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PROLOGUE




THE MUSIC PUMPED into the club around me, loud enough to drown the noise of the top cracking off the bottle I was opening. Goth metal again, unsurprisingly. I handed the drink to the vampire on the other side of the bar and collected his token, posting it through the slot in the wall safe.


One thing you could say for the new world order: the currency is a hell of a lot simpler. It’s good to have a positive to hold onto when you’re drowning in a sea of negative.


I’m actually one of the lucky ones. My name is Emilia, I’m twenty-eight and I’m still alive. I work as a barmaid at Sol’s, a multi-roomed club in central London.


The hours are crappy, the outfits are insultingly misogynistic and the clientele are dangerous as hell, but being… close to Solomon, the eponymous proprietor, gives me a level of protection I couldn’t even hope to achieve elsewhere. This wasn’t what I had wanted for myself, but it’s how things are.


I’m hardly in a position to complain, and I don’t flatter myself that I have the freedom to do so. This is my assigned position and like it or not, I do it or I die. It has been made crystal clear to me that I’m not going anywhere. I’d tried to once before and it hadn’t worked out well.


The vamp I’d just served started eyeing me up until he registered the black choker around my neck, which was intricately embroidered with silver thread in a detailed lily pattern. It was the international symbol for “hands off or suffer the dire consequences”. The style and decoration changed depending on the identity of the protector, but the black choker marked me as off-limits for those hoping for a sip straight from the source.


Although I might serve the drinks here, I’m no one’s hot-running blood bar. Well, nearly no one’s. In any case, it’s not like we don’t have it available both bottled and on tap.


The choker’s helpful when I’m working in such a high-risk environment, particularly when my protector is not only the club owner but also the Primus, the top vamp in charge for the entire country. With that sort of power protecting me even my work uniform, a strapless corseted top and a tiny skirt (all in black, of course), couldn’t tempt the club-goers enough that they’d actually lay a hand on me.


I’d toned the look down as much as I could by leaving my dark brown hair long and loose to cover my neck and by rocking knee-high, flat-soled boots, but the management would only let me go that far. I was surprised they allowed me even that much latitude given that they pretty much owned me.


Some of my workmates aren’t quite so modest. At the other end of the room, my fellow human barmaid Alice was leaning provocatively across the bar towards a vamp with blond hair tousled back from his face. The style was far too affected to be the genuine bed-head article he was doubtless aiming for.


Alice was dressed in the same uniform as me, minus the choker, but she’d upped the stakes with four-inch patent spike heels. She had also managed to construct a hairstyle that effortlessly poured her blond curls down one side of her neck, leaving the other side exposed.


Alice was truly stunning in her own right, with huge blue eyes and the cutest nose you’ve ever seen, but the thing that made her so irresistible to the vamps was the paleness of her skin. Practically translucent, her skin allowed you to trace the delicate, dark lines of the blood running in her veins.


Bed-head Vamp was practically drooling as he raked his eyes up her chest and along her neck. Alice clearly loved the game. She knew he couldn’t touch her without one of the Solis Invicti guards smashing his head in for the vicarious insult to their lord and master, but she loved to be wanted, made to feel special and important now that humans were little more than slaves and donors.


I’ve only been at Sol’s for a few days under the new management, so the Solis Invicti are a bit of a mystery to me. They work as bouncers in the club, and act as a sort of pseudo-military, but that seems to be incidental to their role as Solomon’s guard. The vamps have played their cards close to their chests when revealing details of their hierarchy and history, so their society is relatively opaque to those of us outside looking in.


Whatever their true purpose, it’s clear to me from the respect the other vamps in the club show them that the Solis Invicti are much more than glorified bodyguards. I’d seen them in action in the club, thankfully only once so far, and their agility is beyond anything I have ever seen, even living in a city packed full of vamps. No wonder we had so little trouble at Sol’s.


When I first started working at the club, it was called Parker’s and catered to a distinctly less toothy group of trendsetters. Jeff Parker was a pain in the backside, but he was a nice guy. He took me on with no references and no experience when every other employer in the city wouldn’t give me the time of day.


It was just over six months ago, and we didn’t even know vampires existed. I was just trying to make enough to live on. I hadn’t realised how stiff the competition would be until I arrived in the capital, a few hundred quid in my wallet and no plan except to escape, to be new, to be better, to be strong. I’d had some setbacks and I didn’t want to be myself anymore.


London’s full of people with no credentials: people trying to find a better life, trying to run away from the one they have or just trying to escape from themselves. I’d been an idiot because I had been trying to do all three. Needless to say, it didn’t work.


It had been my third week in the city and my carefully-saved money was all but gone. I was on my third club of the night when I walked into Parker’s and found my safe haven. One of the bar staff had just left to have a baby and Jeff was kind enough to take me on. On my first night at the club, Jeff set me to work behind the bar with Cassie. Within half an hour, she’d offered me a room in her rented flat. Just like that, I was part of the Parker’s family.


I hadn’t had much time to enjoy my good fortune before all hell broke lose. Now Jeff was gone. Cassie was gone. They were all gone.


It started in America. They call it the Revelation now, but at the time it felt more like a world war, probably because it was. It claimed billions of human lives, the vast majority of the population of the planet, and only seventeen vampires. At least, that’s what we’re led to believe.


It changed our lives beyond recognition, even though it was over in a little more than a week. Afterwards, it seemed inconceivable that we hadn’t realised before how hopelessly outgunned we were by a race the majority of us didn’t think existed.


It began quietly, a whisper through the public consciousness that was picked up and blared out through the media. A girl had gone missing from a little town in Oklahoma and, although this wasn’t in itself remarkable, the circumstances of the disappearance were strange enough to arouse suspicion in such a small community.


Cara Alton, a nineteen-year-old college student, vanished from her parents’ back garden one Tuesday evening in full sight of five members of her family. One minute she was enjoying a glass of lemonade, talking with her mom about her next semester’s classes. The next minute she was gone, her glass falling to the floor and smashing on the terrace, three feet from where her mom was standing.


At first, the report made by Cara’s parents was treated with understandable scepticism. No one else had seen the girl since she’d returned from college, never mind that day, so the police tried to contact Cara at her college campus. When there was still no news after twenty-four hours, there were mutterings about group hallucinations.


The police turned their suspicion on her family. They decided that their incredible story was a facile attempt to conceal either a deliberate disappearance by Cara or a crime by one or all of their number.


The Oklahoman sent reporters. KFOR-TV sent news cameras. The community started to turn on the Altons.


On the Saturday morning after Cara’s disappearance, the New York Times received a USB storage stick in the post. It contained an apparently genuine video of the moment Cara disappeared. Now you see her, now you don’t. Her family’s reaction: their shocked disbelief, their panic and finally their horror. The national press were on board and a small proportion of their audience was starting to believe what it saw.


Cara was found by a morning jogger three days later in the middle of a small park in a suburban neighbourhood, fifty miles from her parents’ house. She was propped up against a tree in a seated position with her legs crossed. Her T-shirt was missing, her short skirt bunched up around her hips, her femoral artery punctured and her blood drained. Her body was perfectly preserved and freezing to the touch, even in the middle of the summer in Oklahoma.


But the thing that really sent the press into a frenzy was the mark across her stomach: a perfect handprint shimmering under the surface of her skin like frozen mercury.










CHAPTER ONE




THURSDAY





For me, it started two days after Cara was found. I’d heard about her murder, we all had. I’d even heard some of our customers in the club discussing it after the news had broken. Despite the fact that a lot of the odder details had been published, perhaps even because of it, the truth is that no one was taking the mystery surrounding Cara’s death very seriously.


We heard about murders in America all the time: kids going on rampages through their schools with guns from their dads’ personal arsenals, beheadings on the subway and pseudo-political assassination attempts. It was old news.


A few die-hards in the media argued that the handprint was weird enough to hint at something supernatural, but the British are born sceptical. As a nation, we were having none of it. It had to be a hoax.


As far as I was concerned, Cara was barely a blip on my radar. I did my job, got paid and lived my life. I didn’t care enough to keep up with the news. That’s why I was stupid enough to find myself walking home from work in the early hours of Friday morning after my shift at Parker’s. I knew it wasn’t a clever thing to do in any circumstances, but I was strapped for cash and it was difficult to track down a licensed black cab after last call on a Thursday evening, the capital’s big drinking night. A lot of the city workers left London on Friday afternoons to spend the weekend at their country homes, so Thursday was the night for socialising.


All told, I was safer walking than taking my chances in an unlicensed taxi.


Jeff tried to dissuade me from walking on my own, but I insisted. He was forced to relent or risk implying I was unable to take care of myself, an error he knew I would be slow to forgive.


Jeff was a big guy and he was incredibly protective. He had a kind face: all boyish charm, soft lines and big brown eyes. He must have been about forty five, but he treated all of his staff like they were his wayward children. He gave us hell when we stepped out of line, but in a strange way I think he loved us. He looked out for us, his odd little family.


There were just ten of us and I was the newest addition, which was strange for a city club. Usually staff churn is insanely high in the nightlife industry, even more so in central London. I think it worked so well because each of us was, in our own way, looking for a new family; one that worked, even if it was a bit dysfunctional at times. Jeff glued us together, kept us loyal and kept us safe.


Usually.


By the time I hit the road that night, the bankers and lawyers had already cleared out of the Square Mile, back to their overpriced, concierge-guarded, managed flats on the river. It was the end of July and the city was already quieter than normal because everyone was on holiday. The Courts had practically shut down for the summer and anyone who could afford to do so was avoiding central London like the plague.


It was just as well in the circumstances.


I pulled my hair up off my neck in deference to the heat and shucked my handbag onto my shoulder. I was wearing my normal summer work outfit: black shorts and a white cotton short-sleeved T-shirt with “Parker’s” embroidered over the left breast, but I had changed out of my black flats in preference for some knee-high, flat, chunky-soled boots. They were soft black leather and much more comfortable for the distance I was going; definitely boots made for walking. I threw my redundant black leather jacket into my shoulder bag and set out from St Paul’s.


My boots thudded quietly into the pavement. The street was completely empty. The odd cab rumbled past me through the night, but there was not a person to be seen in the road.


After the crush of the club, I relished the peace. I tipped my head back as a light breeze rushed down the street, bringing some brief respite from the heat. The darkness wrapped around me, blurring the edges of the world in the soft streetlight. The atmosphere was heavy with the lingering scent of hot tarmac and car exhaust.


As I walked towards one of the entrances to the underground station, a wave of fetid air washed across my face, making me glad that taking a tube at this hour of night wasn’t an option. In night-time heat like this, I couldn’t think of anything worse than plunging into the dark, sulphurous cocoon of the London underground.


I had taken the tube into work earlier that afternoon and as a result had arrived for my shift feeling like I’d been rolling in a skip. It hadn’t helped that the carriage had been so packed that I had spent the journey with my face being intermittently pressed into some guy’s armpit. I silently vowed to myself that I would walk into work until the heat wave broke.


I fumbled in my handbag for my iPod as I walked past the covered stairwell leading down into the underground. A noise from the bottom of the stairs caught my attention; a rustling followed by a couple of sharp thuds, then silence.


Strangely, the lights in the stairwell were off. The subway lights were never usually off when I left work. I wasn’t sure they ever actually got turned off. I glanced down into the darkness then hurried onwards, telling myself it was just a tramp settling into his corner for the night, but feeling a bit on edge nevertheless.


I walked another hundred yards or so at a quick march, noticing with some trepidation that the pavements on the road ahead of me were both covered with scaffolding, making the walkways into painted plywood tunnels roofed with planks.


I glanced over my shoulder and, having reassured myself that I was alone on the street, I crossed over a silent T-junction and stepped into the long tunnel on the right hand side of the road. I relaxed as the tunnel encircled me in the scent of fresh paint and bathed me in warm, orange light from the lamps hanging above my head.


Chastising myself for being unnecessarily jumpy, I resolutely plugged my headphones into my ears, cranking up the volume on my favourite night-time playlist. The tunnel ran the length of the road to the next junction, about two hundred yards in total.


The storefronts to my right were interrupted regularly with small, winding alleyways leading back to ancient buildings. I glanced down one as I walked past, wondering what lay at its end. Although I’d been here for months, I still hadn’t taken the opportunity to explore London and its idiosyncratic geography as much as I would have liked.


As I turned my gaze back to the pavement in front of me, I thought I caught a movement down the alley out of the corner of my eye. I stopped to look and realised it was just an urban fox, bolting away from me down the narrow passageway. Feeling guilty for disturbing his night-time foraging, I realised one of his companions was likely the cause of the noise in the subway.


I felt foolish for not connecting the dots earlier.


Relieved, I turned back to continue my way along the tunnel and stopped dead. A couple of the overhead lamps were out, but I could still make out a motionless, tall figure at the end of the tunnel. It was silhouetted against the streetlamp at the next junction.


Something felt off about it. The skin on the back of my neck prickled.


It simply stood there, immobile, blocking my way. There was something very wrong here, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I thought about calling out to it, but I would feel stupid if I created a scene over nothing.


Keeping my eyes on the end of the tunnel, I yanked the headphones from my ears and stuffed them into my bag. Heart pounding, I looked behind me and saw another figure blocking the way I had come. This figure was better illuminated than the first: she was a petite woman, slightly stooped, with dirt on her hands. Her shoulder-length hair seemed to be damp and was plastered to her face and head in places.


Panic surged through me, sending my heartbeat into overdrive. If someone wanted to attack me, I couldn’t think of a better place. I was trapped.


I noticed an odd smell and I turned back to the alleyway. With a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I realised the fox hadn’t been running from me. I should’ve guessed. London foxes aren’t timid; it would take something pretty terrifying to scare them away from their food.


It hadn’t been me. It had been this third figure: the nightmare in front of me.


He was barely ten feet away, but I hadn’t even heard him approaching. I’m five foot eight, but he was nearly a clear foot taller than me, a giant. His gaunt face loomed over me, with sunken eyes that were set too far apart in his head. He had gangly limbs and he was filthy from head to toe with dusty grime, but that wasn’t why I was glued to the spot with terror.


His canine teeth were sharpened into points and his mouth was rimmed with blood. I would have thought he was on his way to a costume party were it not for his eyes. They drilled into mine, his pupils completely dilated, but it was the whites of his eyes that took me aback. They weren’t white. They were so bloodshot they were mostly red, and they spilled crimson tears down his cheeks.


He stared fiercely at me, but his expression was slack and vacant. As he raised his hands towards me I saw that his fingernails were torn and that his arms were streaked with gore, ragged and bloodied. He reached for me, leaning his body closer, and exhaled, flooding the air with the odour of putrescence and earth.


I just stood there immobile and blinked at him.


This couldn’t be real.


I was in a dream, unable to move my feet to run away and unable to open my mouth to scream: utterly impotent.


There was a thump on the scaffolding boards above me and I jumped with shock at the sudden noise.


The supports creaked and the wood splintered, sending a cloud of sawdust down onto me and my assailant. It snapped me out of the horror that had frozen me and I recoiled from the bloodied man, hurling my body hard into the plywood barrier separating us from the street. As I did so, I looked up to see hands groping through the gap in the scaffolding boards above us, levering the slats away.


It wasn’t distracting the bloodied man and his friends. The first figure and the small woman had moved closer as they walked along the tunnel of the pavement towards us.


As the first figure drew closer, I saw that he was just a boy, a gangly teenager wearing a band T-shirt, Converse trainers and ripped jeans. He was so young that the woman could have been his mother.


They moved slowly in an oddly stilted, but determined, fashion. They reminded me of zombies.


I instantly regretted the mental association.


This was unreal.


“What do you want?” I croaked out.


All three simply continued staring at me as they moved silently forwards. It wasn’t much consolation, but at least none of them had said “brains”.


The bloodied man was quickly closing the gap and I glanced around me, desperately trying to identify something I could use as a weapon. I could accept that I probably wasn’t going to be able to get out of this situation in one piece, but I’d be damned if I wasn’t going to go down fighting.


Unfortunately, the tunnel was completely uncluttered. My handbag held only the essentials (keys, phone, wallet), my work shoes, my jacket and the normal handbag detritus that seems to accumulate on its own.


I looked desperately at the lamps lighting the roof of the tunnel and saw that the gap in the scaffolding planks was swiftly becoming large enough to admit a person. Any second I’d have more down on me from above, so the time to act was now.


I decided quickly that my best chance of escape was to run at the woman who had blocked the way I had come. I could then run back to Parker’s and to Jeff.


I set my jaw and ducked as the bloodied man swiped a heavy arm across where my head had been. As he regained his balance, I leapt up and grabbed the trailing power cord supplying the lanterns above my head, ripping it down as I fell back to the ground. I hoped that the darkness would disorient them enough to allow me to overpower the small woman and make a clean getaway.


The lights went out, plunging the tunnel into darkness. My adrenaline spiked. I turned and made to run, when something grabbed me under the arms and yanked me upwards. The bloodied man’s friends had finally made their way through the scaffolding boards.


I screamed and struggled, kicking my legs in my desperation to escape, but to no avail. I was lifted off my feet and upwards, out of the darkness of the tunnel and into the night air of the city, the light pollution hazing in the sky around me. I clawed frantically at the wood circling the hole in the scaffolding planks, trying to pull myself away from my assailant, but I couldn’t even get a grip on the edge.


I was pulled relentlessly backwards out of the hole and onto the scaffolding walkway, my bag falling off my shoulder onto the boards beside me.


Once my legs were clear, someone wrapped their arms around me from behind and held me firmly in a seated position on the boards. I started to struggle to release my arms, wriggling my shoulders from side to side in an effort to slide free, but there was no give at all.


A scent surrounded me, but it was startlingly different from the dirty, putrescent smell of the creatures down on the pavement. It was a rich smell of leather and wood, with an undertone of what might have been motor oil. The comforting, masculine scent calmed me as I breathed it in.


“Shh,” said a male voice close to my ear. “If you’re quiet, they’ll forget you’re up here and they’ll leave. Short attention spans.”


I went dead still.


The voice was warm and deep, rumbling and rich in tone. I was reassured by the fact that my assailant (or perhaps rescuer?) was capable of human speech. The monsters down in the alley didn’t look like they could string a sentence together, and this guy had just said two in a row. At least that meant he couldn’t be one of the zombies, I supposed.


“What the hell are they,” I whispered, “and who the hell are you, for that matter?”


“Do be quiet, love,” he said, securing his right hand across my mouth.


I fought my instincts to hit out at this guy and tell him I wasn’t his “love”, but I decided instead to sit quietly and listen to his advice. After all, he had just saved me from whomever or whatever those things were. We could quibble about presumptuous endearments later.


We sat in silence for five minutes or more, me sitting with my legs stretched out in front of me and he crouching behind me, pressed up against my back with one arm around my body. I felt my breath condensing on his fingers where he held them over my mouth and, as I stopped struggling, he removed his hand from my face.


We listened to the gentle shuffling search being conducted below us while I tried to calm my racing heart by concentrating on the rising and falling of the man’s chest behind me. As he strained to listen to the movement in the tunnel beneath us, he leaned forward and stretched his head over my right shoulder. His breath rushed quietly past my ear in a steady stream of warmth, his hair tickling across my right cheek.


He was breathing slowly, his body moving in a soft rhythm that I tried to match with my own. His grip around my body softened as I relaxed, his left hand trailing across my stomach before coming to rest on my left arm. I breathed in the scent of him, starting to forget about the horrors beneath us as I fell back into the peace of my rescuer’s embrace.


I told myself that just because he had saved me from those things it didn’t mean he was worth trusting, but I felt safe enough with him. Besides, I didn’t have much choice for now.


The silence of the city surrounded us as the breeze chased dust along the boards.


After what seemed like an age, he pulled his head back and released me, moving his body away from where it had been pressed against me. The sudden removal of his warmth from my back sent a shiver down my spine and I realised that, despite the heat of the night, I was freezing cold.


“They’ve gone,” he said.


I breathed a sigh of relief, but anxiety continued to spike in my stomach. What the hell were they? My head was spinning and I didn’t feel able to get to my feet just yet.


“So will you answer my questions now?” I asked cautiously, looking at him over my shoulder.


He stepped back into the shadow of the building supporting the scaffolding on which we were perched. He was standing in darkness, but he was tall and looked strong. I guessed he must have been to lift me from the tunnel on his own; I am not a petite woman.


“I guess you didn’t catch the news this evening, then?”


“No, I’ve been at work since six,” I said uncertainly, not sure where this was taking us.


What had I missed? Had there been some sort of epidemic?


“I’m not going to try to explain it to you here. We need to get you somewhere safe, and we need to do it fast. The streets are only going to get worse.”


As he spoke, his attention was caught by something across the road and he stepped forward to the edge of the scaffolding to stare down over the barrier. The streetlamps from the junction caught his face and I got the first clear glimpse of my rescuer.


He was handsome in a rugged sort of way. His hair was dark and straight, mid-length, falling just below his ears at the front in a messy side parting. His jaw-line was strong and would have made him intimidating, but his brow was gentle and large eyes gave his face an open, approachable impression. He clearly hadn’t shaved for a while as a dark shadow of stubble covered his cheeks.


He set his jaw and pressed his lips together, anxiety filling his expression.


“We’re too late,” he said. “They’re already multiplying. We’ve got to get you out of here.”


I stood up and moved to stand to the left of him at the edge of the scaffolding.


In the street below us, more shambling figures were appearing. They were joined by the teenager from the tunnel. They didn’t seem to have a common purpose; they were just walking the streets in any direction that seemed to take their fancy. As they stepped into the light cast by the streetlamps I saw that each of their faces was streaming with bloody tears. These, then, were the same sort of creatures as the bloodied man.


As we watched, the bloodied man himself shuffled from the tunnel to our left with the small woman by his side. They walked off down different streets in the general direction of St Paul’s.


I turned to face my rescuer as he followed the bloodied man’s progress down the road. His face was turned towards me so I was afforded the chance to study it in more detail.


I didn’t understand what I was seeing and I was unsure of the evidence of my own eyes.


His irises were a shocking, emerald shade of green, but where you would normally expect to see the faint lines of blood vessels, the whites of his eyes were threaded with silver. They shone like silk in the lamplight. As I watched, the silver flowed into his irises in tiny strands of gossamer, surrounding his pupils in a shining halo.


I gasped and stepped away from him in alarm.


“Your eyes…” I said, my mouth opening in amazement.


Where the eyes of the creatures below us were lined in blood, his were lined in silver. His brow furrowed and he touched his fingers to the corner of his right eye, confusion spreading across his face.


“What…” he breathed, looking off to one side, as if he were speaking only to himself.


He looked shocked and slightly horrified. It wasn’t very reassuring, but as he registered my expression he raised his hands towards me in a placating gesture.


“Look,” he said gently, “just calm down.”


“You’re like them, your eyes, they’re… wrong.”


My feet were putting distance between us, but I found myself leaning back towards him to watch. It was mesmerising.


“But I’m not one of them,” he said as he stepped slowly towards me. “I’m trying to help you.”


I started to move back towards the hole in the floor through which he had dragged me. I wasn’t sure whether I’d be better off trying to escape back the way I had come, or perhaps through the alleyway below us. As I was debating this in my head, the man held out his hand, but I moved away, backing up further towards the hole.


He shook his head at me and rolled his eyes.


“Come on, you stupid human! You’re going to get yourself killed,” the man hissed in exasperation.


I stopped, open-mouthed.


“What do you mean, ‘human’?”


He sighed.


“Please calm down,” he said softly with some effort, speaking through gritted teeth. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m trying to help you. Please. I need you to trust me.”


I paused again.


This guy had just saved my life. I examined him critically as he stood in front of me.


He didn’t seem like he was dangerous. Well, he actually looked pretty fierce in his khakis and leather jacket, and I was pretty sure that was a knife slung on his belt, but I didn’t feel that he presented a danger to me. Besides, what choice did I have? I wasn’t going to be able to make it home on my own with the bloodied man and his friends thronging in the street below.


“Answer my questions, then we’ll see,” I said, folding my arms and leaning up against the building next to us. “Who are you and what are they?”


He sighed and mirrored my pose, leaning up against the edge of the scaffolding opposite me.


“My name is Andrew,” he said, “Drew for short, and we call those ‘Weepers’, for obvious reasons. They… well, they eat people.”


I made a face. Man-eating monsters on the loose in London.


“I’m Emilia,” I said. “You haven’t really answered either of my questions, though.”


“I know, but it will have to do for now. Will you let me get you somewhere safe? Then there’s something you need to see that will explain everything.”


I hesitated.


“Emilia,” he said, “I promise you that I’ll keep you safe. I know you don’t know me, but without my help the Weepers will kill you before you get fifty yards from here.”


I believed him. I might be able to fight off one, but with the numbers of the creatures that seemed to be gathering in the streets I’d be dead in minutes.


Left with no other option that seemed viable, I reluctantly agreed.


“Fine,” I huffed, “but if you try to eat me there’ll be trouble. I once kicked a guy in the nuts so hard he needed surgery. I assume that, whatever you are, you still have the same vulnerabilities as normal men?”


“Don’t worry,” he chuckled. “I’m the same as any human male in that respect.”


I eyed him suspiciously as I collected my handbag and let him lead me along the scaffolding to where it ended at the next junction.


“I’ve got a place near here,” he said. “It’s completely secure. You’ll be safe there if we can just navigate the next few streets.”


“What do you mean ‘you’ve got a place near here’?” I asked, flabbergasted. “We’re in the square mile. No one lives in the square mile.”


I paused.


“Unless you’re a zillionaire connected up the wazoo, that is.”


He looked over his shoulder at me, raised his eyebrow and shot me a cheeky grin.


“You’re shitting me,” I muttered.


“Just keep quiet and follow me.”










CHAPTER TWO




WE ARRIVED AT Drew’s place a few minutes later. It was down one of the small alleys that ran between the storefronts on the next street.


With his help, I managed to climb back down from the scaffolding and slip unobtrusively into the next street without catching the attention of three Weepers who were walking around at the road junction. I breathed a sigh of relief as we turned into the empty, dead-end alley and headed for a door set at its end.


He unlocked it and let us into an old, narrow stairwell that wound up for ten stories above us. It was a strange building, an odd fusion of ancient and modern architecture that teamed stained wooden beams with stainless steel and glass. Walking up through the floors I felt like I was walking through time as the building style changed around me. I wasn’t sure I liked it, but I was intrigued.


I reached the top of the stairs out of breath and exhausted. Drew, who seemed untroubled by the climb, unlocked the door at the top and let us into a penthouse apartment.


The door let into an open plan living area with a kitchen and dining area at the end farthest away from us and sofas at the other. It was a large space with huge glass windows running its length. Beyond the dining area, a corridor led away to what I supposed must be the bedrooms.


The kitchen was pretty high tech, but the seating area looked cosy and well-loved, like it had been chosen for comfort and not appearance. The whole place was neat and tidy, but there were bookcases everywhere and it felt pleasantly lived-in. It was not what I had expected at all.


“Wow,” I said, slightly lost for words.


Who was this guy?


Drew smiled, took my bag from my shoulder and extracted my jacket, hanging both on a hook next to the door.


“You’d better stay here tonight,” he said. “The Weepers are only going to multiply overnight.”


Then he shrugged out of his own leather jacket and hung it next to mine.


His and hers. Nice.


I mentally shook myself and tried to focus.


Yes, he was pretty hot, but now was not the time. Besides, I didn’t even know what he was, much less who he was.


He strode over to the seating area and sat on one of the sofas. He picked up the remote control for the flat screen fixed to the wall and began channel hopping. The same thing was showing on each channel: an impossibly handsome, blonde-haired man speaking into the camera. Each channel seemed to be showing a different point in the broadcast.


“It’s on a loop,” Drew said, settling on a channel when he found one at the beginning of the programme.


“Just watch this,” he continued, “it’ll explain everything. After that, you can ask me anything you want. Just please believe me when I say I want to help.”


Looking over at me, he raised an eyebrow and indicated the space next to him. Not wanting to encourage over-familiarity before I knew I could trust him, and slightly concerned that if I wasn’t careful I might find myself forming unhealthy attachments, I took the armchair instead. There was enough crazy stuff going on at the moment. I could do without adding Stockholm Syndrome to my list of worries.


The corner of his mouth quirked up and then down again so quickly I wasn’t sure I had really seen it. I was apparently amusing him.


The screen filled with the face of the handsome man. He was wearing a suit jacket and a shirt open at the collar. His golden hair was cut short at the sides and lay in loose curls on the top of his head. His cheekbones could have been chiselled from marble and his mouth was tipped into a slight smile. He had full lips and beautiful, piercing blue eyes.


Then I saw it: the whites of his eyes were threaded with silver, just like Drew’s.


My eyes darted over towards him where he sat on the sofa to my right.


He met my gaze and nodded towards the screen.


“My name,” the beautiful man said, “is Solomon. I am not like you. I am different: stronger, older, faster, better.”


His voice was melodic and clear, but it lacked the warmth of Drew’s rumbling tones.


“I and my kind have been living alongside you for many years, building our strength and numbers and securing our positions in your society. It is time for us to come out of obscurity.


“Many of you will have seen the creatures we call Weepers gathering and multiplying in the streets of your cities. They have forced our hand. They are a scourge that only our kind can contain. We will protect your country from the threat they present and build a new world from the ruins they will leave behind them.


“We will give you every necessity: healthcare, safe accommodation and food. We will protect you from the Weepers. In return, all you will have to do is perform the job assigned to you and provide monthly blood donations. This is the bargain between our races.


“I regret the circumstances that have made this action necessary, but this bargain will be our mutual salvation. If we are unable to work together, both of our races will perish, you at the hands of the Weepers and us from starvation.


“This reciprocity will found a stronger society, you dependent on us for protection and us dependent on you for sustenance, as the cattle and the farmer each depend on the other. I am afraid that it is the only way your race will survive.”


I watched the beautiful Solomon in shock as he outlined his plans for the subjugation of the human race. Cattle?


This wasn’t a bargain. This wasn’t reciprocity. It was slavery.


“Your population has been more than decimated,” he continued on the screen, “and there is a great deal of work to be accomplished in a short time to ensure your continued survival. Effective immediately, the governance of this country will fall to me as Primus of our people in England. If you will submit to our rule then we will keep you safe.


“In each town and city across the country, our people are establishing safe houses to receive you. At nine o’clock in the morning, each of you should go to your local safe house to receive sanctuary. Further instructions for each town and city will follow by regional broadcast at eight o’clock.”


I turned to Drew in horror.


“Is this for real?” I asked him quietly.


He nodded at me, pressing his lips together with a grimace.


On the screen, the camera panned back from Solomon’s face to show the room in which he was sitting. What was apparently the remainder of our former government sat at a table to his left. On either side of him, standing slightly behind him, were two imposing men who loomed over him like bodyguards.


The man on the left had short, brown hair pushed back up off his forehead and he looked like he’d taken a bunch of steroids. He was dressed in khakis and a long-sleeved T-shirt that was straining at the seams.


In disbelief, I recognised the man on the right of Solomon. I could do nothing but sit staring at the screen as the picture faded to black and the broadcast began to replay from the beginning.


“You?” I whispered quietly, watching as Solomon repeated his words.


“Yes,” Drew said sadly, “me. It was recorded earlier this evening.”


“And what exactly are you?” I asked him.


The dam broke and a tear slid down my cheek. I dashed it away in irritation, furious that my body was betraying me by showing weakness in front of this… whatever he was.


“I think you’ve worked it out, haven’t you?” he asked me in a soft voice. “Like the Weepers, we feed on humans. Unlike the Weepers, we’re civilised and not completely devoid of what you call ‘humanity’. Whatever name humans give to us, to ourselves we’re the Silver. We’ve hidden for many years, but it’s been decided that now is our time.”


“I see,” I said, not seeing at all.


It was too much.


I just wanted to curl up into a ball, wake up tomorrow and have this all be over. It couldn’t be real. It just couldn’t. I looked at Drew mournfully.


When I spoke my voice was quiet and toneless. I was exhausted and I was beaten. I had escaped from one impossible enemy straight into the arms of another.


“What about me?” I asked him. “Am I just a midnight snack?”


His forehead creased in concern.


“That’s not how it’s going to work, Emilia. It’s not like that at all. I want to help.”


The arrogant little shit.


I couldn’t believe he was sitting there telling me he was going to help me when he and all his race were preparing to serve us up as lunch. Just like that, I was livid.


“You want to help?” I jumped to my feet, shouting at him. “By eating people?”


There was a sound like a piece of fabric being ripped in two and the breath was knocked out of me.


In a fraction of a second, Drew had pushed me up against the wall of the sitting room, holding me suspended off the ground by my shoulders. My breath was coming quick and ragged and I began to regret taking my temper out on a creature clearly so much stronger than me.


Drew leaned into me, flattening his body against mine and meeting me eye to eye. His earthy scent of forests and leather filled my head, washing over me and setting light to something in my nerves.


I thrilled with fear and excitement, the two warring in my body for attention.


“Is that what you think I want, Emilia?” he whispered to me. “You think I saved your life just to make a meal of you?”


He leaned forward so his lips were just fractions of an inch away from mine, looking into my eyes as his emerald irises dilated to black.


I breathed him in, staring back at him wide-eyed as my breath caught. My eyes widened in horror as Drew lowered his face to my neck, running his cheek along mine as he did so. I felt my heartbeat in my throat and was filled with the sudden certainty that he could hear its thud.


He was going to bite me. He was going to sink his teeth into my flesh.


I tried to move, but I was pinned so securely to the wall by Drew’s hands that I was going nowhere. I tipped my head back and away as his hair brushed against my neck, desperately trying to escape the reach of his teeth.


Then, incongruously, I felt the rumble of a gentle chuckle rising in his chest as he pressed against me.


“You think I’d bite you?” he whispered quietly, his breath warming my skin. “I wouldn’t ever hurt you, Emilia. I promise you that.”


As he said this, I felt his lips touch my throat in a kiss.


I froze in surprise.


He leaned backwards, arching his back so his chest separated from mine, and looked into my eyes.


“This isn’t about your blood,” he said, “though that experience can be fun. For both of us,” he added, with the same cheeky grin he’d flashed me back on the scaffolding.


To my amazement, he released my shoulders, gently dropping me to the ground. He raised his hand casually to my face and brushed a loose strand of my hair behind my ear.


I didn’t know what to say.


“I don’t understand,” I said with complete honesty. “What are you doing?”


“Do you have to understand?” he asked with a slight edge of desperation in his tone as he leaned into me again, pinning me against the wall with the weight of his body.


I put my hands on his chest and tried ineffectively to push him away.


“Do you really want me to stop?” he asked quietly, his breath tickling the fine hairs around my ear. 


I paused, twisting my hands in his T-shirt, drawing in his scent as the electricity sizzled between us. Then his mouth was back at my neck, trailing kisses slowly and tantalisingly down to my collar bone. It felt wonderful.


Before I knew what I was doing, I ran my right hand up his neck and into his hair, intertwining my fingers with his its dark strands. I writhed against him, twisting my hips beneath his weight, and he moaned into my neck.


I snapped back to reality. This was a truly awful idea.


“Drew…” I said, putting my hands back on his chest again to hold him back.


“Shut up, Emilia,” he responded, curling his left hand around the back of my neck as he trailed kisses ever closer to my mouth.


“Get off me!” I shouted at him.


He let me push him away from me. I was flustered and upset. The last thing I needed was more complications.


“I’m not a toy you can pick up and play with until you’re bored,” I yelled. “I won’t be your momentary distraction while there’s nothing better to do. I may just be a human to you, but I’m not going to be your plaything.”


“It’s not like that…” he replied, but I cut him off.


I didn’t want to hear his explanations. Maybe he got off on danger, or maybe he just fancied a quick tumble since we’d already watched the only thing that was on TV. Whatever the reason, I needed to keep things simple.


If I was being honest with myself, I was a bit freaked out at how much I had wanted him to carry on, and at how much I missed that intimacy now it was gone.


“I’m grateful that you saved my life,” I said, “so thanks for that and all, but I’ve had a confusing enough night as it is and sleeping with the enemy is definitely not on my to do list.”


To my enduring satisfaction, Drew looked a bit ashamed. He glanced down at his feet before looking back into my eyes.


He really was breathtakingly handsome. He was looking at me with regret in his eyes, contrite and apologetic. Guilt prickled in my chest.


“I’m sorry, Emilia. That was… inappropriate of me.”


It had been, but part of me regretted stopping him when I did. This hardly seemed the time for propriety. It felt like the end of the world and if that was the case why not go out with a bang?


“Let me get you set up in one of the spare rooms,” he continued. “We can talk in the morning.”


He grabbed my handbag and led me through the corridor at the back of the penthouse to a surprisingly cosy spare room with a double bed and an en suite bathroom.


“There are clean towels in the bathroom if you want to wash up. I’ll be just down the corridor if you need me.”


I nodded gratefully. I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more right now than to get clean.


“Look,” he said to me as he made to leave, “you should know that not all the Silver are like me. I’m relatively… modern. The others can be a bit more old-fashioned, often cruel. None of this is going to be easy, but please believe me when I say I’m here to help you. To do that, I need you to be careful what you say and who you say it to.”


Drew took a step back into the room, reaching out towards my face with an inquiring look.


I nodded my acquiescence: he could touch me.


He took another step forward and cradled my face in his hands.


“But you can say anything to me, Emilia. I mean that. I’m going to get you through this. I’ll look out for you.”


Now I was even more puzzled.


“Why would you do that? Seriously, we just met.”


Drew looked frustrated, shook his head, then sighed and pulled me into his arms.


“Just know I’m here. I’ll always be here.”


“Is this one of those ‘I saved your life and am now responsible for it’ things?”


“If you like,” he replied with a smile.


“I still have so many questions…”


“Tomorrow,” he breathed into my hair.


He kissed my forehead, almost tenderly, then left the room without a second glance, shutting the door behind him.


Today was turning into a complete headfuck.










CHAPTER THREE




I STAYED STANDING where Drew had left me until I heard a door open and close further along the corridor, then fumbled frantically in my bag for my phone. I had to call the club, to check that everyone was okay. My heart sank as I checked the display.


No signal.


Looking around the room, I spotted an old-fashioned handset on the bedside table. With a premonition of disappointment, I picked up the receiver to a dead tone. The line was out. I’d just have to hope that everyone had already seen the broadcast and had got themselves to safety.


I walked into the bathroom to try to clean myself up a bit before I got into the bed, locking the door behind me, just in case. The bathroom was clean and neat, a small, bright space with a mirror running the length of one side above the basin and a deep bath with a shower suspended over it on the other.


I removed my boots then pulled off my T-shirt and shorts so I could give myself a quick once-over in the mirror. Barring a few bruises and scrapes from where Drew had hauled me out of the tunnel, I was in one piece. Physically, at least. Unfortunately, I was covered in grime where the dust from the scaffolding had glued itself to my legs. There was no way I was going to embarrass myself by tracking that into the bed.


There were clean towels set out on a rail next to the tub, so I got the shower running, hoping the sound wouldn’t disturb Drew. It was some ridiculous hour of the morning and I was exhausted, but all I wanted right now was to wash the day away before I dropped into bed.


I stepped into the tub and the hot water blasted my skin, strong and soothing. There was nothing for it; I was going to have to wash my filthy hair as well. I hadn’t felt clean all day and I was damned if I was going to pass up what might be my last opportunity to wash my hair in a proper hot shower. Who knew what tomorrow would bring?


I felt that Solomon’s broadcast this evening had been a little… misleading. As I poured shampoo into my hand and lathered it gratefully into my hair, I thought about everything he hadn’t told us. He hadn’t even named his people. He talked about blood donation and labour. He talked about strength and age. He himself was beautiful, but with a cool aloofness that had a certain otherness about it. He hadn’t said the word in all our minds: vampire.


I wasn’t sure what terrified me more, the Silver or the Weepers. To me, the new world order sounded like slavery by another name. A subordinate race, ‘cattle’ for the Silver’s glasses. And then there was Drew and his pledge to protect me. Yes, he had saved me from the Weepers, but that was exactly what Solomon was also offering. For a price.


The ‘bargain’, he had called it. Where did Drew fit into this bargain? What was his place? He had been kind to me. He had looked at me with such intensity as he vowed to protect me and then, when I thought he was attacking me for my blood, it turned out he had something entirely different in mind. How could I even hope to process that?


He wasn’t even human. He had stood by Solomon’s side as he made his decree. I realised with a sinking heart that he was a part of this as much as Solomon was. And I was trapped in a tenth-floor penthouse with him, with the Weepers gathering in the streets outside.


I gasped to myself and had a small panic attack, my heart rate soaring as I broke into a sweat. I focussed on the heat from the shower and soon my breathing returned to normal, but I couldn’t stop the tears. This was a nightmare. The end of humanity. The end of everything.


Pulling myself together, I quickly finished washing the dirt from my body and stepped out of the shower, grabbing a towel from the rail as I did so. I couldn’t think of a way this was going to end well. I dried down quickly then put on a towelling bathrobe I found on the back of the bathroom door. It would have to do; I had nothing else to sleep in and I couldn’t face putting my filthy clothes back on.


I opened the bathroom door and came face-to-face with Drew.


I let out a cry of surprise and stepped back, grazing my right arm against the catch of the bathroom door.


“Shit, I’m sorry, I heard… I just wanted to check you were alright…” he said, reaching towards me.


I took another step backwards and raised my hands up in front of me to tell him to stay where he was. I needed some space. As I lifted my arms a trickle of something ran down to my right elbow from my forearm and I looked down to see that I was bleeding where I had grazed myself on the door. It was a pretty big gash, but it wasn’t particularly painful.


“Dammit,” I said, rolling up the arm of the bathrobe so it didn’t get stained.


He might be a vampire, but that was no excuse for trashing his stuff.


I took a breath and went dead still.


Vampire. Blood.


Oh shit. This was not my day.


I looked up to see Drew assessing me from the doorway of the bathroom, pupils dilated and nostrils flaring at the scent of the blood. He took a step towards me and slammed the bathroom door behind him. I jumped then carried on stepping backwards until I was pressed against the towel rail. He looked hungry and wild, his eyes flashing with urgency.


I was dead, I thought. This is the end. Bleeding in front of a vampire: clever move, Emmy. Shit.


The corner of his mouth quirked up into a smile and the small room filled with the gentle, earthy sound of his chuckle.


“What do I have to do to prove to you I’m not going to hurt you, Emilia?”


I looked at him quizzically as he took my right hand gently, pressing his body into mine. This guy had serious issues with invading my personal space. I tried to jerk away from him, but I was trapped against the towel rail.


“Shh,” he said, fixing me with his big, dark eyes, “just let me see it.”


He raised my arm to his face and his nostrils flared again. Here we go, I thought. I closed my eyes and waited to feel his teeth sink into my arm.


Instead, I felt his right hand slide around my waist and pull me into him as he pressed his lips to my forehead.


“Please, Emilia. Just trust me. I won’t hurt you, but I can make it better.”


I blinked up at him in surprise. As he gazed down at me, his emerald irises suffused with silver again as they had on the scaffolding in the city. Or maybe I only noticed it when I was this close to him. I only had a glimpse before his eyes dilated black, swallowing up the colour of his irises together with their glinting highlights.


Raising my right arm to his face, he looked down as he gently ran his tongue along the cut on my arm.


“You’re getting nothing out of this, I suppose,” I said, making an inane joke to try to hide my discomfort with the situation.


As he continued to clean the blood from my arm, his tongue gently rasping along my skin, he looked up into my eyes and I felt a thrill rush through me. Dear God, this was twisted. This should not be an enjoyable experience. I felt the blood rush to my face and my pulse began to thud in my veins as he held me close, my chest rising against his.


He released me abruptly and stepped back, putting his hands on my shoulders to hold me at a distance.


“Enough. It is healed,” he said roughly, his eyes glittering in the soft overhead lighting of the bathroom.


I didn’t know what to say. I stood and gawped at him while my pulse returned to its normal speed and the blood drained from my face. He took his hands from my shoulders and turned to leave the room.


“Wait a second,” I said, channelling my frustration and embarrassment into fury, “what the hell was that?”


“I healed your arm,” he said, turning back to me and nodding to indicate my injury.


“What’s wrong with a band-aid? Did you have to clean it with your tongue?” I said in an affronted tone of voice, trying to pretend that I hadn’t enjoyed it.


Sadly, Drew was fairly astute. The wry smile returned to his face.


“It’s a Silver band-aid, Emilia. Look at it.”


I saw that the edges of the wound were drawn and held together with what looked like a filament of metal. The skin around the wound glinted like it was suffused with mercury. Not for the first time today, I was speechless. I gaped at Drew.


“It’s a Silver thing,” he said in answer to my silent question. “It’s a gift.”


“Cara Alton,” I said on a whisper.


I couldn’t believe it. My arm was shining where Drew had run his tongue over my skin. The mercury handprint was where Cara had been touched by a Silver.


Drew hung his head and sighed.


“Yes,” he replied, “Cara Alton.”


“Was that a gift?”


“No,” he said, turning his head to the side, “that was a tragedy.”


His face was full of sorrow and regret. He turned back and looked me in the eye like he meant it. There was a strange intensity to his gaze, like he was trying to make me understand something he wasn’t willing to tell me.


He seemed to be taking Cara personally. I made another unwanted mental connection.


Oh no.


“Did you… was it…” I stuttered, looking at the floor as I tried to push through my fear to ask what I needed to know.


I ran my fingers into my damp hair, pushing it away from my face, and met his gaze.


“Was it you? You and Cara? Am I… is it… will this kill me?” I asked desperately, indicating my healed arm.


Drew’s jaw dropped. He looked horrified.


“No! God. No. I would never… and I never even met Cara. Look, I can’t explain it, but what happened to Cara, it was an accident. I promise you. I can’t tell you that the Silver don’t kill people, because we do. But Cara…” he stared off over my shoulder into nothing. “It shouldn’t have happened like that.”


I didn’t find this as reassuring as I think Drew hoped I would. At least, not until I interpreted the expression on his face. It was intense and mournful, dark and broken. What the hell? He stepped towards me, taking my arm in his hands.


“This,” he said, stroking his fingers gently across my healed graze, “is a gift. It’s precious. It is never a weapon.”


He looked at me like he was willing me towards comprehension. I shook my head.


“I just don’t understand. There’s so much I don’t understand.”


“I can’t explain it, Emilia. I’m sorry.”


He spoke quietly, looking away from me.


“I get it,” I said, pulling my arm from his grip and tying the bath robe tighter around me. “I’m not one of you.”


“No, you’re not,” Drew said, as a puzzled expression flashed across his face.
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