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PROLOGUE




BECAUSE OF HER I shall have immortality,

and leave an everlasting remembrance to those who come after me.

I shall govern peoples, and nations will be subject to me;

dread monarchs will be afraid of me when they hear of me;

among the people I shall show myself capable, and courageous in war.

~ The Wisdom of Solomon





“The cell is the safest place you could be,” Tessa said to me quickly. “I’ll stay out here and push them back. If you get in trouble, get your whistle.”


She skidded to a stop close to the enclosure and flung herself out of the car, leaving the headlights on, and pointed towards the building.


“Go!” she shouted at me, and then she ran back the way we had come.


I moved as quickly as I could, my legs tangling in the long skirt of my satin dress as I tried to get out of the low sports car. There was a howl behind me as I slammed the car door closed. It was terrifyingly close, coming from the other side of the perimeter fence near to where I was standing.


I could see nothing in the darkness, my night vision compromised by the blazing headlights. They illuminated only the gate in front of me and the cell beyond it, and I could see nothing of the perimeter fence to the side. I knew from experience how silently the Weepers could move, how they seemed to float eerily over the ground with only their clothes rustling around them. They could be ten feet away from me and I wouldn’t know about it until they were on top of me, their teeth in my flesh.


I ran through the inner fences of the enclosure to the cell door, listening desperately every step of the way, straining my ears for any sound, but all I could hear was the thud of my footsteps and the swishing of satin against satin.


“Emmy?” I heard Ollie call from inside.


There was another howl, closer this time. Ollie wrenched the door open the moment the locks tumbled, and then he was scooping me up into his arms and pushing it firmly shut behind me.


“Keep quiet,” I whispered.


“You’re alive,” he breathed back, kissing my head as he held me close.


“For the moment,” I said. “The Weepers are bringing down the fence. You were right: the Silver aren’t keeping them back. We’re out of time.”


I located the walkie talkie in the corner of the cell and started pressing whatever buttons I could find in the dark.


“Tommy,” I whispered into it, my voice tight with panic, “we could really use your help here. The Weepers have brought down the perimeter fence.”


“It’s not just the Farm, Emmy. It’s here too. We’ll be with you as soon as we can. Just hold on, okay?”


The line went dead, static taking the place of Tommy’s voice.


Then something changed and it took me a moment to work out what it was: the night had become even blacker. I stood up and looked out of the window, but I couldn’t see the car headlights anymore.


There was a noise. It was a crash, a metallic, fizzing noise of electricity and breaking chains.


“The fence,” Ollie whispered. “They’re coming through the fence.”


“I don’t think it’s Weepers,” I breathed. “I think it’s the Silver. Maybe Tommy and Cam…”


“Wrong again, Emilia,” a voiced called through the door of the cell. It was terrifyingly familiar, creeping over my bare skin and dragging a visceral horror in its wake.


“Benedict,” Ollie said.


As he spoke, Ben plucked one of the bars from the window next to the door. Ollie and I stepped backwards, but there was nowhere for us to go.


We were completely trapped.


Oh shit, I thought. He knew.


He knew Sol hadn’t really silvered for Laila.


He knew that it was me.


He was here to kill me, to kill Sol.


Two more bars popped free from the window frame, and then the glass of the window exploded inwards, punched away in a blast of force.


“I smell it on you again tonight,” he said, “his mark rolling around in the scent of old sweat and arousal. I hope it made you feel special, because you won’t have long to enjoy it.”


There was a series of earth-shaking detonations that sent Ollie and I to our knees as masonry tumbled down around us. When we were able to shake off the debris and see through the dust clouds by the gloomy light of the clouded moon, there was a ghostly figure standing over us in the ruins of the cell that had been demolished around us.


I clenched my hand around Ollie’s arm and dragged him backwards with me, stumbling awkwardly over the lumps of concrete now spread over the grass of the enclosure. I looked up, trying to catch sight of the fences that had domed our cell, but saw with terrible resignation that they were lying around us in twisted piles of metal.


Ollie scrambled to his feet and helped me up beside him. I looked around desperately, but there was no weapon we could grab within range, the concrete chunks all too large or too small to be of any use. We were out of options.


“There’s nowhere for you to hide now, Emilia,” Ben said, “but you can still run.”


He put his fingers to his lips and blew, the whistle sounding out across the night. The howls of the Weepers answered him, loud and close.


“So go on,” he whispered. “Run.”










CHAPTER ONE




THURSDAY





Panic filled my head and I froze, immobilised by anxiety at selecting between the awful choices presented to us.


Behind us lay the perimeter fence, the Weepers and the unknown territory beyond the safety of the Farm. In front of us and to either side was the vast expanse of the compound in which our new society’s food was produced and stored, a huge complex of buildings we had seen only from a distance, and whose inhabitants were strangers or enemies to us. We had only one friend here, only one other person who knew what I was to the Primus and cared to protect me because of it, but she was busy pushing back the threat from our gates.


Whichever way we ran, Ben would make sure we didn’t get far.


He stood about ten feet in front of us, one corner of his mouth raised into a lopsided smile as he crossed his muscular arms over his chest and raised his eyebrows, inviting us to make a decision.


“The car,” Ollie whispered to me urgently.


Ben chuckled softly, the sound swallowed up quickly into the darkness of the night.


“By all means,” he said with amusement in his voice, “make the attempt.”


“Come on,” Ollie said, pulling at my arm.


I couldn’t even see the vehicle now that its headlights had been extinguished, the dust from the destruction of the cell enhancing the blackness of the night and blurring the edges of the world around us as the scant moonlight was reflected off the falling particles. It stuck in my eyes and nose, catching in my throat and making me cough as I tried to suck air into my lungs to spur my limbs into action.


We picked our way as quickly as possible over the remnants of the building in what we thought was the right direction, Ollie’s good arm looped over my shoulders as we hopped over the chunks of reinforced concrete that littered the grass of what had been our enclosure, our cage. I prayed that the car would still run, and that the headlights had simply been turned off rather than destroyed.


I risked a quick glance over my shoulder when we hit a clear stretch of ground.


“Shit,” I muttered under my breath as we ran.


“What’s wrong?” Ollie asked, his words laboured with the effort of our speed.


“Just keep running.”


“Emmy…”


I looked back again to confirm my initial assessment before worrying Ollie unnecessarily, but there was no getting around it.


“He’s gone,” I said.


“What?”


But he had heard.


There was no way of knowing whether we were running towards or away from danger, whether from Ben or the Weepers, but the car was the best option we had so we kept heading in that direction. It wasn’t until that moment that it occurred to me that there might be another explanation for the absence of the headlights: maybe the car wasn’t even there anymore.


We slowed down as we reached the mangled metal detritus of the fences that had surrounded us, Ollie jumping with difficulty over the heaps of chain link as he tried to avoid incapacitating his injured leg.


“He’s playing with us,” he gritted out through his teeth as he grazed his shin on a protruding spear of metal. “He’s never letting us out of here.”


“Not me,” I agreed, “no. But you? Maybe.”


If there was any way I might get Ollie out of this alive, then I was going to do everything in my power to make it happen. I knew Ben was going to kill me either way. He could be on top of us in a split second, speeding through the space between us faster than a bullet. We all knew this was just a game. He was probably watching us now, building his anticipation for the kill, but maybe my death would be enough for him. Maybe he wouldn’t need to kill Ollie too, if I could just get him out of here before Ben tired of the chase.


I helped Ollie clamber over the last piece of crumpled fencing and looked around desperately for the car. It should have been right here, right by the outer gate.


“There,” he gasped, pointing off to the left. “Over there.”


I squinted through the settling dust clouds, following the line of his finger until I finally saw it, the sharp, shining edge of the vehicle glinting in the distance. We must have seriously misjudged our direction in the disorientation of the cell’s collapse.


We started off again as quickly as possible, but we were both wheezing in the heavy air so the going was slow. I wanted to cover my mouth to try to filter out the worst of the dirt, but I had one hand around Ollie’s waist and the other holding his wrist over my shoulder, so I just spluttered and made do as best I could.


“Nearly there,” I said, more to reassure myself than Ollie. The car looked intact, the open driver’s door facing us as we moved towards it. We were less than fifty yards away when Ben appeared out of the murk, cutting us off from our escape.


“Not close enough though, I’m afraid.” He lifted his fingers to his lips and whistled once more, calling the Weepers closer to us. “You have guests to entertain, after…”


A blast of movement erupted from our right, punching through the dust and hammering into Ben as it passed, taking him down to the ground. He yelled in frustration and rolled back up to his feet, searching the edges of the shrouded space in which we stood for the intruder.


“I can smell you, Tessa,” he growled, his voice rising to a shout as he hissed out her name. “Stay out of this. You know you don’t have the strength to overpower me.”


A moment later she stood between us, her back to me and Ollie as she faced Ben down. Her skin and clothes were a dirty red, dyed dark in the gore of the Weepers she had fought at the gate. The infected colour soaked her hair, plastering it to her throat and back, and dripped down her bare arms.


“You don’t want to hurt her, Benedict,” she said, clearly misreading the situation.


“He knows exactly what he wants to do,” I said.


She glanced over her shoulder at me, her expression suffused with confusion, as though she were unable to comprehend that Ben really intended to kill his Primus. That moment of distraction was all the invitation that he required. He pushed the advantage, slamming her down to the ground with a crack before disappearing back out into the partial cover still provided by the dust.


Tessa levered herself painfully to her feet, readjusting her limbs as though she were cracking her bones back into place. Maybe she was. The fine cement powder was stuck to the blood that covered her, caking her body in a layer of grime.


I felt a surge of speed and her sticky arms were around me, but almost as soon as I registered the sensation I hit the floor heavily, rolling to rest against one of the tyres of the car.


“Emmy!”


It was Ollie’s voice, shouting across the space that now separated us, the space occupied by a whirling tangle of motion. I stared blankly back at him, dizzied by my sudden relocation. It was a second before I realised that Ben must have returned, catching Tessa as she carried me to the car, and that they were likely the cause of the roiling mass between us.


“Move, Emmy!” Ollie shouted, panic sharpening his tone. “Weepers!”


I looked under the car and saw that he was right. Taking their general heading from Ben’s whistle, the fast-improving visibility had allowed the Weepers to zero in on our location. There were legions of them pouring over the now broken perimeter fences towards us, climbing over each other in their eagerness to reach us. They ran silently, their feet moving nimbly across the uneven ground, and they were closing in fast.


I scrambled into a sitting position and frantically struggled to get to my feet, the satin sheath of my dress twisted around my legs to pin them together. I had already lost one of the matching slippers, and I kicked the other off as I finally released my legs and dragged myself into the driver’s seat of the car, slamming the door shut behind me.


There was a thud as I clawed around under the steering wheel, feeling for the keys. I looked to my right to see that the first of the Weepers had reached the car, its body crashing into the passenger door over and over as it tried to break its way in. I stifled a scream and reached over to slam down the lock. My hands shook as my fingers finally closed around the keys and turned them in the ignition.


There was a series of further thuds as the engine caught, the force of the front-running Weepers pushing the car sideways and lifting it slightly off the ground. I slammed my foot down on the accelerator before they had a chance for a second run, speeding off jerkily as I spun the wheel away from them. Giving the fighting Silver a wide berth, I pulled to a stop in front of Ollie and threw the passenger door open for him.


“Drive!” he yelled as he tumbled inside. “Just fucking go!”


He struggled to close his door as I drove us away, finally managing to pull it shut and lock it tight. Without even thinking about it I headed straight on in the same direction, away from the perimeter, away from Ben and Tessa, and towards the buildings of the Farm in the distance.


“They’re still coming,” Ollie said as he turned in his seat to look behind us. “But we’re pulling away.”


The low-riding car was a nightmare to control on the terrain, the front bumper digging into the ground with every dip and scraping over the top of every rise. It wasn’t going to take us very far.


“Where do I go?” I asked.


I squinted into the darkness as we lurched forwards, fumbling at the controls to try to get the headlights switched on.


“The lights are all smashed up,” Ollie said.


So that was how Ben had shut them off earlier. Direct, but irritating.


I glanced in the rear view mirror, but I could see nothing behind me, and nothing ahead. The night was empty and featureless, the light from the dashboard the only illumination in the darkness.


“Shit. I can’t see a thing.”


“Just keep going straight.”


“Why are there no lights on in the compound?” I asked. “There’s not even a glow. All I can see is black.”


Ollie didn’t answer. After a few seconds I flicked my eyes to the side to see that he was staring out into the space ahead, his eyes searching what might have been the horizon.


Without some kind of way marker, we were completely disorientated. It didn’t help that we’d never been to the central compound of the Farm before. Our experience was limited to the cell and the perimeter buildings at the gateways, so we had no idea what we would find when we reached the complex or where we would be most likely to find shelter.


I hoped desperately that we were heading towards the buildings, and I had to believe that we were, because the only viable action within our power was to continue onwards. I knew that Tessa would do the best that she could to buy us some time, but I didn’t believe she had the strength to take Ben down alone. Every second we could use to put distance between us mattered. Stopping the car before we reached safety, even for a moment, was not an option.


“Are you hurt?” Ollie asked me as we bumped onwards.


“I don’t think so. I think I knocked my head a bit, but otherwise I’m fine. You?”


“I’m okay,” he replied, his voice made jerky by the bouncing motion of the car. “Your cheek, your fingers…”


When I’d left him to go to the Casting three of my fingers and one of my cheekbones had been broken. Sol had healed me, the bond letting him fix my bones and erase my bruises as though they had never been there.


“They’re fine,” I said, not wanting to explain the whole story now. “I’ll tell you about it later.”


He was quiet for a few seconds, and for a moment I thought that had satisfied him.


“No scratches or grazes or anything?” he asked.


“No, I’m fine.”


“You’re sure?” There was something in his tone that told me this line of questioning was about more than simply idle concern.


“Ollie, what’s wrong?”


“You’ve got blood all over you,” he said. “What I assume is infected Weeper blood, whatever was all over Tessa.”


I hadn’t even noticed it at the time, but of course Tessa would have transferred the gore from her arms to my body as she carried me to the car.


“Shit,” I said, thinking of Ollie’s sister, of the fact that a single break in the surface of my skin would let the infection into my bloodstream. “Don’t worry,” I continued, rushing to reassure him, and myself. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything will be fine. Just don’t panic.”


The car slammed to a sharp halt, throwing us forward as though we’d hit a solid wall. My chin thudded into the edge of the steering wheel, cracking my jaw and sending bolts of pain towards my eardrums. I felt the reverberations as Ollie crashed into the dashboard next to me, and something smashed into the windscreen, but not sharply enough to break the glass. Neither of us had been wearing our seat belts, not having found the time to fasten them in the rush to escape, but thankfully the uneven terrain had severely limited our speed.


I rubbed my jaw tentatively and looked up to see smoke pluming from under the twisted metal of the car bonnet. It was crushed into a concertina, the top of the hood buckled and broken. The engine was no longer turning over, the internal lights extinguished after a moment, and the only noise permeating the shadowed interior of the car was a faint hiss of escaping steam.


The sudden loss of illumination was incapacitating, blinding me entirely for a couple of seconds and leaving me feeling vulnerable and impotent in the black night. I closed my eyes tightly, trying to push away the pulsing stain of the dashboard lights from my vision so that my sight could acclimatise more quickly to the moonlight.


“Are you okay?” I asked Ollie, watching as he pushed himself awkwardly back into his seat.


“I think so. What did we crash into? Did we hit a building?”


I shook my head, sure that even in the dark I would have seen a wall before we crashed into it.


There was a heavy thud above us and I jumped in my seat, anxiety rushing through me. I met Ollie’s eyes in the moment of silence that followed, each of us anticipating the worst.


Knock knock.


The gentle, tinny sound echoed into the car from above, followed by Ben’s voice, filtering down towards us.


“Time to come out and play, Emilia.”


Ollie reached over and grabbed my arm as I made to open the door.


“No,” he whispered.


“What other option do I have? This car’s not going to take us any further.”


He made no reply, but his grip tightened.


“Don’t be an idiot,” I said, shaking my arm to release his hold on me. “And the moment I step outside, you run. Okay?”


I didn’t wait for him to protest, opening the door and jumping out of the car as soon as I was free. I knew that the Weepers couldn’t be that far behind us, and there was still some hope that Ollie might be able to limp his way into the compound proper before they descended on us.


I moved away from the vehicle quickly and cautiously, hoping to avoid the possibility of Ben jumping down on me from above. I knew he’d catch me one way or another, but I’d rather see him coming than have him take me by surprise.


As it happened, he didn’t seem to be in any rush. He was sitting cross-legged on the roof of the car, his clothes and skin clean and glowing in the moonlight. Unlike Tessa, he hadn’t been battling the Weepers, and very little of her grime seemed to have transferred over to him during their fight. I didn’t take that as a good sign. By the looks of Ben, she’d barely managed to land a single hit after her initial attack.


Rising effortlessly to his feet, he jumped down to the ground and took a pace towards me before crossing his arms casually over his chest. As he did so, I saw that his right arm was smeared darkly up to his elbow. He followed my gaze and chuckled to himself in wry amusement.


I guessed that Tessa was probably out of the picture, at least for the next day or so.


The passenger door opened and then Ollie was out, racing away from us at a slight tangent to the direction in which we had been heading in the car. Now that I was away from the glow of the dashboard lights and the glare of the windscreen, I could see that we were fairly close to the nearest building. Its sharp lines were faintly silhouetted against the sky maybe a half mile or so in the distance. We’d nearly made it.


“Are you going to run too?” Ben asked me, his tone mocking, but with an edge of playfulness to it. I realised that it was what he wanted, that he wanted me to run so he could draw out this game of his to a conclusion that would satisfy him.


So, because I was willing to do anything to distract him from Ollie, I hitched up the skirt of my sullied dress from my bare feet and ran away from the compound.










CHAPTER TWO




MY FEET PADDED down quickly but quietly into the dirt. The recent rain had made the earth soft and sticky, smoothing the sharp edges of the scrub into plump, green foliage and coating my soles with mud. Still, my toes brushed against nettles and landed on thistles that pushed their sharp barbs into the delicate skin between them.


I ran on.


I watched the ground carefully, trying to avoid turning an ankle on the tussocks of grass. The confines of my skirt were shortening my stride, so I gathered it up awkwardly as I stumbled onwards, pulling it up above my knees to let my legs stretch out. I looked back.


He wasn’t following me.


He was still standing there, watching my progress. I couldn’t see Ollie anymore, his escape route blocked from my view by the car, the darkness and the slope of the landscape, but I hoped that he was still running. I hoped that he would make it.


As I turned back to my own flight I barrelled straight into an intractable obstacle, the collision knocking me backwards and sideways into a heap on the ground. I looked up, expecting to see that Ben had finally decided to make his move, but it was worse than that. It was Laila.


She was a tiny woman, dressed in a flowing gown of gilded finery that seemed out of place in the middle of this muddy, bleak, industrial space. It did nothing to diminish the impact of her bearing. She was old and strong, and I assumed she was here because she had made the same connection as Ben. She must know now that Sol, the Primus, the Silver she loved, wasn’t in love with her. He was in love with a human instead, a weakling, a creature she could snap in two without breaking a sweat.


I was sprawled in the dirt between the two of them, the two Silver who had collaborated to engineer my exile from the city to this place.


This was the end.


She stared down at me quizzically, her hard eyes assessing me, searching for something that she wasn’t able to find.


“What is it exactly,” she asked quietly, “that he sees in you?” Her voice was eerily detached, as though I were an object of scientific, but minimal, interest to her.


I had no answer to offer her. He’d told me that he saw power in me, that my obstinacy fascinated him, but as I lay in the mud in front of her that explanation felt weak and thin. I knew that it wouldn’t satisfy her, that it would raise more questions than it could answer. It meant nothing to me, so how could it mean anything to her?


“I don’t know,” I whispered.


The night breeze whipped around us, pulling my hair further from its braid, and she breathed in the air as it carried my scent to her.


“You don’t love him,” she said, “but I smell him on you. He’s marked you, he’s bonded to you, and you feel nothing.”


She spat the words as an accusation, as though she thought me ungrateful and proud for my lack of emotion, but I wasn’t prepared to justify myself to her. I knew that I cared for Sol, more than I was willing to admit to myself, let alone to Laila. If this was the moment of my death, then I wasn’t going to belittle my feelings for him by explaining them to her. They could go with me to my grave.


I made no reply.


“So,” she sneered, “you’re the human that I’m forced to protect.”


I was too surprised to moderate the tone of my response.


“What?”


“You’re an idiot too,” she said, shaking her head in despair. “And the Primus prefers you to me? I’ve never been so insulted.”


With one final glance she stepped over my prone form and walked on towards the car, towards Ben. I rolled up into a sitting position and watched her pass, trying to work out what was going on so I could decide on my next move. Ben sped towards us, meeting her before she was more than twenty feet away from me.


“You betrayed me, Benedict,” she said to him.


“As you knew I would,” he replied.


“Are our centuries of friendship really worth so little to you?”


There was no hesitation before his reply.


“When weighed against the prize of the Primacy, do you even need to ask?”


She laughed.


“I always did enjoy that brutally practical side of you.”


There was a moment of silence.


“So, you intend to oppose me?” he asked.


“Rather than simply stand aside and let you kill the human, kill my love, and kill me? Yes, Benedict,” she said in a condescending tone, “I’m here to oppose you. When weighed against the prize of my own life, yours has little worth to me.”


Laila was right: I was an idiot.


She had silvered for Sol. Sol had silvered for me. If I died, the Silver bond would take Sol’s life with my own, and Laila’s bond for Sol would do likewise. For as long as both bonds remained in place, Laila’s life was tied to mine.


No wonder she resented me, and she’d already hated me before any of this.


But, by necessity rather than by choice, she was here to protect me from Ben. Unlike Tessa, I thought she actually had a chance of taking him out.


She turned to face me and said, “Now would be a good time to run.”


But now Ben had abandoned his game of cat and mouse, desperate to complete his objective before Laila could stop him. Before I could get to my feet, a force flattened me back down to the ground and he was leaning over me, his hands around my throat and his knees on my chest, pinning me down.


“Too late.” It was Laila’s voice, but I couldn’t see her.


In a fraction of a second the pressure was relieved from my neck and body and Ben was gone too. I scrambled onto my knees and gasped for breath. There was a clatter and crash of breaking glass, and I saw that they were fighting over by the car, throwing each other against its battered shell.


I didn’t wait around to watch; I just ran.


My heading towards the compound buildings took me past the increasingly mangled vehicle at a distance of about a hundred yards, but I didn’t look up. The chassis screeched and popped as the Silver fought against it, but I kept my eyes fixed on my path, on my goal, and I moved as quickly and as quietly as I could through the night.


As the racket of their fighting fell away, a howl sounded out behind me and to my right, from the direction of the perimeter fence. I scanned around, but I struggled to make out shapes in the dim grayscale of the night. It was hard to judge the distance of the call in the quiet of the darkness, but it seemed close. I just hoped that it was from the front of the pack rather than the back. If so, I had a chance of outrunning them.


The compound was only half a mile or so past the car, I reminded myself. I was going at a slower pace than normal in my bare feet, but it shouldn’t be more than five minutes’ running. Anxiety was racing my pulse and making it difficult for me to breathe, so I started counting the seconds down from three hundred, down to the time when I should reach safety, regulating my breath in time with the count.


The first building loomed over me as I approached it, blocking out the moonlight with its height. It was perhaps four stories tall and its shape had the look of a warehouse. I doubted that there would be any help for me here.


I couldn’t see a thing in the shadow of the structure, so even if there were a door on the near side I wouldn’t have been able to locate it. I was also reluctant to take my chances by stepping into its pitch black shade, where anything could be waiting for me, so I skirted around the building to its far side.


The gentle moonlight picked out an area of hardstanding about the size of a football pitch, surrounded on three sides by what looked like warehouses and barns. It was locked up tight, metal shutters pulled close across the front of each one. On the fourth side a dirt road led off to three more clusters of buildings.


There was another howl behind me, closer this time. There was no sign that Ollie had stopped here, so rather than hiding where the Weepers would be likely to find me, I ran on to the crossroads and squinted down each pathway, trying to find some mark of Ollie’s passage. I saw nothing. My anxiety increased as I worried about what might have happened to him, handicapped as he was by his injured leg, but there was no time to waste. I ran towards the complex of buildings that was furthest away from the direction from which I had come, wanting to put as much space as possible between me and the Weepers, and sprinted on as quickly as I could.


My heart was racing, my feet screaming with each thud down onto the gravelly dirt, but I pushed myself onwards. My lungs protested against the exertion and I struggled to suppress my coughing as the dirt grated in my throat. But I had to keep quiet, swallowing dryly while my eyes watered. The last thing I wanted was to let the Weepers know where I was.


The next cluster of buildings was larger, with perhaps fifteen structures arranged around a central area of clear concrete. The buildings were of different sizes and functions, their strange shapes and configuration too specific to be accidental. Whilst I supposed that its size gave me the greatest chance of finding assistance, the disadvantage of having selected this complex was that I was running into shadow, the open side of the courtyard facing away from the moonlight so that the barns ahead of me blocked the light from reaching the ground.


There were three howls in quick succession, all seeming to originate from different directions, and I gathered that my time was running out. I needed to find my way into one of the buildings here, and I needed to do it now.


I raced into the embrace of the complex, stubbing my toes against rocks in the dark, and aimed myself at one of the smaller buildings. There was no definition to any of my surroundings, the night washing away the edges of things, but I figured that the smaller buildings were more likely to house people instead of animals or storage.


The ground here was littered with hidden obstacles, both small and large. I was stepping on flints in the darkness, their sharp edges slicing into the soles of my feet. I prayed that no trace of the Weeper gore would find its way into the wounds. Then, as I crossed the middle of the courtyard, I tripped over something and fell down onto my hands and knees hard. Covering my mouth to stifle a moan, I froze, aware that any tiny sound might bring the Weepers down on me.


There was a clattering sound, but I couldn’t tell whether it was the settling noise of whatever I had fallen onto, or if it was something else entirely.


I held my body tense, crouched close to the ground.


There was a voice. It was barely there, so quiet that I didn’t believe that it was real until it whispered out again.


“Is there someone there?”


“Yes,” I whispered back as quietly as possible, wanting to make it clear to whomever was listening that I wasn’t a Weeper, but without drawing their attention to my location.


“Emmy?”


There was a beat of silence as my heart leapt with relief.


“Ollie?”


“Thank god you’re okay. How did you get away?”


“Later,” I whispered quickly, wanting to minimise the noise.


There were two more howls and I froze again.


“Over here by the back corner,” he whispered after a moment. “I think I’ve found a door.”


He was on my right, on the other side of the complex from the building I had been heading towards. I felt my way up to my feet, being careful to step around the collection of objects that had tripped me up, and crept quickly towards him. As I reached him he started throwing himself up against the door, trying to jar it open with his shoulder.


“Dammit,” he whispered. “I can’t get it open.”


There was another howl, this time sounding like it was just on the other side of the building.


“We need to run,” I said. “We haven’t got time to stop.”


“You go,” he said, still battering at the door.


“I’m not going without you, but we can’t stay here if it won’t open. Come on.”


“I can’t, Emmy,” he said in an anguished whisper. “My leg’s completely fucked from the run here. Just go.”


I paused for a second then made my decision. I joined in with Ollie, the two of us slamming into the door in a desperate attempt to pop it open. Every time we thudded against it there seemed to be a howl, and we knew we were gambling everything on the chance that we’d be able to budge it before the Weepers got to us.


I fixed my eyes on the illuminated stretch of ground beyond the edge of the courtyard as we pushed. There was movement in the space now, but it was hard to make out the shapes. The light shifted and flowed, and I realised that the bodies were pouring towards us, silently filling the approach to the complex.


“They’re coming,” I said. “Ollie…”


“I know.”


There was no question of running now, even if Ollie had been able. We were trapped into the corner. Either we’d get the door open or we’d die here in the dark.


But it wasn’t budging. It rang heavily with each impact, but it wasn’t moving in its frame.


“Ollie,” I said quietly, falling still beside him and reaching for his arm.


He carried on battering at the door.


“It’s solid metal, Ollie. It’s not going to move.”


But he wouldn’t stop.


I watched the first of the Weepers cross onto the concrete floor of the courtyard then I turned back to the door and joined in with Ollie once more. I knew it was futile, but at least it was something to do, something to stop me from feeling so utterly powerless.


We’d made the wrong decision when we stopped here. We’d tried. We’d failed.


I could finally hear them now in the moments of quiet between our assaults on the door, and I knew we had only seconds left.


“Emmy…” he began, his tone heavy with the finality of the moment, but then the door was pulled open from within and we tumbled inside.










CHAPTER THREE




“WHO THE HELL are you?” the Silver demanded, looming down at us as we scrambled inside on our hands, feet and backsides.


“Shut the door!” Ollie shouted to her.


She raised her eyebrows at us, obviously surprised to be ordered around by a human.


“The Weepers are here!” I yelled in frustration. “Shut the door!”


She looked incredulous for a second, but then they arrived, clawing over each other to find their way into the narrow passage.


“Jesus Christ!”


There was a flurry of movement as she pushed them back then slammed the door closed in their faces, latching it shut securely and throwing a bar across for good measure. But they knew where we were now, and the thumping was constant as they hurled themselves at the door. The noise echoed along the dimly-lit concrete corridor in which we had found safety, the bare and unbroken walls carrying the sound into the darkness behind us.


Looking at the door, she shrugged and declared, “It’ll hold. Now,” she said, turning to look down at us, “where did you two come from and what’s going on?”


She was a petite woman with dark, rich skin who looked to be in her early twenties, but of course that was no kind of guide with the Silver. She had a small, elfin face with large, brown eyes and close-cropped blonde hair, but she was dressed for action in what looked like black combat gear.


“Are you one of the Invicti?” I asked.


“My questions first,” she replied brusquely, gesturing at us to encourage us to get to our feet. I put Ollie’s arm around my shoulders and we managed to stand up with the help of one of the passage walls, but between his injured leg and my lacerated feet we were in a bad way.


I didn’t know to what faction this Silver belonged, whether or not she was likely to be sympathetic to us, so I decided to err on the vague side for the time being and see how she reacted.


“We were being brought here by one of the Invicti,” I said, raising my voice slightly so she would hear me over the clanging at the door. “The Weepers have brought the perimeter fence down, and they’ve overrun the Farm. Apparently they’re having trouble in the city too. Anyway, the member of the Invicti who was escorting us had to leave to push back the Weepers, so here we are.”


She looked at me with a level gaze, apparently deciding whether or not to credit my story.


“Which one of the Invicti?” she asked.


I had to take a leap of faith one way or another, so I decided to tell the truth.


“Tessa.”


Recognition flickered across her expression.


“Of course,” she said, “that would make you Emilia and Oliver.”


I wasn’t sure it was a good thing that she knew that.


“Is she the Silver you smell of?” she asked.


I hesitated, giving no indication either way, but she just assumed she was correct and gestured for us to follow her down the corridor as she continued to speak. It was probably for the best, because I didn’t want to have to explain who had really marked me.


“I heard something come over the radio about you guys being fetched from outside and brought down here, so I guess we must be on lockdown, but to be honest I overdid the whisky a bit earlier and I’ve been a little out of it, so I just sort of ignored it and went back to sleep.”


Ollie and I exchanged a dubious glance. She wasn’t filling us with confidence.


I thought it was a good bet that this Silver wasn’t one of the Invicti after all. They tended to be a bit more diligent and a little less vague. But then I remembered my night out on the town with Cam back in the city, back before everything had started to fall apart around us. He’d been pretty smashed, and he wasn’t always the most professional of the Invicti.


She was walking fast, her small strides taking her quickly into the darker part of the corridor. I readjusted Ollie’s arm over my shoulders and we hurried after her, hobbling along painfully on our battered limbs. She hadn’t seemed to notice them, or the Weeper blood that was smeared across my bare arms and dress.


“Anyway,” she continued, “then you were making the knocking and it all seemed to be getting pretty hectic, and no one else seemed to be around, so I thought I’d better get back on duty and check it out. So, you know, no harm done.”


I could think of nothing to say in response to that, so I just kept quiet and shuffled on. It was all a matter of perspective, I supposed.


After a minute or so, she led us through another metal door, thicker this time, and sealed it tightly behind us.


“Where are we going?” Ollie asked as the corridor turned a corner and started to slope downwards.


“Down,” she said simply.


“Down?”


“Yup. There’s a whole underground vibe to this place. It’s got all these tunnels, but the main underground bit only has the one access point, so it’s super secure. It’s like a massive bomb shelter, I guess. It’s pretty cool really.”


“And the access point is here?” I asked, not quite able to believe that we’d got so lucky as to stumble into the only entrance to what must be the Farm’s safe house.


“Oh, hell no,” she said, laughing. “This is just one of the dorm buildings. The access point’s like three miles away.”


I groaned inwardly, thinking of the state my feet would be in after walking that far on their bloodied cuts. I was also anxious about the gore smeared across me, worried that it might work its way into my open wounds.


“Of course,” she continued, “that’s as the crow flies, but these tunnels are like a damn maze, connecting all the buildings to one another so we can shift things around. It’s probably more like double that distance of actual walking.”


I looked at Ollie, and I could see the fear in his eyes. He wasn’t going to make it that far.


“Do you mind if I ask your name?” he said to her, turning on the charm.


“Oh,” she said, smiling over her shoulder at him, “yeah, sure, sorry, it’s Chloe.”


“Chloe,” he repeated. “So, Chloe, we’re a bit beat up here and we really just need to get clean and patched. I’m not sure we’re going to be able to walk six miles right now.”


She stopped and turned to look at us properly for the first time since we’d met her.


“Really?” she asked, looking us up and down.


I lifted one of my feet to show her its sliced sole, then gestured to the dirty marks sullying the emerald satin of my tattered dress.


“I think this is Weeper blood,” I said.


She sighed.


“Shit. I need to get you both to decontamination then, which means I’m going to have to carry you both, which means I’m going to have to use up the last of this week’s blood ration when we get into the safe house.”


“I can talk to a friend and get you some more,” I promised, exhaustion and pain making me willing to call in favours from Sol to get us where we needed to be.


“Is it this friend?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with mischief as she smiled at Ollie.


“Chloe,” he said seriously, “if you can get us clean and bandaged, then after a meal and a good night’s sleep I’d be very happy to oblige.”


“Oh goody,” she said, then they both disappeared, leaving me alone in the empty passageway.


I could still hear the Weepers pounding faintly in the distance.


I wondered how long it would take her to come back for me. Six miles there and six miles back, so twelve miles. I had been carried a couple of miles in a second before, but that was by Sol. Perhaps the stronger Silver could move more quickly.


After a minute or so I wondered whether they had become distracted on their journey. I was surprised to find that the thought upset me, prickling at my insides in a way that felt worryingly like jealousy.


After five minutes I was starting to wonder whether Chloe was coming back at all. When she finally returned quarter of an hour later, I was contemplating finding somewhere safe to bed down for the night.


“Okay,” she said, turning her back to me, “hop on board.”


So I hitched up my dress and let her give me a piggyback. She was so small that my feet were practically scraping on the ground as she ran through the tunnels, but my weight didn’t seem to bother her at all.


When we arrived at our destination a while later, we were in a similar corridor that opened out into a wide, low-ceilinged room. I stepped back down to the ground, placing each foot gingerly in an attempt to limit the pain. They were both throbbing now, the gashes on each burning hot with, I assumed, infection. I just hoped it wasn’t the Weeper infection.


If an entire drop of infected Weeper blood had passed into the cuts then I thought it was likely that I would already have turned by now, the virus replicating practically instantly through my body.


But then I had been in this situation before, when I had to defend myself from a Weeper in the club with a broken bottle, cutting my own hand in the process. Drew and Sol had told me then that it might take hours for me to turn Weeper, so there was still a chance that I was infected now. If there was just one infected cell then I imagined it would still allow the virus to replicate exponentially, but perhaps that process would take time to reach critical mass and turn me.


Either way, it was too early to relax.


There were just the three of us in the room: Ollie, Chloe and I. It was featureless except for a fluorescent light strip above our heads and another heavy, metal door set in the longest side opposite the passage through which we had come. Chloe stepped up to the door and knocked on it.


“Two humans for decontamination,” she shouted, “and one Silver who, uh, overslept.”


There was a pause of about two seconds before a man’s voice came through from the other side.


“Is that you, Chloe?”


“Stu!” she yelled back. “Why didn’t you wake me up, you bastard?”


The door swung open towards us, revealing two male Silver on the other side. The first was short and rippling with muscle, but the second, Stu, was tall and wiry with light blue eyes and unruly dark hair. He grinned widely at Chloe with what looked like genuine affection.


“Look,” he said, “I tried, but you punched me in the head and called me all kinds of names, so I thought I’d better just leave you to sleep it off.”


“So you locked me out of the lockdown and let me sleep through a fucking Weeper invasion?”


“Wouldn’t be the first time.”


They both laughed while the shorter Silver glared at them, obviously far from impressed with the pair of them.


“Report to decontamination,” he said to her brusquely, opening the door wide to admit us.


Chloe ignored his tone and turned to us.


“So, you go down the hall and there’s a doorway on the left. That’ll take you to decontamination.”


I was about to thank her for her help when the short Silver interrupted.


“You too, Chloe.”


She whirled around to face him.


“What?”


“You’ve been out after lockdown,” he said, “and you’ve got blood on you. Decontamination.”


“You’re kidding, right? You don’t trust me to clear this shit off?”


“It’s the rules.”


I slung Ollie’s arm back around my shoulders and leaned up against him, my head cradled into his shoulder. His sunny smell of citrus and salt filled my lungs and soothed the sharp edges off my jittery heart, my nerves settling in the comfort of his familiar scent. He pressed a light kiss to my temple, the two of us ignoring the argument around us as we appreciated the fact that we were both still here, alive and together, after the horror of the cell, the Casting and our flight from Ben and the Weepers that had brought us to this place. We weren’t finally safe from any of those threats, but we were together again, against all our expectations, and we could be grateful for that.


“Fine,” she said eventually. “But you know this is fucking bullshit.”


She stormed past him and down the corridor to decontamination, Ollie and I struggling on after her. The Silver didn’t acknowledge us as we passed, but they closed the door heavily behind us once we were through, sealing us all inside. I wondered whether we were the last, whether all the other humans at the Farm were already safely locked away. A claustrophobic weight settled on my chest as I wondered how long we would be stuck here, underground, and whether we would ever get out of this place now we had been overrun by the Weepers.


What was the plan now?


I was surprised to see a familiar face as we turned the corner into a large room that must be the waiting area for decontamination.


“Ms Nelson,” Dr Tanner said as he stood from his seat behind a table in the centre of the room, “and Mr Faulkner. I have to say I’m pleasantly surprised to see you both here.”


He was the only person in the room, which was simply furnished with lines of stacking plastic chairs. It looked as though it had been busy here. The floor was smeared with blood and dirt, and I picked my way across it carefully to avoid treading in anything unpleasant or infectious.


“Doctor,” I said, guiding Ollie towards a chair on the other side of the doctor’s table.


“I’m going to go through, Doc,” Chloe said to him as she walked towards the heavy door on the opposite side of the room.


“Of course,” he replied. “Are these the last?”


“I reckon so,” she said to him, before turning to Ollie with a smile and a wink. “I’ll see you later.”


There was a flip of emotion in my chest. I glared after her for a moment before I realised what I was doing and got it under control. I had no right whatsoever to be feeling piqued that she was interested in Ollie.


“I see you’ve got an admirer,” the doctor said to him as the door closed behind Chloe, and for a second I worried that he might be talking about me.


Ollie glanced at me briefly before replying, an awkward look crossing his face.


“Nah,” he said dismissively, his cheeks colouring slightly under his Mediterranean skin, “really, she’s just after my blood.”


That would have to be a discussion for later, I thought.


“Okay, then,” Dr Tanner said briskly, moving on to business. “We need to get you both checked in to the safe house.”


I looked at him, puzzled.


“I thought we’d already done that?”


He’d taken our blood and tested us back when we were first admitted to the Farm, so I was curious why we were going through the process again now.


“Things have changed. We need to update the records.”


That sounded ominous. He didn’t meet my eye as he spoke, looking instead at the screen of the laptop on the table, and he said nothing further on the subject. I wondered how many people had died during the long night and how many more had been infected or turned into carriers.


“So,” he said to us, “how are the injuries?”


“My leg’s bad,” Ollie replied, “but the shoulder feels fine now. Emmy has some new cuts, but her fingers are better.”


The doctor looked at me speculatively for a moment before turning to Ollie. He pressed a familiar device to his fingertip and then plugged it into the laptop, confirming that Ollie still wasn’t a carrier of the Weeper infection, then did the same with me. We wouldn’t get the final all clear from infection until we had been quarantined, but we were fine for the time being.


“I’ve checked you in,” the doctor said after typing on his laptop for a minute or so, “but I’m not going to be able to patch you up until you’re through decontamination. I’ll see you on the other side.”


As he spoke, he gestured towards the door through which Chloe had gone. Ollie and I exchanged a look of some trepidation before helping each other to our feet and making our way carefully to the door together.


I knocked on it twice and we were admitted through it by another Silver, a red-haired woman wearing overalls, who sealed the door firmly closed before guiding us towards a room that let off the right side of the short corridor in which we were standing. She said nothing to us, but ushered us inside and shut the door behind us, leaving us alone in the large, cold room beyond.


It was not an inviting space. The lights were harsh and uncomfortably bright, burning into my eyeballs and chasing away the gentle shadows of the night. The wall in front of us looked like it was made from one-way glass, our reflections staring back at us in a way that made the clinical room feel exposed and lurid. The other walls were busy with cabinets of bottles and instruments, trays of sample jars and rolls of paper towel. The only objects in the centre of the room were two metal tables, each set an equal distance away from the walls, with a clear space between them.


“Are those morgue tables?” Ollie asked me in a whisper.


I didn’t want to agree with him, but it looked like he might be right. They each had a shower fixture on a retractable hose, and gutters ran down their sides, converging on a central drain that emptied through a pipe into the floor.


“That’s a little creepy.”


“Yup.”


A second door on our left opened and another Silver woman walked in. She was also wearing overalls, but she’d accessorised with a plastic smock, cap and goggles.


“Clothes off and into the bags hanging off the ends of the tables,” she said without looking at us, “then get up on top.”


She walked over to the sink against the wall to our right and started washing her hands thoroughly. As she was drying them, a man dressed in similar clothing entered through the same door and came to join her.
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