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Part One




The Gilded King










CHAPTER ONE




JULIA’S WORLD WAS blue.


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


How she longed to see red.


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


‘They’re coming out,’ Claudia whispered.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘There she is,’ Claudia sighed.


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


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


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


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


‘It’s stupid,’ she said.


‘You think everything’s stupid.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I know.’


‘Then don’t ruin it.’


‘I’m sorry. I just…’


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Do you think about yours?’


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


‘Or he loved your mother too much.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Trust Claud to view her new servitude as romantic.


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


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


‘Latin,’ Julia said.


‘Yep, just like us.’


‘He was born here, then?’


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


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


‘Fine, relatively young then.’


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


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


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


‘I’m sure he’ll be wonderful.’


‘And handsome,’ Claudia said, smiling winsomely.


‘I’m sure.’


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





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


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


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


‘Are you alright?’ Claudia whispered.


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


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


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


‘What?’


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


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


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


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


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


‘I suppose not,’ she said.


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


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


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


‘Sunset.’


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


‘Oh, don’t be like that.’


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


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


‘Yes, but do you?’ Julia nudged back.


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


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


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


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


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


‘I hope not.’


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


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


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


‘He won’t care about my nails.’


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


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


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


‘No!’


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


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


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


‘Her rooms upstairs,’ Julia added.


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


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


Claudia shrugged. ‘She’s old.’


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


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


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


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


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


She’d be scrubbing alone from now on.





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


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


‘How was it?’ Julia asked.


‘Okay.’


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


‘Claud?’


She looked away.


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


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


‘In what way?’


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


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


‘Already?’


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


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


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


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


‘It burns,’ she said.


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


Naive was definitely the word.


‘He just… bit you?’ Julia asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘You knew,’ Julia said.


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


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


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


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


‘He hurt her?’ she asked.


‘He bit her.’


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


‘Well, this time they were.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





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


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


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


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


Unfortunately, that was out of her control.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


But Livia wouldn’t let it go.


‘Livia?’


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


‘What?’


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


‘Now?’


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


‘They can’t want me,’ she said.


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


‘A pregnant woman?’


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


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


‘One of the young ones?’


‘Yes.’


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


‘When?’ she asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Thu-thu-thhhwump.


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


Thhhwump-chk.


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


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


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


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


She was staying in the Blue.


For now.










CHAPTER TWO




CAMERON’S WORLD WAS red.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It still didn’t help.





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


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


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


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


‘It’s that time of year already?’ 


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


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


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


He groaned.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Nice to see you too, Tommy.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I covered F24 and G24,’ he said.


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


‘It’s too slow.’


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


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


‘I’m fine,’ Cam protested.


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


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


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


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


‘And you were wearing that shirt?’


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


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


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


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


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


‘Missing the action?’ Tommy asked her.


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


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


‘No,’ Cam said, ‘Emmy changed her.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘You don’t believe that.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Cam sat back down.


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


‘About a decade ago,’ Viv said.


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


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


‘I guess so.’


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


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


‘You know I can’t.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





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


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


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


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


He’d caught her in the middle of breakfast.


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


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


‘I’m surprised you came at all.’


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


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


‘Decadence apparently suits you.’


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


‘I don’t have time for this.’


‘Cameron, sit.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘No, really? You shock me.’


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


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


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


‘Then why am I here?’


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


‘What?’


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


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


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


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


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


The Empress said nothing.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Recently?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I think she’s alive, Cameron.’


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


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


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


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


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





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


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


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


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


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


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


‘And if we want you to stay?’


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


Tommy put his hand on Cam’s arm.


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


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


‘I’m following up a lead.’


‘Which sector?’


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


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


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


‘I’ve covered more.’


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


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


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


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


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


‘I thought you’d have left by now.’


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


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


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


‘I’m not sure why we do.’


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


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


‘I’m not sure that’s a compliment.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What do you mean?’


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


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


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


‘Then she can’t have heard much.’


‘What?’


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


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


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


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


‘Well, shit,’ she said.


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


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





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


‘I said an hour.’


‘It’s been an hour.’


‘It’s been forty minutes.’


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


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


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


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


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


‘Cam–’


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


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


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


‘You care about her,’ Cam said.


‘What?’


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


‘And what if she’s not?’


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


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


That gave him pause.


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


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


Tommy raised his hands in surrender.


Typical.


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


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


‘Follow me,’ he called.


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


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


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


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


‘Ta da!’ she said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘You’re kidding.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I’ll take him.’










CHAPTER THREE




IT WAS ALMOST dark by the time Julia arrived at the temple. She’d left it until the last possible moment, because she really didn’t want to do this. Livia was right: she’d never wanted to be an Attendant.


She was angry. Angry that this choice had been made for her, angry that Claudia was ignoring her, and angry that her attempt to leave the Blue had been thwarted by her fear.


But the more she’d dwelt on it, the more her anger had cooled into something like shame.


She was a coward.


She hadn’t even tried to investigate the noises in the Red. She’d just run.


But the burn went deeper still, because in the midst of her escape she hadn’t once thought of Claudia. Something was up with her friend, and instead of trying to help, Julia had almost abandoned her.


She’d been selfish. A selfish coward.


Her burning cheeks were the only warm part of her as she climbed the steps barefoot. The wind had dropped, but it was still chilly in the shadow of the temple’s entablature. The braziers between the pillars were unlit, the only light coming from the dim glow that slipped through the crack between the temple doors.


It was too dark for her to see him coming.


‘Julia?’


The voice was soft, but it still made her jump.


She nodded at the dark shape, attempting to use the gesture to cover her fright, then realised that if she couldn’t see him, he might not be able to see her. She would have to speak her answer.


‘Yes, Master,’ she said, as she had been taught.


There was a momentary pause, in which Julia felt uncomfortably as though she were being assessed.


‘Follow me,’ he said.


The priestess had told her that she would be taken to his rooms, so she had been expecting this command, but still her legs were unsteady as she made her way back down the steps behind him. She could feel her pulse hammering at the back of her throat.


She remembered the thread pulling Claudia’s skin closed, and nearly missed her footing.


Her fear and shame bundled together.


Colours writhed dully in her vision, and the gentle noise of the square at dusk barely penetrated her ears. Her senses were so overwhelmed with panic that she felt dizzied by them.


When he reached the flagstones, the Noble paused and waited for Julia to join him.


In this light, he was nothing but a shadow.


Like her, he was wearing a full-length cloak with the hood pulled over his head, so she could see nothing of his physical features save that he was tall. She couldn’t see the shape of his face, or the colour of his hair, or the width of his build.


She didn’t even know his name.


‘This way,’ he said, setting off across the square.


The voice didn’t seem unkind, but neither did it seem friendly. It betrayed no desire for conversation or company.


The weight of silence grew between them as they reached a tall building at the far end of the square, opposite the palace. It appeared sturdy and comfortable, almost grand, at least until the Noble led her up the stuccoed staircase attached to its side. Their destination was the room at the back of the building on the fourth and final floor. The plaster was crumbling away from the bricks here, and Julia could see where damp was seeping in through the walls. He had to kick at the bottom of the door to release it from the frame.


The inside wasn’t much better. The space was ten times larger than the cellar room she shared with Claudia, but no less sparsely furnished. At least her room was waterproof, which was more than she could say for this one. Even in the feeble light, it was clear that there was a hole in the ceiling in the far corner, and one of the window shutters was broken beyond repair. The space smelled faintly of dirt and mould.


‘Sit if you like,’ the Noble said as he lit a candle from the lantern that was already burning on the other side of the room.


There were no chairs, only a pallet with an uncomfortable-looking mattress. The sheets were neatly folded, but it was bleak. Julia stayed standing.


The Noble pulled his hood down, and she got her first glimpse of his face. He was young, around twenty, she guessed, or at least he appeared to be. His skin was pale, but everything else about him was dark: hair, eyes, expression, even the shadows that stained the skin under his lashes. The only highlights were the two small dots of brightness contained within one of his earlobes, two silver studs stroked by the locks that clustered there.


‘So,’ he said as he took off his cloak. The motion wafted a fresh scent in her direction, almost like the mint that grew in Livia’s garden. It was unexpected given her dank surroundings.


Julia waited for him to continue, but apparently he had nothing else to say. He shifted from foot to foot, the set of his shoulders awkward, as though he were just as uncomfortable as she was.


She scrambled to assemble words into an acceptable pleasantry to break the silence. She couldn’t ask questions, because she’d been told that would be impertinent. She couldn’t comment on his home, because that would be presumptuous. She probably shouldn’t even speak without being asked to do so.


Inarticulacy coated Julia’s mouth so thickly that she was chewing on it.


‘It’s cold tonight,’ she said finally, at the same time as he asked, ‘Will you take down your hood?’


There was to be no delay, then.


He needed her neck bare, so he could drink. So he could bite.


The flickering candlelight drew unpleasant shapes across his face, pooling in his eye sockets.


Julia’s fingers trembled as she pushed the material from her head. It pulled her hair loose as it fell, a second layer of defence, but she gathered it to one side and tipped her chin to bare her throat. There was no point in prolonging what she knew was to come.


She could feel her skin tingling, as though it were bracing itself for the shock.


But there was no bite.


‘Are you alright?’ he asked, taking a step towards her.


‘Yes, Master,’ she said. ‘I was told…’ She gestured to her neck, letting her body indicate the offer that she refused to put into words.


‘Oh,’ the Noble said. ‘No, that’s… well, yes, but not like that. I thought we could talk?’


She nodded, hiding her relief behind the curtain of her hair as she dropped it back into place.


He looked at her for a moment then sighed. ‘This isn’t going very well, is it?’


Julia simply returned his look. She remembered too late that her eyes were supposed to be downcast, as the priestess had instructed.


Was he angry with her? She moved her gaze quickly to the wooden floor.


‘I know it’s not very nice in here,’ the Noble continued. ‘I spend most of my time upstairs. Would you like to see it?’


Upstairs? Julia was sure that this had been the top floor of the building.


Her eyes crept up from the ground as he moved across the room towards the far corner, and she saw that the hole in the roof was in fact a hatch, accessed by a ladder that was propped against the wall.


He was halfway up before he realised that she wasn’t following.


‘I promise it’s safe,’ he said.


As if the promise of a Noble meant anything to Julia. In the end, her curiosity was enough to coax her up the ladder, not to mention her fear of what might happen were she to disobey.


She had to tuck the bottom of her cloak into her belt to avoid stepping on it as she climbed, but her bare feet found a firm hold on the ladder rungs. When she got to the top, the Noble was waiting with his hand outstretched.


This was all wrong. Nobles didn’t help Servers.


Unease rolled in Julia’s stomach, warning her to tread carefully. She hesitated, pausing just long enough that he withdrew, stepping out of sight as she clambered up and got her first glimpse of the view.


It was breathtaking.


The city was laid out before her, inky buildings cutting geometric shapes in the dusk. A dark tincture coloured the air, the faint glow of lanterns throwing the streets into sharper relief where pockets of human industry and Noble pleasure continued into the night.


Light flared beside her and she turned to see that the Noble had kindled a fire in a brick structure at the roof’s centre, raised a foot or so from the concrete floor. The fire illuminated the rest of the scene, and here Julia saw the comfort that the room below had lacked. He had constructed a shelter next to the fire pit: a low, three-sided building filled with bedding, bottles, boxes and books. Wide benches lined the other edges of the fire, although their surfaces were mostly cluttered with pots and pans. It didn’t look as though guests were often invited to join him here.


Every other part of the roof was covered with a forest of plant life. There were pots of herbs and fruit bushes, trunks filled with what looked like root vegetables, stands of beans, bowls of strawberry plants and even a few glass-topped hot frames holding peppers and tomatoes.


It was so unexpected that Julia’s mouth dropped open.


‘Have you eaten?’ the Noble said to her.


She shook her head.


‘Alright then.’





The Noble worked quietly, smiling to himself as he chose and harvested the vegetables he wanted. They made a beautiful crop, washed with water he collected from a rainwater tank on the corner of the roof, but they weren’t what held Julia’s attention. Instead, her eyes kept drifting back to his face, which was transformed by turns with concentration and pleasure.


Julia knew what the Nobles were, and this was not it. They were distant and ancient, their actions dictated by the accrual of respect and benefit rather than by the simple enjoyment to be found in human work. Their company was not supposed to be restful.


But she was finding it difficult not to relax with this one.


She told herself that it was the setting that had eased her tension, so removed from the city that surrounded it. From where she sat on one of the benches, soaking in the scent of fresh plants and earth, it felt like a sanctuary. It was easy to feel free in the open air.


Still, her eyes were on him constantly. He must have known that she was watching, although her gaze hit the ground as soon as he looked her way, but she couldn’t stop herself. 


That smile. Surely Nobles weren’t supposed to smile like that. She had seen them laughing before, haughtily and cruelly, but that gentle contentment was something she had never expected to see from one of his kind.


He was happy, and his mood was infectious.


A pan sizzled over the fire, filled with onions, garlic, tomatoes, peppers and some eggs that had been squirrelled away in the hut. A handful of herbs went in too, and some dried ingredients that Julia couldn’t identify, but that smelled decadently rich. The Noble’s movements were smooth and practised, as though this were something he did every day, as though it were normal for someone in his position to make his own meals.


Why? she wondered, suspicion tingling along her skin.


Everything he needed was right here in this self-sufficient empire.


Everything except blood. He couldn’t grow that.


Well, not in soil, at least. It was why she was here: to serve him.


She had never heard of a Noble serving his Attendant, though.


‘No plates, I’m afraid,’ he said, setting the pan down on the bench next to Julia. He handed her a spoon and some bread.


She kept her eyes on her lap.


‘Will you have wine?’ he asked.


Julia had never drunk wine before. The Blue only produced enough for the Nobles, and in any case Servers weren’t allowed to drink alcohol, although that didn’t stop Livia from brewing up some potent concoctions of her own in the cellar. She administered small doses on occasion, for medicinal purposes, but Julia and Claudia sometimes sneaked extra for themselves.


It helped, on the bad days. It made things feel less real.


‘It’s forbidden, Master,’ she said, because it was what she was supposed to say.


‘It’s Lucas,’ he said, pouring out two glasses.


‘Master?’


‘My name. Please call me Lucas.’


He was asking her to breach one of the most fundamental tenets of the Blue. To address someone by their name was to claim equality with them, or to claim superiority over them. A Server would never address a Candidate by name, let alone a Noble.


‘It’s forbidden–’


‘Here,’ he said, holding out a glass.


Her unease returned threefold.


Was this some sort of trick? Was he testing her, trying to make her fail? If he reported her to the temple, they’d imprison her without hesitation. She’d be a forced donor for the rest of her life.


‘It’s forbidden,’ she said again, raising her eyes for a moment so she could watch for his reaction.


Disappointment, but tinged with sadness, not anger. There was no frustration in his expression, none of the irritation she would have expected from someone who hoped to lure her into disobedience.


‘Very well,’ he said, and some of the joy he’d gathered while preparing their meal went out of his eyes.


This man was nothing like she’d thought he would be.


She reached out quickly and took the glass.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


He smiled, returning the glow of pleasure to his features, then sat down on the other side of the pan. 


With the food this close, the appetising scent was distracting. The eggs were perfectly cooked, nestled in a rich red sauce that looked darkly tempting in the firelight.


Julia’s mouth began to water, but she hesitated, turning her bread in her hand. He was so close that if she leaned over to eat, her cheek might brush his own. In the meantime, he had ripped open his own roll and spooned the hot mixture onto the bread, releasing fresh and enticing scents in a cloud of steam.


‘Dig in,’ he said, waving at the meal with his spoon.


The intimacy of it was disconcerting.


When she still didn’t move, he sat back and looked at her anxiously.


‘Did I do something wrong?’ he asked, putting his bread down in his lap.


Julia shook her head, glancing away. Now she was just making a fool of herself.


‘Are you not hungry? Or is there something you don’t like? I’m sorry, I should have asked.’


‘No,’ she said, slightly bewildered by his question. She always ate what she was given, regardless of whether she liked it or not. The concept that someone might reject food simply because they didn’t enjoy the taste was completely alien.


‘No,’ she went on, ‘I apologise, it’s just that you, I mean, this is… not how I thought it would be.’


She looked around at the profusion of plants that cocooned them as they sat in the dark by the fire, and at the cosy nook he had made for himself in the hut to the side. Despite the chill in the air, everything about this place felt warm.


Ritual and detachment and teeth in her skin, that was what she had anticipated.


The priestess had talked her through it: how the Noble would first taste her blood to determine whether he wanted her as his Attendant, then indicate his acceptance with a ritual gesture, and finally cut a lock of her hair to symbolise his ownership.


‘I’m sorry about that,’ he said. ‘I hope you’re not disappointed.’


He wasn’t accepting her, then.


The beginnings of a feeling she hadn’t yet acknowledged crumpled into nothingness in her chest.


It wasn’t a surprise. Julia knew that she was plain, with colouring as exciting as mud and a figure built for labour rather than leisure, but she was irked nonetheless, which was ludicrous because she’d never wanted to be indentured to a Noble in the first place.


‘You are rejecting me as your Attendant,’ she said, carefully modulating her tone to make the words a statement rather than a question.


He seemed upset by her response. ‘No, that’s not it at all. I meant I hope you’re not disappointed with me. I know what they say about me. I know I’m not the assignment you all hope for.’


‘Master–’


‘Lucas.’


She still couldn’t bring herself to say his name.


‘I was a regular Server until this morning,’ she said. ‘I didn’t train with the other Attendants. I don’t know what they say.’


‘Oh.’ His voice was quiet, as though he regretted his disclosure. ‘Then will you eat with me?’


She wondered then whether there was something that would have stopped the other Attendants from sharing his meal. Eating from the same dish felt too close, presuming a deeper relationship than the acquaintance they shared, but Julia could see no other reason to refuse food that was fast becoming irresistible to her empty stomach.


She picked up her spoon.


The mixture was as sweet as it smelled, bursting with flavours she couldn’t recognise, and soon she was having to hold herself back to avoid eating at an indecent speed.


‘You like it?’ he asked.


She nodded as she swallowed.


They ate quietly until the last trace of sauce had been wiped up with hunks of fresh bread, and in that time their silence had become almost comfortable. Julia couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so full, or so relaxed.


Where had her fear gone?


‘You don’t look at me,’ he said.


Julia quelled her impulse to look at his face.


‘Attendants do not look at their masters,’ she said, surprised that she had to explain this to him.


He looked embarrassed.


‘I didn’t know,’ he said. ‘I don’t really know about any of this.’


Julia said nothing, but she was confused. Why would he comment on behaviour that his previous Attendant must also have displayed?


He sighed. ‘I know it’s strange. You must have questions.’


‘Attendants do not ask their masters questions.’ She had to stifle an unexpected smile that was twitching the edges of her lips.


‘Are you teasing me?’ Something in his voice told her he wouldn’t be unhappy if she was.


‘Attendants are instructed to keep their eyes downcast,’ she said, ‘to refrain from questioning their masters, and to behave demurely at all times.’


‘Then why are you smiling?’


‘I think I may not be a very good Attendant.’


He put the remains of the meal under the bench, leaving no barrier between them, and reached over gently to take her hand. His fingers were as rough as hers, calloused from labour.


That feeling in her chest was back, not crumpled away after all. It was slowly unveiling itself, petal by petal.


‘Julia,’ he said. ‘You can look at me. You can ask me questions. You can be yourself, and I won’t complain.’


This time, the insistence in his voice made her certain he wasn’t just testing her.


‘Please,’ he said.


His hand moved to her chin, slowly raising her face until she was looking into his eyes, his hair shading them from the firelight.


She looked. Her first transgression.


She hadn’t expected him to look at her with anything other than hunger. There was something else there in his eyes though, a softening around their edges, something like curiosity.


‘Ask me whatever you want,’ he said.


The petals unfurled.


‘Alright then,’ she whispered.


‘Good.’ He dropped his hand from her chin, sitting back so there was space between them once more.


The absence of his touch left her skin feeling cold, giving her an unwelcome impulse to close the distance. She covered her discomfort by picking up her wineglass and raising it to her lips.


Wine. Her second transgression.


The flavour was less aggressive than the burn she had come to expect from Livia’s bucket brews. It was actually quite enjoyable.


Lucas smiled again.


The corners of Julia’s mouth tweaked in sympathy, but she couldn’t let herself reflect his expression, and her failure dimmed his smile.


He turned towards the fire, and that was when she saw it: something glinting in the whites of his eyes. As she leaned closer, she saw it shine again.


‘What?’ he said.


She shook her head and looked away.


‘No,’ he said, ‘tell me. Ask whatever you like.’


She looked into his eyes, focussing on the bright tendrils that had caught her attention, and saw unhappy comprehension dawning on his face.


‘There’s something…’ she started, then determined to take the plunge. ‘Why are they shining?’


A question. Her third transgression.


He looked away. ‘That, I can’t tell you.’


‘Is it forbidden?’ she asked, looking meaningfully at the wine in her hand.


He laughed. ‘Yes, something like that.’


She wasn’t going to push her luck by asking again, but he hadn’t finished yet.


‘It’s only fair, I suppose,’ he said. ‘But this is a secret they really care about keeping.’


‘They?’


‘The Nobles.’


One of her eyebrows started to rise. She pulled it back down where it belonged.


‘You’re a Noble,’ she said.


‘Only just,’ he joked, but this time his laugh was hollow. ‘I’ll tell you if you want, but it’s a dangerous thing to know. Are you sure you want to hear it?’


Julia considered for a second, but it was a very brief second. Her curiosity had been piqued, and there was no turning away from it now.


‘I won’t tell,’ she said.


He looked at her again, tilting his head to the light so she could look. Where she would have expected to see blood vessels in the whites of his eyes, there was instead a tracery of silver, gossamer-fine.


‘All of the Nobles have them,’ he said, ‘but most of them can mask the silver and pass for human.’


‘And you?’ Julia asked.


‘Too young,’ he said. ‘So I stay out of sight.’


So that was the reason he had created this little oasis. He was hiding here, but not by choice.


‘Now,’ he went on, ‘will you answer me a question?’


She considered, and decided that she probably owed him for his revelation.


She nodded.


‘What did you do to deserve being assigned to me, the pariah of the Blue?’ His tone pretended lightheartedness, but there was chagrin in it.


‘I don’t know,’ she said. She turned the wineglass in her hands, remembering now what she had thought when Livia had first told her the news.


‘They told me I was the best option the priestess had,’ she went on, ‘but I think maybe they’re punishing me.’


‘Punishing you?’


Was that pain in his eyes?


‘I didn’t want to be an Attendant,’ she whispered.


He looked away, his eyes shadowed and unreadable. When he got to his feet, he took the empty pan with him and carried it to the other side of the fire. He was the one avoiding eye contact now.


‘You should have said something,’ he said.


‘It’s not my place, Master.’


‘I’m not your master!’ The pan clanged to the floor, the spoons spinning against the fire-pit bricks with a tinkling that chimed out into the night. Julia shrank back, pulling her cloak around her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said quickly. Anything to calm him down.


It had only taken a few smiles to make her forget what he was. The priestess’s rules existed for a reason, and she wouldn’t be in this situation if she had simply followed them.


No eye contact, no questions, no names.


She wouldn’t forget again.


‘No, I’m sorry,’ he said. He pushed his fingers through his hair, clasping the dark strands at the nape of his neck. ‘Perhaps you’d better go.’


She didn’t wait for him to ask again. Leaving her transgressive wine on the bench, she slipped down the ladder, through his room and out into the night. She didn’t stop moving until she was home.





‘You were gone a long time,’ Claudia muttered on her return, in the tones of someone who resented having to break her silence in order to satisfy her curiosity.


Julia was feeling too shaken to respond.


The room was dark, so dark that she struggled to hang her cloak on the back of the door. It was later than she had realised.


‘Livia told me about it,’ Claudia said. ‘She told me you’ve been made an Attendant.’


‘Yes,’ Julia said, sitting down on the edge of the mattress. She expected jealousy perhaps, or rivalry, but Claudia’s next words were filled only with understanding.


‘Tonight was your first meeting?’ she said. 


‘Yes.’


‘Are you alright?’


‘I’m fine, ’ Julia said. She tried to make her voice sound cheerful. She had nothing to complain about, after all. Tonight had been nothing like Claudia’s first night with Rufus.


‘He didn’t do anything,’ she went on. ‘He didn’t even perform the ritual.’


‘What?’ There was outrage in Claudia’s voice now, on Julia’s behalf, and just like that their quarrel was forgotten. ‘Don’t tell me he rejected you. I know he’s supposed to be the bottom of the barrel, but I didn’t realise he’d be bloody blind.’


‘Bottom of the barrel?’


‘Some of the other girls mentioned him while we were training. Something wrong with him apparently.’


‘What?’ Julia asked, shuffling her way under the blankets.


‘Don’t know,’ Claudia said.


Julia could feel her shrug, shifting the bedding. She pulled it tighter around her shoulders, shutting out the draught.


‘They wouldn’t talk to me, obviously,’ Claudia went on, ‘so I was eavesdropping. No one wanted to be assigned to him.’


‘Hmm.’


‘Rufus mentioned him too,’ Claudia said after a moment.


‘Oh?’


‘Doesn’t think much of him, I’m afraid. Was he awful?’


Julia thought back through the evening. Right up until that final moment, she had almost been enjoying herself. His moment of anger was not enough to eclipse the kindnesses he had shown her throughout the evening: the dinner, the wine, the confessions, his touch on her skin…


‘He wasn’t what I expected,’ she said finally.


Claudia chuckled, a little bitterly.


‘They aren’t, are they?’ she said. ‘Was he handsome?’


‘I suppose so.’


Dark hair, dark lashes, and dark eyes surrounded by shining silver. He was beautiful enough to make Julia feel even more plain than she usually did, and then there was that smile.


‘But you won’t be going back?’ Claudia asked gently.


‘I don’t know.’


‘But he didn’t complete the ritual.’ The tone of Claudia’s voice made it clear she thought that was the end of it.


‘But he didn’t reject me either, Claud. So do I go back, or not?’


‘Did he say anything?’


I’m not your master!


The sharp crash of metal on concrete.


‘Not about tomorrow,’ Julia said.


‘You could ask at the temple?’ Claudia suggested.


‘Maybe,’ Julia whispered into the darkness, but she remembered her training too vividly to be willing to face the priestess. If she gave any hint of what had transpired at her meeting with Lucas, her transgressions would be totted up and she could say goodbye to what little remained of her freedom.


‘Anyway,’ Julia said, ‘how was your day?’


What she really wanted to ask was whether Claudia’s experience with Rufus had improved, but after the horror of two nights ago, she didn’t know how to broach the subject.


‘It was a very good day,’ Claudia said, with a determinedness that made it sound as though she were deciding that it had been, rather than remembering it that way.


They lay together in silence for a moment before Claudia spoke again, whispering the words, as she often did when she had something important to say.


‘He didn’t bite you then?’


‘He barely touched me,’ Julia whispered back, rolling over so she was facing Claudia, inches away across the pillows. ‘He didn’t even taste my blood, Claud.’


This revelation required another pause, and then it was Julia’s turn to ask a question.


‘What do you do when you’re with Rufus?’


Claudia shifted under the sheets, as though she were reluctant to reply, and Julia worried that she might not want to hear the answer. She’d heard rumours of the ways that the Nobles used their Attendants. The stories were so common that they were practically clichéd.


‘You know what happens,’ Claudia said eventually. ‘He drinks my blood.’


‘Yes,’ Julia said, ‘but what about when he’s not doing that?’


‘What do you mean?’ Claudia asked.


Julia propped herself up on one elbow, resting her head in her hand.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘it takes him five minutes. What do you do the rest of the time?’


‘I wait,’ Claudia said, as though it were obvious.


Julia hoped that her relief wasn’t audible. The answer could have been so much worse.


‘Why, what did you do tonight?’ Claudia asked.


‘The same,’ Julia replied, because she didn’t know how to feel about the difference in their experiences.


Claudia’s Noble had bitten her so badly that her skin was stitched shut, and now he made her wait on his pleasure like, well, a Server. Julia’s Noble had made her dinner.


Her unease forced a confession she might otherwise not have made.


‘I didn’t want to go,’ she said. ‘I nearly ran away. I nearly followed them.’


‘No,’ Claudia said, sitting up. ‘When?’


‘Yesterday. I got as far as the fence. I’m sorry.’


‘Because of me?’


‘No, Claud,’ Julia said, tugging her friend back down onto the mattress. ‘Because of him. Because I didn’t want to be an Attendant. But I’m not going anywhere. It was just…’


There were footsteps in the corridor outside their room: Livia’s familiar shuffle. She was probably fetching a nightcap from her stash. They waited until she was back upstairs before speaking again.


‘Do you think that’s what happened to Quintus?’ Claudia whispered.


The boy had been missing for days now. He’d been made an Attendant last year, promoted for the beauty of his face, and Julia had seen little of him since then. She supposed it was possible that he had been unhappy enough to leave the Blue, but it was also possible that the Noble whom he attended had let herself get carried away.


Julia didn’t want Claudia to reflect on how regularly Attendants met their ends that way, so instead she just said, ‘I don’t know, Claud.’


‘The other girls say there are creatures out beyond the fence,’ Claudia said, ‘and that if the earth doesn’t poison you, the animals will.’


‘And you believe that?’


‘You don’t?’


‘They’re just fairytales,’ Julia said, but a wave of fear raised the hairs across her arms as she remembered red strobing between the trees.


Thhhwump-chk.


Like the thud of flesh against bone.










CHAPTER FOUR




HADES WAS NOT an easy travelling companion. Cam had made it to the cabin in time for nightfall, but that was despite the horse rather than because of him.


He really was a bastard.


They’d made good progress when Cam could urge Hades into a canter, but in the thick forest they rarely managed more than a walk. At any speed from a trot down, the horse jerked his head around in an attempt to chew on Cam’s feet, and when Cam moved them out of range, Hades just gnashed after them in circles like a giant dog chasing its tail.


It had not been a restful trip.


The worst thing was that Hades wasn’t just a bastard, he was a clever bastard. When they’d finally arrived at the cabin, he had waited patiently until Cam had groomed him, cleaned his hooves and fed him before kicking him clear across the campsite. It wouldn’t have been a problem if Cam had been prepared for the blow, but he’d been lulled into complacency by Hades’s bout of good behaviour so it caught him by surprise. To compound the offence, Cam was certain that Hades had snickered as he rebounded off a tree, cracking his ribs.


In summary: Cam had travelled no further on horseback than he would have done on foot, he was down one bottle of blood from repairing his broken bones, and he was angry as hell.


Stupid fucking horse.


He was halfway tempted to go back to the city and leave Hades there, but of course it was too late. He’d made his decision, and they wouldn’t take the horse back now. He was stuck with him for every day of what was likely to be an eight-week round trip.


Never again, he vowed.


Hades had now settled for the night in a lean-to at the back of the cabin, keeping him away from the fire while Cam made his dinner. It wasn’t that Hades was bothered by the flames, it was more that Cam was worried the bastard would steal his food or kick cinders at the cabin or stamp on Cam’s supplies or do any number of infuriatingly disruptive things. In the lean-to, the horse would be comfortable and warm and, most importantly, out of Cam’s way until tomorrow.


Oh god. Tomorrow.


They’d reach the ferry tomorrow. The thought of the havoc that one hundred stones of horse could cause on a floating vehicle was enough to thoroughly obliterate Cam’s good humour.


As if it wasn’t already compromised enough.


Things were always worse for him at night. In the dark, he could see it all happening over again in his mind’s eye. He hadn’t even been able to sit by the campfires for the first few months, not until the memory of the flames had started to die away. It was easier now, but some evenings were still filled with memories of Delphi.


There had been a camp there, hundreds of years ago. After the Revelation, after the Weeper virus had swept across the globe, there had been little pockets of habitation scattered all over Europe in strange corners. It was the older places that seemed to call to people, places that had been chosen thousands of years previously for their defensible locations, natural resources and sheltered geography. The Ancient Greek ruins at Delphi offered some of those things, but not enough to explain their appeal, or the size of the shanty town that grew around them.


The truth was that people, humans, wanted to believe that there was something mystical about the site of the ancient oracle. They thirsted for the magic, until it was more vital to them than the tiny spring that sustained their growing population. They saw the Revelation as only confirming the existence of the paranormal world that they craved, and the race that were then called the Silver epitomised it.


Humanity had been looking for a god, and they found one.


By the time Cam and Emmy arrived, it was already too late.


But they’d tried.


The vaccine had been so widespread by then that there were very few humans who had not been inoculated. It made them resistant to the Weeper virus, but contaminated their blood so that the Silver could no longer drink it.


The settlement in Delphi was different. There had been no virus there and no vaccine, and a rogue Silver had decided to make it his personal blood bank.


Cam and Emmy hadn’t been expecting to walk into that. They hadn’t expected the shanty town to go up in flames like roman candles along the hillside. They hadn’t expected the devotion of the humans, that they would be prepared to die for the Silver who was masquerading as their god. They hadn’t expected to know his face.


Emmy had suffered for that ignorance, but mostly she’d suffered for Cam’s mistake.


The campfire spat a cinder onto his arm. He sat and watched it burn to blackness, remembering the smell of cooking flesh.





The next morning’s journey was a quiet one. Even Hades was subdued in the cold stillness of the forest. His attempts to chew on his rider were halfhearted, and by the time they arrived at the shore he had stopped trying entirely. Cam should have been relieved, but instead the horse’s silence only increased his own anxiety.


He hated it here. Out on the continent things were different, in the Red proper, but in this small slice of it, on the wooded slopes that ringed the Blue down to the shore, it felt as empty as death. Not even the wind moved in this place. There was no life on the edges of this island. No people, no animals, just a few birds passing through on their way to better things.


It was necessary, of course. They had to keep wild animals out so their blood didn’t contaminate the humans, but the bleakness their absence created just felt wrong. It was unnatural, and every cell in Cam’s body could sense it.


What his kind were doing here was wrong.


They clung to their superhumanity and bricked themselves away in this hollow place to preserve it. Cam had spent so much time in the Red that he no longer understood what they were trying to save. The city felt like a tomb.


Better to live a human life in the sunshine than an immortal life in the grey vacuum of the Blue.


The noise of the world started to come back when they finally broke through the trees onto the stony shore. The water here was rich and salty, filled with life that washed through a narrow inlet from the Black Sea into the salt lake. There were birds in profusion here, feasting on the spoils of the tideline, and their squabbling cries were a relief. They popped the quiet bubble of the forest.


The ferry was right where Cam had left it, pulled up to the landing stage that projected from the rocks. The boat was a simple platform that followed a line slung from beach to beach, the direction kept true by poles sunk deep into the silt. Salt had bleached its wooden deck, which was starting to show its age. It wouldn’t be long before he’d have to replace it again.


Hades remained docile as Cam led him onto the ferry and pushed off from the shore, heaving on the line to drag them forwards. It wasn’t until he had pulled them halfway across the lake that the horse regained his usual demeanour and nudged Cam sharply off the edge of the raft and into the water. He should have been ready for it, but at least the gloom of the island had lifted.


Hades nickered happily at him, but after a few playful stomps aimed at Cam’s fingers he allowed him to flop back on board in a spluttering puddle.


‘Bloody horse,’ Cam muttered, but there was no venom in it.


The day was now bright, the water cool, and Cam had plenty of spare clothes. It was difficult not to enjoy the breeze across the water, blowing away the oppressive funk of the island. The sharp air filled his sinuses and cleared his head. With a few hauls on the line, the dry fibres pinching his hands, the Red-ringed Blue fell away from them.


This hadn’t always been water. When they’d first settled the Blue, the city had sat on the mainland. Soon, it was surrounded by tidal flats, becoming a headland, then a peninsula, until finally it became the island it was today. It made things easier for them: it was easier to protect, and easier to avoid contaminants, but the price of its isolation was isolation itself.


They no longer knew how many others of their race were out in the Red, or how many humans thrived, because they received few visitors and Cam was the only one of their own group who still wandered any distance. Without the roamers, no one would even remember that the Blue existed. That was the way Laila liked it, but from the looks of things, it wasn’t going to last.


Cam could see the tracks when he reached the far shore, the edge of the continent. They hadn’t bothered to be subtle. He tied up the boat and vaulted straight into the saddle, riding Hades onto the beach to limit the damage to the ground, but even from his high vantage point the marks of their passage were clear. This hadn’t been just a single roamer. There were tens of tracks here, all converging on the ferry crossing.


They’d stopped here, but they hadn’t crossed.


A hundred feet up from the beach on a wooded incline, he found their camp. The ground was littered with hoof prints, and cart wheels had churned up the mud beneath the trees. Whatever its destination, the caravan wasn’t travelling light.


Flattened areas of undergrowth betrayed the footprints of tents for twenty. The fire pit was big enough to roast a pig, with stacks of animal bones tossed in the ashes.


If this was a human group, then they were doubtless contaminated. If it was Silver, then it was the biggest gathering Cam had seen outside of the Blue. From the nature of the tracks, it looked to be a mixture of the two.


What were they doing all the way out here? There was nothing this side of the mountains. Nothing, that is, except the Blue.


Hades stopped at the edge of the camp and would walk no further. This wasn’t his usual recalcitrance. The horse’s muscles were tensed and hard, his eyes wide, and his ears pricked in a way that spoke of fear rather than mischief. Cam slid from the saddle, stroking Hades’s neck as he did so, and the horse leaned in to his touch.


He must be terrified, Cam thought. It was the first time he’d shown his rider the slightest bit of affection.


Moving carefully, Cam walked towards the fire pit. After two more steps the smell hit him, and he knew what had unsettled Hades.


Blood. Rotting blood, a few days old at least.


He should have scented it sooner. It had been wrapped up with the odour of meat and bones in the ashes, but that wasn’t its origin. There was a darker circle in the leaf litter on the other side of the pit where the ground was soaked deep with the stuff.


It was human, and there was a lot of it.


‘Shit,’ he said.


Hades snorted and stamped at the ground in response, clearly keen to get out of the miasma of death.


His own kind wouldn’t waste blood unless it was contaminated, so why spill it? Cam’s gaze was drawn irresistibly to the remains of the fire, and to the cracked and ashy bones that poked up from its coals.


Hades snorted again as Cam approached the pile, but he had to know. He didn’t want to sift through it with his hands, but kicking at the dust would have felt like disrespect. He had no choice.


His fingers recognised the shape of the teeth before he pulled them from the ashes, fixed loosely in the remains of a human jawbone. There were tool marks across its surface.


These travellers didn’t want blood. All they had wanted was the meat.





Cam and Hades spent the next four nights sleeping under the stars, moving steadily northwest towards the far coast of the continent. They weren’t the only ones who were travelling in that direction. Cartwheel ruts regularly crossed their tracks, these more recent than the ones they had seen at the shore, but Cam never seemed to gain much ground on them. The caravan was moving quickly, too quickly for them to be traders.


Cam followed them through forests that had grown up through concrete, so dense now that towns were half-buried in soil and foliage. More than once he came across the remains of the caravan’s camps, often pitched in the shells of moss-covered buildings, but there was no more blood spilled.


Cam thought about it often, that deliberate drenching of the earth, and wondered what it might symbolise. He’d seen its like before in his long millennia, and it smacked of religious motives that he struggled to understand given the ritual’s proximity to the Blue.


Was the blood supposed to be an offering? The more he followed, the more Cam was unsure that he wanted to learn the truth.


Their paths diverged as the terrain became rougher. Hades was sure-footed enough to carry Cam up the winding paths that led to the mountains, but the carts would have to take the long way around. Cam would likely reach the plains at the same time as the caravan. He hadn’t yet decided whether or not that was an encounter he should avoid.


Both Cam and Hades remained uneasy about their fellow travellers, but that had resulted in a slow detente between the two of them. Now that he was far from his familiar pastures, some of Hades’s malice had dissipated. Instead of constantly delaying, he had become miraculously obedient while saddled, as long as Cam was forceful. Once Cam was on foot it was a different story. Then he was fair game for being bitten, stamped, kicked and, on one occasion that Cam would rather forget, pissed on. He just counted himself lucky that he’d escaped without any more broken bones.


The sixth day brought them into Transylvania, to their first respite, and their first human contact.


Cam had been here before, to the clear lake that nestled in the crook of the Carpathians, and he knew its people. He’d known their parents, their grandparents, and their ancestors, all the way back to the first post-Revelation settlement by the icy waters.


They were a people who had dug in for the long haul, and it was paying off. As Cam rode down out of the pass, he had time to appreciate the scope of what they had achieved here. The crags were thick with sheep and goats, who grazed widely on their grassy peaks, and a patchwork of crops grew in the fertile plains of the valley. There were buildings here of stone and wood, enough to accommodate every family, with some larger structures for gatherings. Cam could see children playing in the fields and swimming in the lake while their parents washed and fished.


They had everything here that they needed, everything that there was in the Blue, only here it wasn’t tainted by racial hierarchy.


It was the most perfect place he knew.


He saw a few arms pointing in his direction as he approached, and by the time he reached the town his welcome party had already been assembled.


Vasile waited until Cam had dismounted before greeting him.


‘Domnul Cameron,’ he said, clasping his hand in his own. ‘It’s been a long time.’


‘Domnul Vasile, Doamna Ana,’ Cam replied, greeting Vasile and his wife. ‘You’re both well, I hope?’


The couple were elderly now, grey but still strong. He had visited them once every few years, a frequency that only emphasised the passing of time. At this end of their lives, he could track the slip of pigment from hair, skin from muscle and muscle from bone. Each time he came, he had the odd sensation of having skipped a few pages ahead from the point at which he had left off.


He should have been used to it after his long years, but these days his agelessness felt more and more like inertia. They moved and changed and grew, but Cam was a flatline constant.


‘You will stay with us tonight?’ Ana asked.


‘If it wouldn’t be inconvenient.’


‘Of course not! Domnul Cameron is always welcome here.’


She turned to lead him to the same hut in which he usually stayed during his visits. It was slightly removed from the others, on the edge of the settlement that backed onto the crags, but he couldn’t blame them for wanting to keep him away from their own homes. Their folktales had memories long enough to tell them what he was. He might be harmless to them, but he was still a strigoi mort.


‘You have a new companion,’ Vasile said, nodding at Hades.


‘A badly behaved one, I’m afraid. If you can find room to stable him I’d be grateful, but I should probably see to him myself.’ Cam didn’t want to compound the imposition by letting Hades injure his hosts.


‘You’ll find the end stall is free,’ Ana said, nodding towards the small barn on the other side of the settlement. ‘And once you are comfortable, you will join us for dinner in the hall, yes?’


‘I’d be honoured,’ Cam replied with a little bow that made Ana flush with pleasure. At least, he hoped it was pleasure.


It didn’t take long for him to get Hades settled. The horse was so overwhelmed by the sight of fresh apples and carrots that he entirely neglected to kick Cam on his way out of the stall.


Cam found his reception in the hall to be exactly as it always was: warm and heartfelt, but reserved. There were more people than ever dining with them tonight, a factor of the passing years. The more the population grew, the more people had parents or grandparents who had known the strigoi mort, or had received some gift from him, and the more people wished to dine with him so they could tell their children that they had once done the same.


It gave Cam an unpleasant feeling of celebrity. It was the fact of his existence that was of interest, not what he achieved with it.


Vasile led him to a seat near the head of the long table over which he and Ana presided. It was already heaped high with breads and cold salads, but now some younger members of the settlement were carrying in pots of hot, rich-smelling stews. Cam had a pot of his own, individually cooked and placed reverently in front of him by a man he recognised as Ana and Vasile’s son.


He could remember Ana and Vasile as children, skimming stones across the top of the lake. Now they were the closest that the settlement had to rulers. When guidance was needed it was to Vasile, Ana and their contemporaries that the people of the lake would turn, but the power they held was gently wielded and born from respect for their accrued knowledge rather than from violence.


The climate could be harsh in this remote place, but the settlement was kind and beautiful nonetheless.


There was a moment of quiet anticipation, the only noise coming from the fire crackling in the centre of the hall. It sent its smoke lazily up through the hole in the roof, scenting the air with the sweetness of burning sap.


‘Pofta buna,’ Ana declared to the room at large, the signal for everyone to dig in. The pronouncement was met with cheers.


‘This looks delicious,’ Cam said, taking a chunk of bread to dip into his stew.


‘No meat,’ Vasile said, ‘as always.’ There was a question in his voice, one that often arose during Cam’s visit, but it was never posed directly. The answer was not one that Cam was prepared to offer.


He smiled instead, then set about filling his empty belly.


The truth was that the vaccine was in the blood.


The vaccine was the cure.


The cure was in the blood.


Still, after all of these centuries, the concoction that had wiped out the Weeper virus, that would turn him human, lived in the bloodstreams of the creatures of the Red. If meat was well cooked then the cure would be rendered inert, but how could he be sure that every part was burned away? It was a pointless risk to take and so here, for Vasile and Ana’s people, he was vegetarian.


The humans had forgotten about the vaccine.


In those first years, blood had become a weapon. Cure one of the Silver, and they were just as mortal as anyone else. The humans had massacred them, and in turn the remaining Silver had massacred any humans who knew the ulterior use of the vaccine.


Eventually, the certainty of the cure had been replaced with ambiguity: the contaminated humans only remembered that they were safe from the Silver because their blood was impure. They didn’t remember its power.


Cam changed the subject, denying Vasile the truth. He had no choice.


‘I’m going northwest, up to the coast,’ he volunteered. ‘Is there anything I can bring for you on my return?’


‘Oh no,’ Ana assured him with a smile. ‘We have everything we need.’


‘Are you certain? I can bring beer or wine up from the plains, or salt if your store is running low.’ Cam knew he would have to fight to get them to accept anything, but he also knew that they expected him to do so. It was the way they traded here.


‘No, no,’ Ana assured him. ‘I’m sure you will have enough to carry.’


‘It really is no trouble, Doamna Ana. It’s the least I can do to repay your hospitality.’


‘Well, if you insist…’


Cam smiled his relief. ‘I do.’


‘Some salt would be very welcome, and perhaps some needles, if you can find them.’


‘You shall have them,’ Cam replied. And some new knives, he thought, taking note of the scant few that were being passed from hand to hand along the table.


Once their transaction was settled, Ana gave Cam the news of their people from the last few years: deaths, births and marriages. He met new arrivals, congratulated new couples and commiserated with the mourners. His joy and grief were real because he knew these people, he knew the rhythm and colour of their lives, but his emotions lacked intensity because he knew them as a whole rather than individually. They were a bunch of flowers rather than single blossoms, and together their scents were dulled into uniformity.


Eventually, they finished the meal with mugs of a clear spirit that tasted like vodka and burned like battery acid. Everyone partook, but none of them lingered.


Soon Cam and Vasile were alone by the fire.


‘Do you ever tire of life, Domnul Cameron?’ Vasile was drunk now, slurring his words, and had become more direct than was the habit of his people. ‘After so many years, do you feel that you have seen enough?’


‘It’s a matter of perspective, Domnul Vasile. The older I get, the less clear things become.’


‘How so?’


Cam allowed Vasile to fill his mug.


‘When I was young,’ Cam said, ‘I’d look at situations through the lens of one experience. When I’d lived five lifetimes, I had five experiences, and five lenses laid on top of one another through which to view the world. They distort each other, and so everything blurs. Eventually, there’s no right or wrong anymore, only choices.’


‘And?’


Cam downed the contents of his mug. ‘I’m tired of making choices.’


Through the warmth of the liquor, he could admit to himself that he had been looking for too long. He had searched for Emmy because it was easier to carry on than it was to admit that she was gone. Admitting that would mean that he would have to find something else to do with his life after everyone he loved was dead.


Laila was humouring him with this last lead, he realised that now.


‘There is a choice that I have made, Domnul Cameron,’ Vasile said.


‘Oh?’


‘I will not be here when you return.’


Cam’s focus sharpened on the man, pulling him out of his reverie. ‘What are you telling me, Domnul Vasile?’


‘I have not been well, my friend. It has been a long time coming, in the chest, and I think it will not be long now.’


Cam listened to the old man’s breathing, and heard now what the noise of the banquet had eclipsed. The air rasped through his lungs, constricted and thick. The dense wools that he wore had hidden the worst of it, but it was clear from the shadows sunken into his face that he had lost weight.


‘I’m sorry,’ Cam said.


‘I have no wish to live out the end of my days in pain, you understand?’


Cam nodded, an unwelcome shock of sobriety chasing through him. Was this really a better way, to live and die in sixty short years?


‘I will see you in the morning, then,’ Vasile said, handing him the rest of the bottle as he pushed himself painfully to his feet. ‘Then we can say our farewells.’





Cam took the bottle back to his hut. He rarely drank alcohol these days, but tonight felt like a good time to make an exception.


He was wrong.


The inside of the hut was comfortable, but there was no fire here to warm the air. Thick blankets protected against draughts and dampened the sting of the cold, but the building was designed to be heated by the congregation of bodies rather than by coals. In the huts a little way off from his own, he could hear the soft concerts of breath as families slumbered in the arms of the people they loved.


Cam was alone.


Alone with his bottle.


His nights sleeping in the open air had been better than this. At least he’d had Hades to grumble at.


The isolation was not assisted by the alcohol. The more he drank, the more he remembered the people he had lost.


His first memory was always of that night in the bar back in London, just after the Revelation, the first time the four of them had drunk together: Cam, Ed, Carrie and Emmy. It had been the first of many. The four of them had downed vodka until even Cam had been falling over.


Those were the early days, the worst days, but the ones that burned brightest and deepest.


That was the snapshot his mind loved to rub in his face. He could see them so clearly, even centuries on. Every one of them smiled too widely and laughed too loudly, throwing emotion at him as though there were a bottomless font of happiness in the world. As though it wouldn’t soon be emptied out entirely.


He thought of the person he had been then, all smiles, hugs and easy affection.


Laila was right: if he ever did find Emmy, she wouldn’t recognise the cipher he had become.










CHAPTER FIVE




JULIA DIDN’T RECOGNISE the person she was becoming. It was as though someone had taken away her brain and replaced it with that of a girl of the wet blanket persuasion.


The problem was that Julia had always thought of herself as being different from the girls who romanticised the Nobles, who thought they were dashing and exciting and handsome. She knew the Nobles were nothing more than leeching bullies, and she wanted nothing to do with them.


She’d never wanted to be an Attendant. She told herself she’d never even wanted to be a Candidate. She wasn’t like the other girls. It wasn’t that she was better than them, it was just that she was, well, more grounded. More sensible. She loved Claudia more than anyone in the world, but secretly, in her heart of hearts, she’d always thought her friend was a bit silly.


Julia was decidedly not silly, and so it irritated her to be plagued by silly thoughts. She tried to remind herself of those last seconds she had spent with Lucas, of his yell and the crash of the pan as it fell to the ground, but all she could see in her mind was his quiet smile as he tended his garden.


What was wrong with her?


She might not be able to control her thoughts, but she could control her actions, so she hadn’t gone back to the temple that week, nor had she returned to the Noble’s home. It was reckless; someone at the temple was bound to notice she was neglecting her duty sooner or later, even if Lucas didn’t come for her himself.


She’d spent the first day in the kitchen, convinced that he would arrive at any minute to drag her away from her scrubbing, but he’d never showed. She’d sighed when she’d retired to bed that night, with relief, she told herself.


On the fifth day she was comfortable enough to return to her weeding in the alleys surrounding the square, although she kept out of sight of his building. He never mingled with humans, she remembered, so she was safe from him in daytime streets filled with the bustle of Servers rushing from task to task. At night she remembered the crackle of the fire and the reflections its light traced across the silver filaments of his eyes.


By the tenth day she was starting to think that she had made good her escape, and tried to feel pleased about it. She didn’t bother to keep away from his building anymore, which was just as well since its central position made it hard to avoid. Every day she was creeping closer to it, until now she worked practically in its shadow.


The weather was warmer, and the flagstones beneath her knees were reflecting heat from the afternoon sun. Between the pale pavement and the light blue stucco walls, the alley she was clearing had become enough of a heat trap that she stripped off her cloak, her shoulders bared to the sunshine by the shift she wore underneath. Sweat dried and tightened on her skin, a clean and salty scent on the breeze, and she couldn’t help her eyes from drifting upwards.


It was a perfect day for gardening. She wondered if he was there, behind the bulk of the water tank she could see perched on the edge of the roof.


A gong rang out across the square and she startled, thinking for an irrational moment that she had been found out, but it soon became apparent that she was not the human who needed to be concerned.


‘There you are!’ Claudia barrelled up the alley behind Julia.


‘What’s going on?’


Claudia’s face was grim as she pulled Julia to her feet and dragged her out into the square.


‘They found Quintus,’ she said.


It had been a week and a half now that he had been gone, but something in Claudia’s tone told Julia that his return was not a cause for celebration.


‘Where?’ Julia asked.


‘In the Red.’


A crowd was gathering at the far end of the square, in front of the palace. As they hurried closer, Julia could see that the Empress was standing on the palace steps with two members of her guard at her side. They held between them the struggling figure of a human dressed in muddy hues.


The gong rang again, struck by a Server who stood at the door to the palace.


‘Who is it they’re holding?’ Julia said as they joined the back of the crowd. ‘Is that Quintus?’


’No,’ Claudia said, her eyes locked ahead. She was taller than Julia and could see through the hundreds-deep audience that separated them from the palace.


‘Claud?’


The gong rang out for the third and final time, and hush descended across the square, now packed with Servers from across the city.


Two more of the Empress’s guard stepped up beside their gold-draped mistress then crouched down below Julia’s line of sight. When they stood again, they were carrying a stretcher between them. The body that lay on it was barely recognisable.


‘That’s Quintus,’ Claudia whispered, and there was no colour left in her rosy cheeks.


The Empress raised her staff then thudded it down onto the stone steps, silencing the whispered gasps that had raced through the crowd as they saw what was left of the boy.


‘I have been petitioned by the Noble who was attended by this boy,’ the Empress said. ‘She has asked me to pass judgement on the human whom she claims is responsible for his death.’


She turned to her guards, who pushed forward the human they held. He stumbled to his knees, but quickly jumped back, apparently fearing more from the crowd than from the Nobles at his back.


Julia could understand his fear. Fingers reached up towards him, grasping to snatch at his skin. He was enveloped with jeers and hissing as the slaves of the Blue parroted their obedience.


‘State your name,’ demanded one of the guards. She was dressed in rough clothing that was bound around her arms and legs with leather thongs. Her hair was the brightest thing about her: red and orange and blonde.


The man closed his eyes, but from this distance Julia struggled to discern his precise expression.


‘Marcus,’ he said after a moment. His voice carried across the crowd’s anticipation despite its softness.


‘And the particulars of the charge?’ the Empress asked.


The redheaded guard was the one who replied. ‘This man is charged with murdering Quintus, then dragging the body into the Red in an attempt to conceal his crime.’


‘No!’ Marcus shouted. ‘He was my friend! I would never–’


The redhead backhanded him across the face, drawing blood from his mouth.


‘You will speak when addressed,’ she said.


‘Motive?’ the Empress asked.


‘I suspect jealousy,’ the redhead answered. ‘Quintus was a valued Attendant, and this man hoped to take his place.’ The sneer in her voice made it clear how likely she thought that was to happen, and Julia realised that the redhead must have been Quintus’s Noble. This trial had been called at her request.


The man just stood silently, shaking his head gently from side to side as blood dripped down his face.


‘And the proof?’ the Empress asked.


‘He was found over the body, the knife in his hand.’


‘In the Red?’


The redhead nodded.


‘Then his guilt or innocence is irrelevant,’ the Empress said, turning to Marcus. ‘Human, whether or not you committed this murder, you have contaminated yourself by breaching the boundary. You are exiled to the Red. Should you attempt to return to the city, you will be killed on sight. Understood?’


Marcus nodded, but kept his gaze on the ground.


‘Hear me well,’ the Empress said, sending her voice out over the crowd. ‘If you abandon the protection of the Blue then I will abandon you to the death that waits for you in the Red.’


‘Thank you, Your Majesty,’ the guard said, reaching out towards the Empress.


She batted the proffered hand away. ‘You can clear up the blood,’ she said, then turned her back on the redhead. The gesture was full of irritation and disdain.


It made Julia wonder.


The crowd didn’t begin to disperse until the Empress had returned to the palace. The stretcher was carried away while Quintus was dragged off by the second guard, leaving the redhead alone on the steps. She didn’t look happy about it.


‘Did you know him?’ Julia said softly as Claudia’s fingers intertwined with her own, leading her gently away from the palace.


‘No,’ Claudia said. ‘He wasn’t an Attendant, I know that much.’


‘So you think it’s true? You think he really murdered Quintus to take his place?’


‘It wouldn’t surprise me.’


But it surprised Julia. Marcus hadn’t seemed like a killer. He’d seemed harmless, although next to the redhead she thought anyone probably would.


What surprised her even more was the idea that Marcus would have chosen to leave the city. The Blue wasn’t densely populated, and there were any number of hidden holes that could have concealed the body without requiring him to strike out into the Red.


It didn’t make sense.


‘Would you go out into the Red just to hide a body?’ Julia said.


‘Why? Did you have one in mind?’ Claudia chuckled, but Julia was too tied up in logic for humour.


‘I mean, doesn’t it seem strange to you?’ she insisted. ‘Isn’t it weird that he’d risk it?’


‘I don’t know, Jules,’ Claudia replied, the levity gone from her tone. ‘You’re the expert on leaving the Blue.’


‘Claud, please.’


She’d forgiven Julia for nearly leaving, just as Julia had forgiven her for her silent treatment after the incident with Rufus, but they hadn’t spoken about either event since. They were still as close as sisters, but there were new barbs in their relationship that only time could blunt.


Claudia sighed. ‘I’ve got to go and see Livia,’ she said. ‘Do you want to come, or are you going back to your gardening?’


‘I should finish off that section,’ Julia said, nodding towards where she had left her trug. The alley was close to Lucas’s building, and as she turned her head she caught a glint of something on the roof amongst the foliage, just to the side of the water tank. As she watched, it flickered in the sunshine then disappeared, blinking out into nothingness.


‘See you this evening, then,’ Claudia said, pulling Julia into a hug.


‘Yes,’ Julia said, watching the rooftop over her friend’s shoulder. ‘This evening.’





It only took an hour or so for Julia to finish clearing the alley, and then she had no excuse to linger, but there was time yet until dusk, time yet until she would be expected by Claudia.


She looked up at Lucas’s building, searching for the reflection she had seen from the other side of the square, but it never returned. Her eyes dropped back to the pavement. There were no weeds left here to clear, but in the next alley, in the alley where the crumbling staircase climbed up to his room, she knew there were plenty.


That would keep her occupied until dinner.


She was just starting on the wall opposite the staircase when she heard footsteps behind her. She knew it was what the silly part of her had hoped for, that he would want to speak to her, but she still wasn’t entirely sure whether the thumping in her chest was from excitement or fear.


She dropped her handful of weeds into her trug and stood, turning to face him without lifting her eyes from the ground.


‘Julia?’


Her eyes flicked upwards to the face of the man standing opposite her, then quickly glued back to the ground.


It wasn’t him. It wasn’t Lucas. The man who stood in front of her was taller by a couple of inches, with lighter hair and tanned cheeks pinked with bonhomie or wine. Probably both, by the look of him.


‘Yes, Master,’ she said, confused.


How did he know her name?


‘You’re Claudia’s friend, yes?’


Julia nodded.


‘I saw you with her earlier,’ he said. ‘I’m Rufus.’


Claudia’s Noble.


He took a step towards her, reaching out to touch her cheek. Julia’s pulse raced, but this was not the ambivalent excitement that Lucas elicited from her, tugging at her curiosity. This was undiluted fear. This was the man who had scarred Claudia’s neck with his teeth to leave his mark.


She knew Rufus by his deeds.


‘You lack her beauty,’ he said, his breath sharp with wine.


She had to stop herself from edging away, because though she longed to run from him, she knew that she had no hope of escaping. If he wanted to touch her then he would, and she’d only make it worse by making him chase her, cat and mouse.


He’s just pushing you, she told herself. Show him no fear and he’ll lose interest.


His fingers trailed down her cheek, soft as a whisper, but unwelcome enough to leave an ache of violation on her skin. She wanted to rub it away, but she kept her hands by her sides.


How she wished she could run from him.


‘Why are you touching my Attendant?’


Empress be praised.


Lucas’s voice was the sweetest interruption. Julia used the opportunity of his arrival to slip away from Rufus’s grasp under the guise of collecting her trug and cloak from the ground.


‘She’s yours, is she?’ Rufus said, eyebrow raising as he turned to face Lucas. ‘Well, how was I to know that when there isn’t a mark on her?’


‘We don’t all maul our Attendants like animals.’


‘Maybe not, but they’re not much use if you don’t drink from them at all. Wasteful is what it is. If you’re not using her then why shouldn’t I?’


‘Who said I wasn’t?’ Lucas replied, his tone unconcerned.


Rufus shrugged. ’Your mark’s not on her.’


‘Yet. Julia, go upstairs please.’


His words made Julia apprehensive, but not so much that she considered disobeying them. If the choice was feeding Lucas or Rufus, she knew in her gut which was the better option.


She hurried up the staircase, her trug clacking against the stucco as she went.


‘See you again, I hope,’ Rufus called after her. ‘My rooms are here on the ground floor if you ever get tired of hanging out in the attic.’


‘Really, Rufus?’ Lucas said. ‘How far are you going to push this?’


‘What? Still bitter that I got the best digs in the city?’


‘With no view.’


‘What do I want a view for?’ Rufus’s laughter followed Julia up the stairs. ‘I’ve got a garden, five heated rooms and a private wine cellar.’


‘Is that what you sold your integrity for? A hole in the ground?’


‘Better than a hole in the ceiling.’


They were still bickering in the alley below when Julia forced open the door to Lucas’s room, leaning her full weight against the jamb to dislodge it from the frame.


The space was as bleak as she had remembered, but less tidy. Clothes were piled on the bed, which didn’t seem to have been slept in, and buckets of soil now sat in a line along the wall. The air smelled even mouldier than it had on her last visit, and as she approached the buckets she realised why: Lucas was growing mushrooms. The scant light from the open roof hatch picked up the first tiny caps pushing through the wet compost.


Unwilling to linger in the darkness, Julia left her trug behind and climbed up through the hatch into Lucas’s garden. The fire was crackling in the pit as a pan sizzled on the grate above it, onions and garlic burning to its sides.


Lucas had forgotten his dinner.


She wrapped her cloak around her hands and used it to pull the pan from the heat, but the contents were already blackened beyond redemption.


‘Too late?’ Lucas asked as he joined her. Julia hadn’t heard him approach.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, setting down the pan on one of the benches.


‘It’s my own fault. I should have taken it off the fire before…’


Rufus.


Lucas had abandoned his dinner to intervene. Julia wasn’t sure whether she’d been rescued or captured, but there was no doubt that she’d rather be up in this terraced retreat with Lucas than trapped in an alley with the alternative.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘I wasn’t expecting you to come back.’ There was an edge of irritation in his voice.


‘I didn’t,’ she said, feeling compelled to defend herself. ‘I was working.’


It wasn’t exactly a lie, but nonetheless she knew it wasn’t the truth. Perhaps it had been curiosity driving her, or maybe she was just as silly as the other girls, but she had put herself in his way. She had wanted to see him.


Still, it was true that she had never expected to return to this place, with its crisp leaves, its warm bricks, and its dark tenant. It was different at this time of day, divorced from the intimacy that came with the night. In the afternoon sunshine his world was exposed, and she could see the damage in it: the broken pots, the sun-bleached wood and the dirt that covered everything.


He didn’t want her here.


She shouldn’t have come.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, gathering her cloak around her shoulders, but he caught her as she made her way back to the hatch.


She froze.


‘I can’t let you go now,’ he said, his words quiet but firm.


Julia looked down at where his fingers circled around her wrist. She could feel her pulse thudding against his grip.


‘You should have stayed away,’ Lucas said.


He reached into his pocket and produced a small penknife, flicking it open while he turned her hand palm-up. She had barely registered the threat before the point was in her finger, drawing a drop of blood that Lucas raised to his lips on the blade.


She should have been scared, but there was nothing in his eyes that frightened her. There was no violence in them, just hunger.


He drew her finger to his mouth, and then all she could feel was the aching pull in her veins as he ran his tongue over her skin. 


‘You told me you didn’t want to be an Attendant,’ he said as he withdrew.


She didn’t reply. She wasn’t sure she could.


‘Well, I hope you’ve changed your mind, because if I don’t mark you then Rufus will do it his way.’


He ran his hand over her neck, pulling her closer as he looked into her eyes. His gaze was intense and demanding, as though he wanted to make certain that she understood.


She did. She remembered the stitches in Claudia’s neck and prayed that Lucas would be more gentle.


He wrapped her against him, his fingers threading through her hair as he tilted back her head. She let him, closing her eyes, waiting for the pain.


Instead, his lips touched hers.


Her eyes opened in surprise.


He had kissed her.


They looked at each other for a moment, their faces a whisper apart, and something changed. Julia could feel it in the quickening of her pulse and in the tension that melted down her throat until it hit her stomach, warm and seductive.


Her palms were pressed against his chest, but not to push him away. The cloth under her fingers, as coarse as her own dress, moved over his muscles as his chest rose and fell, his breath coming as fast as her own.


‘Julia?’ he whispered.


He was so close that she felt enveloped in his scent, fresh mint and honey filling her head until there was nothing but him: his dark eyes on hers, his hand around her waist, his lips so close that they brushed her own as he spoke.


She kissed him.


She shouldn’t have done it. If it was forbidden to call him by his name then she was certain that it would be forbidden to kiss him, but he had started it. She didn’t care either way. She was wrapped in his arms, wrapped in the feel and the taste and the smell of him, and for those few moments he was all there was in the world.


They ended abruptly with a soft tearing sound by her ear.


They fell apart.


Lucas took a step away, one hand holding the knife and the other clasped around a lock of long, brown hair.


Julia’s hands flew to her scalp, searching until she found the place at the back of her neck where the strands were missing.


‘My hair,’ she murmured, and then she realised what a fool she’d been.


‘For the ritual,’ Lucas said, coiling the hair carefully around his finger. ‘I accept you as my Attendant.’


It had been as the priestess had said it would be. He had tasted her blood, indicated his acceptance and then cut a lock of her hair to symbolise his ownership. She just hadn’t expected his acceptance to be quite so enthusiastic.


‘It’s part of the ritual,’ Lucas said, his eyes trailing down to her mouth. Her fingers were touching her lips, although she couldn’t remember putting them there. She dropped her hand.


‘Of course,’ she murmured.


‘It’s one way of leaving a mark, a scent mark,’ he said, talking quickly and with a forced cheerfulness that spoke of his discomfort. He wasn’t meeting her eye.


An unwelcome misery stole through her.


‘The other way is the one that Rufus prefers,’ he went on. ‘But don’t worry, the scent mark only lasts for a day or so, so it will be gone by tomorrow night.’


Her nerves buzzed with exciting possibilities.


‘So,’ she whispered, ‘we’ll have to… do it every day?’


‘Oh, no,’ he said with a laugh, hollow and sharp. ‘No, once is enough. Don’t worry about that. Now that I have this,’ he raised the finger that was twined with her hair, ‘no one will challenge my claim. You’re safe.’


So it had all been a ruse to protect her from Rufus’s teeth. Julia tried not to feel disappointed, but it was difficult not to be hurt by Lucas’s words.


Once is enough.


Had it really been so bad? It had probably been the best kiss of Julia’s life, but once was enough for him.


‘I’m afraid you will have to come here every day though,’ Lucas said, looking at his hands as he fiddled with the penknife. ‘You know, as my Attendant.’


She would have to serve him every day. She would have to face him every day, and feel his lips on her skin every day as he took her blood, pulling sensation through her every day while he felt nothing but awkwardness.


She disdained the Nobles. She’d never wanted anything to do with them. She’d never wanted to be an Attendant.


But… perhaps she could have tolerated being his.


Her blood felt like it was frenzying in her chest, battering to the rapid beating of her heart. Then it broke. Feelings she didn’t know she’d had were spilling out of her, leaving her insides cold and empty.


She might have wanted to be his Attendant.


Not like this, though. She didn’t want him to do this out of some twisted sense of duty.


She couldn’t stand in front of him, this man who had somehow forced a contradiction in the most fundamental aspect of Julia’s self esteem, and bear his pity.


She needed to go.


‘I’m late for dinner,’ she said.


‘I’ll see you at dusk tomorrow, then,’ he said briskly, turning his back on her as he walked over to the water tank.


He was picking vegetables for his own meal as she left.


She didn’t say goodbye.





Claudia met her as she was skirting the edge of the square, making her way from Lucas’s building to their own.


‘You had me worried sick,’ Claudia said. ‘Dinner was ready ages ago.’


Claudia took the trug and wrapped an arm around Julia, banishing the twilight chill from her shoulders.


‘Sorry, Claud.’


Julia meant to explain, but was interrupted by a heavy thud as the doors of the guardhouse were thrown open across the square. She tugged Claudia into the nearest alley and they crouched there together as they watched, hidden by the sunset shadows.


Two of the Empress’s guard were marching a man between them.


‘Marcus?’ Claudia whispered, her voice so quiet that Julia only picked up the word because it was what she had expected to hear.


Julia shrugged in response, a redundant gesture in the darkness.


The trio marched silently past their hiding place and out of the other side of the square. Julia guessed that they were heading for the boundary fence, the point at which she had almost left the Blue herself.


‘Come on,’ she whispered, abandoning her trug as she stood to follow the guards.


Claudia hesitated for a moment, but apparently she was just as curious as Julia because she needed no encouragement to join her.


They could hear the boots of the guards echoing in the streets ahead of them, but their own bare feet were almost inaudible on the slabs. Servers were meant to be as invisible as they were silent, and Julia and Claudia had trained to excel at both skills. They tracked the group through the paved streets, over the dilapidated cobbles that circled the centre of their world, and finally into the broken ground that marked its edge.


They were a little to the east of the point at which Julia had planned her own escape. There was a gate set into the fence here, closed with a simple latch that one of the guards was lifting aside.


Claudia pulled Julia behind the carcass of an fallen tree so ancient that the width of its trunk almost equalled their height. They curled into the protection of its unanchored roots, picking their footing carefully in the moonlight, and waited.


The guards stepped clear of the open gateway.


‘Go on then,’ one said, a man.


‘It wasn’t me.’ There was desperation in the voice, so that must have been Marcus. He had his back to them, but it was clear that he didn’t want to cross the line into the Red.


‘Look, you heard the Empress.’ This new voice was feminine, the second guard. They were both so tall that Julia would never have guessed that one of them was female.


Why was everyone taller than her?


‘It wasn’t me, I swear,’ Marcus said.


‘You’ve been out in the Red before,’ - this was the male guard again - ‘so what’s the big deal?’


‘No, I haven’t!’ Marcus’s voice was pleading now, cracking through a tight throat. ‘I was never in the Red!’


‘So you’re saying Philo’s a liar? You’re saying he didn’t find you with the body?’


‘That’s exactly what I’m saying. It’s a mistake! It wasn’t me!’


‘And you expect us to believe you over a Noble? Are you fucking kidding me? Just get out.’


Marcus spread his arms and clung to the sides of the gateway as the guards moved to push him through. He teetered for a moment on the edge, fighting with all his might to keep his toes out of the Red, but it was a pointless gesture.


There was a crack as one of the guards brought his hand down on Marcus’s arm, and his strength went with the break. Julia could hear his cry pitching down through the gateway.


‘You heard the Empress,’ the female guard said. ‘If we see you again, then we’ll kill you.’


The gate slammed shut, the latch returned to its place. The boundary fence would be easy enough to climb if Marcus was determined to break back into the Blue, but the threats of the guards would keep him away. It was too late for him anyway, now that he had crossed the line into the land of poisoned fruit.


Julia drew Claudia further into their hiding spot, wrapping her arms around the other girl’s shoulders as the guards turned back towards the city.


‘Is it just me,’ the male guard said to his companion, ‘or was that a bit odd?’


‘Don’t tell me you believe him,’ she said.


‘Of course not.’ There was a pause. ‘Well, I don’t know. I mean, could Philo have mistaken him for someone else?’


‘Don’t be an idiot, Jens. That Server was always hanging around Lorelei’s Attendant. Philo saw him all the time. Of course he’d recognise him.’


‘Ah,’ said the guard called Jens.


But Julia couldn’t help but feel that there was something wrong with their logic.


If Marcus really had been out in the Red before, then why would he fight so hard to avoid crossing the line? He would already be contaminated, and the threshold would be insignificant. She supposed he could have been faking it, but to resist so hard that the guards broke his arm… it didn’t make sense.


They waited until the guards were out of sight before emerging from their cover. 


‘He didn’t do it, did he?’ Claudia whispered.


‘I don’t know.’


Julia looked over at the gate, almost expecting to see Marcus making his way back into the Blue.


He wasn’t. He wouldn’t. He’d risk bringing the blight with him, and that was unthinkable.


As unthinkable as it was for him to go out into the Red to hide a body.


Julia hesitated a moment longer, torn between her will to help him and her knowledge that there was nothing she could do, then she gently led Claudia away, back towards the city, towards their cellar and to Livia’s secret still.


They both knew that Marcus would be dead by morning.










CHAPTER SIX




CAM WAS JOLTED awake by a sound in the trees behind him.


No, not a sound, but the absence of sound. Stagnancy pooled around the smouldering campfire. It was like being back in the Blue again: no movement, no animal sounds.


Only people.


Hades had been sprawled out on the ground behind him when Cam had gone to sleep, perfectly positioned to kick him in the back during the night, but there was no sign of him now. Cam had secured the horse’s halter to a nearby tree root before settling down, but that too was gone. It hadn’t been broken or frayed, either. It had been untied.


Someone had stolen his bloody horse, and not just that. His pack was missing, as were the weapons that had been attached to Hades’s saddle. Which, of course, was also gone.


If he hadn’t been pushing himself so hard these past few days then it would have woken him, but he had been running from the memory of Vasile’s farewell. He’d taken some of the mountain lake’s alcohol with him, and it had warmed him by the fire the previous night.


It seemed he’d let himself get a little too warm.


‘Shit,’ he muttered, pushing himself unsteadily to his feet.


He shouldn’t have been this drunk, but then he had been spinning out his blood rations. He only had a single bottle left, which was in his pack, which was… gone.


Cam groaned and pulled his cloak around his shoulders, the only possession that they had left him. He might have been tempted to let the thieves take Hades off his hands, but he couldn’t lose the last of his blood. He was going to have to track them.


The silence in the forest was coming from the south, so that’s where he headed. He had left the dense conifers of the mountains behind him several days ago, and the trees that surrounded him now were all deciduous. The smell of the leaf litter was lighter too, more fruit and less spice.


Even moving at human speed, it took barely ten minutes to catch up with the bandits. There were only two of them, both slight enough that Hades could have carried them together without any trouble, but apparently he had objected to doing so on grounds of principle rather than inability. Both men lay in the undergrowth where Hades had thrown them, and they were now scrambling around in a desperate attempt to avoid the horse’s thundering hooves.


‘Hades,’ Cam called or, more accurately, slurred. ‘C’mere.’


Hades looked at him, holding his gaze for a second before deciding that he was having more fun tormenting his new friends. His feet harpooned into the ground, chasing fingers and soft vulnerabilities.


‘Hades!’ Cam shouted.


The horse stamped once more before nickering softly and abandoning the chase.


The thieves rose carefully to their feet, never taking their eyes off Hades.


‘Gentlemen,’ Cam said to them. ‘I’ll be taking back my belongings now, if you please.’


One of them nodded towards a nearby tree, his eyes still wide with fear, and Cam saw the pack and saddle discarded there. He scooped them up along with Hades’s halter, then started to make his way back the way he had come.


‘You don’t want to go that way,’ one of them called after him in bastardised Hungarian.


‘Oh?’ Cam said, intrigued by the man’s motives.


‘Izcacus that way,’ he replied.


Blood drinker.


They thought Cam was human. They might have tried to steal everything he owned, but they still had enough solidarity to try to warn him about vampires.


‘Where?’ Cam asked. He wondered if this might be the start of the trail he needed to follow to the coast, to the settlement Laila had told him about.


‘Everywhere,’ the second man said. His voice was so quiet it was almost a whisper. ‘They come in carts in the night, and leave blood and bones behind.’


The description sounded eerily like the campsite he had found by the salt lake. Cam had seen no sign of the caravan’s tracks this side of the mountains, and had started to think that they had turned back to the Blue.


‘When did they come through here last?’ Cam asked.


But the men had already gone, disappearing between the trees. Cam couldn’t muster the energy to follow them.


He sighed.


‘And what about you?’ he said to Hades. ‘You wake me up to chew on my boots, but you can’t make one sound to let me know you’re being stolen?’


The horse didn’t acknowledge Cam, but there was a smug look in his eyes. Apparently his violent tendencies were sated for the time being, because he allowed Cam into the saddle with no objections.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s see if we can find this Izcacus.’





Traces of human habitation proliferated through the forest. Some of them were hundreds of years old, the straight edges of half-buried masonry betraying the sites of ancient towns, but nowhere had they successfully resisted the wilderness. The woods were the cities here. There were trees so entwined with buildings that their growth had reshaped walls and bent metal around them, producing strange hybrid sculptures topped with canopies of spring leaves.


Those few structures that retained their roofs were strewn with the detritus of recent transients. Blackened concrete spoke of endless campfires, and the floors were so well-used that moss no longer covered them entirely. Where there were no ruins to inhabit, the forest floor was pockmarked with circles of burned stones.


And yet Cam saw no one. 


He travelled on horseback until dusk, fording streams and climbing from lush valley to even lusher valley, but still he saw nothing more than the fire pits left behind by the people who lived here.


The following day, after a night under the stars, he found a campfire whose ashes were still warm, but that was the closest he came to human contact.


He was starting get the feeling that the inhabitants of this place were avoiding him.


On the third day he found the remains of the Izcacus camp, but it wasn’t what Cam had expected. It couldn’t belong to the same caravan as the one that had visited the lake by the Blue, because it was huge. The space had been cleared of enough undergrowth to accommodate a hundred tents. There were six separate campfires, each of which was stacked with bones, although there was less blood in the earth here.


What did it mean?


It had puzzled Cam ever since he had found the first camp. Why would these Silver waste the blood if it wasn’t contaminated? And if it was impure, why would they risk eating the flesh?


He had no answers, and this new camp simply raised more questions.


Cam dismounted so he could examine the ground more closely. There were regular sets of holes, deep and wide, and they’d been moved more than once. Tent poles, he guessed. It could only mean that the caravan hadn’t just passed through here; this was a place to which it returned.


He stopped in the middle of the camp, stroking Hades’s neck to quiet him.


There was something…


A noise just on the edge of his hearing, a scent so subtle he could only catch it with a favourable breeze: nutmeg and blood.


There was someone else here.


No. He paused, scenting the air. Two someones.


One was nutmeg. The other was blood, with laboured breathing.


Cam walked towards the sound, slowly at first, but he broke into a run as he identified its source. The blood was smeared on the bark of an oak tree at the foot of a small rise. The low-hanging branches hid the figure well, but Cam could still see the darker spot against the crown of the tree where there should have been only grey bark and greenery.


‘Stay away,’ the figure rasped as he approached. The voice was breaking on its ragged breaths.


Human, and male, not young.


‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ Cam said.


‘Of course, Izcacus,’ the man replied, rattling out a coughing laugh. ‘This is what you all say, for otherwise we would stay in our trees.’


The man made a good point. Cam had drawn close under the branches, so he could look up into his face. He was old indeed, perhaps seventy, a ripe old age for this lawless stretch of the continent. His scraggly beard was matted with blood.


‘What happened here?’ Cam asked.


‘What always happens when you find us. People died.’ The words were blunt, but his face was creased with grief.


‘And you?’


He shook his head. ‘Contaminated. No good.’


‘The others?’


‘You saw their bones, Izcacus.’ The word was hissed like a curse, but Cam didn’t mind the insult. His attention was fixed on puzzling out the implications of what the man had said.


The Silver in this camp must have found uncontaminated humans. They were feeding from humans whose blood didn’t carry the cure, out here in the middle of the Red.


Was this the group he was looking for?


‘Where did they go?’ he asked.


‘Away, for now.’


‘To?’


The old man smiled. ‘They left you behind.’


‘I’m not one of them,’ Cam said.


‘But you are, Izcacus. I’ve lived enough to recognise it in those old eyes of yours.’


Cam smiled back. ‘I don’t deny that I’m an Izcacus, Öreg, but they aren’t my people. I come from the southeast, over the mountains.’


‘Then you aren’t the Izcacus named Cameron, who visited this place in my childhood?’


Cam stared, trying to strip the years from the man’s features and remember his face. There had been so many faces though, and so many years.


‘You knew them back then,’ the old man said, and then he would say no more. He wouldn’t come down from the tree either, so Cam left some of his own food at its base and hoped that the man’s injuries weren’t too severe for him to make his way out of the valley unaided. 


He paused to taste the air again before he moved on, but there was no more nutmeg on the breeze.





For the first time in years, Cam’s campfire felt lonely that night. He wanted to puzzle things out with someone, to pick apart the clues he had collected until they made sense. It wasn’t something he was good at doing alone, not when there was so much to unravel.


Even Hades was no use as a companion. They’d ridden hard through the afternoon, and the horse had crashed out the moment they’d made camp.


Cam had never known a creature so undignified in its sleep, all straggling limbs and drool. It was enough to lull him into a false sense of security. Cam would start to think of Hades as though he were a dog, one of the big and stupid breeds full of enthusiasm and goodwill, but then he’d reveal himself as the crafty bugger he was by pinning Cam up against a tree so he could nose through his pack for apples. Between that attrition and the food Cam had left behind with the old man in the valley, his stores were becoming worryingly low.


He wished he could remember the old man’s face.


He had passed this way regularly at that time, sixty-odd years previously. The Invicti had been searching along the coast, section by section, trekking through these valleys month after month as they travelled between the Blue and the north.


But there had been no Silver here then. There had been only a few clusters of civilisation, long-since disbanded, filled with vaccinated humans who were prepared to trade food for trinkets the Invicti brought them. The villages that had stood here had been small but, like the people of the mountain lake, they’d had their hierarchy. Cam had dealt with their leaders when he passed through in the same way that he did now with Vasile and Ana.


The old man’s words tugged at the edges of his memory.


You knew them back then.


There had been no tribes of Izcacus moving their caravans around the Red, stripping flesh from human bones and soaking the earth with blood.


But yes, he had known the people who had once lived here. They’d been swallowed up by the valleys over the years, but apparently something else had been spat back out.


Something had arisen in these woods, something that was unlike anything he had seen before, and it was on the move.


When Cam finally slept, his dreams were not restful. He blamed the nightmares for what happened when he woke, them and the hard riding and the horrors of the Izcacus camps, although those influences still did not excuse it.


He wasn’t sure that anything could excuse it.


A hand on his shoulder woke him from his rest, and his instincts kicked in. It was the second time he had allowed himself to become so impaired that someone was able to sneak up on him as he slept, although this time it was the fault of exhaustion rather than vodka.


He jumped to his feet, ducking to slide out of the grasp of his attacker, and then his hand was wrapped around the man’s throat. He recognised him a split-second too late, a fraction of a moment before his neck cracked in Cam’s hand.


His beard was now a brilliant white, washed clean of blood. A blood-soaked bandana bandaged his throat, but otherwise he looked to be in perfect health.


Except that he was dead now.


Cam could still hear the snapping of the bones in his head, that sickly crunch. The sound reverberated through his memory, raising sweat across his shoulders.


He lowered the body to the ground, laying him out beside the remains of the fire. It wasn’t yet dawn, but it wasn’t far off either, and there was little warmth to be had from the embers.


He must have travelled straight through the night to catch up.


But why?


Why had he chosen to follow him, after showing such reticence back in the valley? Why did he have to creep up on Cam while he was sleeping? How was Cam supposed to know it would be him?


But the old man was not the one to blame.


His eyes were open but vacant while Cam untied the bandana from his throat to bare the wound: a bite. He’d said he was contaminated. Had that been a lie, or was there a newly-human Silver somewhere in these woods? There was no way for Cam to tell without risking his own immortality.


It didn’t seem like such a bad exchange, all things considered, and Cam contemplated it. He clearly couldn’t be trusted with the strength of his own hands. After all these hundreds of years, he was finally starting to lose control.


If it hadn’t been for Emmy, he might have done it, he might have spun the wheel and tasted the blood. It would be useful, if it would prove that there were uncontaminated humans this far into the Red. If the old man had been telling the truth, if he really was contaminated with the cure, then at least Cam would be neutered.


But there was still the lead. He still had an obligation to Emmy, for one last time. If it hadn’t been for her…


Chasing her had kept him sane for centuries, but nonetheless this was what he had become: crazed, and a murderer.


This was what they all became, in the end.


It was a good thing that he’d never find Emmy, because she’d hate him for this, almost as much as he hated himself.


Cam found the old man’s horse hitched to a nearby tree, a bay mare with saddlebags filled to bursting. Feeling guilty as all hell, he poked through them. They were stuffed with food and drink, not just the packages that Cam had left behind for the old man, but other supplies as well. There was some kind of jerky, along with dried fruits, nuts, pies and biscuits.


The man couldn’t have been an itinerant. These were foods made by a population who had access to ovens, smokers and livestock, but Cam had seen no traces of a settlement that sophisticated. All he had found were the tracks of people moving through the forest in small groups, roaming ahead of the carts of the Izcacus.


So where had the man come from?


Cam was refastening the bags when he caught the scent on the air again: nutmeg. Nutmeg was a tropical plant, far too delicate for the chill of the continent, so the smell couldn’t be coming from the trees that surrounded him. It was sweet, like a perfume, the scent of warm spice.


Someone was watching him.


He left both of the horses and followed the traces of the scent among the trees, finally tracking it to a tall oak. Hoisting himself into its branches, he found the air was thick with the warm richness of skin. Someone had been sitting in the crook of the branches, body heat passing through wool-covered limbs into the wood. Whoever it was had sat there long enough to warm the sap under the bark, releasing its resinous odour along with the nutmeg burn that was the human’s own scent.


Cam dropped from the branches and turned, trying to catch the trail. It was difficult to pick out from the flood of nutmeg at the base of the tree. He tracked out in circles, patiently looking for the nasal hook, but by the time he found the right direction it had started to rain, and the final traces were drowned into the earth.


At least it had given him another clue. It was the second time in as many days that he had found a human watching him from the trees. That couldn’t just be a coincidence.


And whoever had evaded him had doubtless seen Cam kill the old man. He would know that Cam was an Izcacus, because only they would have the strength to kill so carelessly.


Cam had made himself a target. He needed to get moving.





He travelled faster with two horses, switching between them. Hades seemed almost affronted that Cam would prefer the mare over him, but Cam had to admit that she was easier company. She hadn’t once tried to bite him, or step on his feet, although she did seem subdued. He wondered whether she was mourning her previous rider.


Cam was.


He remembered a crunch, as though he had squeezed the bones deliberately rather than snapped them accidentally, and each time he relived it he convinced himself a little more of his guilt. Every time the leather of the mare’s reins rubbed against themselves in his hand, he felt the fracture. He could feel the ghosts of the vertebrae grinding together in his palm.


Despite the nature of the Silver, he had never been hardened to killing. He had killed in self defence, or in defence of others, but this was different. To have taken a life, a human life, by mistake…


If it had been a mistake at all. He had thought over the incident so many times that he could no longer tell the difference between memory and fantasy.


He heard steps from time to time. Not hoofbeats, but the steps of people, too fast to be human, running alongside his path through the trees. There was more than one, more than two, and in his weakened state Cam knew he couldn’t risk confronting them. They obviously had access to enough blood to waste its energy in fast running, while Cam only had his emergency bottle left.


He wished he knew more about them, but in the circumstances what he already knew was enough. He knew to stay out of their way, and they didn’t try to approach. It was as though they were tracking him out of their territory, seeing him clear to its edge.


The runners dropped away as he broke through the tree line, pushing out of the woods onto a plain where wild horses matched the mare’s stride. If Hades hadn’t been tethered to her saddle, Cam had no doubt that he would have run off to terrorise the locals.


There were people in the meadows, too. Cam had come out of the forest at the top of a hill that sloped down for half a mile or so before it disappeared into more trees. At the bottom of the slope, figures were gathered around campfires close to where a stream trickled through the grasses, and a small collection of tents and wagons was discernible just under the woodland canopy behind them.


The figures seemed to be human. There was no blood on the air, only the heavy scent of rich stews and unwashed bodies. Laughter and singing drifted up towards him. This was not the caravan of blood and bones that he had feared.


The mare nickered as she saw them, and started tugging at the reins to pull in that direction, but Cam was uneasy. It was nearly dark, and he wanted to be across the plain and into the forests at the other side before night fell. It would be easier to hide there.


He weighed up the options for a moment before deciding that he could spare the time to visit the camp briefly. The mare’s interest was worth investigating.


Calls sounded from the gathering as he approached down the hill, but what had initially been cries of welcome turned to suspicion as he drew nearer. They had recognised the mare, but he was not the man they had expected to be riding her.


Silence fell over the camp.


‘Halt there!’ a voice called out when Cam was twenty feet away. ‘Where is Peterke? Why do you have his horse?’


‘He’s dead,’ Cam replied.


There was a gasping sob from the back of the crowd. Of the thirty-odd people in the camp, every one of them was affected enough by the news that Cam could imagine they had all known him personally.


What had he done?


‘Bitten?’ the spokesman asked.


‘Yes,’ Cam replied, truthfully but not honestly. The bite was not what had killed the man.


‘Then at least he took one of the Izcacus with him.’ That answered one question, at least. ‘You saw them?’ the man went on.


‘No,’ Cam said, ‘but I think they were following me through the forest.’


‘Then come.’ He waved Cam into the camp.


As Cam dismounted, one of the other men came forwards and took possession of the mare. Cam didn’t feel he was in a position to argue her ownership. Hades was carrying her saddlebags, so Cam still had the supplies in any case. He would have surrendered them too, particularly the jerky since he couldn’t use that himself, but he had so little left to get him through the next six weeks. He wouldn’t have been able to explain why he didn’t need the meat without raising suspicions, and he didn’t want to upset these people further.


What was he doing here?


He needed to gather what information he could, then move on.


‘What’s your name, traveller?’ the man asked him as they joined the circle of people sitting around the nearest fire.


‘Cameron.’ He spoke without thinking, before he remembered that it was a name the old man had known, but a quick survey of the faces around the fire reassured him that none of the others were old enough to remember the last time he had passed through this part of the world.


‘I’m Gergo. Peterke was my wife’s uncle.’


Guilt writhed in Cam’s chest. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, meaning the apology more deeply than Gergo could tell.


‘He was a stubborn old bastard,’ Gergo said with a chuckle, to a chorus of rueful smiles from the others around the fire. ‘He never would listen to us when we warned him not to wander off.’


‘What was he doing out there?’ Cam asked.


‘Where did you find him?’


‘A day or so’s travel southeast. There was a camp there, bones in the fire. Blood.’


Gergo shook his head, disbelieving. ‘I told him not to go that way. Stubborn bastard.’


‘He was the only survivor, he said. What is that place?’


Gergo’s gaze snapped to Cam’s face. ‘He was still alive when you found him?’


Shit. Cam was too tired to deal with this.


‘He wasn’t killed until this morning.’


‘What happened?’


Cam took a deep breath, frantically trying to piece together a story that wouldn’t make him a monster. Gergo misinterpreted the gesture as emotion and offered Cam a drink.


‘No, thank you,’ he said, holding up his palm. Alcohol had caused him enough trouble on this trip already. What he needed right now was clarity.


‘The camp was empty, but I found Peterke hiding in a tree.’


Gergo nodded, as though it were normal for the elderly to climb trees. Perhaps it was amongst these people.


‘We exchanged a few words, but parted ways. I didn’t realise that we had travelled in the same direction until I found the body.’


The lie sat uncomfortably in Cam’s chest.


‘Where?’ Gergo asked.


He should have brought the body with him. If he’d known, then he would have brought Peterke back to his people.


‘It was a day’s ride southeast,’ Cam said, ‘by a campsite in the forest.’


Gergo’s face wrinkled into a frown. ‘Peterke wouldn’t have lit a fire,’ he said. ‘None of us light fires in the trees. It just attracts the Izcacus.’


Cam thought of all the campsites he had found on his journey this side of the mountains. He hoped it was just Gergo’s people who took such precautions, because those fire pits couldn’t all have been left by the Silver. There couldn’t be that many of them out here.


‘Do you know what they’re doing?’ Cam asked, keen to move attention along from Peterke’s death.


‘You’re not from these parts,’ Gergo said.


‘No. I’ve travelled up from the south.’


‘For what purpose? Why would you risk this journey?’


‘To find a lost friend. My people heard that she might have come this way.’


Gergo nodded, apparently satisfied with this answer. ‘We all risk our lives for love,’ he said. ‘It’s a noble thing you do, I think.’


Cam didn’t correct him. He did love Emmy, of course, but not like that. Things had never been that way between them.


‘It used to be that it was just us in these valleys,’ Gergo continued. ‘We had our families, our homes, our animals, and our lives uninterrupted. Then, about twenty years ago now, it changed. There were new people, riders, burning our villages in their search.’


‘For?’


‘A baby, they said. A baby boy. They took our son, took all of our sons, and we never saw them again.’


The woman who sat next to Gergo entwined her fingers with his, squeezing his hand until the flesh turned white.


Their son.


‘How old are you, Cameron?’ the woman asked him.


There was no way he could answer that question truthfully, so he told her how old he had been when he had turned Silver, the age he still appeared to be.


‘Twenty-one,’ he said.


She nodded. ‘He would have been your age now.’


Cam hated to intrude on their grief, but he needed to know more.


‘Do they still raid your homes?’ he said.


‘Now the Izcacus own the forests,’ Gergo said, wiping his eyes. ‘We have no homes left, and so we travel. Mostly they let us be, but not all times. Sometimes they take from us, or they take our people, and then they’re gone, like our boys.’


‘Take them where? What do they do with them?’


But Gergo had no more answers to offer.


He tried to persuade Cam to stay with them in the camp overnight, saying that it was safer out of the trees in the darkness, but Cam made his excuses and led Hades away from the fire.


‘You be careful out there, son,’ Gergo called to him as he mounted Hades. ‘You’re the right age, and they’ll take you if they can.’


‘They’ll have to find me first,’ Cam called back, and then the wind was in his hair, blowing tears from his eyes as Hades blazed across the plain, black on black, disappearing into the night.





It was full dark when Cam reached the shelter of the trees on the other side of the meadows. He was grateful for it, because the rain had started again when he was out on the plain, thick spatters that drenched his hair and rolled down his neck to soak in under his cloak. Even some distance into the woods the canopy thudded gently with the weight of the water, pouring streams of collected raindrops into the spaces between the leaves.


Hades was not pleased. He was strangely prissy for such a large beast, and he wouldn’t walk far before he halted immovably. Cam didn’t have the will or energy to argue with him, but the horse still wouldn’t leave Cam alone until he was stripped of the wet saddle, rubbed down and settled on a patch of drier leaves in the cover of a dense beech tree.


Thankfully, Hades had picked a perfect spot. There was an old campfire here, ringed with chunks of masonry that would have made a solid base for a spit, if Cam had had anything to roast. There was enough cover that he thought he should be able to get a fire going, and though he wouldn’t be able to eat any meat in the Red, he could probably make something hot from the contents of Peterke’s saddlebags. Maybe there would even be some bread he could toast on the fire.


He had only a second of pleasant anticipation before the guilt overwhelmed him once more. He had killed the man and stolen his food. What right did he have to enjoy it?


Hades interrupted him with a snort, shaking his head so his mane scattered water droplets all over Cam. He’d thought he’d been as wet as he could get, but apparently not. Assuming it was Hades’s way of demanding his dinner, Cam gave him a nosebag and went to find some wood for the fire. It was a good thing Cam could see in the dark.


Everything was soaked, of course. Hades seemed to have identified the only tree within a mile radius whose foliage was thick enough to keep the ground dry, and there had been no firewood at its base. Cam was on the verge of returning to the camp empty-handed when he spotted a large branch in the undergrowth between a cluster of birch trees.


His attention was so fixed on the prize that he didn’t notice the suspicious regularity of the shrubberies that surrounded it.


When he was two paces away, the ground gave way beneath his feet. He had been too long without blood, and his reactions were too slow to save him from pitching backwards into the pit that opened under him. His last sight was of the branch racing towards his face before his head hit something sharp at the bottom of the pit.


The grayscale of his vision dimmed into darkness.
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