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PROLOGUE




THE SILVER BODY was an incredible thing. Fibres knitted back together, organs were shocked from inertia and desiccated tissue healed as blood plumped flattened veins.


These powers of regeneration were inexplicable, but they were also predictable, so Charles knew when he would find Emmy awake, but still weak enough to present no danger to him.


That was the moment he chose to threaten her. He was that kind of bully.


‘You’re going to tell me how it works,’ he said, leaning over her supine body.


The leather straps were enough to keep her in place for now, but in ten minutes’ time she’d be able to snap them as easily as a human would snap spider gossamer.


She blinked up at him, brown eyes opened innocently wide. It was an expression that would have made even a gullible man suspicious.


‘How are you immune?’ Charles said, leaning closer to her face.


Emmy’s gaze traced the lines of his brow, his lips, his stubbled cheeks. So familiar, and yet now they engendered no fear in her. Those days were gone.


‘You’re showing your age,’ she said.


He was. His dark hair was greying at the temples, giving him the appearance of a dissolute cavalier.


‘I might be getting older, my queen,’ he poured disdain into the title, ‘but so is your son. Now tell me what I want to know.’


Charles didn’t see her move, he just felt the impact then found himself on the floor. There was blood in his mouth, spilling over his lips while tears spilled down his cheeks. The bitch had broken his nose.


Steps thundered into the room around him, and by the time he got to his feet they were already holding her down, although she hadn’t freed herself from the straps. She must have head-butted him, because his blood was all over her. It stained her teeth.


And she was laughing.










CHAPTER ONE




JULIA COULD STILL see the blood. The Invicti had cleared away the bodies to Empress knew where, but the stones of the square were stained the dirty burgundy of death.


It was a stark reminder of their new reality: the Red had contaminated the Blue.


‘Do you think it’s still contagious?’ Claudia asked her.


They were peering into the square through a crack in the kitchen shutters, picking out the dark patches in the morning light. The tracks of yesterday’s deeds were impossible to miss.


Marcus, a disgraced Server, had been exiled to the Red. He should have died there, but instead he’d shambled the taint of the forests back into the city, leading a wave of horror through their homes, infecting everyone he’d touched. Or scratched. Or bitten.


They were all dead now, and the Blue was defiled.


But that wasn’t why Julia’s stomach felt like it was in a miserable free fall. That was Lucas’s fault, because she and Claudia were on their own. Julia had only realised Lucas was gone when she’d been woken at dawn by the sound of the courtyard door clicking shut behind him.


She had no idea where he was now.


‘Jules?’ Claudia nudged her.


‘Contagious?’ Julia said. ‘You mean you think it’s in the blood, whatever made Marcus and the others the way they were?’


‘Don’t you? It’s like the stories, after all. It looks like everything we were told about the Red was true.’


They’d been raised on fairytales of the horror that lurked beyond the city boundary, where creatures carried blood that would kill in an instant, and a bite of fruit was a death sentence. But Marcus had still been walking, despite being contaminated, and despite the fatal injuries that had cut darkly around his wrists.


‘It’s not all true,’ Julia said. ‘Marcus and the others, they didn’t exactly die, did they?’


‘They weren’t the same, though. Didn’t you notice their eyes? They weren’t right.’


‘Well,’ Julia said, pushing away from the window, ‘I’m not going to risk going outside again.’


‘What choice do we have?’


‘We need to do what Alba said. We find somewhere safe to hide, and we stay there until this is over.’


The Empress had summoned Livia and her other Attendants to the Palace, and Alba had told them what that meant. It meant she was getting ready for a siege, preparing to protect her favoured humans from the ravages of the Nobles. It meant there was going to be trouble. Julia had hoped Marcus would be the start and end of it, but the city was still silent despite the height of the sun, and Livia had still not returned.


As though to confirm Julia’s fears, there was a thud against the front wall of the building. Both girls turned towards it as it sounded again, louder this time, knocking pots from their shelves and leaving creeping fissures in the paintwork before the noise moved away across the square.


The fight against Marcus’s kind might be over, but the fighting amongst the Nobles was just getting started.


‘We can’t stay here,’ Claudia said.


‘The cellar,’ Julia suggested. She didn’t want to leave the house, not with Lucas still out in the city. How would he find her again if she wasn’t where he’d left her?


‘We can’t hide down there,’ Claudia said. ‘There are windows.’


‘Then where?’


But they had nowhere else, and Claudia’s expression betrayed that knowledge. This building, their cellar bedroom and Livia’s kitchen, were the only places they had ever called home. The closest Julia had to a substitute was Lucas’s rooftop, but that had been destroyed in the fighting the night before. It would be stained now, just like the streets of the Blue.


Julia returned to the window, opening the shutters a scant inch so she could track the progress of the fighters across the square, but they were moving too fast for her to follow. The figures were just flashes of darkness in rolling melees. If Lucas was amongst them, she couldn’t pick him out.


‘Pack what you can,’ Julia said. ‘You’re right; we can’t stay here.’


As she turned away from the window there was a crash from the hall. The front door had buckled inwards, scattering shards of ancient wood across the floor and depositing a bleeding Noble at the foot of the stairs. Julia recognised him from the box at the Nomination: one of Rufus’s friends.


‘No time to pack,’ Claudia said, grabbing Julia’s hand.


Claudia dragged her towards the courtyard door. She snatched a roll of knives from the counter as they passed, but she didn’t stop. The kitchen was already shuddering with violence as the girls tumbled out into the day, crockery shattering and tables creaking into firewood behind them as the fight followed the fallen combatant into what had once been their home.


They ran blindly as dust and clamour chased them through the courtyard and into the alleys that twisted a labyrinth around the square. The fighting was louder there, in the open heart of the city between the palace and the temple, so they put it at their backs and sought out the quieter corners. It meant squeezing between stucco buildings that embraced over narrow passages, their bare feet slapping on stone worn smooth over centuries of use.


Claudia stopped when they reached the junction with the next street. Her body blocked the passageway.


‘What?’ Julia said from behind her. She noticed the smell - stale, rotting meat - but could see nothing past the taller girl.


Claudia flattened her body against the edge of the alley, giving Julia a clear view of the road beyond.


It was even worse than the square. The grimy marks here weren’t so much stains as streaks of dried gore, laminated to the paving slabs by the sun. There were darker areas that Julia initially assumed were dirt, but then they shimmered with movement, revealing themselves to be swarms of flies.


‘They haven’t cleaned here?’ Julia said.


Claudia didn’t reply, she just pointed a little way up the street. Julia leaned forwards to follow her line of sight, and wished she hadn’t. There were still bodies here, lying halfway out of doorways and windows, their fingers and teeth latched onto their companions in a macabre daisy chain that led along the street and back towards the square, to where Marcus had made his entrance the previous night.


This was his path of destruction.


‘We’ll have to go back,’ Julia said, looking from her bare feet to the gruesome red lacquer of the street. If Claudia was right and the contamination was in the blood, then Julia wasn’t prepared to walk across it.


‘We could put our cloaks over it so we can cross,’ Claudia said.


‘We could, but it might seep through. And we don’t know what’s on the next street over. There could be more blood.’


Claudia looked conflicted, but she let Julia lead her back the way they had come. They diverged from their original path as soon as possible, taking a shortcut through a small garden. It looked like it had been flattened by recent skirmishes; trees were horizontal, broken branches littered the grass and the place still smelled of bruised greenery. The adjacent buildings were shaking cement from their walls, as though the Nobles fighting within were trying to bring the roof down on top of themselves.


‘So, are we going to the edge?’ Claudia whispered as they slipped past.


The Blue was a city that petered out towards the forest. In its centre, around the square, the buildings were multi-storeyed and well-maintained. At its outskirts, abandoned huts hunkered against the sides of ancient, unloved structures that were mouldering into the carcasses of fallen trees. The Blue was a diminished creature, an echo sitting in the imprint of a greater ghost. It was as though the outside of the city were rotting from the contamination of the Red, its citizens huddling together for protection at its heart.


‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to be that close to the trees,’ Julia said. ‘Let’s find somewhere between the square and the Red, but away from the fighting.’


That proved more difficult than expected. The Nobles were spiralling out from the city centre as they fought, and the girls found their way blocked more than once.


At first their surroundings were familiar, places they had worked as Servers and played together as children, but eventually they had to leave those well-trodden paths to avoid either the Nobles’ fighting, or streets that bore signs of contamination. The winding route forced them northwards into areas of affluence that were so far removed from their day-to-day lives that they felt foreign. This was where the Candidates lived, the young humans who had been selected for the honour of ennoblement. Well, potential ennoblement, at least.


Julia exchanged a glance with Claudia as they stepped off the street through an archway that was normally guarded. Beyond it was a wide, stuccoed corridor, but its far end was obscured by curtains of beads and bright materials.


They had never seen what lay on the other side.


‘We shouldn’t,’ Julia said. ‘They’re probably guarding the other side.’


‘I think the Nobles are busy right now, Jules.’


‘They won’t all be fighting.’


‘Maybe not, but those who aren’t will be trying to stop those who are. Come on,’ Claudia said, turning to Julia with a wicked twinkle in her blue eyes. ‘Haven’t you always wanted to see this place?’


There was a hungry edge to Claudia’s look that made argument futile. This was what she had wanted, to be a Candidate and live in this place. Given this rare opportunity to see it for herself, nothing would stop her from taking a peek.


Claudia slid her fingers between the decorative fringe and pulled its weight to the side.


The sight was more colourful than Julia had expected.


It was clear now why there had been no one guarding the archway: there was no one left alive for them to protect.





There was no going back. The palace or the temple might have been safe, but they were both situated on the square, right in the middle of the fighting. The home of the Candidates had been the only other sanctuary Julia knew.


Claudia wanted to stay and tend to the dead, but Julia pulled her away, back into the street, despite her tears. They couldn’t risk the blood, or the return of whomever had killed the Candidates.


‘You remember what they wrote on the temple,’ Claudia whispered as they hunkered in the shadow of a staircase to regroup.


Make no more Silver.


The words had appeared on the pediment at the end of the Nomination ceremony. Humans had been drained and the writing had painted on the stone in their blood, as a warning to the Empress to stop the ennoblements that would occur after the Casting ceremony. The Nomination was just a preliminary step to that end.


Apparently the protestors hadn’t been satisfied that their demands would be met, so they were ensuring their wishes were fulfilled by other means.


‘You think the same people who wrote those words killed the Candidates?’ Julia said, her mind rushing through the implications.


‘What else could they be fighting about? They don’t want any more Nobles because they think there are enough already. They think they should be drinking from humans, not making them into more of themselves.’


Julia looked at her friend in surprise and said, ‘How do you know that?’


‘Rufus,’ Claudia said. Her Noble, to whom she was assigned as Attendant. ‘I overhear things sometimes. Some of his visitors were angry about the limited number of Attendants. And lots of people died last night. That’s got to have made things worse.’


Julia had seen hundreds dead, so she dreaded to think what the final tally would be. Claudia was right: if the Nobles had been worried about their blood supply before Marcus’s invasion, they’d be frantic now. It was terrifying to think how many Attendants might have died, and how they would ever replace them.


‘We need to hide,’ Julia said, ‘and we need to do it soon. If any of the Nobles find us, we’re in trouble.’


‘Even Lucas?’ Claudia asked, her tone gentle enough to suggest she was nervous of mentioning him.


Julia bit her lip to quash the anxious churn in her stomach.


‘I don’t know,’ she said, because she didn’t want to think about it, not here in the open. ‘Come on, we need to get somewhere safe.’


They tried a few houses along the street, carefully creeping from one to the next. They were all unbarred, but they were also unsuitable, either because they had already been compromised by fighting or defilement, or because their rooms weren’t secure enough to be safe. An old man had taken up residence in one nonetheless, the first human they’d seen all day, but he chased them back out into the street with angry whispers before Julia could ask him a single question. The rest of the houses appeared to be deserted.


‘Why do none of these places have a cellar?’ Claudia whispered as they turned into the next street.


‘I’m more worried about where everyone’s gone,’ said Julia.


The area was suspiciously empty. Julia knew where the Nobles were, because she could hear the distant crashes of their combat. She could even feel the reverberations of their combat through the pavement, but her fellow Servers seemed to have vanished.


She couldn’t bring herself to voice the suspicion that was nibbling at her nerves: maybe they were all dead.


The houses started to shrink as she and Claudia moved towards the outlying areas of the city. The low roofs of double- and single-storey houses opened up the vista, giving them a clear view of the farmland that bounded the city’s northern edge. The vineyards basked in the morning sun, as though nothing had changed since yesterday. Julia wondered whether its Servers were even aware of what had happened down here in the city.


‘There,’ Claudia said, pointing across the road to a tiny house set between two larger ones. Each of its neighbours had small windows at ground level, but it had none of its own. ‘It might have a sealed cellar,’ she went on. ‘If they dug out the two on either side, wouldn’t they have done them all? That would make sense.’


‘We can look,’ Julia said.


In truth, she was starting to feel a little desperate. If they went much further from the centre then the houses would begin to devolve into shacks, and the deserted streets were unnerving her. She had never seen the Blue so devoid of life, and the strangeness of it gave the place an air of anticipation, as though it were waiting to be filled with activity. They needed to find a bolt hole before that happened.


The door opened easily enough, despite the lock that would have sealed it from the inside. There were just two rooms: a kitchen that had been stripped of everything but a few bits of broken pottery, and a sitting room stuffed with foul-smelling rugs and blankets. This had not been a prosperous house.


But Claudia had been right. When Julia moved one of the rugs aside, there was a hatch underneath that opened to reveal a short set of dirt stairs that led down into a dank cellar. It, too, was small and practically empty, but it was also sealed and secret enough to serve their purposes.


‘They’re getting closer,’ Claudia said, looking out of the window towards the thuds and crashes that were now growing in volume.


Julia joined her at the front of the house, trying to gauge the distance.


Claudia still had the roll of knives tucked under her arm, but they had nothing else with them. If they’d had time, she would have suggested checking the adjacent houses for supplies and survivors, but the battle could’ve been on top of them in seconds.


It wasn’t worth the risk. They needed to get out of the way before the Nobles barrelled through this place.


‘Come on, then,’ Julia said, ushering Claudia down into the cellar in front of her before closing the hatch behind them both. She did her best to pull the rug back into position so they wouldn’t be found, but she didn’t waste time making it perfect. It wasn’t as though the Nobles would actively be searching for them; all they were interested in was fighting each other.


And killing Candidates, apparently.





In the darkness, they had no way of marking time. It had been long enough that it felt like hours and the cellar held no more mysteries.


There was a single candle on a shelf at the foot of the cellar steps, but neither of them had any means of making a flame. It was damp underfoot, and a tentative exploration of the floor yielded only a broken bucket and a small crop of mushrooms. The space couldn’t have been more than ten feet square.


‘So what do we do now?’ Claudia said. ‘How long are we supposed to stay here?’


‘I don’t know,’ Julia said. ‘How long are they going to carry on beating the city to bits?’


‘Didn’t Alba say it was weeks last time? We can’t stay here for weeks.’


‘We won’t have to.’


‘You don’t know that.’


Julia reached out and fumbled Claudia’s hand into her own.


‘It’ll be alright,’ she said. ‘It’s not much different from our cellar, really. A bit darker, and a little less comfy, but we’ll be alright. It’s just for now.’


The steps were drier than the floor, so after standing for a few minutes listening to silence from above, that was where Julia chose to sit.


Claudia didn’t join her. She was moving around the cellar, pacing as though she were marking its size.


‘Do you think Marcella’s alright?’ she asked.


Marcella was the goddess, the beautiful Candidate whom Rufus had chosen to sponsor. Last they had heard, he had rescued her from Marcus’s hordes, but they didn’t know what had happened since.


‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ Julia said. ‘Didn’t Rufus say she was?’


‘That was last night. What happened back there, where the Candidates live, it was recent. Don’t you think?’


Julia had been trying to push it out of her mind, but she couldn’t stop herself from remembering the scene beyond the curtain. It wasn’t as though she was a stranger to gore, not after the horrors of the previous night, but she had been able to dissociate herself from those events because Marcus’s people had been so clearly been changed from humans into something else. Their bodies had taken on an alien aspect as a result. What Julia had seen this morning had been different, because the blood spilled on the grass of the Candidates’ sanctuary was just like her own. Those murdered girls might have been her and Claudia, and Julia could almost see her reflection in their faces.


She could see what might have been.


‘I’d be surprised if Rufus has let Marcella out of his sight,’ Julia said, ‘particularly if he knew this was coming.’


‘You still think he had something to do with it?’


‘I’m certain he did. Have you forgotten the Nomination? He was watching the pediment too early. He was waiting for that message to be painted on the temple. He’s part of this, Claud.’


Claudia shuffled over to Julia, moving carefully in the darkness, then sat down beside her.


‘I know he was,’ she said, ‘but I can’t believe that–’


‘Shh,’ Julia interrupted.


There was a noise, just on the edge of her hearing.


They had heard similar noises over the course of the past few hours, if that was how long they had been in the darkness, but there was something more immediate about this sound. It was percussive, like a series of detonations, but the muffling of the tone made it difficult for Julia to tell how distant it was. It could have been caused by a building collapsing a mile away, by someone fighting in the street outside, or by a rat scurrying across the hatch.


After just a few seconds, it was silent once more.


Julia wished for a window. She knew it would have made them less secure, and knew that they had chosen this house specifically because it was the only one with a dark cellar, and yet her inability to scout the street made her feel exposed.


She rose to her feet and pressed her ear up against the wooden hatch, straining to hear any remnant of the noise.


There was something. It wasn’t as loud as it had been at first, but there was a soft, rhythmic sound coming from the front of the house.


‘What is it?’ Claudia whispered.


‘I don’t know. It sounds like–’


Julia fell backwards down the stairs as something crashed through the hatch. She shielded her face from the shower of rotten wood that rained down on her, which meant she didn’t see the hand reaching down until it was already wrapped around her ankle. It tugged so sharply that her joints felt as though they had popped from their sockets, and then she was dragged up through the hole.


‘Jules!’ Claudia cried, scrambling to catch her, but she could never have moved quickly enough to stop Julia’s assailant. Julia had only the briefest glimpse of Claudia’s horrified face, upside down, before she was pulled out of the cellar towards the door.


But Julia wasn’t giving up. She latched her hands around the broken floorboards, ignoring the splinters jamming into her palms as she held on for all she was worth.


Her ankle was tugged harder.


‘Let go,’ her attacker barked.


She knew it was pointless to struggle. There was no resisting the Noble, who could break her leg without breaking a sweat, but now that she’d started fighting she found it impossible to stop. She gripped the boards tighter as she kicked out with her free leg, trying to connect with a foot, or a knee, or a shin, and failing.


The woodworm-infested planks broke before her strength did. She flailed around for another handhold, but there were none to be had. Her bleeding fists clasped around rugs and rags, but nothing that would anchor her as she slid across the floor.


Julia’s stomach lurched, and the next thing she knew she was up high, sitting on pockmarked stone with a view of the city spread out in front of her. It was late afternoon, and the sudden heat raised sweat from her skin after the cool dankness of the cellar.


When she registered the arms holding her in place from behind and the breath at her neck, that banished the last of the chill.


‘Lucas?’ she whispered, but his name came to her lips more through hope than belief. The scent wasn’t right, and he wouldn’t do this to her. He was a Noble, but he wasn’t like the rest of them.


Or was he?


He hadn’t cared enough to stay.


Curious fingers had found the silver stud in her ear, the gift that he had given her, as though her captor knew the association. Then it came to her: the sour wine smell of the body at her back, familiar and dangerous.


Rufus: Claudia’s Noble, who had left her bruised and bleeding every time he’d taken her blood.


‘Lucas is gone,’ Rufus whispered in Julia’s ear, ‘and he’s not coming back.’


‘I don’t believe you,’ she lied.


She should have called him Master.


He was a Noble, after all, and she was just an Attendant, albeit assigned to someone else: Lucas. Rufus shouldn’t even have been touching her, but from the way he was holding her against him, with his fingers teasing through her hair, she guessed all propriety had been cast aside while the Nobles played in the city’s ruins. There was no point in pandering to him with titles when it was clear that he would do what he wanted with or without her compliance.


‘I brought you here to see it for yourself,’ Rufus said, pointing across the city.


She could just make out the temple roof and the pennants that flew from the top of the palace. Beyond them, at the point she guessed must be the south side of the square, a column of smoke rose into the blue sky. She could see the flames.


Lucas’s rooftop garden was on fire.


‘That’s your building too,’ Julia said. She felt numb.


‘I’ve found somewhere better,’ said Rufus, then he ripped the stud from Julia’s ear.


She cried out, but his hand was over her mouth, silencing her scream.


‘Hush,’ he whispered. ‘You don’t want a pack of hungry Nobles to come looking for you, do you?’


The pain was so blinding that for a moment she didn’t realise what had happened. Her vision strobed. Strange, that such a small wound should hurt so much, and bleed so freely. The blood was running down her neck, pooling in the hollow of her collarbone.


Rufus leaned forwards and licked it from her skin. His tongue was too hot, too urgent in the way it insinuated itself across the curve of her throat. She shuddered involuntarily, hating that her body betrayed her emotions so freely.


Rufus noticed, and chuckled softly at her discomfort.


‘Your master has left you,’ he said, ‘so you’d better prepare yourself for a new one, Julia. You could do much worse than me.’


‘You already have an Attendant,’ she mumbled against his hand.


‘Yes. For the moment.’


His words chased acid fear through her veins.


Not Claudia.


‘Either way,’ he went on, ‘you won’t be needing this anymore.’


The earring sang as it hit the stone, bouncing until it rolled to a stop in front of Julia’s feet. It was dripping with blood.


She was so shaken that she didn’t move when Rufus released her. There would be no point anyway; it wasn’t as though she would be able to get away from him if he wanted to keep her close.


But instead he stood and stepped away, off the side of the building and back down into the city. He didn’t look back.


Julia was left alone, staring at the bloodied token of Lucas’s former affection.





By the time Julia made her way back to the house where she and Claudia had been hiding, it was already too late.


She couldn’t move as fast as she would have liked because there was something wrong with her knee, but Rufus hadn’t carried her far, only a couple of hundred yards. Just far enough to ensure that she wouldn’t be able to interrupt him.


Claudia was his Attendant, after all, so he was entitled to take her blood.


Julia found her still in the cellar, sprawled on the steps with her blonde hair trailing in the dirt. The pale skin of her arms had already been bruised from weeks of abuse, but now it was broken open over one of her wrists, leaking into her cloak and over the roll of knives that lay half untied at her side. Her eyes were closed, her lips more blue than pink, but she was breathing.


‘Claud?’ Julia whispered, lowering herself down at Claudia’s side. ‘Claud, you have to wake up.’


Her friend didn’t respond.


Julia drew on the half-remembered knowledge she’d acquired over years of watching Livia tend to injuries, and tried to stay calm. She needed to elevate the wound, that was the first thing, so she stretched out the injured arm above Claudia’s head, resting it against the staircase’s higher steps.


Next… what was next? Check for other injuries?


She turned Claudia’s head from side to side in her shaking hands, feeling for a bump that might explain why she was unconscious. She prayed that she’d find one, because otherwise the blood loss was to blame, and there would be no hope then.


There was no bump, but Julia’s fingers came away wet from Claudia’s scalp; there was a small cut. She had hit her head after all.


Julia’s eyes watered with the relief of it, and from the anxiety that Rufus might still have taken too much blood, but then Claudia breathed out something that might have been words.


‘Claud?’ she said. ‘Did you say something?’


‘I’m alright,’ she whispered.


‘No, you’re not.’


‘I slipped.’


‘Onto Rufus’s teeth?’


‘On the steps,’ Claudia said. ‘Afterwards.’


She didn’t meet Julia’s eyes as she spoke, and her complexion coloured with the same bewildered shame she had worn after her first encounter with the Noble. He’d bitten her then, too.


‘Please don’t tell me he’s not that bad,’ Julia said. ‘Not again. I don’t think I could stand that right now.’


Claudia pushed herself up into a sitting position, wincing as she adjusted her bloody arm.


‘It looks worse than it is,’ she said. ‘Look, it’s not even bleeding anymore. I’m sure it was just an accident.’


Julia gave her a sceptical look.


‘Accidents happen,’ Claudia insisted.


Julia remembered the blood pouring from Marcella’s hand after the Nomination ceremony, and the bite that still scarred Claudia’s neck. She saw the knives on the steps, nearly released from the material in which they were wrapped, as though Claudia had tried to pull one free.


‘Rufus seems particularly accident-prone,’ she said.


Claudia’s nod was resigned. The ripped flesh of her wrist was a deliberate affront, and they both knew it.


Julia brushed the hair away from Claudia’s face and kissed her forehead, pressing her lips to her friend’s skin with the solemnity of an oath.


‘We have each other,’ she said, wrapping Claudia in her arms.


‘What happened?’ Claudia murmured into Julia’s hair. ‘To you, I mean.’


‘I’m fine,’ said Julia, squeezing the earring that she still held in her bloodied fist. Her palm stung with splinters. ‘He just wanted me out of the way.’


Claudia leaned back from the embrace, pushing Julia’s hair away from her neck.


‘You’re bleeding,’ she said.


‘I’m fine,’ Julia repeated, but the words were hollow. She knew that today had only been the beginning of their pain.


For the Nobles, there was always more blood to be shed.










CHAPTER TWO




BLOOD IS A strange thing.


Throughout his long life, it had held many meanings for Cam. When he’d been a child, it had been nosebleeds and fistfights, first a curiosity and then a badge of honour. In his human years, it had become symbolic of life and death in the births of children and the fatalities of battle, but it had always been a source of fear.


Until the day he had turned Silver. Then, it had become pleasure. Everything about it was laden with exoticism, from the heady scent to the way it felt in his veins, fizzy and regenerative, making him laugh with its energy.


Blood had been nothing but life. There had been power in that: the invulnerability of being almost deathless.


Except something had changed. The balance had been tipped. With the contamination of the Red, and latterly of the Blue, blood had regained its fearsome nature. One drop could make him mortal, with all the vulnerability that entailed.


This should have worried Cam, but as they neared the trees that circled the city his main concern was how little it concerned him.


He suspected he knew why: there was someone waiting in the Red for him, someone who carried the blood that he should fear, and Cam couldn’t wait to see him again.


‘Why didn’t you bring your own damn horse?’ Tommy asked. ‘I gave you a perfectly good one.’


‘I told you: I was in a hurry. And Hades is not “perfectly good”. He’s an utter bastard and you know it.’


They’d raided the stables before they left the square, taking as many horses as they could, but most of them had been either injured or spooked by the inundation of Weepers the previous night, so there hadn’t been enough. There were fourteen Invicti and only ten horses, so some of them were having to share.


Tommy was riding with Cam, but Cam had taken the reins and Tommy was sulking about it. It wasn’t like him to be petulant; in fact he was usually the grown up of the group. That was how Cam could tell he was anxious.


‘I feel like a child,’ Tommy said. ‘I’m the bloody Secundus. Why can’t I ride with Viv? She is my wife, after all.’


‘Because she’s pregnant. Her horse is already carrying two. Do you want to crowd her, in this heat?’


‘I should at least be at the reins,’ Tommy protested.


‘You don’t know the Red like I do.’


That ended the argument, as Cam had known it would. Tommy’s heart hadn’t really been in it; he was just looking for a distraction because he hated not being in control. But Cam had spent centuries in the trees, learning their paths and dangers, so he was leading this rescue mission. Tommy might have had seniority over him, but for now Cam was in charge.


They dismounted when they reached the fence that marked the edge of the Blue. Cam’s landing was accompanied by a distant crash from the direction of the city, but that wasn’t unexpected. The Weeper attack was bound to make the Nobles erratic, with all the blood donors they had lost. Cam had anticipated that there would be violence. In fact, he was surprised the rest of the Nobles had remained civil this long.


‘Trouble?’ Viv asked.


‘Lorelei can handle it,’ Tommy said as he handed Viv down from the bay mare she was riding. ‘There are more than enough Invicti left in the Blue to deal with a few scuffling Nobles.’


On Cam’s advice, they had brought only the strongest Invicti with them: the ones who were old enough to have known Emmy. Their squad needed to understand the importance of what they were doing, but the Silver who didn’t remember their queen would think she was just a fairytale, because that was what Laila had wanted them to believe.


Laila, the Empress of the Blue, and one of their strongest Silver. At least she had been, until the previous day, when she’d drunk contaminated blood and had been turned human. Cam regretted that he wouldn’t be in the Blue to see how that turned out, but not enough to make him wish he were staying behind.


‘Lorelei could probably manage them all on her own,’ Viv said. ‘I’m not sure she needs anyone’s help.’


‘That’s probably what she thinks,’ Tommy said, his grumpiness creeping into his tone.


‘She’ll lead them well,’ Cam said to him. ‘You chose a good Tertius. You know that. She can hold the city with the rest of the Invicti.’


They’d left their comrades with Lorelei to face the invasion that was coming to the Blue from the northwest, from the mountain enclave that Cam was setting out to infiltrate.


Lorelei would need soldiers who were the exact opposite of Cam’s party. She needed young Silver who would fight for the Blue to their last breath, because the city was all they had ever known, and because they couldn’t imagine a world in which it didn’t exist. They’d give everything just to make sure nothing changed.


For the Invicti who surrounded Cam, change was just part of life. They had settled in the Blue because it was the only source of uncontaminated blood, so they’d had no choice but to stay, but given the chance they would rather move on and adapt. They were always up for adventure, which was why they were perfect for this mission.


It was going to be dangerous.


‘Well, what are we waiting for?’ Adewale asked. ‘Let’s get out there. I miss the woods like you wouldn’t believe.’


‘Good. Maybe we can leave you in them,’ said Alistair. His accent had been Scottish once, but centuries in the city had rounded it out until it resembled everyone else’s. Homogeneity was the curse of the Blue, a place where the smallest variations could mark you out.


Adewale was joyfully different. His parents had been Nigerian, and he bore the rich earth tones of their skin, but he’d been born in Scotland, where he’d met Alistair. They’d been annoying each other ever since in the way that only the best of friends can.


‘I know you don’t mean that,’ Adewale said with a good-natured grin as he slung his arm around Alistair’s shoulders. ‘Without me, who would you criticise? You take so much pleasure in telling me I’m wrong.’


Eveline rolled her eyes. ‘Enough, already.’


‘Here,’ Viv said, handing round bottles of blood from her horse’s packs while Eveline pushed open the gates into the woods. ‘Let’s have a toast from our leader.’


Cam started to look over at Tommy before he realised that Viv was talking to him. He was the one steering this squad of ancients into forests they hadn’t seen for centuries. He was so used to being on his own that the concept of being part of their corps felt as though it belonged to another life, one he wasn’t sure he wanted back.


He would have to get used to it, and quickly.


He raised his bottle.


‘To bringing Emmy home. To reviving the Primus, and reuniting them at last. To the King and Queen.’


‘To the King and Queen!’ the Invicti chorused.


Cam poured a libation onto the threshold of the Red, then they drank their bottles dry. There was no point in conserving their contents; the blood they carried wouldn’t last long in the summer temperatures.


‘Alright,’ Adewale said, clapping his hands together. ‘Let’s get this rescue underway.’


None of them saw the figure watching them from the moss-covered ruins of the city’s outskirts. It lurked behind a fallen tree, waiting for Cam to close the gate after the last horse and then, moving silently on the soft ground, it followed.





‘No, you’ve got it all wrong,’ Alistair was saying. ‘You can’t stack those logs so tight. The fire won’t be able to breathe.’


‘My dear friend,’ Adewale said, ‘your concern is touching, but I make my own fire every day. It will breathe perfectly well.’


‘Making a fire in a grate is completely different from making a campfire. You can’t just apply the same technique and hope for the best. How can I leave you behind in the woods if you don’t even know how to make a proper fire?’


Cam dropped his face into his hands and wished he were travelling alone again. His nights had been so peaceful.


But empty.


No, he didn’t want to be alone. He wanted to be with Felix, but they wouldn’t reach the salt lake shore until the next day. That was where Felix would be waiting for him. Until then, Cam would have to make do with the company of his squad, but he didn’t feel any less lonely when he was with them, he just felt more crowded. He had been away from them for too long.


‘Hey,’ Viv said as she joined him by the lean-to at the back of the cabin. He had been tending the horses, but now he was just standing there, trying to find the energy to go back to the others with a smile on his face.


‘Hey,’ Cam said, returning the greeting.


‘Having second thoughts?’


‘About the mission, no. About bringing Alistair and Adewale… Maybe.’


‘As if you could separate them,’ Viv laughed, and the sound was strident in the peace of their surroundings. 


It was nearly dark, but they weren’t close enough to the lake to hear the nighttime animals awakening on its far shore. In these trees, on the border of the Blue, the wildlife that remained had learned to be silent.


‘Tell me what I can do,’ Viv said.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean that there’s something on your mind. Do you want to talk about it?’


‘I’m fine. I’m just trying to work out a plan.’


Viv gave him a frank look that made it clear she didn’t believe him.


‘Cam, we’re in this together,’ she said. ‘I know you’re worried. We’re all worried about this army, and the Weepers, and what it means for our blood supply, and the future of the Silver, but you can talk to me. We’ll get through this, just like we got through it last time.’


But that wasn’t why he was worried. He knew it should have been what was preoccupying him, so how could he tell Viv that all he cared about right now was Felix?


He wanted to be alone with his thoughts, and his memories, and his hopes, because tomorrow there would only be reality. He was afraid that he might have misconstrued the situation, or that Felix would see him differently when the Invicti were around him, or that their kiss on the lake shore might have meant less to Felix than it did to him.


To Cam, it had felt like the beginning of a new life, and the end of his old one. There was an awkwardness in the prospect of those two worlds colliding.


‘I’d better go and prepare the camp,’ he said, forcing a smile, and then he slipped away.


But when he joined the others, he found that the work had already been done. The fire was made, the cabin was being readied, and Aaron was busily stirring a pot on the edge of the fire pit while potatoes baked in the coals. Even Tommy was busy, scouting towards the lake with Eveline and Darius, while the others foraged for mushrooms.


Cam’s evening routine had been usurped, so he had no tasks behind which he could hide while he let his mind roam. Still, he needed his hands to be busy so his thoughts could be free.


That was why he was carving stakes at the edge of the camp when the boy walked out of the trees towards him.


He was vaguely familiar: tall and dark, but with a lean frame that spoke of his youth. His walk was loping but hesitant, although it became more determined the closer he approached, as though he were shoring up his courage. Cam suspected the boy was exactly as young as he looked.


Eveline yelled, ‘Northwest,’ as the scouts walked back into the camp from the south, and the whole squad looked up from what they were doing to track the progress of the intruder.


But they deferred to Cam when he rose to his feet.


‘You’ve come from the Blue,’ he said, his voice carefully pitched so that it was loud enough to be heard by a Silver over the distance that separated him from the boy, but not by a human.


‘I was sent,’ the newcomer replied, his tone equally soft. He was a Noble, then.


‘By?’


‘Lorelei. She said you’d be expecting me.’


Cam looked again at the boy’s face. He remembered Lorelei mentioning something, but he hadn’t been paying as much attention as he should have been. They’d had very little time to speak before the squad had left.


‘You were the one on the rooftop last night,’ Cam said, finally dredging the conversation from his memory.


‘And you were the one in the square, the one who killed them all.’


‘You saw that, did you?’ Cam said, rubbing the back of his neck with his palm. Trust Lorelei to send this kid in blind, without telling him anything about what they were dealing with. ‘I think you’d better come and sit down.’


The boy’s steps were tentative again as he entered the camp, but he didn’t stop until he was standing at Cam’s side, waiting for him to speak.


‘I’m Cameron.’


‘Lucas,’ the boy replied.


Gods, but he was young. His youth was loud in the shaking of his hand as he reached out to clasp Cam’s, in his downturned eyes, even in the way he wore his pack slung awkwardly over his shoulder so it tipped his hips out of alignment. He was young enough that he still teetered in his new adult body, like a foal trying to find its feet.


‘So,’ Aaron said from the fireside, ‘you threw a load of Weepers off a roof, and now you think you’re one of us?’


‘Shut up, Aaron,’ Cam said, his eyes still fixed on Lucas.


‘Weepers?’ Lucas looked genuinely bewildered.


Damn you, Lorelei.


‘I guess we have to fill in some gaps for you. But first, some introductions. That’s Thomas, leader of the Solis Invicti. You address him as “Secundus”. Next to him are Viv, Eveline and Darius. Alistair and Adewale are by the fire there, and you already know who Aaron is.’


Lucas nodded to them each in turn. Adewale boomed his exuberant welcome, while Viv smiled hers. 


‘You’ll meet the others later,’ Cam said.


‘Others? There are more of you?’


‘Six more, fourteen total. Well,’ Cam corrected himself, ‘fifteen, including you.’


Lucas didn’t say anything to that, but his eyes were wide.


‘What’s wrong?’ Cam asked.


‘Nothing.’


That was a lie. The boy was obviously intimidated.


‘I just didn’t expect so many,’ he added, in response to Cam’s raised eyebrow.


‘Most of them are friendlier than Aaron. Don’t take it personally - he’s like that with everyone.’


‘It’s true,’ Aaron admitted, ‘but that’s only because you’re all idiots.’


Viv interrupted the bickering, ever the mother in waiting.


‘Come and sit down,’ she said to Lucas. ‘Let’s have some food, and we can get to know each other.’





By the time the others came into view of the camp, Viv had extracted Lucas’s entire life story. As far as Cam could tell, he was a willing participant in her interrogation. Lucas had barely said a word to the others, but for Viv he was an open book. It was a skill of hers that Cam envied all the more because it was one he used to possess himself.


‘So he’s coming with us?’ Tommy whispered, leaning in close to Cam as they sat by the fire. ‘Do you really think that’s wise?’


‘Do you really think we have a choice?’ Cam said. ‘How can we send him back now? He followed us into the Red, despite everything Laila tells them about it. He risked everything to come here. If Lorelei thinks he’d be an asset, then maybe we should trust her.’


‘But what are we supposed to do with him? He’s just a kid. I’m surprised he can even hide his silver.’


‘Alistair can train him.’


Tommy laughed. ‘For battle? In four weeks? You’re overestimating his talents.’


‘You didn’t see him fight, Tommy. I know he’s young, but he’s got something about him. He’s got power. Lorelei’s right: we can use him.’


Tommy shook his head, staring into the flames. ‘And if it means telling him everything? Do we tell him the truth about the Weepers, and the vaccine, and the cure? Do we tell him about Emmy? That’s why you assembled this little group of misfits, isn’t it? Because we’re the ones who know it all, down to the bone.’


It was a problem. The humans and Nobles of the Blue were taught pure mythology, while those few who were old enough to have lived through the Fall knew the real power that humanity held over them. Laila taught the humans that going into the forests would be suicide, but in truth the Silver were the only ones who had any reason to fear the Red. The humans could just walk away from the Blue, and then the Silver would have nothing. They would die without uncontaminated blood.


That was the knowledge the Invicti had protected.


‘I don’t know what we’re going to tell him,’ Cam said. ‘We’ll work it out.’


He stood as the triumphant foragers reached the fire, ready to make the introductions, but Viv beat him to it.


‘Everyone, this is Lucas,’ she said.


Six suspicious faces stared at the boy.


‘Be nice,’ Tommy said to them. ‘He’s going to be joining us on our journey.’


‘So,’ Viv said, jollying through the awkward moment, ‘this is Linh. She’s our mushroom expert, as you can see. This is her husband Gul. The big guy is Bartek, and next to him is Konrad. He’s quiet, but he’s a joker and an expert tactician, so don’t turn your back on him for a second. Our tattooed lady is Naia and, last but definitely not least, the blonde is Zita. She’s stronger than her size suggests, just so you know. She can take Bartek down, so I wouldn’t push your luck by trying to spar with her.’


‘Once,’ Bartek grunted. ‘It was one time.’


‘Did you want a rematch?’ Zita asked. ‘Any time, little man.’


A clang cut through the argument, and they all turned to see Aaron holding a spoon poised next to his cooking pot, which was apparently serving as a dinner gong.


‘If you savages are done posturing,’ he said, ‘then maybe you could hand over the mushrooms so I can finish up this meal I’ve slaved over for you. Or are you ingrates not hungry?’


Things moved quickly then. In the bustle of eating dinner, arguing over sleeping arrangements, and getting themselves ensconced for the night, there was no time for anyone to raise the question of why Lucas had joined them, or to tell him the reason for their journey.


Cam knew it was only a temporary reprieve, but it was a welcome one. He didn’t need to be babysitting right now; he had enough on his mind as it was.


They were going to bring Emmy home. It would change everything, and the Blue would never be the same again.


That was the most important thing. He knew it would be as transformative to their world as the Revelation had been, and perhaps even as dramatic as the Fall, but still his excitement was reserved for someone else.


Because tomorrow would be the day he saw Felix again.





In the end, Cam carried his blanket out to the fireside. He was too agitated to sleep, and it was impossible to think clearly in the cabin, surrounded by the noisy warmth of fourteen sleeping bodies. The smell had been as thick as the air in a teenager’s bedroom by the time he had finally extracted himself from beneath Tommy’s feet, Zita’s hair and Bartek’s out-flung arm, and he was gasping for the fresh breeze.


He wasn’t used to being around other people and to be presented with so many in such a small space was overwhelming. He used to love it: the camaraderie of living overlapping lives. Now it just felt intrusive.


He’d become antisocial in his old age.


‘You’re up,’ Viv said as she joined him by the smouldering remains of the fire. It was barely dawn, but they would keep long hours on this trip. They had a lot of ground to cover.


‘Couldn’t sleep,’ he said.


Viv cut to the chase. ‘I’m worried about you.’


Cam offered her a wry smile. ‘You always say that.’


‘Doesn’t make it any less true. You’re happier. I can see that, and I’m glad, but you still seem so far away. I don’t know. I thought that when you found Emmy, you’d come back to us. I thought maybe you’d be your old self again, but you’re still so distant, Cam, and that worries me, because you used to be so close.’


‘I know.’


‘I just want the old Cam back,’ she said, and the familiar words twisted open a vulnerability he preferred to keep closed.


He wanted to tell her that the person he used to be didn’t exist anymore. He wanted to swear and scream his frustration that she would ask him to wear a face that was no longer his, not just because it would hurt him to play the part, but because he mourned his old self too. He wished he could be the joyful creature that had once inhabited his body, but it was gone and he was left with nothing but his mission, and the flickering hope of an attraction that was too new for him to call it love.


He wanted to tell Viv all of those things, but instead he just said, ‘I know.’


It was a relief when Aaron joined them, despite his foul mood. He berated them for not reviving the fire, ranted for ten minutes about how unappreciated he was as a warrior and a chef, then clanked his cookware around so violently that it wasn’t long before the rest of the squad emerged from the cabin in search of breakfast.


They ate quickly and saddled up with a practiced ease that was surprising, given their generally shambolic attitude towards proper conduct. Their fluidity was the result of hundreds of excursions together, and despite his initial discomfort Cam felt himself falling back in step. Lucas, however, was always five steps behind, and he was getting under everyone else’s feet.


‘Watch it, kid,’ said Eveline as she swung into the saddle, narrowly missing Lucas’s head with her feet.


‘I’m twenty,’ Lucas said. ‘I’m not a kid.’


Eveline smiled, showing her teeth as she leaned down towards him. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’m a thousand and fifty-nine, so I’d say you’re more like a toddler to me.’


Viv glared a warning at her. ‘You can ride with me,’ she said to Lucas, helping him up onto her bay.


After that, Cam had trouble keeping Tommy’s mind on the mission.


‘You wouldn’t let me ride with her,’ he muttered as they pulled ahead of the other riders.


‘No, because you’re twice the boy’s size,’ said Cam. ‘You would have flattened the poor horse. And anyway, it’s not for long. We’ll send scouts ahead on foot when we reach the continent, and then you can have a horse to yourself.’


‘You’re going to use the rest of the blood?’


‘Yes,’ Cam said. ‘Most of it, anyway. It’s not going to last much longer, so we may as well.’


‘And are you going to talk to him?’ Tommy looked back over his shoulder at Lucas. The boy had clearly never been on horseback before, because despite Viv’s soothing presence, he had tensed up as though he expected the mare to buck him off at any moment.


‘Dear god,’ Cam muttered.


Why had Lorelei sent them this boy? He clearly hadn’t been schooled with the children of the more influential Nobles, or if he had, then he’d learned nothing. The latter was the more worrying prospect.


‘Are you sure this isn’t a mistake?’ said Tommy.


‘Yes.’ No. ‘Alistair can start training him tonight. If he doesn’t show any improvement over the next couple of days, then we’ll send him back.’


‘So are you going to talk to him or not? Someone needs to, and you’re the one running this rescue.’ For once, Tommy seemed glad of that fact.


‘Fine, I’ll talk to him,’ Cam said. ‘We’ll stop for some food before we make the crossing, and I’ll speak to him then. Happy?’


‘Not easy, being in charge, is it?’ Cam could hear the smile in Tommy’s voice.


’Oh, stop gloating.’


‘Never.’





It was going to take them hours to get over the lake. Cam had built the latest ferry for himself, so it was only designed to take one horse at a time. With ten horses and fifteen people, they’d be here all day.


Bartek volunteered to pull the ferry across on the line, for a few journeys at least. He took Konrad, Naia and Zita with him on the initial run so they could set up camp on the other side of the water. They’d get things ready while he collected the first of the horses.


The squad had settled into a familiar rhythm now. Aaron was already bustling around assembling food, although no one had designated him the chef, and Eveline was standing watch with Darius at her side. Linh and Gul had gone off foraging again and with nothing else to do, Alistair was needling Adewale about the way he had arranged his horse’s packs.


‘Come on, Viv, and you two as well,’ Tommy said to Alistair and Adewale. ‘We’ll get the horses watered before Bartek comes back.’ He gave Cam a significant look as they walked away. He was leaving Cam alone with the boy.


The bastard.


With the ferry halfway across the lake, they were the only two left by the landing stage. The waves lapped against the stones, reflecting the sunshine in blinding sheets of light while seagulls picked their way along the shore, teasing morsels from the tide line and screeching so the air was alive with the sound.


Cam’s mind was blank. He had no idea how to start this conversation. Thankfully, Lucas did.


‘I don’t know why she sent me,’ he said, ‘and I don’t think you do, either.’


‘I do know,’ said Cam. ‘She saw what I saw. She saw you fighting like you were born to it, though I’m guessing you’ve had no training.’


‘No. No training,’ Lucas said. There was resentment in his tone when he added, ‘I’m not one of them.’


Not one of the elite, Cam assumed. It didn’t seem as though he had much love for them either.


‘And you don’t know what you were fighting?’


‘Whatever the Red turned Marcus into.’ As he spoke, Lucas’s dark brows creased in sympathy. There was his alliance, then: he cared more for the humans of the Blue than he did for its Nobles.


Interesting.


‘They’re called Weepers,’ said Cam. ‘Look, it’s complicated, but I guess the easiest way to explain it is to say that there are two kinds of contamination in the Red: one that makes the monsters, and another that kills them. I used the second kind last night in the square, which is why they died.’


Lucas was silent for a moment while he thought on that. Eventually, he said, ‘So the Red’s no danger to the Nobles?’


Cam laughed.


‘You don’t think we’re monsters, Lucas?’ he said. ‘Because it can hurt us too, so now that you’re out here you need to be careful. No meat, and unless we say otherwise, no blood that doesn’t come from a bottle.’


‘Where else are we going to find it?’


Of course, Lucas didn’t know that humans lived in the Red. He didn’t know that they could live out here, contaminated, because Laila had wanted them all to think they were trapped in the Blue. With Lucas’s human sympathies, it would be dangerous knowledge for him to have.


He was bound to see humans in the Red sooner or later, but for now Cam sidestepped the question.


‘We’ll have to do without when the bottles go bad,’ he said. ‘Do you think you can handle that?’


’I’ve done it before,’ said Lucas. He seemed surprisingly relaxed about the concept. It was time to rattle him.


‘For two months?’


‘Two months?’


‘Two months,’ Cam confirmed. ‘Four weeks there, and four back, with no blood for most of that time.’


Cam watched Lucas carefully, but he couldn’t pin down his reaction. He wasn’t scared, that much was clear, but there was unhappiness in his expression. Something about the length of the trip was making him reluctant.


‘Can you manage that long without blood?’ Cam asked, because that was the most obvious cause of his discontent, but Lucas just shrugged in return.


‘I’ve done it before,’ he said, which made no sense at all because every Noble in the Blue had access to an Attendant.


‘By choice?’ Cam asked.


’Necessity.’


It was clear from his tone that Lucas didn’t want to discuss it further, so Cam let the subject drop. One thing was clear: this boy had not had a normal Noble upbringing.


Aaron interrupted their tête-à-tête then, bringing slabs of dark bread layered with cheese and ham, the last meat they would have until they returned to the Blue. The others joined them to eat, except Bartek, who was already loading up the first of the horses onto the ferry.


It did not go well. When he was three-quarters of the way across the lake, a Weeper howled from the direction of the continent. It was too distant to be any threat, but it thoroughly spooked the horse. The mare was in the water before Bartek could get it under control, so Zita and Konrad had to swim out and persuade it over to the far shore. It had been carrying Zita’s packs, and she didn’t look pleased that they were now waterlogged.


‘Stupid animal,’ Bartek grumped as he pulled the ferry back to the island. The rest of the squad was too busy laughing to offer him any help in loading the next horse.


‘We’ll carry the saddlebags separately from now on,’ Cam said, brushing the remains of his sandwich from his fingers, ‘and I’ll come over on the next trip too, in case there’s another howl. There’s something I want to check out.’


As he ate, Cam had been scanning the far shore for any sign of movement. The squad was making enough noise to raise the dead, and that would have carried across the water, so why was there no sign of Felix? Cam had expected to see him walking out of the trees the moment the horse went into the water, but the forested hillside was strangely still.


Something was wrong. He needed to get to the opposite shore, and he needed to do it now.


He and Bartek crossed the lake without incident, and in silence. Bartek was taciturn at the best of times, but he seemed to sense Cam’s mood, and not a word passed his lips on the way.


Cam handed the horse’s reins off to Naia as soon as they reached the far shore, then leapt straight from the ferry to the sloping banks that cambered up and away from the lake.


He had no time to spare.


Leaving the others to salvage their supplies, he followed the green nutmeg scent of Felix into the trees.
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