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Part One




A Bargain in Silver










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.


“Look,” I said, “I’m tired. It’s been an insane day, I don’t know what’s going on and you’re clearly not going to tell me. It’s too late at night for cryptic. Can you just leave me alone to try to get some sleep?”


He looked almost a little hurt.


“Of course,” he replied, stiffly, “I’ll leave you to sleep.”


He turned and walked out of the bathroom, leaving the door open behind him. I followed into the bedroom. As he opened the door into the corridor, he stopped and looked down at the floor.


“You know I have to take you to the safe house tomorrow?”


Ah yes, I thought, as I recalled Solomon’s broadcast. They were corralling their cattle.


“I guessed as much. Can’t disobey the boss man, huh?”


“You shouldn’t talk about him that way, Emilia. He has power over each of us. He decides whether we live or die.”


I scoffed at his subservience.


“He’s your king, not mine.”


“You’re wrong,” Drew said sadly. “He’s the Primus. He holds us all to his will and he always has: Silver, Weeper… and human.”


With that, he met my eyes briefly before leaving the room, closing the door quietly behind him.










CHAPTER FOUR




FRIDAY





I barely slept that night. The bed was incredibly comfortable, but I was alone and scared. The world was changing and I was away from every touchstone I had. I thought of Jeff and Cassie, and my other friends at the bar. Even the man in the memory I was running from, the reason I came to London. All I wanted was something familiar to hold on to, some reassurance to anchor me whilst reality was rebuilt around me.


I was feeling intensely ambivalent about Drew and my thoughts of him hounded me through the night. Part of me wanted to break my way out of the penthouse and take my chances with the Weepers, whilst the other part wanted him here with me, holding me, making me feel safe. Or, at least, not alone. That couldn’t be healthy.


I finally dropped off to sleep as the sun crept above the horizon, so I hadn’t been out long when there was a rap at the door.


“Time to get up, Emilia,” Drew’s voice sounded through the door.


I heard his footsteps tapping towards the living area and swung my legs out of the bed. With regret, I put my grubby work clothes back on and tidied the bedroom and bathroom up as best I could before leaving the room.


“Tea?” Drew asked as I stepped into the kitchen dining area.


“You drink tea?” I asked, incredulously.


“Yes. I thought you might want a cup.”


As soon as he said it, he seemed ashamed to have made the offer. He looked away from me and started putting the tea back in a cupboard in the kitchen.


“Tea would be great,” I said quickly. “White, no sugar.”


I had a feeling today was going to be a shitty day and I could do worse than having Drew on my side to help me through it. He paused for a second then started to make me a mug. Very domestic. I mentally chastised myself and took a seat at the kitchen table.


He finished up the tea and brought me over a huge mug.


“Thank you,” I said, wrapping the mug in my hands.


He flashed me a quick smile and took the seat opposite me.


“So,” I said, not sure where we went from here.


It was like the morning after from hell, only without alcohol or sexual indiscretion. Well, not much sexual indiscretion. Thinking about it doesn’t count, and we hadn’t even kissed. I shook my head at myself. Now was not the time to fixate on someone who was, effectively, my captor. I tried not to focus on the fact that he had been my rescuer as well.


“I’m taking you to the safe house in an hour,” he said, staring at the tabletop. “There’ll be another broadcast, more information. We’ll take it from there.”


I looked across the table at him.


“You mean I’ll be taken from there. Into servitude. For the rest of my life.”


“I’m not going to let anything happen to you, Emilia. How many times do I have to say it before you’ll believe it?”


He reached across the table and pulled one of my hands into his own.


“It’s the only way we can keep you safe. You won’t be a slave. It’s not going to be like that. You’ll each be assigned a job and given somewhere safe to live. We’ll establish a border around a limited area of the city and keep the Weepers out. Life will go on. It will be normal, in time.”


I looked at Drew incredulously. Normal. Wow. As if life was ever going to be normal again.


This guy was from another world, a world of superior beings that made me and my fellow humans insignificant, our worth judged only by our ability to sustain our new overlords. I felt like a beetle squashed under his boot, but he couldn’t seem to understand what the fuss was about. He really was living in a fantasy land if he thought humanity wasn’t about to become enslaved to the Silver. There was no other conceivable outcome.


This was insanity. I drew my hand out of his and stared into my tea.


“Let me get you a clean shirt,” he said softly, pushing his chair back from the table and striding away down the corridor to the bedrooms.


He returned a few moments later with a stretchy black T-shirt, which he slung over the back of one of the empty chairs. I left my tea mug where it was and, not daring to meet his eye, took the T-shirt and returned to the bedroom I had recently vacated. The moment the door shut behind me, I started wracking my brain for a plan.


I couldn’t live this life. Not again. I’d let myself be caged once before in my life and I was damned if I was going to roll over and let it happen now.


It would have been easier if I wasn’t stuck with one of the Silver, then I would only have to find a way to avoid the Weepers and make some sort of break for freedom. As it was, I would have to manage that whilst also evading my Silver escort. How did I get into this situation and how the hell was I going to get out of it?


I stripped off my dirty Parker’s T-shirt and eyed it critically. The back of the shirt was ripped up from where Drew had dragged me through the hole in the scaffolding. Worse still, I saw that there was a smear of blue paint across the shoulders. It must have transferred to me from the fresh paint on the plywood boards lining the tunnel in which I had been attacked last night. Now that I had something else to wear, it was only good for scrap.


Sighing as I realised I might never have the opportunity to replace it, I chucked the Parker’s shirt into the rubbish bin in the bathroom.


I shrugged the black T-shirt over my head and quickly checked myself over in the mirror. The T-shirt was too large, but it was serviceable. It must have been skin-tight on Drew.


The mental image was not at all unpleasant. I lifted a handful of the shirt to my face and breathed in the scent of leather and wood. It smelt like him. Hastily pushing myself out of my unwelcome reverie, I gathered up my handbag and returned to the living area.


Drew sized me up as I walked to the front door to collect my leather jacket from the peg.


“It’s a bit big,” he said, running his eyes up and down my body.


“It’ll do,” I replied, as monosyllabic as possible.


I needed to put some distance between the two of us, so I was trying not to engage him in conversation. Once I had thrown my leather jacket over my handbag, I stood at the door waiting for him.


He raised an eyebrow at me, sensing something was off.


I was desperate to get out of the sanctuary of the penthouse, back into the real world where I could see him for what he was. It was time for me to leave.


“You’re ready to go?” he asked hesitantly.


“Yes. You said you’d take me to the safe house. For the broadcast.”


He seemed a little thrown, both by my sudden docility and by my apparent eagerness to throw myself into servitude to the Silver. He clearly smelled a rat. Nevertheless, he walked across to the door and grabbed his jacket from the hook, shrugging into it even though the morning city heat was already verging on intolerable. He opened the door and ushered me out of the room in front of him.


“Things are easier in the daytime,” he began.


I realised that we were about to go out into the daylight. Aren’t vampires supposed to burst into flames in direct sun? I cast a concerned look over my shoulder at him and immediately regretted it.


“I knew you cared,” he chuckled at me.


Damn, I hated that chuckle. Steely-faced, I fixed my eyes on the stairs in front of me and kept moving.


“The sunlight doesn’t bother the Silver,” he continued, “but it hurts the Weepers’ eyes, makes them bleed even more, so they tend to stay under cover during the day. That’s why we’re moving you all now. I’ve had a team moving through the subterranean network surrounding the safe house since first light, clearing out the tunnels and blocking them off. We haven’t pushed out to our designated final perimeter yet, but we’ll do enough today to make sure that the central hub is secure, above and below ground. Nothing’s getting near you or the Primus tonight.”


“The Primus?” I asked, my curiosity overruling my desire to stonewall Drew.


“Yes, he’s here. This is the capital, so this safe house will be his base. I go where he goes.” Drew paused, adding in a low voice: “Usually.”


That was it. I’d had enough of Mr. Cryptic. I rounded on him, my shoulder bag whirling out behind me as I turned.


“And what does that mean?” I shouted at him. “Are you incapable of having a single, simple conversation without going all Captain Mysterio? I get it: you’re unfathomable and complicated. I’m sure all the lady vampires are really impressed by that routine.”


The corner of his mouth quirked up and a smug expression flooded his face.


“Ah,” he said, “there’s my girl.”


His chest was shaking with that bloody chuckle again.


“I’m not ‘your girl’, you arrogant shit.”


I turned with a cry of anger and stomped off down the stairs. The man made my blood boil. Apparently I simply amused him. I could feel him smirking behind me all the way down to the ground floor.


I had to shake this guy.


As I reached the bottom of the stairs, Drew put his hand on my arm and stepped in front of me, pulling me behind him as he opened the door. The alley was clear. He closed the door, shutting us back into the stairwell.


“Before we go out there, Emilia, we need to set some ground rules.”


He was straight-faced and more serious than I had seen him all morning.


“You have to be careful out there. The safest thing you can do is keep quiet and make yourself unobtrusive. I’m going to have to leave you when the broadcast starts and I’m not going to be able to see you again until you’re in the safe house.”


I tried to hide my excitement. This was the best news I’d heard since this whole thing started. Here was my chance to get away.


Drew could see my mind had wandered. He reached forward and took my face in his hands, staring at me with those big, silver-lined emeralds. I realised that it must always be there, the silver in the green, like daylight shining through the forest. They were so beautiful. How could something that beautiful be the mark of a killer?


“Please, Emilia. Don’t do anything stupid,” he said, fixing me with his gaze. “Just stay safe. Don’t talk to anyone, don’t make yourself noticed and I’ll find you when you’re in the safe house.


“Today is going to be hard. The other Silver, well… they’re going to ask you to do some things you’ll probably object to on principle. They’ll probably want to take your blood, mark your skin, examine you. I’m begging you to be compliant. If you can just toe the line for today, I can make sure that things get better for you. I can give you a better position in there than most people will have. You just have to give me the chance to help.”


He stared desperately at me, willing me to agree. He knew what he was asking. He knew I couldn’t give in. I started to shake my head, but he held it steady in his hands.


“Please, Emmy. If you don’t sign up with the Silver you’ll die. You’ll be prey for the Weepers. Don’t you see that? This is the only chance we have.”


He snapped his tongue and looked away in frustration.


“I mean, this is our only option. We have no other way to protect you.”


I looked him in the eye.


“Alright,” I lied, “I promise.”










CHAPTER FIVE




AS WE STEPPED out of the passageway onto the main road, I saw just how much damage had been wrought overnight. Glass storefronts were smashed and the morning breeze carried last night’s copies of the Evening Standard swirling down the road.


The worst thing was the blood. It was everywhere. On the hood of a car that had crashed into a traffic island, smeared in a hand print across a bus shelter, congealed into perfect circles on the cement paving slabs. This was a nightmare.


“When did this happen?” I asked, turning towards Drew in surprise. “None of this was here last night.”


“Mostly early this morning. Either people who hadn’t turned on the television or who decided to try to make an early getaway, escape from the city. There are so many Weepers gathered in the city now that they’re acting like a sieve, picking up every human who tries to slip through. They may not be smart, but sheer strength of numbers can stop a car when the supply of easier kills starts to dry up.”


I started in horror at the detritus around me.


“This is why I’m being slightly neurotic about your safety,” Drew added quietly as a faint smile played across his lips. “I know it’s not in your nature to do what you’re told, but can’t you see the alternative is worse?”


Drew swept his arm in an arc, encompassing the carnage of the scene around us. This was the life to which I would be condemning myself. It was either the gauntlet of the Weepers or blood slavery. What a choice for a Friday morning.


We walked in silence the rest of the way to the broadcast, which was apparently taking place in Paternoster Square, a paved open space next to St Paul’s Cathedral surrounded by the glass towers of banks and the London Stock Exchange. I knew the square well. I often cut through it on my way to and from work. The ground floor of most of the buildings was given over to retail: coffee shops, restaurants, gift shops and bars for the city workers in the floors above.


No one was working today.


There was a platform set up at the far side of the square with a huge screen behind it, and there were two smaller screens set to either side of the central platform. These guys were clearly expecting a lot of guests and they hadn’t stinted on the AV equipment, but there were only about thirty people milling around in the square.


As we walked towards the centre of the square I raised my eyebrow at Drew.


“Most people are watching the broadcast at home,” he said, guessing my question. “We’re bussing them in afterwards from all over the capital. They’ll gather here later.”


“All over the capital?” I repeated. “How is one central safe house going to hold everyone?”


Drew lowered his gaze and took my hand. When he looked back up to me his eyes were full of compassion.


“Emilia… we’ve lost a lot of people. We couldn’t save them all.”


“Weepers?” I asked on a whisper.


“Weepers,” Drew confirmed. “Their bite is infectious. It spreads through the human bloodstream in the space of seconds. It’s how they multiply so fast and why they are such a threat to you all.”


“And the Silver?” I asked.


“Don’t worry, Weepers can’t hurt the Silver. We’re immune.”


“No,” I said, shaking my head, “I mean, is it the same for the Silver? Does a bite from a Silver make a human into one of you?”


He pressed his lips together and dropped his gaze.


“No,” he said softly. “It’s more complicated than that.”


More secrets, I thought.


There was a scuffing sound on the paving off to our left and Drew dropped my hand, putting some distance between us as he did so.


“Drew,” said the newcomer, “where’ve you been, mate?”


He was shorter than Drew, but that wasn’t saying much, and it looked like he was his match in muscle mass. His hair was dark blonde and he had a friendly face with a broad, smiling mouth and twinkling brown eyes. He was dressed in the same style as Drew: khakis and a T-shirt with practical boots. It could have been a uniform.


“Rounding up strays,” Drew replied with a laugh, tipping his head in my direction.


I was a little insulted. His attitude was a far cry from the intense ‘I’ll always protect you’ spiel of the past twelve hours.


The new guy glanced at me briefly before joining in with Drew’s laughter. I was barely a blip on his radar. I was less than impressed and huffed in irritation behind Drew’s back.


He shot a warning glance over his shoulder at me. I supposed I had better behave until I could make a clean getaway.


The new guy did a double take and leaned in towards Drew, staring into his eyes.


“Is there something you want to tell me?” he asked Drew, rocking back on his heels as a smile spread over his face.


He was grinning like a cat.


“What were you really up to last night, you dog?”


“Drop it, Tommy,” Drew growled.


“Alright, alright,” he replied, raising his hands in a placating gesture, the grin still fixed on his face. “None of my business, I’m sure. Why don’t you introduce me to your stray?”


“Emilia,” Drew said, reluctantly ushering me forwards, “this is Thomas. He’s a friend. Thomas, this is Emilia. I found her last night trying to take on three Weepers with her handbag.”


Thomas laughed and looked me over appraisingly, offering me his hand to shake. I shot a quick glance at Drew before taking Thomas’s hand and shaking it. I was about to pull it back out of his grasp when the colour drained from his face.


He held my hand fast, turning my wrist so he could see the outside of my forearm. He was looking at my graze from last night, knitted together with Drew’s ‘Silver band-aid’. His eyes went wide with shock then his brow knitted in incomprehension.


“What the hell, Drew?” he demanded in a rough whisper.


As Thomas spoke, he took a step further towards Drew, still holding my hand and pushing me sideways between them as they stood face to face over my head.


“Are you fucking crazy?”


“Tommy…” Drew whispered hoarsely back at Thomas, “just don’t, okay?”


“What are you thinking?”


Thomas’s grip on my hand grew tighter and, mindful of Drew’s advice about not drawing attention to myself, I tried my best to suppress a cry of pain. Drew’s gaze darted downwards and, as he saw my hand crushed in Thomas’s, he narrowed his eyes at him and growled softly.


If I thought I had heard him growling before, it was nothing like this. The sound was terrifying and feral. Quiet as it was, it still reverberated through the air surrounding us, violent and forbidding. A shiver skipped down the length of my spine. Thomas immediately dropped my hand and stepped back. Drew’s arms wrapped me into him, crushing me face first into his chest.


“I’m sorry, Drew,” he said quickly and quietly.


For what seemed like an age, we all froze. Eventually, Drew started to relax.


“I know,” he replied softly. “So am I.”


After a few seconds, Drew let out a shaky exhalation and released me, setting me a foot or so clear of him. I was confused again, but I knew I’d only rile Drew up if I opened my mouth and I never wanted to hear that growl again. Even the memory made me shudder.


Drew shot me a concerned look.


“Are you okay?” he asked me.


I just nodded, wrapping my arms around myself. Thomas’s eyes flitted back to the wound on my forearm and he nodded his head towards it.


“You’d better cover up your stray,” he said.


Drew looked down at my arm.


“You know I’ll follow you, no matter what,” Thomas continued, “but this is a shitstorm waiting to happen.”


He looked meaningfully at Drew, who nodded unhappily in reply.


“I know that,” he said.


“Alright then. I’ll keep it between us?” Thomas asked him.


“I’d be grateful,” Drew said with a sigh. 


With one last glance at me, Thomas patted Drew on the shoulder and moved away across the square, where more people were starting to gather now in front of the stage. It was quarter to eight, nearly time for the broadcast.


Drew turned to me, pulling my jacket from my bag.


“Put this on, Emilia, please,” he asked quietly.


I was already warm, but I did as he said.


“What was that all about?” I whispered back at him, shrugging into my jacket. “He looked at me like I had three heads.”


“It’s a Silver thing. Silver don’t usually do what I did last night. Not with humans anyway.”


“You mean the healing thing?” I asked.


Drew looked into my eyes then turned away sadly and nodded. I got the sense that this was going to mean trouble for him.


“Then why the hell did you do it? It’s not like it wouldn’t have healed on its own.”


Drew put his hands on his hips and gritted his teeth. He let his head fall backwards and exhaled loudly.


“It was stupid,” he replied, “but I didn’t think it was safe for you to be bleeding with all the Weepers about. They’re attracted to the blood.”


This explanation didn’t really ring true to me. He had me locked away safely all night, ten floors up, and he was delivering me in daylight to the safe house. What danger did the Weepers really present to me at the moment? As I was working this through, a thought struck me. I inhaled sharply.


“You said I was going to get examined when I was admitted to the safe house. They’re hardly going to miss this,” I whispered urgently, indicating my forearm. “How am I going to cover it up? How long will it take to go away? Can’t I just hole up somewhere until it heals?”


I was talking excitedly, hoping to jump on a solution to keep me out of the safe house, out of enforced servitude and monthly blood-lettings.


“Emilia, calm down,” he said, hushing me. “It’ll last a day or so, and that’s too long for you to be out of the safe house. It’s okay, I have some pull here, I can find a way around it. Just watch the broadcast, get yourself admitted and I’ll take it from there.”


He led me towards the stage and stopped me at the back of the crowd of people gathering there.


“Just stay here with everyone else,” he said quietly, “and please do what you’re told, just for a few hours. I’ll be right there.”


He pointed towards the stage and raised his eyebrow at me.


Damn. From that vantage point, he’d be able to see my every move. With that pre-emptive admonishment, he quickly scanned the square and slipped through the crowd towards where a group of people were gathering at the right hand side of the stage. This was my best chance to make a move, but people were starting to flow into the square in greater numbers now, cutting short any thoughts I had entertained of exiting unobserved.


At that moment, the microphone on the stage screeched into life. I turned in its direction to see that a lectern had been set on the stage and people were starting to line up behind it. There were Drew and Thomas. They were joined by two of the most imposing women I have ever seen. One had pale, freckled skin with fiery red hair and the other had skin the colour of caramel with piercing black eyes that darted across the congregated humans. They were both Silver and they both carried themselves like their bodies were weapons.


I had to get out. It didn’t look like there was any chance I could get by the crowd on my right, but to the left of the stage the audience was growing outwards towards the buildings surrounding the square. There was an alley running between two of them. It looked like my only option.


I turned back to check the buildings to my right again and nearly jumped out of my skin. There was a guy standing barely a foot away from me, looking down with an expression of faint amusement on his face.


He was Silver. As I recovered from the shock, I realised that it was the brown-haired steroid monkey from the first broadcast.


“You know Drew and Tommy?” he asked me.


I thought about ignoring him, but realised he must have seen us talking. There seemed to be no point in denying it, so I nodded.


“Benedict,” he said, offering me his hand with a smile, “but you can call me Ben.”


Wary of what had happened last time I shook the hand of a Silver, I simply nodded and looked back at the stage. I didn’t feel like chatting. The arrival of Drew’s friend had thoroughly put paid to any notion I might have had of escaping the so-called ‘safe house’. I suspected that Drew had asked Benedict to stand with me for precisely that reason.


I was starting to feel intensely claustrophobic. I had to get out of the square.


I was still trying to suppress my anxiety as a hush fell over the crowd. A tall man mounted the stage, beautiful and imposing, even from this distance: Solomon. He stood behind the lectern and waited a moment for silence to descend before he addressed the crowd, his voice powerful and cold.


“Shortly, you will each see a regional broadcast giving you directions for transport to your local safe house. However,” he paused, his eyes glinting in the morning sun, “before we transmit those broadcasts, I want you each to appreciate the context of the regime we’re going to be enforcing from this moment on.”


Solomon lifted his hand, moving something that had been resting on the lectern, and the screens behind and to either side of him blinked into life.


I didn’t know what I was looking at. The screen was largely dark, covered with rounded shapes illuminated by orange patches that could have been glowing flames.


“This is downtown Detroit,” Solomon continued.


Now that he said it, I could sort of see where the streets should have been. It was an aerial shot, but the lines of the roads were disrupted by an aggregation of matter that blurred the lines between the buildings and the pavements.


The angle of the shot changed, bringing us down to street level. I could see the shapes were stacked against the skyscrapers like snow drifts, rising in peaks towards the smashed glass of office windows.


The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I realised that the drifts were moving. The street was churning with a writhing mass of Weepers. They were climbing over each other, stamping each other down, using each other’s bodies as pyramids to reach the people sealed in the buildings and drag them down into the frenzy.


“It’s the same all over America,” he said as the pictures on the screen changed, showing us a cross-section of the country from cityscapes to prairie, crawling with Weepers.


As the pictures scrolled relentlessly on behind him, Solomon turned to his audience.


“This is what we are trying to prevent. Our counterparts in the States allowed this to spread. We can contain it here, but you need us to do it for you. The Americans attempted to combat the Weepers with nuclear weaponry, but simply succeeded in destroying themselves and seventeen of the Silver along with them.”


I looked around me to gauge the reaction of the crowd. They were mostly staring at the screens in shock. A lot of them had tears pouring down their cheeks. I noted with detachment that Benedict has slipped away at some point. I wasn’t sure when; the man moved like a ghost. After a moment of silence, Solomon turned off the screens.


“Arrangements for admission and containment are to be directed by our military, the Solis Invicti, led by my Secundus. Andrew?” Solomon said, turning to Drew.


Holy shit. This just got worse and worse.


My Latin wasn’t great, but even I could manage to translate that. He hadn’t been kidding when he said he had pull here. My heart sank and a chill spread through my body as I thought about the implications of this development.


He was Solomon’s right hand man. He wasn’t just strong, he was powerful. More importantly, he was part of this, an integral part. The enslavement of my race wasn’t just something he was failing to prevent. It was something he was actively working to bring to fruition.


Solomon stepped to one side of the lectern and Drew took his place, a grave expression on his face.


“We need to be very clear about the choice that is presented to each of you,” Drew said, casting his gaze across the crowd as he rested his hands on either side of the lectern, “either you submit to our regime and present yourself for admission into a safe house or you will die.”


He identified me through the crowd and caught my eye. He wasn’t messing about, but I wasn’t particularly surprised by the line he was taking. I’d been hearing this from him ever since the first broadcast last night. I rolled my eyes at him as he looked away.


“Most likely, those of you who fail to comply will be fed on or turned by the Weepers. For those who are not, we will have to assume that you are carriers of the Weeper plague.”


He looked down at the lectern then looked up from beneath his brows, fixing me with a stare.


“To protect those humans within our care, we will be obliged to terminate you on sight.”


My mouth dropped open in disbelief, but I suppressed my incredulity. The last thing I wanted to do was tip Drew off to my intended exit, and I had never been more sure that I needed to get out of this situation. Slavery or certain death? There was no choice to make.


Surrender is for the weak. I’d fight to my last breath.


Drew pushed away from the lectern and turned to the back of the stage as Tommy stepped forward to announce the regional arrangements for the London safe house. This was it.


As soon as his back was turned, I ducked my head and moved slowly and stealthily through the crowd to the left hand side of the stage. More people were arriving into the square all the time, jostling for a space up front, so it was fairly easy to blend in with the cover provided by their movement.


Eventually, I edged my way forward to the alleyway I had been aiming for, slipping along the back wall whilst Tommy outlined the admission procedure.


As soon as I hit the street I was gone, darting along the empty pavements at a flat-out sprint towards Parker’s.










CHAPTER SIX




I CRASHED UP against the double door of the club and pounded on it with my palm.


“Jeff!” I screeched upwards towards the small set of rooms above the club that he called home.


“Open up! Jeff!”


My cries were met with silence. I pounded both hands into the door and yelled with desperation and frustration as anxiety ratcheted up in my chest.


I looked out of the recessed doorway of the club over my shoulder and along the street, but it was still deserted. That didn’t reassure me as much as I hoped it would.


There was a clattering from the other side of the door. With a shudder I realised that I had no idea what was going to greet me when the door opened. The club was dark, windowless and cool, perfect for Weepers trying to find some respite from the heat of the day.


Cursing my idiocy, I started to back away from the door. With terrible visions in my head, I lost my nerve and turned to run, but instead I smashed straight into someone. Or something.


I fell backwards, stifling a scream, as my hand was grabbed and pulled. I struggled for all I was worth, kicking out in a panic.


“Emmy?”


I stopped dead and focussed. Incredulous, I looked into a pair of brown eyes as familiar to me as my own. They were set into a friendly, round face with pink cheeks and dimples and they belonged to a nineteen-year-old boy who was exactly my height.


“Danny?” I quavered, my voice cracking as tears pooled in my eyes.


I snapped.


“You bastard! You scared me to death!” I said angrily, punching him on the arm as the tears overflowed and poured down my cheeks.


My face screwed up with dismay and I grabbed him by the shoulders of his T-shirt, pulling him towards me. His brow furrowed in surprise and confusion as I buried my face in his shoulder and sobbed, my chest heaving.


“Pleased to see you, too, Emmy,” he said softly into my ear, wrapping his arms around me, “but let’s get you inside.”


As he spoke, one of the double doors to the club opened.


I pulled away from Danny and looked over my shoulder. Jeff stood in the entrance, looking at me in disbelief. He looked like he had aged ten years overnight.


“Emmy?” he said softly.


I grinned back at him.


“Thank God,” he said, “I’ve been worried sick since about ten minutes after you left last night.”


He rushed towards me and gathered me up in his arms.


“Hi Jeff,” I mumbled into his shirt, accidentally wiping my nose on his shoulder as I did so.


I leaned back and rubbed at the wet spot with my hand, hesitating for a moment before looking up into his eyes.


“Sorry about that,” I said with a sheepish grin.


He laughed quietly and looped my arm in his, ushering me into the club. Danny followed us in, locking and bolting the door behind us. Jeff led me through the entrance corridor, past the cloakroom to the main downstairs bar.


The club had three different bars spread across two floors. The ground floor comprised the main bar, where we were standing, and a small VIP area accessed through double doors to our left. There was a stage in the main room for live bands and a door behind the bar led into a small taproom. The taproom for the VIP area was in a cellar underneath it. The first floor was taken up entirely by a dance floor with a bar running the length of one side. A taproom and office were accessed through a door to one side of the bar.


The second floor was where Jeff usually hung out. It was mostly given over to storage for the lighting and sound systems used in the club, but he’d sectioned part of it off as a living space and converted it into a flat. I thought that was where we’d been heading, but as it turned out they had holed up in the VIP area.


“This way,” Jeff said to me, leading me towards the double doors with Danny in tow. “I’ve locked the top floor and sealed it off as best I can.”


I raised an eyebrow at him in a question.


“Windows,” he elaborated.


Clever. He’d locked us up in a windowless building that was designed to be secure and soundproof. And for me, it was home. I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d rather be.


A smile spread slowly over my face. Jeff glanced my way and flashed a quick smile back at me, but it didn’t reach his eyes. We were postponing the inevitable. I knew we had some catching up to do. However much I wished things were otherwise, we couldn’t ignore reality forever. I sighed and Jeff jostled me closer to him in sympathy.


Jeff and I pushed open the door to the VIP bar. It was a much smaller room than the main bar, cosier, filled with padded chairs and leather couches scattered around small drinks tables. There were two flat screen TVs: one hanging above the bar and the other set into the opposite wall.


As we moved into the room, Sarah moved out from behind the bar to join us, a look of concern quickly replaced by a huge grin as she saw me. She was about four inches shorter than me with cropped platinum hair and a face traced with laughter lines.


“Emmy! You’re alright!” she gasped, rushing up to me and holding me tight.


I laughed and unlinked my arm from Jeff’s, squeezing Sarah tightly back. She pulled away and kissed me on the cheek, looking at me with a warm smile before returning to the bar and opening up one of the fridges.


“This definitely calls for a celebration. I don’t know about you lot,” she said, “but I could really do with a drink.”


There was a general murmur of acquiescence as she fished four bottles of beer out of the fridge, cracking the caps off each of them under the bar, and handed one to each of us. I took my bottle and settled down onto one of the couches. Danny came and sat beside me while Jeff and Sarah took their seats on the couch opposite us on the other side of a small table.


“It’s not even nine in the morning,” I thought out loud, looking at the bottle in my hand.


“I think the rules are out of the window today, kiddo,” Jeff replied.


I nodded my agreement and swigged at the bottle. My stomach grumbled in response and I realised that I hadn’t eaten since before my shift last night.


Danny heard it and laughed, reaching down into a bag by the side of the couch to extract a packaged sandwich, which he offered me with a flourish.


“I had just returned from a supermarket smash and grab when you arrived. I stowed my haul in here and was just giving the outside of the building a once over when you bumped into me. Literally,” he snickered.


I took the sandwich gratefully and bit into it with relish. Beer and a bacon sandwich for breakfast. I licked my lips and took another swig of the beer. Best make the most of little pleasures while we could.


As I ate, Jeff grabbed the remote for the TVs from the bar and switched them both on. He flicked through all the channels, but the same thing was playing on each one: the Paternoster Square broadcast from earlier this morning. Thomas was just coming to the end of his announcement about the London safe house as Jeff cranked the volume up and the broadcast returned to the start. Solomon stepped onto the stage.


“They’ve been showing nothing but this since eight o’clock on repeat. Last night it was just this guy,” he said, indicating Solomon, “talking about how we need to work for them and donate our blood.”


Jeff made a noise of disgust in the back of his throat and hit mute.


“I know,” I said quietly, reaching forward to put my empty sandwich box on the table. “I’ve seen it.”


Jeff looked at me in surprise.


“You have?” he asked.


He paused for a second.


“Where have you been?”


Curiosity infused his face and he leaned forward in his seat, resting his elbows on his knees, as if he had only just thought to wonder how I had turned up here safely, hours after leaving the club to walk home on streets full of monsters.


I sighed.


“You first,” I said.


He opened his mouth to remonstrate with me, but I raised my hand to cut him off, trying to make him understand that I needed a break before I talked about it.


“Please, Jeff.”


He subsided with a sigh, settling back into the sofa and taking a swig of his beer. Danny reached down into the bag containing his spoils and pulled out a few more sandwiches, chucking one to Jeff and handing another to Sarah. Sarah smiled at him as he opened his own packet and started to eat.


“Well,” Jeff said, setting his half-empty beer bottle on the table and tearing at the packaging of his sandwich, “when I’d said goodbye to you last night, I locked up the door behind you and came back here. Danny was in the taproom upstairs,” he said, nodding towards Danny where he sat next to me, “replacing a barrel and shutting off the gas for the night. I was in here running the mop round and Sarah was still here because…” he hesitated, looking at his hands, “well, Sarah…”


This was too painful. I interrupted him.


“Jeff,” I said, as kindly as I could, “look, we all know you and Sarah have a thing going. We’ve known for months.”


Sarah and Jeff looked at each other in surprise, Sarah blushing like crazy. Danny and I exchanged a glance. They’d not been particularly subtle about it and we’d been happy for them once we’d got used to it as a concept.


“It’s a good thing,” I continued in a gentle tone of voice, “we all think it’s a good thing…”


I trailed off into silence. The others. Were we all that were left now? I stared into the bottom of my beer bottle.


“Have you seen…” I stuttered after a moment, looking at Jeff. “Cassie, Lisa... Do you…”


“We don’t know, Emmy.”


It was Sarah who replied, reaching out to her side to take Jeff’s hand in hers.


“Right,” I replied quietly.


They were probably dead. We were lucky to be alive as it was.


We dropped into silence, thinking thoughts we’d rather not say out loud. Jeff stood up and moved towards the bar, snagging four more beers to bring back to the table. I wasn’t sure it was a good idea for us to have too much to drink while the forces of the Silver were setting up the perimeter for their safe house down the road, but I didn’t think a couple of beers were going to do much harm.


A thought struck me.


“They were setting up a perimeter, pushing the Weepers out above and below ground,” I said uncertainly, not wanting to give too much away. “We’re inside the perimeter, aren’t we? How did they not find you?”


“Yes,” Jeff confirmed with a nod, “we’re inside the perimeter. They’ve kindly cleared out all the Weepers, for now at least, so we don’t have to worry about them until dark. Shall I start from the top?”


“May as well,” I replied, tipping my beer at him. “I’ve got drinking to do.”


The three of them spent the next hour or so filling me in on their night. Sarah had gone up into Jeff’s apartment when her shift ended earlier in the evening to wait for him. Jeff had been in the VIP bar mopping the floor. The TVs had been off all night because we’d had a private party in, but Jeff had turned them on to entertain him while he cleaned up.


He’d watched Solomon’s broadcast through once then fetched Sarah down from his apartment to see it too. When Danny came downstairs to leave for the night, he’d stopped in to say goodbye and found Jeff and Sarah staring at the TV.


They’d debated about coming to find me. Finally, hearing thumping noises at the street door, they’d decided to climb out of a skylight in Jeff’s apartment so they could see what things looked like from the roof. That’s when the Silver had blown through the club looking for Weepers, cleansing the safe zone. Jeff, Sarah and Danny had crammed themselves into a recess in the building’s roof created by the conjunction of the fire escape and the flues for the air conditioning system, managing to stay hidden from the Silver as they searched the roof. They hadn’t needed to be very thorough. Weepers don’t try to hide.


They’d been incredibly lucky.


Sarah picked up the thread of the story.


“When they’d gone, we moved out of our hiding place and lay on the edge of the roof, looking out into the street. I’ve never seen anything like it, Emmy. At least, not until the footage from America was released this morning.”


We fell back into silence.


“So,” said Danny, “what now?”


“Well, we know they’re organised,” said Jeff, “and they’ve clearly been planning this for some time. The water’s still on and everyone seems to have electricity. That doesn’t happen on its own. Someone’s made decisions about what’s necessary and what’s not: they’ve got their TV broadcasts working, but I can’t pick up anything on the radio and the Internet’s utterly dead.”


I thought about this. He was right. They would have to have designed everything well in advance to pull it off this smoothly. I corrected myself: Drew would have had to design it that way. My heart lurched in my chest.


“They wanted to control the information that’s reaching us,” Jeff continued “make sure it comes only through one channel: the broadcasts. Everything else has been disabled, though I don’t know how they’re managing that.”


He paused to take another swig of his beer.


“They’re not making this up as they go along,” he continued, “and I think they’ve planned for the future. By bringing everyone into a central safe zone, they’ve effectively limited the area they have to supply with water and power. That has to make things easier in the long term.”


“What about food?” I asked.


Jeff shook his head. We were silent for a few seconds.


“I don’t know,” Sarah said, “but I’m sure they do.”


If the population was as depleted as Drew implied then feeding people from what was already sitting in the supermarkets around the country would probably be viable in the short term, but I couldn’t imagine that they hadn’t planned beyond that. Drew wouldn’t be that short-sighted, particularly as the Silver needed us alive to feed them.


And Drew was one of them, I reminded myself.


I dropped my head into my hands and pushed my fingers back through my hair. It had started the day in the ponytail I had tied it in this morning, but after the past eventful few hours it was falling out all over the place.


“We can agree on one thing,” asked Danny, looking at each of us in turn, “we’re dealing with vampires, right?”


He shook his head and laughed.


“Man, that sounds crazy out loud.”


“They’re called the Silver,” I said quietly, resting my chin in my hand as I stared at the silent TV screen.


There he was on the podium, the creature who had saved my life, telling us to comply or die. I just couldn’t believe this was happening.


“The what?” asked Sarah with a confused expression.


“The Silver,” I said, turning away from the screen to look at her. “It’s what they call themselves.”


“And you know this how?” asked Danny.


“I met one. Well, three actually,” I corrected myself.


All three of them were looking at me in amazement.


“They didn’t hurt you?” Jeff asked, sitting forward to look me over as he did so.


“No, I’m fine. It was the other ones, the Weepers. They attacked me on my way home last night. A guy, one of them, the Silver,” I shrugged, “he saved me.”


As I spoke, my eyes drifted back to the screen where Drew was stepping back to let Thomas take over.


“Can you turn the volume up?” I asked Jeff. “I didn’t catch this bit.”


He did as I asked and Thomas’s voice filled the room, outlining plans for transporting people to the safe house from further afield. As I began to gain an understanding for the scale of this operation, I felt like I had hugely underestimated both the number of the Silver and how long they had been planning this. It couldn’t have started with Cara Alton. This must have been in the works for a while, just as Jeff had said.


Thomas talked about testing procedures that would be undertaken at each transport site before departure to identify whether or not any humans were Weeper carriers. He didn’t say what would happen to those who were, but given that Drew had spoken earlier about ‘termination’, and Solomon about ‘containment’, I couldn’t imagine that they had bright, shiny futures ahead of them.


As the broadcast reached its conclusion and restarted, I picked the remote off the table and set the TV back on mute.


“You’ve seen the rest?” Jeff asked me.


“I saw it in person. They’re in the square around the corner. That’s where I was running from.”


We all fell silent. I didn’t want to talk about it in any more detail than I had already and the others didn’t ask.


“Why ‘Silver’?” asked Danny a few moments later, in a tone of voice that implied he thought it was a girly name.


“Their eyes,” I replied, “they have silver in the whites of their eyes. You’ve got to get up close to see it.”


Danny and Jeff exchanged a look.


“Just how close were you getting, Emmy?” Sarah asked me, slowly and deliberately.


“Not that close,” I said with a snort, trying to laugh it off.


This was my family. I couldn’t face admitting to them that I’d spent last night pressed up against a vampire, or that it hadn’t exactly been awful.


“Mind you,” Sarah said, her eyes drifting to the screen as Drew took up his place behind the lectern once more, “they’re not exactly repulsive, are they? I could get a little closer to him, for example…” she giggled, pointing at the screen.


Jeff faked a hurt expression then pounced on her, tickling her until she was laughing so much she was having trouble breathing.


I looked down at my hands, my cheeks flushing pink as I remembered just how close I had got to Drew. Jeff saw my embarrassment and stopped tickling, his face becoming serious.


“Sorry, Emmy,” he said, “I know this whole thing with me and Sarah is fairly new. We didn’t mean to embarrass you kids…”


“No, no Jeff. It’s not that,” I cut him off, smiling through my embarrassment. “You’re not embarrassing me any more than you usually do.”


Sarah looked between me and the screen and, unfortunately, the penny dropped.


“My god,” she said, inhaling in shock, “that’s him, isn’t it? That’s the guy?”


I nodded back at her.


“What,” asked Danny, “the second in command guy? He’s the guy who saved you? The one who keeps talking about how they’ll kill us all if we don’t volunteer for their little people farm? Jesus Christ, Emmy!”


He jumped up from where he’d been sitting and strode over towards the other side of the room in irritation.


“Danny…” I began.


“Don’t you get it, Em?” he stopped in the middle of the room and turned to face me, gesturing angrily with his hands. “He’s the one calling the shots. They’re going to kill people. Lots of them.”


Danny had clearly had the same thought as I had. The best way for them to contain the Weepers would be to kill anyone carrying the Weeper plague, whether or not they surrendered.


“I know, the Weeper carriers…”


“No, not just them, Emmy. These creatures, these Silver, they drink blood. Human blood. Our blood. That’s what he saved you for. Some salvation,” he scoffed.


“But that’s why they’re making us give blood donations…” I started saying, but he cut me off again.


“Seriously? Are you really that naïve?”


“Danny…” Sarah cautioned in a low voice, concern painted on her face.


“I don’t know what this guy has been filling your head with,” he continued, pointing at the screen, “but you’re living in a dream world if you think any of us are getting out of this alive. Say they impose a ‘no killing people’ rule. What happens when that rule gets broken? You think the vampires are going to give a fuck about what their cattle think?


“One more dead animal, Emilia, that’s all it would be to them. Their only interest is in making sure there are enough of us around to feed them all. Beyond that, we’re nothing to them, whatever they might say.”


His mouth twisted in disgust and he exhaled loudly as he stalked off behind the bar to fetch himself another beer.


We all fell silent for a moment.


“Just ignore him, Emmy,” Sarah said quietly, glancing over her shoulder at Danny, “it’s not been an easy day for any of us.”


“No,” I said, shaking my head, “he’s right. It is naïve to think that we’re going to have any value to the Silver, to these vampires, other than as food. They might talk about a new society with a place in it for all of us, but it’s a joke.”


And it was. I must have been mad to let Drew get so close to me, to think that there was any truth in his promises to protect me. Yet he made me feel such confidence in his intentions.


I leaned back heavily in the couch and closed my eyes, feeling the seat depress as Danny sat down again next to me.


“Did this vampire guy tell you anything that could help us?” Jeff asked.


I thought about it for a moment. He hadn’t told me anything I thought was relevant that hadn’t already been put out on the broadcasts. I shook my head.


“Nothing we can use,” I said, opening my eyes. “Sorry. I was too rattled to get much out of him and he wasn’t exactly forthcoming.”


Danny slipped his hand into mine.


“Sorry I went off on one, Emmy,” he said softly.


I reached out for him and dragged him across the couch into my arms.


“It’s alright. You were right,” I sighed. “So, I guess we’re agreed that surrender isn’t an option?”


“Agreed,” said Jeff as Sarah nodded beside him.


“Then we’d better make a plan.”










CHAPTER SEVEN




AS IT TRANSPIRED, the plan was simple: stay hidden till the final perimeter was established, then strike out beyond the safe zone before we were discovered. We were hoping the delay would give the Silver a chance to clear out a fair portion of the Weeper population, so we’d have less to contend with when we made our break.


We thought it was likely that the vampires would wait until the safe zone was properly protected before they spread people around within it, so it should be a while before anyone came back to Parker’s, particularly since they’d already been through here once. We reckoned it would take some time for the vamps to build and finalise their perimeter, after which we’d make our move. For the moment, then, we were watching them work.


The club office on the first floor had a load of security feeds from all over Parker’s. A lot of them were internal, but there were a couple on the street and one on the roof. We had all of these trained on the end of the road, where we could see the vamps tearing down buildings to form a barricade. We were a bit puzzled by this. We’d all seen the footage from America and we knew a physical barrier wasn’t going to present any challenge at all to the Weepers, so we weren’t sure what they had in mind.


Every now and then, we directed one of the cameras towards the other end of the street, where vehicles were dropping people off outside the square. There was a steady trickle until about midday, when they became much more intermittent.


Jeff and I were upstairs watching the security feeds at about one o’clock when there was a shout up the stairs from Danny.


“Get down here! They’ve got a countdown running on the TV. Looks like they’re about to make another broadcast.”


We barrelled across the dance floor and down the stairs, crashing into the VIP bar as the countdown clicked down towards ten.


Sarah and Danny were sitting on one of the couches facing the screen on the wall opposite the bar. Sarah looked up at Jeff with an anxious expression. He sat on the arm of the couch next to her, sliding an arm around her shoulders. I looked around for a seat facing the screen, then shrugged and plonked myself down onto Danny’s lap instead. Three… two… one…


They were broadcasting from the square again, but as the camera panned across the audience I saw that there were a great deal more people there than had been this morning. They were rammed into every available space, thousands and thousands of them. It seemed like a huge number until I realised that this was it. This was all that was left of London. Every single remaining human inhabitant could be crammed inside a fairly modestly-sized square. The survivors numbered in the tens of thousands, out of a city that had been home to millions.


It was unbelievable.


“If that’s how many humans are left alive in this city,” I said hesitantly, “how many Weepers are we going to be up against when we leave the safe zone? How many of them got infected?”


I looked around at my friends. Jeff looked haunted, Danny resigned, but Sarah just shook her head and pressed her lips together, staring at the screen.


No Solomon this time. This time it was just him: Drew, the vampire soldier who was calling for the extermination of the insubordinate, the creature who had apparently saved my life just to feed me to the Silver. I tried to reconcile this image with my memory of a man who had risked condemnation from his kind by healing my wound, the man who had looked at me with passion in his eyes and had pressed his lips so softly to my neck it had made me tingle. He had been gentle and compassionate, full of humour and kindness.


It felt like I had dreamed it. As I looked at him now on the screen, there was no trace of the man I remembered.


“At five o’clock today, primary admission to all safe houses will close. All transports have now arrived at their destinations, so any humans currently outside a safe house holding zone must now make their own way to their nearest safe house. Those of you who fail to do so will be brought in by our search parties, who are tasked with locating all of you who remain, including those not capable of reaching a transport under their own power. If you refuse to submit, you will be terminated for the protection of those residing within the safe houses.


“I wish to impress upon you that it is in your best interests to join with us.”


As Solomon had done earlier that morning, he pressed a button on the remote that rested on the lectern and the screen behind him lit up. After a second, Drew disappeared and the picture on the TV screen was filled with the same image. The screen was dark, the scene lit with street lamps, but I could just make out that it was a feed from a street I recognised. It was about a half a mile away over the other side of the square.


Buildings had been brought down on either side of the street and the rubble had been used to create a barricade several storeys high. There was a no man’s land of razed buildings for what looked to be about thirty feet from the foot of the barricade on the external edge.


“This is one of the edges of the safe zone in London. You’re seeing a recording from a stationary camera that was taken in the early hours of this morning.”


As we watched, a figure darted out from where it had been concealed within the rubble of the barricade and plunged out into the no man’s land. As it got about halfway across, a wall of Weepers flowed out of every alleyway and intercepted it. The runner hadn’t even managed to go twenty feet before it was inundated with Weepers, obscuring it as they piled on top of it in a surging mass.


About five seconds passed before the Weepers drew apart, leaving a body on the ground, immobile.


A couple of Silver appeared on top of the barricade, moving faster than the camera could track them. As soon as the Weepers saw them they started to back away from the barricade, back into the cradle of the buildings, one of them dragging the corpse behind him.


“This is the fate that awaits you if you try to go it alone. This is the last warning we will give you. There will be no further broadcasts beyond the safe zone.”


The screen turned dark and then, as with the previous broadcasts, it replayed from the beginning.


“You were right, Jeff,” I said, breaking the silence.


“What’s that?”


“You were right. They’re limiting the power supply. Shutting things down outside the safe zones.”


Jeff nodded back at me.


“It’s not going to work,” Sarah said quietly.


I raised an eyebrow at her in enquiry.


“The plan,” she said, “to go outside the safe zone. There must be millions of them, the Weepers. The Silver aren’t doing anything about the ones that are outside the safe zone. They’ll kill us all if the Silver don’t get to us first.”


“So we make another plan,” said Danny. “We stay inside the safe zone and hide.”


I shook my head at him.


“I don’t think that’ll work either. At some point, they’re going to want to open up the whole area within the safe zone for people to move around in. They’re even blocking all the underground tunnels at the perimeter. But they’re not going to open up the safe zone until they’ve completed a thorough search of the whole area, and this time they’re not just going to be looking for Weepers who are too stupid to hide themselves.”


“Well, what do you suggest then?” he replied, his voice rising in exasperation.


I shrugged and said nothing. I couldn’t think of an alternative. We were trapped.


Jeff sighed and stood up from the couch.


“I can give you a short term plan: a couple of us should get some sleep while the other two watch the cameras. Nothing’s going to happen till after five o’clock now. When the next broadcast has been and gone, assuming there is one, we’ll swap around and the other two can get a few hours’ shut-eye.”


We all agreed.


Sarah and I volunteered to take the first shift on the cameras because we’d each managed a few hours last night. We walked up to the first floor with the boys. Jeff and Sarah had managed to grab a few bits and pieces from the flat before they sealed off the top floor. Amongst them were a single and a double mattress together with some bedding, which Jeff and Danny collected to carry downstairs and set up in the VIP bar. We wanted to keep as much as possible in there because, although no one was articulating it, it was the most defensible room.


Sarah and I wished the boys pleasant dreams and locked ourselves into the office, just in case. The room was a small one, with a desk running the length of one wall. On top of the desk was a bank of monitors showing views from around the club, inside and out. There were three office chairs lined up along the desk making it a tight fit, but it was snug.


We settled in and focussed on the screens.


Nothing was happening outside. The barricade was half-built and empty. No one was moving at the end of the street where it led to the square. No one was coming out. They must all be waiting for admission into the safe house on the other side of the square. I wasn’t even sure what building (or buildings) they were using as the safe house, but it certainly wasn’t on our street.


Inside the club, we could see Jeff and Danny pushing some of the couches up against the walls so they could lay the mattresses on the floor of the bar. They started arranging the bedding and, after chucking the pillows at each other for a minute or so, they turned the lights down low and settled down to sleep.


We’d picked up a couple of chocolate bars from Danny’s supermarket haul on our way upstairs and I tore mine open as I leaned back in my chair, putting my feet up on the desk in front of me. Sarah did the same. We sat in silence for a few minutes, chomping away quietly as we watched the screens. It was going to be a long afternoon.


“So,” I said, “you and Jeff?”


“Yes,” Sarah replied with a smile, “me and Jeff.”


I turned to her and smiled.


“I’m happy for the two of you.”


“He’s a good guy,” she said, softly.


A thoughtful expression crossed over her face.


“Is it weird at a time like this to say that I’m happier than I’ve ever been? Not with all the vampire stuff obviously, but nonetheless.”


I laughed.


“No, Sarah, you’re allowed to be happy, even if the world is going to shit around us.”


“He’s not like Pete. Or Sean,” she said, offering me a wry smile.


I groaned and smiled back at her. With a sympathetic look, she turned back to concentrate on the camera feeds.


When I’d first started working at Parker’s we’d bonded quickly and deeply over our horrible relationship histories, hers with Pete and mine with Sean.


After a long, unsuccessful battle with the bottle, Pete lost his job and took it out on Sarah with his fists. She hadn’t hung around long enough for him to try to apologise.


Sean was different, or at least he had been different. I’d thought we were in love and when he left me I felt broken for a long time. It took six months for me to pull myself together enough to move to London and get on with my life.


I wondered how much differently things might have turned out if it hadn’t been for Sean.


We’d met just over three years ago in Oxford, where we had both been living at the time. After failed forays into several different careers, I had been working in a bar and restaurant to pay my way through a foundation degree in graphic design. Sean had been finishing his PhD in some obscure branch of biochemistry and was out for drinks with friends one night in the place where I worked.


I’d been carrying a full tray of drinks to the table next to Sean’s when one of his friends had pushed his chair back suddenly. It had caught me by surprise and I’d tripped on the chair leg, throwing the drinks into the air, where they hung for an instant before crashing down on top of me.


My injuries were largely superficial, except for gashes on my palm and the back of my thigh where I had fallen on top of broken glass. I was mortified, but Sean was even more embarrassed. His friend was incredibly apologetic and he and Sean both insisted on coming with me in the ambulance to the hospital. Once there, Sean convinced his friend that he would look after me and, with repeated apologies, his friend took his leave.


We chatted for hours. He held my hand as the doctors stitched me up, took me back to my parents’ house afterwards and visited me on a daily basis, which he said was so he could make sure I was healing okay. He swept me off my feet. He was quiet and serious, but also kind and gentle. He treated me like I was precious and made me feel like I should, and could, be a better person than I always suspected I was. I’d never felt anything like it.


My parents loved him. They’d had mixed feelings about my announcement the previous year that I was moving back home to go back to college at the age of twenty-four and, although they’d said they loved having me around, I think they’d been secretly thrilled at the prospect that Sean might take me off their hands. As it turned out, I moved into his shared house with him that summer.


Sean had just finished his thesis, something to do with viral epidemiology, and had been immediately snapped up by a big pharmaceutical company who were so desperate to employ him that they offered him a massive golden hello, even when he insisted he was taking a few months off over the summer.


It was magical. I gave up my job at the bar, managing to secure a job at a small local graphic design firm that started a few weeks after Sean’s did.


Then, two weeks before Sean was due to start work, my parents both died in a car accident as they drove back from the theatre one Saturday night. Everything stopped. I moved back into their house and Sean came with me, giving up his room in his shared house to a friend from university. There was the funeral, then probate to deal with and it was a month before I could tell which direction was up. Sean was there beside me every step of the way. He even got his new employer to postpone his contract start date so he could support me.


We both started our new jobs at the same time and, despite the continuing hell of the administration of my parents’ estates, everything got better, and it was all because of Sean. He seemed to be enjoying his new job, which was challenging him as mine was challenging me.


Then, about a year into our relationship, everything changed. We’d just been through a rough patch: it turned out that the mortgage on my parents’ house, together with their outstanding debts, was enough to eat up nearly all the equity in the house. We had to sell the house and move out into a small rented flat and we had no spare cash.


About a month after the move, Sean had started acting oddly. It was nothing in particular, he was just not himself. Three months later he was becoming paranoid and anxious, constantly looking over his shoulder and thinking he was being followed everywhere we went. By the time Christmas came round, he begged me to let him escort me to work and asked me to stay inside the flat with the doors locked when I was at home.


By this point, I was becoming increasingly concerned. I thought there must be something wrong with him, that he had suffered a mental breakdown. I tried to raise the subject with him, to encourage him to see someone, but he wouldn’t hear of it.


Eventually, his controlling behaviour became completely intolerable. Every day was a minefield of emotional blackmail and screaming arguments that broke my heart. I stayed because I loved him and I was worried about him, but I had no idea what to do. In the end, I just did what he wanted because it kept him happy.


I stopped going out of the house, I stopped seeing anyone and I picked up the phone to Sean every time he called, which had escalated to about once an hour.


Then, one day in July last year, he didn’t come home from work. His car was at the office, his jacket hanging on the back of his office door, but he was nowhere to be found. I spoke to his employer, I spoke to the police, there were enquiries made all over the county, but no one had seen him. No one knew what had happened.


The police told me they suspected he had been borrowing large sums of money from unlicensed money lenders and that his disappearance might be related. I didn’t believe them. They showed me CCTV footage of him meeting with known loan sharks and I broke down.


I guess you can never really know someone, even, perhaps especially, when you’re in love.


As I turned my attention back to the monitors, I wondered for the thousandth time what had happened to Sean, what I might have done differently if I had a chance to change things. I guessed there was nothing. I had played the cards dealt to me.


I knew the chances were slim, but I wondered if he was still alive. If so, I wondered if he had made it to a safe house. Probably not. I was grateful that my parents weren’t here to suffer through this nightmare. They were not the type of people who were easily cowed and I reflected on the fact that they had, at least, died free.


The TV screens were still on in the bar so when the boys woke up they’d be able to see if anything had changed, but all we could see on the monitors was a fuzzy glow emanating from each TV. I fiddled with the monitor feed settings using the computer that was set up on the desk in front of us and, after about half an hour and fifty false starts, managed to get one to pick up the TV broadcast so we could see what was going on without waking Jeff and Danny. The short broadcast from earlier this afternoon was still going round and round on a loop.


On the camera feeds, we could see that the Silver had returned to the barricade at our edge of the safe zone. They were somehow smashing up buildings at the end of the street to make their perimeter. We could feel the ground shaking slightly from here.


As I switched my gaze back to the TV feed, I saw the lone figure strike out once more across the no man’s land. My gaze flicked between it and the camera feed showing the barricade and I reflected that, without this broadcast, we would have rushed from our perimeter to the same end as that figure. As things were, I wasn’t sure we were going to be any better off.


Drew appeared back on the screen.


At this point I’d probably spent more time watching him on TV than I had spent with him in real life. The vampire on the screen may as well have been a stranger. I never met him, I’d met someone different.


I sighed to myself and looked back to the camera feed. I had to stop thinking of him in human terms. I had to stop thinking about him full stop.


“I’ve got all the time in the world if you want to talk about it,” Sarah said.


I shook my head at her and grimaced.


“I wouldn’t know where to start.”


“Well,” she said, “what was he like?”


I thought for a second.


“He wasn’t like that,” I said quietly, indicating the screen.


“Like what?”


“You know,” I said, looking back at the screen, “cold and militant. Heartless. He was…”


I puffed out a breath and looked at the ceiling. I couldn’t tell her what he had been like. I wasn’t really sure myself anymore.


We sat together in silence for a few minutes.


“Danny’s right, you know,” she said.


“About what?”


“About them, about the vampires. You look at that one like he’s disappointed you, but he’s one of them, Emmy.”


“I know that.”


“Do you?” she asked with concern in her voice.


I rubbed my hands over my face and looked down at the floor.


“He was different,” I said.


I looked over at her, trying to make her understand. She looked back at me sceptically.


“He was kind, Sarah. And I know how crazy that makes me sound.”


“And now?” she asked.


“That’s not who he is now. Maybe he was never that person.”


“But you miss him?”


“No,” I said, “I don’t miss him. I spent barely two hours with the guy, all told. How could I miss him? I just…” I struggled to find the words to express myself correctly.


“A lot can happen in two hours,” said Sarah. “It’s been less than a day since this whole thing started.”


I nodded. It felt like a lifetime had passed in the last twenty-four hours.


“When I was with him, when this whole thing started, he swooped in and took me somewhere safe, gave me a safe place in the eye of the storm. I was grateful for that.”


I thought about his penthouse and the sense of security and peace it had provided. It was walking distance away from where we sat, but it may as well have been on the moon. I’d slept like a baby, despite the horrors of last night. He’d given me that, then he’d fussed over me: worried about my panic attack in the shower, healing my insignificant wound, making me tea this morning.


It wasn’t anything to do with the penthouse, I realised. It was to do with him.


I did miss him. He was what had made me feel safe.


No wonder it felt like he’d betrayed me.


We sat in companionable silence for much of the rest of our shift at the monitors, each lost in our own thoughts.


Five o’clock came and went as we stared at the screens. The vampires worked on the barricade, building it up with such astonishing speed that the portion we could see was finished by the time the light started to fade at the end of the day. We let Jeff and Danny sleep on. There were no further broadcasts and it seemed like a good idea to let them rest while they could.


Just after nine that evening we saw Jeff waking up down in the VIP bar. He shook Danny awake and, after grabbing themselves some drinks and more sandwiches, they came to relieve us at the monitors. We had nothing to report other than the building of the barricade, so after a quick handover we gratefully went downstairs to get some sleep ourselves, planning to wake with the dawn in the morning.


When we reached the VIP bar, I located the bag of food and pulled out a couple of sandwiches for us to eat before turning in. I noted with concern that there were only a few packages left in the bag. At some point tomorrow we were going to have to go out to get more. We had only had enough to last us a day or so and we hadn’t exactly been rationing.


We should probably stock up and start thinking more seriously about moderating the use of our food supply. We didn’t know how long we’d be able to move around within the safe zone without getting caught by the vamps.


Jeff had had the foresight to grab a load of clothes from his flat before sealing it up and they were stacked in a booth in one corner of the bar. None of his trousers were going to fit me, but I grabbed a long-sleeved T-shirt and headed into the VIP bar toilets. I thought I’d have a quick wash at the sink before turning in.


Wary of showing my ‘band-aid’ to Sarah, I waited until the door shut behind me before I stripped off my jacket. I was left standing in my work shorts and the black T-shirt Drew had given to me. It had dissipated a little over the day, but I could still smell the warm wood-and-leather scent of Drew washing over me as I stripped the T-shirt over my head. I felt a pang of loss as I remembered him holding me in his arms the previous night. The smell of him brought it all rushing back.


Shaking my head in disgust at myself, I checked my injuries in the mirror. The bruises I’d picked up last night were turning an attractive shade of purple. They looked much worse on my pale skin than they had this morning.


My eye was caught by the flash of silver on my arm and I paused to examine the wound Drew had healed. The silver was already a lot less visible than it had been. There was still a fine line glinting along the main part of the cut, but a lot of the shining particles had bled out into the skin surrounding the area where the graze had been. It looked like I had wiped silver glitter on my arm. I would still have to keep it covered for now.


Sighing, I washed as well as I could then slipped Jeff’s big T-shirt over my head. It would do nicely for sleeping in.


Hating myself as I did it, I carefully folded up Drew’s T-shirt and slipped it into my handbag when I returned to the VIP bar. Sarah was already in bed. She’d taken the single mattress and left me the double. That was Sarah all over. She always put everyone else’s happiness and comfort before her own.


I leant down and wrapped my arms around her. She returned my hug, wishing me a good night’s sleep. I zipped off my boots and slipped myself under the covers, wrapping them around my shoulders, and curled up on my side, facing the TV screen as Drew appeared for the umpteenth time. I closed my eyes against the image and willed myself to sleep.










CHAPTER EIGHT




SATURDAY





I had a moment of disorientation when I woke before I realised where I was. Sarah was still asleep on the mattress beside me and the same broadcast was showing on the TV screens. I wondered how much time had passed as I zipped my boots back on. Although I was trying to be quiet, I woke Sarah in the process. She rolled off the mattress and we both headed upstairs to the office to check on Jeff and Danny.


As we crossed the dance floor, Danny opened the door to the office and beckoned us towards him.


“You’d better get in here and see this,” he said, a serious expression on his face.


Jeff was leaning forward in one of the chairs as we entered the room, staring at the bank of screens. The sun was just starting to rise on the monitors. We must have been asleep for seven or eight hours.


“It started about an hour ago,” he said, pointing to a central screen that was showing the feed from a camera trained on the building across the street from Parker’s.


It was a huge, modern hotel that had been built in faux-Georgian style, a beautiful building with a rather pedestrian name: The Palace Hotel. Quite apart from anything else, it was nowhere near Buckingham Palace, so the name didn’t make much sense.


There’d been a pretty big fire in that location about a decade ago that had destroyed a lot of old buildings beyond repair. The land owner had managed to get permission from the planning authority to change the use of that plot in order to build the hotel. It had proved to be an incredibly successful venture, so much so that there had apparently been some speculation that the fire hadn’t been entirely accidental.


Either way, Jeff was a fan. The hotel clientele had brought in a lot of business to Parker’s. It was one of the reasons the club was so successful. It looked like the Palace was about to have a resurgence in popularity.


As we looked on, a stream of people poured in and out of the grand foyer of the hotel, carrying objects around. There was a lot more going in than there was coming out. I thought it was likely that, as the most luxurious building in the vicinity, they might use it as Solomon’s headquarters. If so, I wondered if he had enough of a sense of humour to appreciate the irony in the name of the hotel: Solomon’s Palace. Probably not, I decided.


“Great,” said Sarah. “We’re not going to be able to leave the building with all that rabble across the street. We’re going to be stuck in here until things calm down.”


“Look on the bright side,” I said, “given how quickly they managed to establish the perimeter, I can’t imagine it will take them very long to get themselves set up in the hotel.”


“And then how long will it be before they find us here?” asked Danny.


We thought about this. Probably not long.


“What else happened in the night?” asked Sarah. “Were there Weepers on the streets? Might we have more luck leaving the building in the dark?”


Jeff shook his head sadly.


“There were a lot more than I thought there were going to be. The other vamps cleared them out pretty quickly, but there are a lot still around.”


“So much for the safe zone,” scoffed Danny.


“It might not be an option at the moment,” I said, trying to find an upside, “but if their work at the barricades is any indication, I don’t think we’ll have to wait long before it’s safe enough for people to start walking around at night in the safe zone.”


“That actually doesn’t work entirely in our favour,” Danny pointed out, with a withering look.


“I know,” I responded in a sardonic tone. “They’ll find us here sooner or later, but we should have a few days at least to come up with a plan.”


“So,” Jeff said, “going out at night isn’t possible at the moment…”


“We’re running low on food,” Sarah interjected.


“Yes,” he continued, “but we have running water so even if we can’t eat we can stay hydrated. If we see an opening to make a food raid, we should go for it, but it will have to be during the daylight and with all the activity outside I think we’re stuck here for the day.”


We all agreed.


“I need to get out of this office,” Jeff said, standing up and stretching his arms to the ceiling.


“Why don’t you and Sarah go downstairs and spend some time together,” Danny offered, “while Emmy and I man the monitors?”


I was a little surprised at Danny for making such a thoughtful suggestion. I wondered if Jeff might have been talking about Sarah while the boys were on watch duty together.


“Good idea,” I agreed. “Maybe you could go through the stuff in the bar and bag up some essentials. You know, just in case.”


Jeff’s forehead creased in anxiety, but he nodded back at me. Sarah pulled me into a quick hug then they left the office together and headed downstairs.


“That was kind of you,” I said to Danny when they had left.


He gave me the look I thought of as his ‘little brother’ look, the one that said I was being patronising. I got it a lot from him.


“I’m not a total idiot,” he said. “If you had someone you were close to like that, wouldn’t you want some alone time with him at the end of the world?”


I thought about Drew again. I reminded myself that he and his kind were the reason the world was ending. Well, I suppose it was primarily the Weepers, but I wasn’t going to quibble between vampires.


“We’d better not look at that camera feed too closely,” I said, a little weirded out.


“That’s why I think we should be the ones to make the run for supplies,” he continued. “They have each other and that’s worth protecting. You and me…”


“It won’t matter so much if one of us doesn’t come back,” I agreed.


“Also, we’re young and nimble. Well,” he paused for a second, offering me a playful grin, “I am at least.”


I picked up a pencil from the desk and threw it at him then we settled into our chairs to watch the monitors.


For a long time, the vamps just carried on ferrying furniture and equipment in and out of the Palace. It was difficult to differentiate between them on the camera screen, but we thought we counted maybe twenty different vampires.


It didn’t stop until it was past ten o’clock in the morning and the sun was high in the sky. They finished bringing the last loads inside and just stayed there, doubtless setting everything up. I could see the curtains in the front windows twitching and I imagined that they were inside, running around at super-speed, whipping up a breeze.


We swivelled one of the cameras up and down the street, looking for any movement, but there was nothing. Even the barricade was clear.


An hour later, five people came out of the front of the hotel. I guessed from the way they moved and the fact that they were outside the safe house that they were probably Silver. They split off in five different directions and walked away from the Palace.


“Search parties?” I asked.


Danny nodded and leaned towards the monitor.


“Things are probably about to get interesting,” he said.


We had to wait another half an hour, but he was right.


We had one of the cameras trained on the end of the road where the barricade was and another pointing across the street at the hotel. Then there was movement on the monitor showing the feed from the barricade. There were people walking in the middle of the street towards us. As they drew closer, I made out five figures walking side by side, with another on its own a few steps behind, bringing up the rear. They were walking straight to the Palace.


“He’s found some stragglers,” said Danny, frowning at the screen.


They appeared on the monitor showing the Palace feed and it was clear now that this was one vamp escorting five humans. I wondered whether or not they had been willing to be found. One of the humans was leaning on the shoulder of another, walking with a limp. Maybe he had been too injured to reach a transport.


The Silver raised his fingers to his lips and put them in his mouth.


Danny looked at me with a puzzled expression on his face as the front door of the Palace opened and a figure came out.


“I think he was whistling,” I said.


We both looked back at the screen. The figure from the Palace came closer until his features could be vaguely distinguished.


“I met him,” I said to Danny in surprise.


“You did? He was in the first broadcast, wasn’t he?”


“Yeah.”


It was Benedict, walking down the steps of the hotel and into the street to meet the small group gathered there.


“I think he’s one of the guard, the… what did Solomon call them?”


“The Solis Invicti,” Danny supplied.


“Yep, them.”


Benedict stopped at the foot of the steps as a second figure emerged from the Palace and walked down to join him. My heart sank. It was Drew.


The humans had assembled into a line facing Drew, side by side with their backs to the camera. We saw Drew’s lips move as he reached out his hand to the one furthest to our left, a young man. The man seemed to hesitate for a moment before offering his hand to him, palm up. Drew raised the proffered hand to his face and put his lips to his wrist.


“Ew,” said Danny. “How do you like your vampire friend now?”


“What’s he doing?” I wondered, gazing incredulously at the screen.


“I think he’s tasting him. Probably trying to work out whether or not he’s yummy enough to bother keeping alive.”


He clearly was, because Drew had already dropped his wrist and moved on to the next human. I could see a dark mark on the first man’s wrist and wondered why Drew hadn’t bothered to heal him. He probably didn’t think the man was worth his time.


“Maybe he’s checking them for infection,” I thought out loud.


As he finished with the second human, the penultimate figure in line, a teenaged girl, turned and ran in the opposite direction to that from which she had come, nearly out of shot of the camera. In a second, her vampire escort was beside her, grabbing her from behind and dragging her backwards, sinking his teeth into her throat.


I gasped in shock. It was over in an instant.


The girl arched her back then fell still, limp and lifeless in the vampire’s grip. She dropped to the ground as he released her. I was grateful that the resolution on the screen was poor enough that I couldn’t see the expression on her face.


Danny gave me a withering look.


“You’re shocked?” he said. “Really? After everything that’s happened, you’re surprised that they’re eating people?”


“No,” I said with exasperation. “We’ve had this conversation. It’s just a bit different seeing it happen right in front of you.”


He didn’t look convinced.


“I need to know that you’re in this fight,” he said, “because if we’re going out there, just the two of us, I want to know that you have an understanding of what’s at stake.”


I smiled at him.


“No pun intended?” I asked.


“It’s not a joke, Emmy,” he said angrily, shaking his head. “Every time I think you understand what these creatures, these things, are capable of… you’re still surprised when they don’t act in accordance with your expectations. They’re vampires, Em.”


“I’m not a child,” I said irritably. “You know I’m with you on this, even if it kills me, and I’m not the type to be controlled, Danny. You can trust in that.”


He stared at the screen and we lapsed into silence for a few minutes as Drew bit into the last of the humans.


“Can you at least shift the camera over so we don’t have to look at the body?” I asked.


He nodded and reached forward to the controls, shifting the camera a fraction to the left so the girl’s body disappeared off screen.


Drew’s head snapped up from the human’s wrist and he stared straight into the camera for a second.


“Oh shit,” I whispered through gritted teeth, thinking we’d been found.


But Drew quickly looked away, gazing around the street. He had heard the noise of the camera moving, but he couldn’t work out where it was coming from.


Danny and I both exhaled in relief as Drew turned and walked back to the Palace with Benedict behind him, looking around over his shoulder as he went. The searcher walked off down the road with the four remaining humans in front of him, moving towards the square and the safe house.


“New rule,” Danny said, looking me in the eye. “No more moving the cameras.”


I nodded my enthusiastic agreement and, a little shaken, we settled back down to watch duty.










CHAPTER NINE




A FEW HOURS later Jeff and Sarah came to relieve us and take their turn at the monitors. We filled them in on the Drew and Benedict episode and, most importantly, warned them not to move the external cameras.


“We found a couple of unclaimed backpacks in the cloakroom,” said Sarah. “We thought they’d be useful when we go on the supermarket raid, so we’ve emptied them out and left them by the door.”


“Good thinking,” I said.


“So…” said Danny, “about the supermarket raid.”


Jeff and Sarah both looked at him.


“What about it?” Jeff asked.


“We’re going,” I said, “me and Danny. The first opportunity that crops up, we’ll go. We want you two to stay behind where it’s safe.”


“I know we’re a bit older than you,” Sarah said, “but we’re hardly invalids.”


I shook my head at her.


“That’s not the point. The point is that you have to look after each other. So please, we’ve discussed it, and we want you to stay here.”


Sarah started to protest, but before she could get a word out Danny cut her off.


“Wait a minute, something’s happening.”


We all looked at the monitor showing the feed of the hotel. The doors had opened and the vampires were coming out in force. I identified amongst them all four of the Silver I could name: Solomon, Benedict, Thomas… and Drew. They were all leaving.


“What’s going on?” Jeff wondered aloud.


At that moment, there was a crackle and the TV screen turned to black.


“Shit, they’re gearing up to do another broadcast,” Danny said, “this is our chance.”


He looked at me with excitement.


He was right. Everyone would be in the square: all the Silver and all the humans from the safe house. It was still daylight so we shouldn’t have any trouble from the Weepers. It was the perfect moment to grab what we needed while we still could.


I barely hesitated.


“Let’s go,” I said.


I paused to hug Jeff and Sarah in turn then we ran out of the office and down the stairs, pausing when we reached the door to the outside world. We gathered up the backpacks and each slung one on.


“Right,” I said, “we move away from the square and head to the Marks and Spencer down the road running parallel to the barricade. Agreed?”


“Agreed,” said Danny.


“We move quickly and quietly, and we stay in the cover of the buildings. When we reach the shop, we try to break in without attracting attention to ourselves.”


“Odds are we won’t even need to break in,” he said, “I’d be amazed if it hasn’t already been smashed up.”


“Okay, then we pray no one else was interested in the tinned food. Ready?”


He nodded in reply.


I opened the door a crack and looked out carefully. There was nothing moving in the street and everything was quiet over the road at the Palace. We slipped out of the door, pressing our bodies into the recessed doorway of the club, and closed it silently behind us. The latch caught on the other side.


We were on our own now. No retreat.


Raising my finger to my lips, I peered out along the road to our left, down towards the barricade. It was still deserted. I felt very exposed in full sight of the hotel. There was no guarantee that every last one of the vamps had emptied out of the Palace to watch the broadcast. In any case, the broadcasts were usually fairly short, so we had to act fast.


Staying tight in to the buildings lining the pavement, I ran as quietly as I could down the left side of the street with Danny following behind me. When we were only a couple of buildings away from the barricade, I side-stepped into an alleyway and pressed myself up against the wall, frantically looking around for any signs of danger as I did so.


Danny pressed himself up against the opposite wall of the alley so he had a view of the barricade while I looked back the way we had come. Nothing was moving. As we caught our breath, I scoped out the alley in a bit more detail. It was open at both ends, cutting across this block of buildings to let out on the next street over.


There had clearly been some Weeper activity here, which wasn’t surprising given how close we were to the barricade. There was a woman’s shoe in the middle of the alley, about halfway down its length, and bloody footprints led away from it to the end of the alley before stopping abruptly. I wished the story of what had transpired here wasn’t so clear to read in the marks left behind it.


I’d seen a lot of horrible things in the past two days, but I still wasn’t getting used to it.


Across the street from us was the road we were aiming for. It branched off from the main street just before the barricade and there was a line of shops along the side nearest the perimeter. We could just see the supermarket from where we were standing. Its position was more exposed than I would have liked. The buildings either side of it had huge glass frontages and those on the other side of the street were all office blocks standing flush to the edge of the pavement. There was nowhere to hide while we broke our way in.


As I pondered our next move, Danny waved at me to get my attention and mouthed something at me. I looked back at the front of the supermarket. It’s open, he had said.


I looked closely at the swing door and saw the black edge of its seal. As I watched, it moved a fraction, showing a larger portion of the black, then moved back to its original position. Danny was right. The door was unlocked and moving slightly as the air pressure inside the store changed.


I shot Danny an anxious look. I wasn’t sure this boded well for us. I supposed that the air conditioning in the store could be on, creating a breeze that was moving the door, but I was concerned that the movement might indicate the presence of someone already inside. The door wasn’t moving in the steady rhythm that would be caused by a breeze. Instead, it moved in a single motion now and then, the kind of movement that might be created by someone opening and closing other doors in the same building.


Danny shrugged at me. Time was short and we were out of options.


Scanning the road once more, I took a deep breath and plunged across it to the cross street and our destination. I hugged the glass storefronts as I ran and Danny overtook me just as we reached the supermarket door. We peered into the store to check for obvious danger, but we had no time to make sure. We pulled the door open and slipped inside.


It was immediately obvious that the power was no longer reaching this cross street. The overhead lights were off, but the smell we encountered as we entered the store told us that the fridges and freezers were no longer operational. Another reason to get in and out as quickly as we could.


It also made me worry more about the movement of the door. It could have been the result of natural air currents moving around the building, maybe enhanced by the gases released from the decomposition of the food rotting in the fridges and freezers, but it certainly wasn’t the air conditioning. My anxiety cranked up another notch.


We paused and looked around us, listening and looking carefully for any sign of movement. As we had suspected, the store had already been looted. There was fruit strewn across the floor where it had tumbled from displays and empty sections of shelving stared back at us from the nearest stands. I hoped the story wouldn’t be the same in the rest of the store.


There’d also been some fighting in here. I wasn’t sure that it had been Weepers because, although there was some blood, there was not as much as the Weepers normally seemed to leave behind them. Also, it was present only in defined drops on the floor rather than in smears that might indicate a tussle on the ground.


Either way, it didn’t seem like there was anyone else here right now.


I looked at Danny and tipped my head towards the left hand side of the store, where I knew they kept the tinned and dried foods from previous visits in happier times. We stuck together like glue as we moved in that direction. This was no time to make ourselves vulnerable by separating.


We tried to make our footfalls as soft as possible as we crept to the back of the store, but they still squeaked slightly on the tiled floor. I was overcome with relief when we reached the shelves I had been aiming for. They were almost half full.


Danny stood watch whilst I took both of our backpacks and filled them each halfway to the top with tins of pre-cooked foods: beans and other pulses, stews, tunafish, fruit and vegetables. I grabbed a load of packs of noodles and threw them in too because they were compact and calorie-dense. We could use the kettle behind the bar to make them up.


We still had about half of one bag empty, so I zipped up the full bag and gave it to Danny for him to put on, indicating that we should move to the next aisle. We walked lightly round the corner into the biscuit aisle and I grabbed as many granola and cereal bars as I could fit into the remaining space in my backpack.


Once I was satisfied that we couldn’t carry any more, I slung the backpack over my arms and hiked it up onto my shoulders. I tightened the straps as far as they would go so I’d be ready to run and Danny did the same with his. We looked at each other and nodded. We were ready to make a break back to Parker’s.


We’d only been in the store for about five minutes so, I thought we’d probably only been away from the club for less than ten. We’d need to get a move on, but I thought we had a good chance of making it back before the broadcast ended.


We walked towards the checkouts as quietly as we had come. It was odd going to a supermarket, particularly one I had frequented fairly regularly in the past, and leaving without paying. It felt quite liberating, but I felt guilty at the same time. I didn’t think most of the shareholders or directors of Marks and Spencer were likely to be in a position to give a damn about whether or not they lost forty quid’s worth of produce, but it was a clear indication to me that the reality of our lives from this point on still hadn’t yet sunk it for me.


Danny was right. I just wasn’t facing the truth about our new world, in so many ways. It was time to get tough.


As we neared the end of the aisle, there was a rustling noise to our left and slightly behind us. It sounded like it was coming from the next aisle. My heart started pounding in my chest fit to burst. Danny and I exchanged a panicked glance and, wary of being cut off from the door back out to the street, we both broke into a run, all thoughts of moving stealthily abandoned.


Sprinting towards the door, I peered over my shoulder as we cleared the end of the aisle.


It was Weepers, four of them. They weren’t in great shape. There were three women and a man, emaciated and bedraggled with their clothes hanging off them. I wondered how long it took for a Weeper to be starved of blood. I wondered if they ever died.


They were dragging themselves out of the open chest freezers on either side of the aisle. I supposed they must like the cool, dark, damp space amongst the decomposing food. It was an ungainly and incongruous display that would have been hilarious in different circumstances. As it was, I was simply grateful that we’d got a head start on them.


I put my head down and ran. I was confident that we’d have enough time to get out of the door before they reached us and I was pretty sure they wouldn’t follow us out into the sunlight. Their eyes seemed to be reacting badly even to the small amount of daylight that was penetrating into the store from the glass frontage. Their eyes were already more bloody and inflamed than those of the bloodied man I had met two nights before.


We sprinted through the checkouts and burst through the door to the outside world. Looking behind us, I saw that the Weepers had stopped just short of the end of the frozen foods aisle. They weren’t following us. I exchanged a glance of relief with Danny and my adrenaline levels start to dip.


We hadn’t taken the time to check out the street before leaving the store, but it was thankfully clear. Finally, some good luck. We moved cautiously back to the junction where we were to rejoin the main road and stopped on the corner, peering around the edge towards Parker’s and the Palace. The road was still empty so, nodding to Danny, I ran quietly across it and back to the alleyway in which we had hidden earlier.


It wasn’t until I was pressed up against the wall, facing the barricade, that I realised Danny hadn’t followed me. Gazing around in panic, I saw that he was still over the other side of the road, his backpack caught on a decorative metal railing that covered the lower portion of a window of the building on the corner. There was a soft tearing sound.


Danny’s face fell.


My stomach lurched.


As I watched in horror, a tin dropped from his backpack onto the pavement with a thunk. He tried to catch it with his foot, but he was still caught on the railings and only succeeded in speeding its progress towards me.


A quiet whirring sound filled the street as it spun on its side then came to rest in the middle of the road. It felt like it was the loudest sound in the world.


Danny closed his eyes as a look of anguish crossed his face. He was going to have to try to extricate himself without releasing any more of his cargo.


I made to move towards him to help, but he held a hand out towards me and gave me a stern look. He wanted me to stay where I was.


He reached behind himself with both arms and started feeling around, a look of intense concentration on his face as he tried to locate the tear. As he did so, I heard a murmur up the street and saw that the vampires were starting to return from the square.


We were out of time.


I decided to throw caution to the wind and, tightening the backpack around me, determined to run back over to him, but just as I took a step towards the street to go to Danny’s rescue a blur ripped past me. It resolved into Benedict, who stood in front of Danny as he groped behind himself desperately to try to get free.


It was too late. He was trapped.


I pressed myself as far up against the wall as I could and watched Benedict standing in the side street, reaching for Danny’s wrist. Danny struggled, twisting his body around to try to avoid Benedict’s grasp, but it was never going to work. One of Benedict’s hands shot out, pinning Danny to the window pane by his throat with such force that it cracked behind him. With the other hand, he secured Danny’s wrist and brought it to his mouth, biting into it with glinting teeth as Danny squirmed.


Instantly, Benedict’s lip curled in disgust and he spat the blood out onto the street.


I went numb. I knew what was going to happen next.


“No…” I whispered.


Benedict heard the noise and looked across the road towards me. Recognising me, he smiled as, with a casual flick of the wrist, he snapped Danny’s neck.


My mouth dropped open and I staggered back against the wall. I felt like my chest was imploding as I struggled for breath. Pressing one side of my face into the wall, I stared back across the road with tears pooling in my eyes.


Danny’s knees crumpled as his body fell to the ground, his torso held upright where his backpack remained attached to the railings. He looked like a marionette, discarded by his puppeteer and lifeless.


It had been over in a second. One nonchalant gesture from a vampire and Danny was dead.


Rage washed through my veins and I glared at Benedict through my tears. With an expression of vague amusement and incomprehension, he began stalking across the road towards me.


My turn next, I thought.


Knowing I had no way in hell of outrunning him, I turned down the alley away from Benedict and ran anyway, my heart thumping in my chest as I sobbed and gulped down my tears. When I reached the end, surprised that I had not yet been intercepted, I turned fearfully and looked over my shoulder.


Benedict was gone. The alley was empty.


I looked back along its length to the side street. Danny’s body had gone too. I supposed that Benedict had thought the risk of leaving an infected body lying around was greater than the risk I presented running around in the safe zone.


He wasn’t just dead, he was gone. I would never see him again. I gasped at the shock. It was too fast, too sudden.


Deciding I was in no state to navigate the main streets right now, I crouched down in the cover of the alley to give myself a few seconds to recover. It would be stupid to hang around now that Benedict had seen me, but a few seconds would make no difference when he moved as fast as he did.


When I had myself a bit more under control, I stood up and peered into the main road. It ran parallel to the one on which Parker’s sat. There was another alleyway that cut right through from one road to the other on the far side of the club. If I could get to that alley safely along this parallel road, I’d have less distance to travel in sight of the Palace.


I sucked in a deep breath. I had to hold it together for long enough to get back to Jeff and Sarah. We could make another plan. But how was I going to tell them about Danny?


I pushed the thought out of my mind and whipped round the corner of the alley into the street, sprinting as fast as I could towards my destination. This street was completely deserted and in much worse shape than the other. There were huge gouges out of the pavement where now absent objects had torn across it and street signs were hanging from their poles, which were crushed and mangled into bizarre angles. It looked like a battleground, a completely different world from the one from which I had come.


I was vaulting piles of rubble and twisting around crashed cars, the weight of the backpack tearing down onto my shoulders with every jolting step. I misjudged a jump and came down heavily on my left knee, skinning it on part of a breezeblock as I fell. I bit my lip to stifle my cry of pain and limped onwards, leaving drops of blood behind me for a few steps. I worried about leaving a trail for a second, but my blood was barely noticeable amongst the myriad stains already littering the pavement.


After what seemed like an age I finally reached the second alleyway and ducked inside, crushing myself through a narrow gap between the wall and a car that was tipped impossibly on its end, blocking the way. The alley wasn’t in a much better state than the road I had just left. It was littered with lumps of masonry and twisted metal. A small kitten with long tortoiseshell fur, maybe three months’ old, was digging through a rubbish bin that had toppled over on its side. Looking up, I saw that a fire escape had partially come away from the wall to my right, pulling chunks of stone down with it.


I negotiated my way slowly and tortuously along the alley until I had navigated its length. I could see the Palace clearly across the road, but, once more, the street was silent. Everyone must already have returned from the broadcast. I would have to move quickly to avoid being spotted through the windows.


I took a minute to check my knee. The blood was now running freely down my shin and inside my left boot. I’d grazed off a large area of the skin and it hurt like a bitch. Shivering involuntarily, I wished I had something to bind it with. It was going to be agony if I accidentally brushed up against it.


Another worry struck me: could the Silver smell fresh blood? I hoped there were none wandering around outside, sniffing the air.


I took a deep breath and, taking a final peek around the corner to check the way was clear, I ran the short distance to the door of Parker’s.










CHAPTER TEN




I KNEW SOMETHING was wrong a second before I reached the double doors of the club. The right hand door was hanging very slightly open.


With a growing sense of dread, I stood on the threshold and pushed the door with the palm of my hand. It swung wide in front of me, thunking gently against the inside wall as it came to rest. It was dark and, with the light of the day behind me, I couldn’t make out the inside of the club from the doorway. My hands shaking, I stepped inside.


I looked carefully from side to side as I passed the cloakroom, checking every corner as I went. As I walked into the main bar downstairs, the wide shard of light from the open doorway illuminated a path across the bar floor towards the stairs leading up to the second floor. There was no light in the stairwell. The chairs and tables remained arranged as they always were, neatly set around the edge of the floor. Everything was quiet and nothing was disturbed.


To my left, I saw that the light in the VIP bar was on, shining through the patterned panes of glass set into each of the double doors at head height. I crept across the floor and paused momentarily at the doors. If this was an ambush, I may as well get it out of the way. There was no way I was leaving without Jeff and Sarah, so I was going in that room one way or another.


I pushed both of the double doors open and strode through into the bar.


At first, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. The mattresses lay on the floor in front of the bar side by side, a pile of clothes heaped on one of them. Then I looked closer and realised in detached confusion that it wasn’t a pile of clothes.


It was Sarah.


She was crumpled onto her knees with her body folded forwards away from me, face turned to the side at an awkward angle on the mattress. One arm was flung above her head and the other was twisted under her body. Her neck was marked with a bite from which blood had spilled onto the sheets below her, staining them red. With sightless eyes she stared off towards the back wall of the bar, her mouth slightly open, a small smear of blood wiped across her chin.


My throat tightened and my fingernails dug into the palms of my hands as I curled them into fists. I felt myself break into a sweat, but I was chilled to the bone.


I took a few steps closer to the mattress, bringing into view the seat of a couch with its back to me. Jeff was half sprawled across it, his shoulders resting on the couch with his lower body tangled in the legs of the table placed in front of it. He, too, had a wound at his neck, his empty eyes gazing up to the ceiling.


They were both dead. Danny was dead. Now Sarah and Jeff were dead too. The vampires had killed them all.


Everything was different now.


The world sharpened around me. It felt real for the first time in two days, but at the same time I felt like I was more distant, like I was stepping back out of myself. My skin tingled and I became dizzy with the sense of loss and change.


I had a brief impression of speed and weightlessness then I fell to my knees in front of the mattresses, my injured flesh thudding into the floor and sending a dagger of pain up from my knee and through my hip. It barely registered.


Gone. All gone.


There was nothing left for me to hold on to.


I was still for a while after that. I’m not sure how much time passed.


When I returned to myself with a shiver, I gently levered myself up from the floor. I had to grab what I needed and get out of here, find somewhere else to hole up until morning. I was on my own.


Moving quickly, I emptied a few of the tins and cereal bars out of my rucksack to make room for my shoulder bag, which I shoved into the top along with my leather jacket. I was still wearing Jeff’s long-sleeved T-shirt from the previous night and I had Drew’s T-shirt, but I grabbed a couple more from the pile Danny had left in the corner of the room and crammed them into the bag too.


There was a soft, white, cotton T-shirt in the pile that I thought would do well for bandages. Walking into the VIP bar bathroom, I tore the T-shirt into wide strips and ran a sink of warm water. I stripped off my boots and socks while I waited. My left sock was soaked with blood from my knee and the other had developed a hole, so I used the right sock to wipe the blood from my boots with a little water then chucked both of them away.


I really, really didn’t want to rub a cloth over my skinned knee, so I had to find another way of getting it clean before I could bind it up.


Once the sink was full, I put my uninjured knee on the counter surrounding the sink and, putting my hands either side of the sink to balance myself, I put my weight on my good knee until it was supporting me as I hovered my left knee over the water. Very gently, I lowered my injured knee into the sink. Pain ripped through me, communicating along my spine, but I clenched my jaw and held my knee in the water until the sharp edge of the pain was gone, replaced by a dull ache.


I hopped down off the counter and, giving the injury a quick look over, decided it was clean enough. I wet one of the strips from the T-shirt and used it to wipe down my legs, removing the blood and grime from my fall. When I was satisfied that I was as clean as I was going to get, I wrapped several strips of the makeshift bandage around my knee.


Walking back into the bar carrying my boots, I averted my gaze from Jeff and Sarah’s bodies. I returned to the pile of clothes and fished out a few pairs of socks. I put one pair on before once more donning my boots and put the others in the backpack along with the remaining strips of T-shirt. Finally, I walked around into the bar to find a water bottle.


As I did so, I noticed a white Parker’s T-shirt lying in a heap on the bar. I thought about taking it with me as a memento until I saw that it was dirty and torn. With a growing sense of unreality, I reached out and spread it across the bar top. It looked to be my size. Flipping it over onto its front, I saw what I was dreading and yet expecting to see: a smear of blue paint across the shoulders.


It was my Parker’s T-shirt, the T-shirt I had been wearing the night of the attack, marked with the blue paint from the plywood scaffolding tunnel. It was the T-shirt I had discarded in favour of Drew’s black one, the T-shirt I had left in the bin in Drew’s penthouse. I’d been a fool to leave it behind.


He’d used it to find me, but I hadn’t been here when he came. So instead, he’d killed Jeff and Sarah.


A cold sense of purpose settled over me. There was no one left in this world I loved anymore. He had no power over me. I’d get out of this alive and I’d do it on my own.


Gritting my teeth in fury, I located a couple of large plastic bottles and filled them with water. I stuffed them into my backpack, adding a large bottle of gin for good measure. I might need it, I told myself, for medicinal purposes. A first-aid kit caught my eye from under the bar so I grabbed that too, cursing myself for not having thought to look for one before I bandaged my wound. I zipped up the bag and made ready to go.


Before I left, I had to move Jeff and Sarah. I couldn’t leave them like they were. It just didn’t feel right. Moving quickly, I walked towards Jeff and grabbed him under the arms. He was still warm.


I blinked away the tears that were starting to form in my eyes. I just had to get on with this. There’d be time to mourn later. At the moment, every second I was in this building I was in more danger.


Dragging him backwards, I managed to manoeuvre him onto the double mattress next to Sarah. I took hold of her shoulders and gently rolled her onto her side, then onto her back, her side resting against Jeff’s. I turned her head from its unnatural angle so it rested against his shoulder. Finally, I carefully placed Sarah’s hand inside Jeff’s and reached over to close their eyes. It was hardly a proper burial, but it was all I could do for them.


I had no one to pray to, so I simply swore to hold my memories of them and Danny close to my heart. For now, I had to push down my grief and coat it with steel so I could concentrate on my escape. With a final glance, I slung the backpack onto my shoulders and turned away, leaving them hand in hand together behind me.










CHAPTER ELEVEN




BY THIS TIME it was early evening. The sun was still high in the sky, but when night fell it would come quickly.


I decided to strike off back the way I had just come, along the detritus-furnished alley. I made that decision on the basis that it seemed like the vampires had been doing less clean up work in that area, so they probably didn’t go there as often as the more navigable roads. It wasn’t that they had any trouble moving around quickly and athletically, because they certainly didn’t, but from my limited encounters with them I thought they were the sort to keep their surroundings tidy.


The main street was still eerily clear as I left the club, turning right and slipping quietly back into the alley. I was disconcerted by the silence. I fully expected that more people, or at least more vampires, would be moving around after the broadcast had come to an end. It made me suspicious and, as a result, I was edgy and nervous.


I picked my way through the obstacles littering the passage until I found myself beside the precariously upended car once more, looking out into the battleground beyond. Crouching behind a pile of masonry and twisted metal, I was hidden from the street behind me. I needed to try to work my way as far from the safe house and the Palace as I could, whilst still remaining within the perimeter. Other than that, I had no plan.


I took a few deep breaths in an attempt to settle my nerves. If I went out there like this, full of panic and adrenaline, I was going to do something careless and get myself killed. I needed to move as silently as I could and, in a street as covered in shards of stone and metal as the one in front of me, it was going to take a great deal of concentration to avoid kicking or falling on something. I was conscious that any noise was likely to bring the vampires running.


As Danny had learned.


I pushed the unwelcome thought away and, taking another deep breath, peered around the vertical roof of the car to assess my best route. I scanned the opposite side of the street and, from my vantage point, I could see three passageways notched into the line of buildings that faced me. One was almost directly across the road from me and I could see clear through it to another main road beyond. Both of the remaining alleys, one to either side of me, looked like they were blocked to some extent, but because of the angle from which I was looking at them I couldn’t tell whether or not they were dead ends.


My instinct was to move to one side or the other rather than blazing across to the next street moving on the same line. I was also nervous about being in the alley opposite for any length of time because if I were standing at any point down its length I would be in clear view of anyone standing where I was now. There was very little to choose between the other two passages.


Deciding that I would rather be a little further away from the barricade when night fell, and thus further from the Weepers amassing behind it, I resolved to take the alley on my left and, not wanting to hesitate any further, quickly scanned the road once more before squeezing out past the car and into the street.


The street was too cluttered for me to run. I balanced on the balls of my feet and, leaning forwards to counteract the weight of the backpack, I jumped over the bricks and scaffolding poles strewn across the road, dancing from side to side as I picked the clearest possible route. As I reached the middle of the road I found a drift of concrete chunks and stone before me, running the length of the street in both directions. There was no way around it and it was low enough to climb over, but I was going to have to do so carefully to avoid dislodging any of the pieces.


My progress was tortuous. As I placed my foot upon each block of shattered stone, I had to test that it would take my weight without moving before I could step fully onto it. After ten or so steps in this way, I reached a huge limestone boulder half-buried in rubble, which looked like it had been ripped from the side of a building. Judging that it was less likely to move under my weight than the scree either side of it, I decided to go straight over the top. Wedging one foot into a gash in its side, I slung my injured leg over the top and shifted my weight forward so I could drag the other leg over behind me.


Sitting on the top of the boulder, I had never felt so exposed. I was on one of the highest points of the wreckage in the street and would be clearly visible to anyone who happened to look this way. My heart was pounding. Suppressing a shudder, I slid down the other side of the rock and picked my way the remaining distance across the road until, with relief, I reached the alley I was aiming for.


The passage was narrower than I had first realised, not even wide enough to admit a small car, and its mouth was partially blocked with, of all things, a telephone booth. It had been uprooted and now lay in the street at an angle, footings jammed into a pile of rubble as it leant up against the wall on one side of the alley. I ducked underneath it and stepped carefully away from the street, scanning the alley in front of me as I did so. It seemed to be clear.


Other than the initial blockage, there was very little detritus in my way, so I had a clear view to the end. Unfortunately, I could see that the passage terminated in a small square of paving set in a recess to the left, in which a door was set. The door was dark wood, ornately carved and looked to be extremely old. I walked up to it and wondered whether or not I might be able to break through and find a hiding place in the building beyond.


I ran my fingers along the surface of the wood. It was so old it had hardened like stone. Even if I found some sort of makeshift crowbar and tried to force it open, I’d make so much noise that I could hardly avoid being heard.


I was just considering my other options when a small scuffling noise from the mouth of the alleyway caught my attention.


Shit. I was trapped.


I crammed my body into the small recess of the doorway with my back to the wall. From my right, the scuffing noise approached closer. Although I doubted it would do me much good in the long run, I wished I had thought to pick up a weapon. A stick, a brick, anything. It would have made me feel better to have something with some heft in my hand.


As it was, fear sparking through my veins, I gritted my teeth and curled my right hand into a fist. As I did so, I moved slightly away from the wall so I had space to draw my elbow back behind me.


The noise stopped about three feet to the right of the corner in which I was hiding.


“Are you there?” a voice whispered.


My brow creased in confusion and I relaxed my fist slightly as my arm fell back to my side. I peered cautiously around the edge of the recess. There was a young man standing there.


He looked to be in his early twenties, with a wave of dark blonde hair. He was tall, about six foot two, with wide shoulders and gangly limbs that reminded me of Danny. His eyes were a deep brown and his skin soft, a light tan in colour. It didn’t look like he had to shave very often. I checked his eyes carefully, but there was no hint of silver in the white.


He smiled at me affably.


“I’ve been holed up in one of the shops over the way and saw you crossing the street,” he said, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb, “and I… well… I’m on my own.”


He paused, looking a bit embarrassed.


“I was hoping I could come with you.”


I looked at him with suspicion. I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t thought I’d be coming across any other humans.


“I’m Cameron, Cam for short,” he said eagerly, holding out his hand towards me.


“Emilia,” I replied, cautiously taking his hand in mine and shaking it.


He grinned at me happily and I offered him a small smile in return. I couldn’t say no to him. It would be like kicking a puppy.


“So,” he said, looking at me expectantly, “what’s the plan?”


Apparently I was in charge. I could barely look after myself, so I wasn’t sure how I would manage to keep the two of us safe. Oddly, Cam’s company made me feel even more isolated. I wished Jeff were here to take control, just like he always did.


I sucked in a breath and took a quick look around us. Other than the door, there was no way out of this passage except the entrance through which we had come. I wasn’t going to hazard the third alley. It was approaching evening and it was too close to the barricade.


Returning to the mouth of the alley, I peered around the corner to the right, away from the barricade towards the other end of the road. Not far from where we were standing, the road was so congested with cars and twisted metal piled on top of each other that it had, in effect, become a second barricade.


“It’s blocked the whole way across and it’s precariously stacked,” Cam said, tipping his head towards the pile. “The only way out is through.”


I wasn’t risking that. One accidental shift would bring the whole lot crashing down on top of us.


A feeling of claustrophobia settled over me. It was like the whole street was a trap, only one way out in the direction we needed to move.


“We take the next alley,” I said, nodding towards the barricade.


Cam nodded back at me and a look of relief crossed over his face. I was the one calling the shots, but he hadn’t wanted to crawl through the barrier either.


“Let’s go,” I said.


We crept along the road as quickly and quietly as we could. Surprisingly, Cam was stealth itself, which just made me cringe all the more as concrete pebbles crumbled under my boots, crunching into the pavement. In no time at all, we had reached the empty alleyway.


“We run it,” I whispered over my shoulder at Cam, not wanting to be in the passage any longer than necessary.


The clear path made me suspicious and I was concerned to get through it as quickly as possible. As we turned into it, I saw that there was nothing on the paving for its entire length. Not even a small shard of rock. Not even a newspaper or a plastic bag. Adrenaline thrummed through my system, but we ran nevertheless, sprinting until we reached the end and lined up side by side against the wall.


The next street along was completely clear. It wasn’t a good sign. Night was falling quickly and we needed to find somewhere we could hide from the Weepers, preferably somewhere high and secure. We could make more progress in putting distance between us and the Palace tomorrow.


I looked up at the buildings either side of us and saw a fire escape hanging from the building to our left just beyond my reach. I assessed the chances of us managing to climb onto it and break into the building quietly. Deciding to ask Cam for his opinion, I looked over my shoulder to see that he had put his thumb and forefinger into his mouth.


He whistled.


My mouth falling open, I stared at him in incomprehension.


He shrugged and, as I watched in disbelief, silver strands gradually suffused the whites of his eyes.


“Sorry, Emilia,” he said with a wry smile.


It had been a trap. Just not the kind of trap I had been expecting.


“You utter shit,” I said, then turned away from him and ran blindly out into the road ahead of us.


Betrayal heaped on betrayal.


My heart sank as I scanned the street and saw that my options were seriously limited. I was faced with an uninterrupted wall of buildings from one end of the road to the other. The barricade cut across the street to my right, but it was dusk and the world beyond would be crawling with Weepers. My only option was to turn left and run down the main road. Bearing in mind, of course, that Cam was quite capable of catching and killing me in the space of a few seconds, just as Benedict had with Danny.


I still ran.


After five seconds passed I wondered why Cam wasn’t trying to catch up with me. I looked over my shoulder and saw him still standing in the alley, following my progress but not making any move to stop me. A couple of moments later I heard engines approaching from the direction in which I was running and realised why. Cam was just the tracker. The collection crew were on their way.


I stopped in the middle of the road as two motorbikes turned into the road. I guessed that they were using them to pick up the stragglers instead of other vehicles because they’d be more easily manoeuvred in the cluttered streets. They came straight for me. 


I slung the backpack from my shoulders and dropped it to the ground at my feet. I knew this was my last stand and I didn’t need it weighing me down.


As the motorbikes came closer I saw they were a couple of vintage Triumphs ridden by two familiar Silver: Thomas and Drew.


I cursed under my breath. It had to be him.


The image of Jeff and Sarah’s bodies flashed across my mind. My blood roared in my veins and my fists clenched at my sides.


“Emilia?” he shouted in disbelief over the roar of the engines as he and Thomas skidded their bikes to a stop about twenty feet away from me. He stuck out the stand and jumped off, Thomas close behind him.


I stared at him with loathing in my eyes and ground my teeth together, moving onto the balls of my feet. I was fit to explode with anger and hatred.


“Oh shit,” Thomas muttered. “Cam,” he called, raising his voice, “get back to the Palace! Now!”


There was a blur in the left periphery of my vision as Cam sped back to the hotel. At least I now had one way out of here. Theoretically.


“Emilia, get on the bike,” Drew said in a forcibly calm voice through clenched teeth.


I looked quickly over my shoulder towards the alley Cam had just deserted.


“Please don’t run, Emilia,” Thomas pleaded, moving a step closer.


I looked again and saw that Weepers were starting to make their way over the barricade behind me. As I watched, a couple stumbled out of the alleyway too, walking towards me.


I took a step backwards, away from Drew and Thomas.


Drew strode towards me.


“For Christ’s sake, get on the fucking bike, Emmy!” Drew shouted at me, losing his cool.


Making up my mind, I flashed him a defiant look and turned on my heel, racing back towards the alley. The Weepers were slow moving and, if I was quick, I could dodge them and make a mad grab for the fire escape I’d spotted earlier.


At least that was the plan, a split-second before I felt a crack across the back of my head. Lights out.










CHAPTER TWELVE




I AWOKE TO a thumping headache, the sound of engines and the wind whipping at my hair and clothes. I decided not to open my eyes until my brain stopped feeling like it was trying to escape from my head. I was in an awkward position, curled forwards with my legs out in front of me.


“What else was I supposed to do?”


There was a vibration against my chest as Drew spoke, a strange reversal of the night we first met. How different the circumstances had been then. He was shouting over the wind and the engines as we roared along the road.


As I became more aware of my body, I realised that he had tied me to him like a backpack so he could carry me on the bike unconscious, one arm over his shoulder and the other under his arm with both legs crossed around his torso.


“She’s not going to forgive you quickly for knocking her out.”


“You saw her face, Tommy. I’m not sure there’s anything I could do to make things worse at this point.”


“If anyone finds out…”


“Are you going to tell?”


There was a pause. I wasn’t sure what, if anything, was passing between them. The air stopped rushing past me quite so violently. We were slowing down.


“At least Cam didn’t see.”


I had pins and needles in my fingers and I couldn’t feel my feet, so I wriggled around, moving my hands to try to get the blood circulating again. At the same time, I cautiously opened my eyes to find that we were pulling up outside the Palace.


Back here again. I felt crushed by the weight of my failure.


“She’s awake,” Drew said, the soft statement grumbling on the surface of my chest as we rolled to a stop.


I felt a brief pressure on my ankles then my feet fell from around him. He gently touched my hands and I flinched away, trying to yank them backwards, but only succeeded in pressing myself closer into his back.


“Shh,” he said in a whisper, “I just want to untie you so we can both get off this bike.”


That did sound like a reasonable proposition. Grudgingly, I held my hands out to him and quickly felt his fingers moving softly across my wrists. As he released my hands he took my left hand with his right and brought it to his lips, pressing a kiss onto the inside of my wrist. Horrified, I snatched my hand back over his shoulder and jumped off the bike away from him.


Unfortunately, the feeling hadn’t yet returned to my feet, so I ended up sprawled on the pavement, cracking my skinned knee in the process. My healing wound split open and I felt blood soaking through the bandage. I clenched my jaw in agony and screwed my eyes shut for a couple of seconds until the pain passed.


Strong arms passed under my knees and shoulders, lifting me from the ground and pressing me into a warm chest that smelled of wood and leather.


My eyes snapped back open.


I elbowed Drew in the stomach and struggled out of his grip, managing to stand on my own this time. I rounded on Drew with fury in my eyes.


“Don’t ever touch me,” I hissed at him.


For a second, he looked stunned, a wounded expression on his face. Then he nodded sadly and looked at the floor.


“I’m sorry, Emmy,” Thomas said, stepping away from his bike and coming to stand beside me, “but we have to take you inside one way or another.”


“Then I go with you,” I said to Thomas, “not him.”


Thomas looked at Drew with an anxious expression. Drew nodded at him and, without another word, turned and walked up the steps into the Palace.


“You shouldn’t be so hard on him,” Thomas said when he was gone.


I stared after Drew with vitriol and said nothing.


Thomas sighed then picked up a bag that was propped against his bike. He hoisted it onto his shoulder like it was as light as a feather. It was my backpack, so I knew it weighed a ton.


“Drew asked me to grab this before the Weepers got to it. He thought you might want to have it with you.”


“Thank you,” I said blandly, not really knowing how to respond to a kind gesture from a murderer and kidnapper.


“Ready?” Thomas asked.


I nodded in answer and we walked up the steps to the Palace together, side by side.


I’d been in the Palace a lot of times before. Parker’s had a good relationship with the Palace, and we used to help each other out with change for till floats or by lending out bottles of spirits when either of the bars were short. In the reception area at least, very little had changed.


Plush seating was grouped around low tables either side of the atrium and doors led off from either side to a restaurant and a bar. The reception desk was set in the centre of an atrium with a high ceiling, a mezzanine circling above us that was accessed by a grand staircase rising at the back of the room, splitting into two branches halfway up its height. The reception desk was manned by two well-groomed women who looked to be human, though after Cam I wasn’t sure I trusted myself to tell the difference anymore.


Six vampires were placed at regular intervals around the atrium, standing stiffly with their arms crossed over their chests. Everything was shining marble, polished wood and leather. I felt like I was making the place untidy just by standing in it, grubby and bleeding.


Thomas led me past the reception desk towards a doorway at the back of the atrium, my knee dripping blood onto the perfect floor. I suffered a moment of guilt before remembering that this place belonged to the vampires now and that they were all bastards. I smirked childishly as my boots smeared the blood under my feet.


“Thomas.”


The clear voice came from the mezzanine as we drew level with the base of the staircase. I turned to see Solomon standing at the balcony railing behind us. He was wearing a white shirt unbuttoned at the neck with navy blue chinos and smart black shoes.


“Primus?”


“I need you in the audience chamber,” he replied.


“Yes, Primus,” Thomas said, “I’ll be with you momentarily after I have taken this human to admission.”


“I’m sure someone else can escort her.”


As he spoke, one of the vampires who had stood at the bottom of the stairs moved to my side, but Thomas put himself between us, shaking his head. He looked embarrassed but determined.


“Primus, I would really rather escort her myself.”


Solomon’s brow wrinkled in confusion. He shrugged.


“Then bring her with you.”


“Primus?” Thomas asked hesitantly.


Solomon tipped his head and clicked his tongue in irritation.


“Just come on, Tommy.”


Thomas looked at me uncertainly then, taking my arm at the elbow, started to lead me up the stairs. I shook my elbow free and stepped up the stairs ahead of Thomas, glaring at him over my shoulder.


He raised his eyebrows at me and held his hands up in a gesture of surrender before following behind me.


We took the stairs in silence, our footsteps muffled by the carpet running along the centre of the marble staircase. We turned right at the first landing then followed the balcony around to an open door leading into a large, grand room. It looked like it had been designed as a ballroom, with beautiful wooden parquet flooring, but there was now a small semicircle of chairs arranged around a table at the head of the room. Solomon sat in the central chair with Drew on his right hand side.


I took a deep breath and strode across the floor towards them, Thomas at my side.


“Tommy, what the hell is she doing here?” Drew said angrily, getting to his feet.


“I told him to bring her,” Solomon said calmly.


Drew turned towards him, incredulity on his face.


“Primus?”


Solomon shrugged with a nonchalant expression.


“Sol,” Drew said with a hint of desperation in his voice, “she shouldn’t be here.”


“Why not?” he asked, his voice suffused with confusion. “What’s up with you two this evening?”


Solomon raised an eyebrow and scrutinised Drew closely. Drew opened his mouth as if to speak, but thought better of it, shaking his head and retaking his seat.


Thomas and I reached the table, Thomas setting down my backpack before taking the seat on the other side of Drew. Solomon indicated the empty seat to his left with a smile.


He was dazzlingly good looking. The broadcasts had hardly done him justice. I was a little stunned, if I’m honest. His blue eyes danced with life and, unexpectedly, good-natured mischief. In real life he had a great deal of charisma and, where his beauty had seemed cold on a TV screen, in person I felt bathed in warmth by my proximity to him. I was surprised to find that I was drawn to him.


Turning to Thomas, Solomon got down to business.


“I want you heading up the search and destroy party tonight. I need Drew here. Can you coordinate with Ben and Viv? They’ll be taking the first and third units, you take the second.”


Thomas nodded and the three of them began a painfully detailed discussion of the streets and subways, sewers and underground tunnels to be searched this evening and the best order in which to search them to ensure every Weeper was located and eliminated. I confess that I was so shattered I tuned out after the first few minutes.


I was ambivalent about them being so organised. It gave me confidence that they had the ability to protect those under their care, but I didn’t trust their judgement as to who was worthy of protection. That being the case, I wanted to try to get out of here. It would have been easier if they’d been a little more inept.


I watched them as they talked, taking the opportunity to examine them whilst they weren’t paying attention to me. They were all three of them striking in their own ways, having a certain otherworldliness about their appearance. I noted that Thomas and Solomon both had silver threading in the whites of their eyes, but Drew was the only one for whom that shining filament flowed into the iris.


Drew looked over at me and caught me staring at his eyes in interest. Their tactical conversation had come to an end whilst I was lost in thought and he caught me off guard. I looked away in embarrassment, but was immediately angry at myself for doing so. I returned my eyes to his and stared him down. He rose to the challenge.


“Yes,” Solomon said to me with a knowing smile, “I had noticed that too.”


Drew broke my gaze and looked at Solomon in alarm.


“Drew’s… circumstances have rather changed in the last few days. You are seeing the expression of that change in his eyes.”


“Sol, please…” Drew interrupted, indicating me with a tip of his head then looking away in what looked like shame.


Thomas glanced at Drew with panic.


“Alright, then,” Solomon replied. “Keep it to yourself.”


“Don’t feel offended,” he said to me in a confiding tone, “he won’t talk to me about it either.”


“Primus,” Thomas said, standing from his chair, “if there is nothing else I should get the human admitted and prepare my team.”


Solomon waved his hand at him.


“By all means, Tommy, but no need to delay yourself. You can leave the human here. We’ll see her safely through admission.”


Damn. I really would rather have gone with Thomas. Drew and Thomas looked like they would have preferred it too.


He paused for a second then effected a small bow. He shot a helpless look at Drew before leaving the room, his long legs striding quickly across the vast expanse of the ballroom floor.


Solomon turned to me when Thomas had shut the door behind him.


“You will probably have worked out that I am Solomon, the Primus,” he said, extending his hand to me.


“Emilia,” I replied uncertainly, putting my palm in his and shaking.


He smiled and squeezed my hand as if to reassure me. Turning it over, he looked at my wrist then reached for the other and did the same, as if he were looking for something. Still holding both of my hands in his, he raised a quizzical eyebrow over his shoulder at Drew.


“As you can see, Primus,” Drew said, indicating a trail of bloody footprints across the room, “she was already injured. There was no need to take blood from the vein. I assure you that she has been tested and I can vouch for the purity of her blood.”


My stomach fluttered. Everything was starting to come together. That was why he had been so solicitous when I had injured myself back at his flat. That was why he had healed my wound. He had been trying to bring me in and didn’t want to alert me to the fact that he was testing my blood to see whether or not it was tainted with the Weeper infection.


I wondered what he would have done had I not serendipitously grazed myself. Maybe he had been there outside the bathroom that evening specifically to engineer such an accident. Maybe I would have woken up the next morning with an unexplained cut. My mind boggled at the depth of his deception.


I glared across the table at him, my eyes flashing with fury.


Solomon caught this and looked between the two of us with interest.


“I don’t think she’s your biggest fan, Drew.”


Drew said nothing, gritting his teeth together and looking down at the table top.


“I don’t much like any of your kind,” I replied frankly.


“And why is that?” Solomon asked.


“You killed my friends. A boy in the cross street by the barricade. A man and a woman in the club across the road.”


I felt hollow, dissociated, saying the words whilst trying not to think about their reality. Solomon looked at Drew in enquiry.


“The boy was a carrier, Primus. The man and woman… resisted.”


Solomon nodded sadly and sighed.


“I am sorry for your friends, Emilia. We are trying to protect your kind, to save as many as we can, but not all are willing to cooperate and not all are in a position to be saved.”


“It’s tyranny,” I replied defiantly.


“If one rebels and we fail to punish, we risk letting a carrier spread the Weeper plague. If we do not control the situation, if we allow anarchy to run rampant, we let this country fall as did America. I wish it were otherwise, but we are walking on a knife edge and we cannot tolerate resistance.”


“I resisted,” I replied.


“I am not at all surprised,” Solomon returned with a ghost of a smile. “It is fortunate that you were unconscious when you were located.”


I glanced at Drew. I hadn’t started out unconscious. I had run.


Drew looked back at me with entreaty in his eyes. I decided to drop it for the time being.


“So will you kill me now that you know I won’t submit?”


Solomon paused for a couple of seconds, a thoughtful look on his face. He shook his head.


“I hope not.”


Drew looked at him anxiously.


“I know that it seems heavy-handed,” Solomon continued, “but we have a moral duty to protect the humans in our care. That is the nature of our bargain.”


“This is not a reciprocal social arrangement, Solomon,” I sneered at him. “This is slavery. You said it yourself: we are your cattle.”


His beautiful blue eyes bored into mine.


“What would you have me do?” he challenged. “Would you rather I lied? That I use clever arguments to convince you this is something you want? That I manipulate you into believing the reality of this arrangement to be other than it is?”


I looked down at the table.


“We have to drink blood to live,” he continued, “and it has to be human. There’s no way I can make that concept more palatable to you, if you’ll excuse the pun. Life as you knew it has changed, Emilia. We have always been here, moving amongst you, it was just that you weren’t conscious of our presence. Now, with the Weepers multiplying, consuming and replacing your kind, we can no longer hide.”


“Isn’t that a little disingenuous?” I said, remembering Jeff’s theory about the lead time that would have been required for the level of organisation the vampires had displayed. “Aren’t the Weepers just an excuse for you to act?”


“We have been waiting for an opportunity for some time,” Solomon acknowledged with a tilt of his head.


“I know you want things to return to how they were,” he continued, “but that is not in my power to give. Your world is gone. You’re fighting for a life that no longer exists. There are difficult decisions to make, sacrifices, simply to save what little remains to us. I am trying to salvage an existence for your race, a new world for both of our races. There could be a place in that world for you, if you’re willing to look for it.”


I looked back at Solomon, suddenly unsure.


It was true. I was trying to find a way to get back to the life I had before the vampires. I was unable to adapt, unable to accept the vampires for what they were, to accept our lives for what they now were.


Danny had tried to tell me: I couldn’t judge them as if they were human. Unlike Solomon, he hadn’t wanted me to be okay with it. But Solomon was right too. The world had changed and I couldn’t expect things to remain the same. This was not the time to deal in absolutes. My self-righteous rigidity was condemning me, had condemned Jeff and Sarah.


I just didn’t know whether or not it was right for me to bend, whether I could do so without breaking. Submission felt like a betrayal of everything I had fought for, of Jeff and Sarah and, more than anything, a betrayal of Danny.


Danny, burning with the inflexible sense of injustice that comes with youth, sentenced to death by his tainted blood.


“Give it a week,” Drew interjected, leaning over the table towards me.


I glared back at him.


“I’m truly sorry about your friends, but please at least give me… give us a chance to prove to you that we aren’t the monsters you think we are.”


I shook my head and Drew sighed in frustration. He reached over to me and grasped my hand in his.


“Please, Emmy,” he begged, his eyes brimming with emotion.


Solomon raised his eyebrows at him in surprise.


“Perhaps I might venture a suggestion?” Solomon said quietly.


We both turned to him.


“The club, Parker’s, I wish to reopen it as a gathering place for the Silver, perhaps for the humans too in time. We will all need somewhere to relax and its position across the road is fortuitous. Perhaps you would like to be part of that operation, Emilia? It might give you… purpose.”


I thought in horror of Jeff and Sarah’s bodies in the VIP bar. Drew saw the look on my face.


“They’re gone, Emmy. We’ve already cleared the bar.”


In a flash I was angry again and Drew guessed why.


“We buried them,” he said quickly, “just like all the others. Beyond the perimeter to prevent infection. I laid them together.”


I didn’t know what to say. A tear slipped down my cheek as the image of the two of them hand in hand returned unbidden from my memory. My fury abated and I was left feeling defeated and alone, without even my righteous indignation to warm me.


Had I misjudged the Silver? Had I misjudged Drew? I had no idea anymore and I was too tired to think.


I wondered whether working at the bar would give me some continuity, help me to find some peace, or whether it would haunt me with the memory of a life that no longer existed.


“Just try it,” Drew continued, “just for a week.”


Part of me wanted to refuse simply because Drew was the one asking, the vampire who had killed my friends for refusing to submit. Who had followed my trail to Parker’s to find them.


But most of me wanted to give in, to say yes for the sake of the man who had rescued me, who had held me in his arms until my heart calmed with the gentle rhythm of his breath. I saw that man in the vampire across the table from me, his eyes pleading with me.


I was exhausted and my anger was only going to sustain me for so long.


Hesitantly, I nodded.


He looked to Solomon.


“Primus?”


“A week, then,” Solomon agreed.










CHAPTER THIRTEEN




SOLOMON AND DREW spent another hour or so discussing logistics for securing and revitalising the safe zone. I was filthy and exhausted so, much though I probably should have been following their conversation keenly, I nodded off. I felt utterly deflated. All the fight had gone out of me.


When he saw that I had fallen asleep in my chair, Solomon decided that my admission could wait until tomorrow.


“Come on,” he said, rising to his feet, “let’s get you settled in. You’d better stay here, at least for tonight.”


I stood unsteadily, leaning on the table to support myself. My knee had seized up while I was sitting and putting any weight on it was agony.


“Here, Primus?” Drew asked with surprise.


I gathered that humans were not usually accommodated at the Palace.


“Why not?” he replied.


“Sol, I’m not sure it’s appropriate for her to bunk with the Solis Invicti.”


“Of course not,” he replied with a toothy grin, “that’s why she should have the spare suite on the fifth.”


Drew paled.


“I don’t know why you’re looking at me like that,” Solomon said. “You know as well as I do it’s the safest place in London. Well… except for my apartments of course.”


Drew acquiesced quickly at that, bending down to retrieve my backpack from where Thomas had left it on the floor.


“I shall escort her there,” he said.


“Unnecessary,” Solomon replied. “I’m going that way shortly myself.”


Solomon looked like he was suppressing a smile. Drew clenched his jaw.


“I insist,” Drew said. “It’s no trouble.”


Solomon scrutinised him for a second. I felt like he was prodding Drew, testing him to see how he would react. He shrugged.


“Very well, then. I shall see you tomorrow, Emilia.”


He eyed Drew with interest as he strapped on the backpack then, to my surprise, swept me up sideways with one arm under my knees and the other under my shoulders.


“Drew,” I said in outrage, “I’m perfectly capable of walking.”


“No, Emilia,” he replied in a long-suffering tone, “you’re not. You don’t have to act tough, so just shut up and let me help you.”


As he reached the door of the audience chamber with me in his arms, I looked back over his shoulder at Solomon, who was standing by the table watching us leave.


“Sorry I bled on your floor,” I shouted back at him as Drew opened the door into the corridor.


Solomon let out a bark of laughter and smiled at me as Drew stepped through onto the mezzanine balcony, shutting the door behind him.


“You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to show a little respect to the Primus,” Drew said to me as he carried me round the mezzanine.


I said nothing.


He was heading for an ornate stairwell leading up to the remaining floors of the hotel. It was enclosed and wasn’t as grand as the main staircase by which we had ascended to the mezzanine, but it was still pretty impressive. It was on the opposite side of the atrium from the main staircase, set over the front door to the Palace.


“Okay,” he continued, “maybe it would hurt your pride.”


“Don’t make it sound like I’m being petty,” I snapped back, “and it isn’t about my pride.”


“I know it isn’t, Emmy, but…”


“You killed them,” I whispered.


I couldn’t get the image of Jeff and Sarah’s vacant eyes out of my head or the last time I saw them: hand in lifeless hand. Whatever Solomon and Drew said, I didn’t think I could accept an excuse for that.


Danny… Danny had been infected. To my mind, it was entirely different to kill someone who presented a real threat than to kill someone who might. I felt Jeff and Sarah had a right to resist, that regardless of their ability to carve out a life without the help of the Silver, they had a right to try. I had a right to try.


But what if what Solomon said was true? What if there was no safety for us beyond the barricade? Maybe any attempt I made to escape would see me engulfed in a wave of Weepers. Maybe killing rebels was necessary to contain the Weeper plague. To save humankind from itself.


Perhaps I was so upset by Jeff and Sarah’s deaths because they were at his hands, at Drew’s hands. At the hands of someone I had trusted, however irrational or misplaced that trust may have been. Whatever Danny and Sarah had said to me, I had still been holding on to my impression of him as a saviour. At the beginning of the night I could only see him as a murderer. Now I just didn’t know what he was.


“Emmy, I…” he started, before falling silent.


Neither of us spoke as he carried me up the four flights of stairs that brought us to the fifth floor. I was so tired I started to drop off again.


When we finally reached the fifth floor I saw that it was also the top floor of the building. The stairs went no higher. Drew carried me out into a small but richly-decorated corridor running directly ahead from the top of the stairs. It was adorned with plush burgundy carpet and bold, crimson and gold wallpaper.


There were three sets of double doors leading from the corridor, each marked with a room number. The first was set directly opposite us, about ten yards ahead of the stairwell. The other two doors were set on either side of us, halfway down the corridor.


“That one’s empty at the moment,” he said, nodding towards the door on the right. “The Weepers got in just after the Revelation and it’s not been repaired yet.”


“I’m not picky,” I said sleepily.


“It’s only got three walls.”


“Oh,” I replied. “Walls are important.”


“Yes,” he said with a brief burst of the chuckle that had so irritated me two nights ago. “This one’s yours.”


He lowered my feet gently to the floor in front of the door on the left and pulled a keyring from his pocket. Unlocking the door, he swung me into his arms again and carried me over the threshold. The oddity of the symbolism was not lost on me. It was incongruous enough to be funny to me in my addled state and I huffed out a short laugh.


“What?” Drew asked, looking down at me as he walked into the suite.


“Rites of passage,” I replied incoherently.


He looked back at the doorway contemplatively as he flicked on the lights.


“Don’t worry,” he said with a smile, “our marriage rites are very different from yours.”


I looked around the room. It was a beautifully furnished, cosy suite with soft light blue carpet and cream curtains patterned with small blue flowers. Straight ahead of us as we entered was a comfy-looking seating area with a small fabric sofa and two armchairs set around a low wooden coffee table.


On the right, set against the wall opposite the door, was a queen-sized, four-poster bed with a small pedestal table on either side of it. There were two doors in the wall to the far right, one of which I presumed was a wardrobe and the other the en suite bathroom.


Drew walked over to the sofa and lowered me down carefully over it.


“I don’t want to bleed on it,” I said with concern.


Drew rolled his eyes and, wrapping one arm around me, pulled me close to him with his right arm as he reached with his left for a blanket that was folded on the back of the sofa. He spread it quickly over the seat then set me gently on top of it.


“There will be other rites of passage for you to worry about tomorrow,” he said to me darkly as he shrugged out of the backpack and his leather jacket, setting them on the floor next to the sofa.


Admission. I wondered what it entailed, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk about it. Certainly not with Drew.
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