious.’


‘As death,’ he said. ‘You’re right: humans are the future. Us? We’re just a mistake.’


She blinked at him, and he guessed it wasn’t what she had hoped to hear. He couldn’t have cared less.


‘Well, shit,’ she said.


He drained his bottle and grabbed his pack, feeling like he’d outstayed his welcome.


Fuck Tommy. It was time for him to make a move.





He didn’t get away easily. Tommy caught up with him just as he was heading out of the square, and he wasn’t happy.


‘I said an hour.’


‘It’s been an hour.’


‘It’s been forty minutes.’


‘Well,’ Cam grumbled, ‘it felt like a fucking hour.’


He couldn’t wait to get out of the city. The day was unusually gloomy for the time of year, which meant that he was losing daylight, and the last thing he wanted to do was spend the night trekking through the forest. If he left now, at least he’d make it out of the trees in time to reach his first camp by sunset.


‘I swear,’ Tommy said, ‘the more time you spend out there, the worse you get. It’s not good for you, being on your own.’


‘Well, this time I won’t be,’ he said, hitching the bag up on his shoulder, ‘because I’m going to find her, and I’m not coming back until I do.’


Tommy looked at him with more pity than he thought was warranted.


‘Cam–’


‘I mean it. She was my partner, and as long as she’s in the Red, I will be too.’


Tommy trailed behind him as Cam started to walk away from the square. 


‘And what about the people you’re leaving behind?’ he said. ‘We don’t want you to throw your life away like this. We cared about her too, you know, but we don’t want to lose you.’


‘You care about her,’ Cam said.


‘What?’


He turned to face Tommy. ‘You mean you care about her, not cared. She’s still alive.’


‘And what if she’s not?’


Cam was so sick of hearing those words. It was as though everyone was looking for an excuse to write her off, so they could get on with their lives guilt-free and just let her slip away.


‘Shit, Tommy,’ he said. ‘I never thought the day would come when Laila would agree with me instead of you.’


That gave him pause.


‘What does she have to do with this?’ Tommy said.


‘Who do you think gave me the lead? She still believes Emmy’s out there, so why don’t you? Why have you given up?’


Tommy raised his hands in surrender.


Typical.


‘Fine,’ he said, ‘go if you have to, but I promised you something to help with your journey. At least let me give it to you.’


‘Fine.’ Cam held his hand out palm-up to take whatever it was, but Tommy had already turned and started walking away, back across the square.


‘Follow me,’ he called.


‘Tommy.’ There was a warning in Cam’s tone.


‘Trust me,’ he replied. ‘Come on, it’s not far.’


Cam cursed him under his breath, but did as he was asked.


True to his word, Tommy led the way around the back of the bunkhouse, where Viv was waiting with a friend.


‘Ta da!’ she said.


It was an enormous thoroughbred stallion, easily seventeen hands high, with a coat the colour of midnight.


‘Are you sure you can spare him?’ Cam asked.


They never took horses out into the Red, because once they had crossed the boundary it wasn’t safe to bring them back. If one became contaminated, then it might compromise the entire stable, and they didn’t have so many that they could afford to just send them away.


‘You spend all your time out there,’ Tommy said, ‘so we can justify it. We’ve got some new foals anyway, and you could do with the company.’


‘Besides,’ Viv said, handing Cam the reins, ‘he’s such a bastard that no one else will ride him.’


‘Oh, great, thanks,’ Cam said. ‘A horse who’ll throw me at the first sign of danger is exactly what I need in the Red.’


‘He won’t do that. He’s totally fearless.’ After a second’s thought, she added, ‘He might bite you, though, and step on your feet. Rather a lot, I’m afraid.’


As though to demonstrate, the horse leaned into Cam and lifted a hoof into the air. Cam only just managed to get his feet out of the way before it slammed back down into the paving.


‘Like I said,’ Viv grimaced, ‘he’s a bastard. His name’s Hades.’


‘You’re kidding.’


Tommy grinned. ‘He pushed Lorelei over last week and tried to trample her.’


‘I’m amazed he’s still alive.’ Cam said.


‘I think she was impressed, actually,’ Viv said. ‘We all were.’


‘And something about his behaviour made you think that he was the perfect horse for me?’ Cam was a good rider, but it sounded like managing Hades might be beyond him.


‘Take him or leave him,’ Tommy said. ‘Your choice.’


Hades swung his head towards Cam, but Cam ducked out of the way. On the backswing, the horse bit his shoulder. His snorting whinny sounded like a snicker.


Cam narrowed his eyes at the beast. The challenge had been issued.


‘I’ll take him.’
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