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PROLOGUE




MY HEAD AND ears thumped with the ringing noise of the blast, and the lights behind my eyelids were strobing and blinding. As my vision started to clear, I could see the stars blinking peacefully in the sky above me and it took a moment for me to realise what had happened, to remember where I was.


We must have been very close to the surface, because an access hatch above us had been blown up and apart, exposing us to the open air beyond. From what I could see of the rest of the tunnel, it looked as if it had collapsed in on itself entirely, filled with rubble from its own ceiling, from the street above us.


The torchlight in what remained of the room was dim and it seemed to be getting darker by the moment. I remembered that the rebels had brought down the perimeter wall circling the safe zone.


Soon the Weepers would come.


I tried to reach my hand out to my right, but my shoulder was pinned at an awkward angle and I couldn’t shift whatever was holding it in place. I could make out a figure to my left, half-buried beneath lumps of masonry and twisted pieces of metal and concrete. It was Oliver, lying on his side with a dark circle of liquid spreading from beneath his shoulder.


He wasn’t moving.


I’d been a fool not to go back for more help when I could, but there hadn’t been time, and they would have stopped me from coming here if they’d known.


In retrospect, that probably would have been a good thing.


I was going to die here tonight, a fragile human, trapped and powerless.


My name’s Emmy, I’m twenty eight and I’m still alive. For the moment, at least.










CHAPTER ONE




THURSDAY





Leaning towards the mirror in the en suite of the Palace’s guest room, I put one of the pins to the top of my right eyebrow and braced myself.


This was going to hurt like a bitch, but it was unavoidable.


I gritted my teeth and pressed it into my skin, drawing it across my forehead and into my hairline. It only needed to be a shallow cut, so it bled only a little and wasn’t as agonising as it might have been. Still, the pin was unhelpfully blunt and the graze stung in a way that made me stamp my foot in an attempt to shake off the pain.


It was only the first.


Tears welled in my eyes as I drew a second line with the pin from the right corner of my mouth to the outside of my right eye, the sensitive skin paling before it swelled and flooded with colour. A single teardrop spilled over and the salt burnt the surface of the cut as it ran down my cheek. I wetted some cotton wool under the tap and wiped it across each of the grazes, removing the excess blood, then looked at my face appraisingly.


They would do. They were in more or less the same positions as the original injuries and they looked like they were just pink from where the cuts would have reopened under the hot water of the shower I had just taken.


Less than twelve hours ago I’d had a badly skinned knee, scarring scratches across my face, a load of stitches in the palm of my right hand and three separate bite marks on my neck. This morning, they were all gone, a small pile of stitches left sitting in the palm of my hand, apparently magically expelled from the skin intact during the healing process.


Now I needed to recreate those injuries, or risk revealing to the world that Drew had bonded to me: the Secundus of the Silver in love with a human girl.


I looked at my bare chest in the bathroom mirror. The silver handprint that was the mark of his healing touch shimmered under the surface of the skin under my collarbone, an eerie echo of the mark found on the corpse of Cara Alton, whose death was the catalyst for the Revelation.


It was the brand of a connection I wasn’t sure I was willing to accept, a connection that would bring his death at the same moment as mine. It was the downside of the Silver bond: you live together and die together.


Drew had used the power of the bond to erase my wounds as if the last week had never happened, but I was raw with the memories. I felt weak, like I’d been drinking too much coffee after too many sleepless nights. My head was cocooned in a lethargic fog at the same time as a restless panic raced my heartbeat, pounding irregularly in my chest.


I wondered if I would ever feel normal again.


Drew had saved my life last night, pulling me back from the brink and into the world, but I wasn’t sure it was a world I wanted to live in anymore.


It had only been a week since the Revelation, a week since this vampiric race had first made its existence known to us: the Silver, named for the silver colouring that filled the blood vessels patterning the whites of their eyes.


With them came the Weepers, zombie-like creatures who carry an infection in their blood that could wipe out humanity. If that’s their aim then they seem to be doing a pretty good job of it so far.


The Silver have made a bargain with the remaining human population of England: we work for them and make regular blood donations in return for their protection from the Weepers. They have told us that America is lost to the infection, that submission is our only option, but we don’t know about the rest of the world.


Maybe we’re the last humans left.


Then again, maybe that’s just what they want us to think.


I rinsed the pin under the tap and took a deep breath, staring steadily into the mirror as I prepared for the next round.


Now for the bite marks.


The bites of the Silver weren’t the clinical punctures that I had been led to expect from decades of vampire films. Instead, they were two neat arcs of incision, the top deeper than the bottom, that seemed to bracket the skin. It was much like I imagined a human bite would appear.


I hadn’t seen the marks that had been left on my neck from the attack last night, the third bite, before they were healed, but I guessed that since the attack wasn’t common knowledge I wouldn’t need to replicate it. Instead, I just scratched shallow marks into my neck on each side in the places where Sol had bitten me.


I wasn’t going to be able to erase the traces of my night with him so easily after all.


He was the Primus, the ruler of the Silver: Solomon, and I’d slept with him. On the terrace of his club, where I work. And I let him get a little… bitey. Well, okay, I asked him to bite me, but in my defence it had been a long night and I’d nearly been killed.


Sol had saved my life and I was grateful. It may not be the best reason in the world to have reckless sex with a vampire, but I swear it made perfect sense at the time.


Before Sol, I’d thought I was a rebel. I’d wanted to escape. But the way he spoke… he made the bargain the Silver offered seem undeniably better than the alternative. I wasn’t sure where I stood now, but I suppose I’d resigned myself to the futility of fighting human subservience. The truth was that I hadn’t really been required to submit in the same way as the rest of the humans, so maybe it didn’t seem that bad to me.


Sol had given me a free pass.


I cleaned the wounds on my neck and cleaned up the sink. It’s pretty difficult to make accurate cuts on your own neck when you can’t get the angle right to see what you’re doing and when your eyes are watering from the pain, but I decided they were good enough to allay suspicion at least. They’d have to be, because they were the best I could do.


There was no sign of my skimpy work uniform in the bedroom and I wondered whether it had been trashed in the attack last night. My stomach lurched at the memory and I sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, hanging my head between my knees until the lights stopped flashing in front of my eyes. My forehead prickled with sweat as I breathed deeply through my mouth, desperately trying to calm myself down.


Last night, a Silver called Benedict had tried to kill me, and so kill Drew, and apparently there’s nothing Drew or Sol can do about it. If they were to imply it’s a big deal that a Silver nearly killed a mere human, then not only would they risk drawing attention to the bond, but it would be political suicide. That would put Ben in charge, and that’s not something any of us want.


If the humans were slaves to the Silver now, it was nothing compared with what would come with Ben’s rise to power. I didn’t know what he was planning, but I knew it would be a hell of a lot worse than Sol’s bargain.


This time, whenever he made his move, at least I’d see him coming. I wouldn’t go with him willingly like a gullible sheep to the slaughter.


Unfortunately, Ben was far from the only Silver who thought Sol was too kind to humans. A sizeable percentage, I wasn’t sure how many, thought that we weren’t even people, that imprisonment would be better than allowing us any freedom at all. The Silver world was at war with itself, and I was stuck in the middle. If any of the others found out about Drew’s bond to me, things would just get worse.


One homicidal Silver was enough for me.


I set my jaw and pulled myself together. This was not the right moment to fall apart.


I wasn’t sure what time it was, perhaps early afternoon, but it was overcast outside and it felt cold for the middle of the summer. The wind was howling down the street outside, rattling the sash windows in their frames. I guessed there was a storm on the way.


I shimmied into some skinny jeans and a high-necked T-shirt I found in the bedroom’s wardrobe. Finally, I grabbed a couple of bandages and wound one around my right hand. I was relieved to find my trusty flat-soled boots by the door to the suite. They, at least, had been salvaged after last night’s attack. Slipping my feet into them, I prepared to leave.


As I turned to go, I saw there was something lying on the pillow of the bed. It was a circle of black lace with a lily design picked out in silver: the choker Sol had given me to mark me as his, thereby exempting me from blood donations and protecting from the attempts of any other Silver to drink my blood.


There was a small slip of paper pinned to it.


It read: Wear it this time – S.










CHAPTER TWO




I MADE MY way back over from the Palace quickly without seeing any of the Silver I knew. In fact, the whole place seemed to be running on a skeleton crew.


The club and the dorm were both completely empty.


Where was everyone?


The only person in the dorm was Nix, a tortoiseshell kitten I’d been nursing back to health with the help of Alice, the girl who bunked in the bed next to mine. So yes, technically Nix was a cat rather than a person, but she was a friend to me. She was curled up on my bed, the closest one to the window at the end of the room. I sat down next to her and tickled her behind the ears as she blinked up at me sleepily.


“Where’s everyone gone?” I asked her, the back of my neck starting to prickle with anxiety.


Was it weird that I was talking to the cat? Either way, I found it reassuring to hear her purr in reply.


My head jerked up as a gentle thunking noise came from outside the open window. Giving Nix a final stroke, I perched myself on the wide windowsill and leaned out tentatively to investigate the source of the sound. It was coming from the end of the road, from the barricade to my left. A couple of Silver were laying what looked to be massive blocks of stone in a line across the road, about twenty feet in front of the sizeable pile of rubble that marked the end of the Weeper-free safe zone.


They were building a wall, the stones settling into the line of the foundations they had dug across the road. It would mark the boundaries of Sol’s city: our new, diminished London. The blocks stacked on top of each other swiftly as I watched, the Silver almost unseen as they moved at speed to lay the stones in place. They could zip around at an unbelievable pace when they wished, but it took more energy than normal movement and increased the amount of blood they needed to sustain it.


The wall grew before my eyes, more Silver joining in as it quickly topped ten feet, fifteen feet, then twenty feet high. They were sealing us in, corralling their humans away from the Weeper threat beyond the barricade.


But what good was a wall when the Weepers could surge up it, breaking against it like a wave and throwing themselves on top of each other to reach its crest? We’d seen it on the broadcasts the Silver had shown us: video feeds from America showing rising peaks of Weeper bodies creeping up against skyscrapers to reach their occupants.


The Silver must be intending to patrol the walls, I thought. Or the barricades, which is what they’d been doing for the past week. As soon as the Weepers caught sight of a Silver they backed away, repelled in some indefinable way by their strength, or by their smell, or by something else entirely. I wasn’t sure. If they saw a human, it was a different story: they descended en masse, piling on top of each other and digging down to the meat.


Wall or no wall, our only hope of survival lay in staying close to the Silver.


Maybe the walls were intended to keep the humans in rather than to keep the Weepers out.


Despite the dangers beyond the wall, I was uneasy about it. We were trapped, hemmed in and isolated. Although I hadn’t voluntarily moved much beyond the club and the Palace in the past week, the imposing spectre of the wall loomed in front of me with terrible finality. It was a stark testament to something of which I had been vaguely aware for a week: this tiny slice of London was now my entire world.


Propping my feet on the ledge, I watched the builders for another quarter of an hour or so with a growing sense of claustrophobia itching under my skin. I leaned back against the window frame as the blocks thudded into place, drumming the rhythm of my anxious heart.


The new line of the Silver domain would have one welcome effect: it was removing the street where Danny had died from the safe zone. The day after the Revelation I’d managed to find three of my friends from the club. They had hidden from the Silver and the Weepers, and together we planned a resistance.


It failed.


Ben killed all three of them, but Danny was the only one whose death I had witnessed. His neck had snapped effortlessly in Ben’s hand, who had smiled when he saw me watching. At the time I’d thought Ben’s smile was one of recognition, but now in my memory it was twisted into a mocking grin. He’d already killed Jeff and Sarah back at the club. He’d known I was the only one still standing and he had planned to make that as painful as possible for me. To make me think that Drew, the Silver who’d saved me from the Weepers and for whom I’d been having some seriously confused feelings, was responsible for Jeff and Sarah’s deaths.


Ben was a bastard. He needed to die, if only for the sake of my sanity.


I just had to work out how to make that happen.


I was pondering this when a noise rose from the other end of the street behind me, opposite the wall that was growing swiftly before my eyes. The street was filled with people pouring towards the club and the Palace Hotel across the road, voices loud and excited. There must have been a gathering in Paternoster Square, maybe another broadcast.


I’d find out soon enough.


As people started thundering into the club beneath me, I caught sight of the stragglers walking towards the Palace.


I spotted Tommy and Cam, a couple of the Solis Invicti with whom I had become friends over the past week, but they didn’t hold my attention.


Drew was with them. He was dressed in his usual khakis and leather jacket, the wind lifting his shoulder-length, dark hair away from his face. There was a seven o’clock shadow on his chin and I imagined I could hear the rumbling timbre of his baritone voice from where I was perched.


He looked upwards, turning his gaze towards my window. I caught my breath and hated myself for doing it, because no doubt he’d have heard it. A lazy grin spread across his face and my fear was confirmed.


Dammit.


There was something about the way his eyes twinkled with his smile that hit me right in the chest. On the first night I met him, he’d made me feel safe and protected. Now I wasn’t sure how I felt, but I had missed the feeling of security Drew’s presence had given me, the certain knowledge that I was home.


Had that feeling even been real? We’d hardly spent much time together and we couldn’t be around each other now without risking exposure of the Silver bond. I’d never even kissed him and I couldn’t now. If we did somehow manage to find a private moment alone, a kiss from Drew would leave a scent mark behind it. That scent mark would tell every Silver I came across that I was Drew’s property which, besides the obvious unwelcome sexist implications, would give the game away as far as the Silver bond was concerned.


The failed rebel in me was irritated in principle at the concept of the bond, the concept that love could be subject to such predetermination. I chafed under the removal of choice. More than that, I resented the fact that Drew’s bond to me was a burden to him.


For any Silver to bond to a human is a weakness, because we’re so easy to kill. But for the Secundus to bond to a human is a security risk, that the Primus’s military leader could be eliminated so simply by my death. So I had to hide the shining palm print and pretend there was nothing between us, just as Drew had to pretend that the diffusion of silver threading from the whites of his eyes into their irises was a result of his bond with someone else, a legitimate mate, a Silver.


I sighed and shook my head at Drew through the window.


He just smiled contentedly back at me. I’d said I needed time to grieve for my friends, to sort my head out, and he’d told me this was enough for him: for us to be friends and nothing more. But would it be enough for me? Now, more than ever, I longed for protection, for something to hold onto as my world lay in ruins around me. I’d never felt so powerless, so weak as I did today. Ben had stolen my strength away from me when he showed me how casually he could end my life.


Until recently I’d been living in a world of rules and law, where people were generally good and crimes had consequences. I hadn’t appreciated how different the Silver were, despite having reminded myself of this at every opportunity. Silver society was ruled by the powerful for as long as they could stay that way. The weak were simply victims. The parasitic nature of the vampires kept the humans safe, but that protection was by no means absolute, as I had discovered.


Even if I had felt nothing for Drew, the protection of a strong Silver was a welcome prospect in the circumstances. But that protection would be dangerous for both of us if it risked revealing the Silver bond.


Whatever I told myself, it was going to be difficult to prevent Drew’s allure from becoming an irresistible attraction. If I had learned anything from Sol in the past week, it was that making something forbidden would only make it more desirable.


I made to move away from the window as I heard my dorm mates walking up the stairs towards me, but as I did so I saw Sol join Drew and the others on the street beneath me. His eyes flicked up to where I stood at the window and then back down to Drew, his face clouding with disapproval as he directed Drew towards the Palace.


Even a smile could be dangerous when the stakes were this high. I was all too aware of why I had to avoid contact with Drew, or any action that might indicate there was anything between us. Apparently I just wasn’t very good at it so far.


“I’m sorry,” I said quietly, knowing Sol would hear me.


He waited in the street below until Drew had walked into the Palace with Tommy and Cam, then looked up at me with his blue eyes. He stood with his hands in the pockets of his dark suit, the breeze from the direction of the new wall ruffling the golden curls on the top of his head.


He was beautiful, but intimidating. He radiated power. It flowed around him in the quiet confidence of his bearing, in the self-possession of his strength. As he stood below me he looked cold to the touch and as solid as if he were carved from stone. I knew he was neither of those things.


I’d used my brief fling with him to take me away from myself and I’d found something I hadn’t been looking for. He had set me on fire, but I couldn’t decide whether he’d illuminate me or burn me away.


I had been told by a couple of the Solis Invicti not to expect anything from him. They feared and respected him, feelings born from a shared history of which I had no knowledge. Worse still, they seemed to pity me for the attention he had shown me, and I didn’t think that boded well. I wondered what they had seen that made them avoid my gaze when they talked about him.


Now there seemed to be a distance in his gaze when he looked at me, a hardness I hadn’t seen since we’d first met. The cool blue shone like ice, brittle and chilling. It broke something inside me, snapping a thread in my chest.


I steeled myself and tried to tamp down my anxiety, knowing that he’d be picking up on it. I rubbed my hand across my chest where my T-shirt covered the Silver mark and wondered if I’d ever feel safe again.


The urgent clatter of stiletto heels behind me alerted me to Alice’s imminent arrival and I turned, my heart racing with alarm.


Nix took fright at the noise and jumped past me out of the window and onto the ledge that ran around the outside of the building. I felt an urge to follow her.


From there, she leapt down onto the fire escape below and bolted off into the city. I hoped she wouldn’t go far. I wasn’t sure whether or not the Weepers would go after cats, but I didn’t want her to risk it.


I forced a quick smile to Sol before hopping off the windowsill and turning back into the dorm room.


“My god, Emmy,” Alice squealed as she tapped down the aisle between the beds, “where were you?”


It looked like she’d dressed up to go to the broadcast, which was fairly normal behaviour for Alice. She worshipped the Silver and did everything she could to catch their attention. I suspected it was why she hung around with me. I had friends she wanted to share.


I didn’t mind. It was nice to have a friend who was human, and they didn’t come any more human than Alice. I found her light-hearted presence strangely reassuring after the trauma of last night.


Today she was wearing jeans and a halter-neck top that showed plenty of skin, twinned with her usual stiletto knee-high boots. Her blonde curls were swept off her neck into a pile on the top of her head, the tracery of her dark veins visible under her porcelain skin. She was vamp bait, but she must have been freezing.


I rubbed self-consciously at my chest again, reassuring myself that the brand was hidden from view.


“I had a bit of an accident, so I went to see the medic over at the Palace.”


“Oh,” she replied, clearly unsure how to react.


“I’m okay,” I said, to save her the embarrassment of having forgotten to ask, though I’m not sure Alice was bothered by such things.


“Good. Well, you’ll never guess what happened!” she continued without pausing for breath.


The rest of the occupants of the dorm were filing in now and heading over to their bunks. I wondered idly whether people had been given time off for the broadcast. We hadn’t had one for days.


“What happened?” I asked obediently.


“There was a broadcast.”


“Yes,” I replied patiently. “I’d guessed that much.”


“Okay, well, you’ll never guess what the Primus announced in the broadcast.”


She paused for effect and I circled my hand at her to hurry her up.


“They’re making more Silver!” she said, clearly delighted. “We could be Silver, Emmy! Isn’t that awesome?”


Drew had told me this morning that Sol was bringing in some ‘changes’. I hadn’t realised he meant it so literally.


I looked around at the other faces in the dorm. Some were talking excitedly in corners, mostly the young but sometimes older people too. I wondered if they were hoping that turning Silver would prolong their lives or cure them of disease. There seemed to be a lot of that in this dorm.


Other people sat quietly or muttered to each other, dropping their heads in sadness or gesticulating angrily. There were as many negative reactions as there were positive, but Alice couldn’t see how this could be anything but an opportunity.


“Not really.”


“You don’t want to be Silver?” Alice asked me, her pretty brow wrinkling in confusion.


“No,” I replied quietly. “I don’t want to be Silver, Alice.”


I really didn’t. I’d made that decision already. I didn’t want to lose who I was to a craving for human blood. I didn’t want to become like Ben and his friends: detached, haughty and murderous. More than anything, I didn’t want to live forever in a world where all the people I loved were dead.


“They’re making four a year,” said a young man on my right as he sat down on a bed, “as a reward for our compliance.”


He spat the last word like a curse. This was one human who wouldn’t be lining up for a Silver makeover. A group of lads on the bed behind him murmured their agreement, approving of his tone.


I’d seen him around the dorm in the past week, but never in the club itself. I supposed he must work over at the Palace. He looked to be about thirty and stood six feet tall, with light brown hair that fell in unaffected waves to the nape of his neck at the back and to his earlobes at the front. His eyes were the most unusual thing about his appearance: an incongruous shade of grey that seemed at odds with his Mediterranean colouring. It was an attractive combination; his long, dark lashes setting off the brightness of his irises.


They drilled into me, challenging me to respond.


“You let the monsters play with you, Emilia,” he continued.


I bristled at receiving such an insulting judgement from someone I’d never spoken to before. Who the hell did this guy think he was? I took an instant dislike to him, resenting his pretentious tone and his over familiarity.


Did everyone know that I was the girl who’d let the Primus drink her blood? I was never going to be allowed to forget it at this rate. I craved a bit of anonymity, but I suspected hanging out with Alice didn’t help. She loved to brag about how close her friend Emmy was to the Silver. Then, remembering the bite marks I had recreated on my neck, I realised how unfair that was. I’d hardly hidden my association with them. It wasn’t Alice’s fault that everyone knew I’d let one of them bite me.


I wondered if the presence of the apparent supporters behind the bright-eyed man was egging him on. I wasn’t in the mood to be intimidated by them, not after everything I’d been through over the past few days. Compared with Ben, these humans were about as imposing as puppies.


“What did you say to me?” I asked aggressively.


“I wonder if you know their plans, the inner workings of this veil of lies,” he said.


I raised my eyebrows at his florid turns of phrase and stifled a snort of laughter. It seemed to me that he was mimicking the way Sol spoke. Badly. It was incongruous given that he appeared to be so anti-Silver.


I knew there were things I’d been told that weren’t common knowledge, like the fact that the Silver had yet to find a safe way of killing and disposing of the Weepers that wouldn’t increase the risk of infection to the humans. That wasn’t something I was going to share with this would-be agitator. I felt far more loyalty to Sol than I did to a human I barely knew, and frankly I could see why the Silver had kept that particular piece of information from the human population. It would only engender fear.


Then there was the Silver bond and its effect. I could only imagine that keeping it quiet was as much in my interests as it was in the interests of the Silver.


“I’m sure the Silver have secrets,” I replied, as if talking to a small child, “but that doesn’t automatically mean they’re deceiving us.”


The bright-eyed man scoffed as if he thought me stupidly credulous. I felt my cheeks flush with anger.


I knew Drew had kept more from me. I’d never found out about the history of the Silver, how they were made, or what had caused the Weeper plague. Sol had always seemed happy to answer my questions openly, but maybe I hadn’t asked enough of them, or the right ones.


I was intrigued despite myself.


“What do you think they’re hiding?” I asked.


“Ah,” he replied with a cryptic smile, “the million dollar question.”


He knew nothing, a puerile bigmouth who fancied himself insightful. I kicked myself for rising to the bait.


“Conspiracy theorist, are you?” I asked in a mocking tone.


“Realist.”


He put his hands behind him on the bed and leaned backwards, looking up at me with a smug expression that made me want to slap it off him. I was about to lose my patience.


Fortunately, Alice’s tolerance for distractions was even more limited than mine.


“Come on, Emmy,” she interrupted. “They’re looping the broadcast in the new café in the Square. I’m just desperate to go there! You can see it for yourself.”


We had a café now? What else had I missed this morning?


“Hang on,” I said as she grabbed my hand. “I need to find Laila to check whether or not I’m working tonight.”


“You’re not,” she replied impatiently. “No one is.”


I looked at her, confused.


“You’ll see,” she said. “Come on.”


With one last glance at the irritating man, I let her lead me out of the door.










CHAPTER THREE




I FOLLOWED ALICE down the stairs and out of the club, her heels clacking as we crossed the floor of the main bar to the street. I surreptitiously checked that the road was clear as we entered the open air, my anxiety ramping up now that we were outside.


The wind was still whipping between the buildings and it felt like rain might be on the way.


“Do you know that guy?” I asked as we hit the pavement, trying to distract myself from the thudding of my heartbeat.


“That’s Oliver,” she replied. “He was with us at the safe house before we came here.”


The majority of the humans here had been housed in a single building for a couple of nights last week while the Silver cleared the Weepers out and set up the barricade. I hadn’t been with them, but Alice had. I’d been back here at the club, vainly trying to reclaim the life we’d had before the Revelation with my ineffective Resistance.


“He seems like a bit of a dick,” I said.


“He’s had a bad week.”


Hadn’t we all.


We walked along the middle of the road towards Paternoster Square. I wrapped my arms closer around myself and wished I’d brought a jacket.


“So there’s a café now?” I asked.


“Yeah, isn’t it awesome?” Alice squeaked. “It turns out that the Silver love coffee as much as we do, so they got one up and running. So now they’ve got the club, the restaurant at the Palace and a coffee shop in the Square.” She tapped each of them out on her fingers as she spoke.


“And how many of those establishments cater to humans as well as vamps?”


She gave me a disparaging look.


“You really shouldn’t call them that, Emmy. They don’t like being referred to as vampires. They’re the Silver.”


I smiled at her indulgently. How ironic that Alice, who to my knowledge had barely spoken to the Silver outside the club, was lecturing me on how to address them properly. Apparently she was now an authority on all that was Silver.


“We can go to the café,” she continued, “it’s totally allowed. You’ll see when you watch the broadcast. Oh, and you haven’t even heard the best bit!”


“But what about the Palace and the club?” I persisted.


“Well, I don’t think we’re really allowed to go to there recreationally unless we’re guests of the Silver,” she replied dismissively, “but listen, everything in the café’s free!”


So the Silver were still retaining the Palace and the club as human-free zones, with the exception of the workers of course. I could see the logic of keeping the Palace as vampires only, it was their headquarters after all, but the greater the inequality between the races the greater the feeling of deprivation and enslavement. Plus, it just irritated me that I couldn’t go where I wanted. We were so restricted in the way that we could move around the safe zone: free to go to each others’ dorms and to walk in the streets, but unable to explore all of the buildings around us, to find out what they looked like on the inside. It was frustrating.


I couldn’t be the only one feeling this way. In fact, Oliver had demonstrated that I wasn’t, and I thought it was counterproductive to reinforce the line between Silver and human. This wasn’t the cooperative future many (arguably the more gullible) had imagined and I was worried that there might be repercussions from the disillusioned.


Oliver was playing on my mind. I wondered how many people he’d been spouting off to, how many people agreed with him. Going by the expressions in the dorm earlier on, the Silver might have something to worry about.


I accepted that there was an intrinsic bias towards the Silver in the bargain they’d offered. After all, we were their workers and they needed our blood. But they were clearly trying to integrate us and build loyalty, as was evident from this new carrot: the opportunity to turn Silver.


But I thought it was an offer that was more likely to prove divisive than cohesive.


It seemed like the wrong move when they could have a much happier workforce (and blood supply) if we were simply allowed access to somewhere like the club, somewhere we could unwind. I’d spent a night off at the club with Cam last week, and there hadn’t been any trouble. Well, not much. On the other hand, maybe it was wise to keep us away from free alcohol in the circumstances. For some of us, the adjustment had been rougher than for others, and it was far from over.


Thunder rumbled above us as we turned into the Square. The sky roiled with black clouds and as I looked up to it I felt the first heavy raindrop splash heavily on my cheek.


Yup. Definitely should have worn a coat.


“Oh no!” Alice squealed.


We ran across the Square to the glass double doors of the café as the downpour started, huge drops of water tumbling from the sky to detonate on the pavement below. A hot, steamy smell of cooling tarmac surrounded us, and the warm light shining through the windows was like a beacon through the storm. By the time we pushed our way inside the first set of double doors we were soaked from head to foot, clothes and hair plastered to our skin, and we weren’t the only ones.


Another set of double doors separated us from the café, which was completely packed. Despite the ominous weather, masses of humans had turned out to experience the new coffee shop for themselves. I supposed it was the first luxury many of them would have experienced since the Revelation, possibly even the first time most of them had been allowed to go somewhere other than their dorm, their workplace or the Square. That made me feel a little guilty about the decadent circumstances in which I had awoken this afternoon.


“They’ve expanded it upwards into the building,” Alice said to me in hushed tones. “Four floors, big ones too. Can you believe it?”


“And we’re allowed on all of them?” I asked, immediately suspicious.


“Well, no. Not the top floor.”


“Right.”


What did it matter anyway? I doubted access to an extra floor in a café would placate Oliver and his friends. A few days living in Sol and Drew’s world seemed to have blinded me to the essential truth of the Silver bargain: we want to be safe from the Weepers, so we work for the Silver and we give them our blood. There just wasn’t any way to soften that or get used to it if you were living down in it. I’d been exempted from giving blood by Sol, kept from having to work too hard by Sol, kept safe by Sol and his Invicti. I’d been seeing our new world through blinkers.


The only threat I saw from the Silver was Ben, because it was the Silver who had protected me from him. I’d walked more in their shoes than I had in those of the humans around me. I was more sensitive to their concerns than to those of my own race.


I was out of touch.


A counter ran across the back wall of the café, where coffee machines whirred and steamed to serve a long line of humans backed up to the inner door. I pushed through it slowly, nudging it open to avoid slamming it into the crowd inside. They’d kept the original branding of the shop from before the Revelation, a salve to those swimming in an unfamiliar sea. Personally, I found it a little disconcerting, a reminder of everything that had been lost and was unlikely to be reclaimed. I wondered what had happened to the baristas who once manned the milk frothers and cash registers here. They were probably gone too.


I shook off the rain as best I could and looked around the room. There weren’t any free tables. In fact, a lot of people were standing around tables whose chairs were already occupied, crammed into every available space. Also, there were no TV screens.


I looked at Alice.


“We have to go up to the second floor,” she yelled over the noise of conversation around us. “There’s a screen up there.”


She pointed to a stairwell in the far corner of the room. I nodded to her before weaving my way across the room towards it. Alice’s stiletto heels slid on the wet, polished wood floor and she grabbed onto my arm to stop herself from falling. Even if she had toppled, I suspected that the crush would have kept her upright. I had to push physically through the bodies, winding my hips sideways to slip between the standing people, who all appeared to be human. The atmosphere was steamy, loud and hot, the smell of wet clothing and coffee pervading the air.


When we finally reached the stairs, we struggled up them through a stream of people going up and down. I was exhausted by the time we reached the first floor, which was just as packed as the ground floor below us. Alice pointed across the room and, with a sigh of resignation, I fought my way to another stairwell on the other side. There was no service counter on this floor, just a load of tables and chairs. It was huge, maybe the same size as the first-floor bar at the club, but there wasn’t a free seat in the house.


I didn’t hold out much hope of finding space on the second floor, but I was surprised. There was no one going up or down the staircase and, when we reached the top, I saw why. Alice gasped and clasped her hands together in glee.


Immediately in front of us, perhaps six feet away, was a service counter with coffee, cakes and cold drinks. A wall ran behind it across the width of the room. To the right of the counter a set of glass doors led into a huge, dark room beyond.


“It’s a cinema!” Alice said excitedly. “I knew they were showing the broadcast, but I had no idea it was on this scale!”


To the right of the doors was a second counter selling popcorn, sweets and every other kind of confection you could wish for. They had an excellent set up, but no customers. I supposed that everyone must have already seen the broadcast so enthusiasm to watch it again would be limited.


“Don’t people realise there’s another coffee counter up here?” I wondered aloud. They were queuing like crazy on the ground floor, but it looked like Alice and I were the only ones up here.


“We’ve only just opened,” said an attractive redhead behind the coffee counter. “Literally just now.”


She smiled at me and I smiled back. She was human, but the man behind the other counter wasn’t. The redhead saw my eyes flick sideways and nodded at me.


“Don’t worry, ladies,” he cut in. “I’ll be out of your hair in a moment. I’m just finishing the wiring for the fridges.”


As he spoke, a light flickered on in one of the counters and I saw what it contained for the first time: ice cream. Not ideal in this weather, but when the summer heat cranked up again…


“How did you manage ice cream?” I asked the Silver, incredulous.


He tapped the side of his nose and, with a cheeky grin at me, slipped out from behind the counter and down the stairs behind me.


“That’s Patrick,” the redhead said to us when he had gone, with a hint of a sigh. “He manages this place. He’ll have gone downstairs to get the rest of the counter staff and proclaim this floor officially open, so let me get your orders before the hordes arrive.”


“Er, wow,” I said, surveying the choices in front of us. “I don’t know. What do you want, Alice?”


“Everything’s free, right?” she asked, her eyes widening hungrily.


“Yup,” the redhead confirmed. “For the moment, at least, so I’d make the most of it if I were you.”


“I’ll have a large white chocolate mocha with vanilla cream, cinnamon and chocolate sprinkles, please,” she said quickly.


I laughed happily at her enthusiasm. It sounded like it was an old favourite of hers. She smiled shyly back at me.


“I’m a bit of a sugar freak.”


“No kidding,” I replied.


“Aren’t we all?” said the redhead, grabbing a jug and getting started with the milk foamer. “And you?” she asked me.


“Just a white tea, please.” I paused for a moment. “And a bit of that cake,” I continued, pointing through the glass counter at an iced carrot cake, one of my favourite things.


“And can I have a bit of that Victoria sponge?” Alice asked.


“Sure, let me box them up for you then you can take them through to the screen.”


“I haven’t had cake for weeks,” Alice said to me. “If I’d known the world was going to end, I wouldn’t have bothered dieting.”


“Ah, I see. The sugar cravings make a bit more sense now.”


“Well, it’s not like there hasn’t been loads of sugar around, pre-packed and all that, but fresh baking? That’s something different.”


I nodded, agreeing wholeheartedly.


“We’ve got a proper pastry chef supplying us here,” the redhead said as she handed the boxes of cake to us over the counter. “They’re really getting the food sorted out now. I think it’s as much for them as it is for us.”


“Then it’s a good thing they like cake,” Alice replied.


The redhead turned to finish off our drinks as we heard the first footsteps on the stairs.


“Lucky we got here when we did,” I said as she passed us our drinks.


When we reached the double doors to the screen, the line for the coffee counter was already trailing down the stairs.


“Alice,” I asked, pulling open the door, “what have you been doing for food for the past week? In the dorm, I mean.”


I’d eaten at the restaurant, in the rooms at the Palace (courtesy of Sol and Drew) and from the tins I still had stashed in my backpack, under my bed. I’d eaten cereal from the kitchen at the dorm, but that was all I’d seen there.


“To start with, there were packaged foods brought into the safe house from the shops outside,” she replied with a shrug as she followed me into the dark cinema. “I heard that they’ve cleared out all the shops now, though. I guess they didn’t want to risk people raiding them.”


The seats were slightly tiered in three columns separated by stairs. The room probably held about five hundred when it was full. It must have been an old lecture hall. For the moment, the screen was blank.


“After that,” she continued, taking the right-hand set of steps, “when we moved to the dorm, there were some tins and stuff. There’s more variety now. We help ourselves whenever we like, and the cupboards are always stocked. There are loads of cereal bars and chocolate bars and stuff that lasts a couple of weeks, like rye bread and cheese. Haven’t you seen the fridge?”


“Not for a good few days.”


“Well, there’s more there now. Veg and stuff. We could probably cook, but I don’t think the oven works. Do you want to go here?” she asked, indicating a row towards the back of the seating and on the right.


“Sure, wherever.”


We put our cardboard cups into the cupholders in the arms of the padded chairs and sat back with the cake boxes on our laps, staring at the blank screen. We were the only ones in the room and it didn’t look like anyone was going to join us. I wasn’t particularly surprised by this; the broadcast had taken place in the Square just outside, so most of the people in the café had probably been there to hear it in person.


I looked around the room at the rows of seats surrounding us. It was a little surreal. It felt so strange to be sitting in a cinema, oddly incongruous in the circumstances of our modified and diminished existence. For me, going to the cinema had always been a rare treat. Now it was one of the few normal things we had, even though most of the humans in this hybrid settlement apparently couldn’t even manage to get a hot meal.


I felt like priorities were skewed, that the measures implemented by the Silver weren’t really taking account of actual need. But then I suppose they had everything they needed. They could afford to focus on the luxuries, the non-essential marks of civilisation, because they had all the fundamentals in place: rich housing at the Palace, good food, the club. Blood on tap. They didn’t have to worry so much about the Weepers. Not like we did. They were no threat to the Silver, only to their blood supply.


Then again, maybe they were deliberately trying to lull us into comfort by retaining some semblance of normality in our lives.


If things had been less awkward between us then I could have spoken to Sol about it.


The screen flickered into life in front of us.


Speak of the devil.


On the screen, Sol approached a microphone set on the stage out in the Square. The camera zoomed in to focus on his face. He looked straight into the lens, his ice blue eyes burning into me.


“I want to offer you an opportunity,” he said enticingly, his clear voice chiming across the microphone. My stomach flipped a little at the sound and my heart raced. He looked good on the big screen.


Shit. I wasn’t expecting to have this reaction.


“I offer each of you a chance to become like us, to become Silver.”


There was an audible gasp from the original audience of the recording. Sol looked on placidly, giving his congregation time to absorb this information. The noise of the crowd grew, excited laughter mingling with shouts and, in the very background, mumbles and murmurs of uncertainty and disapproval.


After a couple of minutes he raised his arms and silence fell, instantly.


“Although any human may apply, a maximum of four each year will earn the right to attempt to turn Silver. That maximum applies not just here in London, but across the entire country, so it is possible that no humans from this zone will succeed this year. The selection and transformation processes will not be simple, nor are they guaranteed.”


I imagined that was something of an understatement. I knew the process was difficult. Sol had told me before that the circumstances had to be right for people to turn Silver. Apparently, he was still keeping the details of those circumstances under wraps.


“Each of you who wishes to participate must have a Silver sponsor to present you at the Casting a week on Wednesday. Each Silver may present only one applicant, and a selection process starting next week will determine which four humans will prevail.”


An uneasy sense of inevitability settled over me. I could already anticipate Alice’s question.


That’s why she’d been so eager to get me over here to see the broadcast. She was going to ask me to find her a sponsor.


I forced myself to keep staring at the screen, to resist the urge to look her way. I could almost feel her eyes on me.


“Attendance details will be given to all sponsors in advance. Candidates must be nominated by their sponsors by this Wednesday, a week before the Casting. All queries can be directed to the Palace.”


He stepped away from the microphone and turned to the back of the stage as the camera panned back. A lot of the Silver on the stage looked unhappy. Unsurprisingly, Ben was chief amongst them. I could have guessed that he wouldn’t be thrilled at the prospect of humans turning Silver. Less blood for the rest of them.


Another Silver hove into view on the screen and I saw with surprise that it was the guy we’d just seen outside fixing the ice-cream fridge. He smiled widely at the camera. He had curly black hair cut short on his head and brown eyes that were warm and made him look approachable, even gentle..


“Hi all, my name’s Patrick and I wanted to announce that this afternoon I’ll be opening the café behind you for business.” He indicated the back of the Square behind the camera, and most of the heads in the audience turned to look. “Come by and see us. We’ve got hot drinks and snacks, and it’s all free!”


Excited chatter rose from the audience. Patrick waved from the stage as the screen faded to black. The lights in the cinema steadily brightened until it was fully lit.


“Well, that was short and to the point. I guess we were the only people interested in seeing it,” I said, turning in my seat to scope out the rest of the room. Still empty.


“I haven’t even started my tea and cake,” I said, too cheerfully and too quickly, not pausing to let Alice get a word in. I was prolonging the inevitable, but I didn’t know how I was going to respond when she asked me. Firstly, I didn’t think she should be so eager to turn Silver, particularly without understanding the risks involved. And secondly, I didn’t know whom I could trust enough to recommend as her sponsor.


No, I thought, cutting myself short. That was a lie. I just didn’t want to share the ones I trusted. Not Sol or Drew. Not Cam either. Not the ones I cared about. Not with Alice. She was so…


“It’s okay,” she said, crestfallen.


“Alice…”


“I just thought I’d ask. I thought you might help me.”


Dear god. She looked so small, so young, so disappointed in her goth Barbie outfit. Young as she was, she certainly knew how to pile on the guilt.


“It’s not a golden ticket. Didn’t you hear Sol? It’s not guaranteed. And who knows what he means by that? Maybe you’ll die. Have you thought about that?”


“I don’t care. It’s a chance, and that’s good enough for me. I just need help finding a sponsor.”


“Alice, this isn’t what you want.”


“Don’t tell me what I want,” she replied, anger igniting in her eyes. “I’m not a child, you know. I know there are risks, and I know it’s not going to be perfect, and I know it’s not what you’d choose, but it’s all I have.” She looked down into her hot drink, blinking back angry tears.


“They see you,” she said, her voice rising as she gesticulated towards the screen. “They accept you. I’ve seen you drinking with them, eating with them. You talk to them outside the club, hang around with them. It’s normal for you. And you’re not fazed by anything. You know who you are. But I’m not you. I can’t have that. That’s not who I am, not like this.” She gestured down at her body, encompassing her entire self.


I was confused.


“What are you on about? You’re gorgeous. They drool over you constantly at the club, like they can’t get enough of you.”


“But none of them know me. They see me, but they don’t see me. I don’t matter.”


I knew how she felt. In the world of the Silver, it was difficult to feel like anything other than a second-class citizen. Apparently everyone was finding different ways of dealing with that inequality: just as Oliver was working out ways to beat them, Alice was set to join them.


“They don’t all accept me, you know,” I said quietly. “They hate us, some of them. They’d kill us all in a heartbeat if they had some other way of getting blood. Do you really want to be like that?”


“But they’re not all like that. You know that, Emmy, better than any of us.”


I had to concede her point. I knew they weren’t all monsters. Some of them cared, even loved. Some of them could be trusted. Sometimes.


“I just want to belong,” she said desperately. “Can’t you understand that? I can find a place there, with them, as one of them. I just know it.”


Her words brought back the memory of my first meeting with Sol. He’d told me I could find a place, that I could belong in this new world if I chose to. As far as Alice was concerned, apparently I already did. It was a terrifying thought.


“I’ll think about it,” I said.


Her face exploded into an expression of pure joy.


“Oh, Emmy…!”


“That’s not a yes,” I replied firmly. “I said I’ll think about it, and I mean it.”


The lights dimmed around us in preparation for round two of the broadcast.


“I’ll catch you later,” I said abruptly, gathering up my tea and cake.


I left Alice transfixed by the screen. I had to get out of there.


Awkwardness be damned; I had to speak to Sol.










CHAPTER FOUR




THE STORM HAD passed by the time I finally manoeuvred my way back to the ground floor. I wove through the crowds with my hands held high above my head to preserve my precious cargo: my tea and cake. There was plenty of jostling on my way to the door, but I ran the gauntlet with my burdens intact.


I’d only been in the building for about half an hour, so on the plus side my tea was still hot in its insulated cup. On the minus side, I was still soaking wet from the rain. At least my boots had kept my feet dry. There was nothing I hated more than having cold toes.


As I pushed through the doors and into the Square, the sun burst through the black rain clouds above me and shone off the puddles that had collected on the paving. If I’d been a little less nervous about being on my own, I might have stopped to sit and enjoy my afternoon snack in peace. As it was, I was concerned that any moment alone was a moment when Ben could catch me undetected. He could kill me in a second and no one would ever be able to prove it had been him. Then again, maybe the Silver wouldn’t care even if they could.


I grew more anxious as I strode across the Square, back the way I had come from the club. I’d been an idiot to leave the café on my own. In fact, it hadn’t been a great idea to leave the dorm with Alice in the first place, but I was aggravated by Oliver and I got caught up in her excitement.


Stupid.


My heart pounded in my chest. I was getting myself worked up and that wasn’t helpful. Taking a few, deep lungfuls of air, I tried to control my breathing. It was starting to work, but, just as I reached the edge of the Square, a breeze whipped towards me and deposited a figure on the pavement next to me. A Silver, moving at speed. Ben, come to kill me finally.


Panic overcame me. The box of cake fell from my hand. I breathed in sharply, my heart racing in horror as I anticipated my imminent death.


“Emmy?”


I stared at the figure in confusion for a few seconds as my brain processed the images it was receiving from my eyes.


It wasn’t Ben. It was Tommy. And he had caught the box before it even hit the ground.


Relief coursed through me and I exhaled heavily, unaware until now that I had been holding my breath. Then I thumped him on the arm. Hard.


“You scared me senseless, you idiot,” I gasped.


“I’m an idiot? What the hell are you doing out here on your own? Are you trying to commit suicide by Silver?”


“Yeah, I know,” I waved him away wearily. “I didn’t think.”


“Well, I wish you would. It’s not just your life on the line here, you know. If anything were to happen to Drew because of your carelessness…”


I held up my hand in contrition. He had a right to be angry.


“I’m sorry. I’ll be more careful. I’m an idiot. Okay?”


He paused and the anger in his expression dissipated, replaced by his usual pragmatic stoicism.


“Will you accept a guard?” he asked as I retrieved the cake from him.


“Really? How are you going to explain that one away? On what possible basis would a human merit the protection of a Silver?”


He fell silent, thinking hard. Even indicating that a single human life meant enough to be worth protecting at all would raise eyebrows amongst some Silver; they had plenty more. But using a Silver to protect a human? That was on a whole other level.


“The Primus favours you,” he hazarded.


“I’m not sure that’s going to fly anymore. And besides, you know he can’t be seen to care about a human. It would make him seem weak.”


Sol had told me as much himself. This morning, in fact, though it felt like it was a year ago.


“Is that why you’re not wearing the choker?”


Dammit! I kept forgetting to put it on.


“Shit,” I said, kicking myself for my absentmindedness and checking my pockets. “I must have dropped it in the Palace.”


Tommy pursed his lips and looked at me with disapproval.


“I know,” I said. “I’m being careless, but it’s not intentional. I’m on my way to the Palace now. I’ll get it while I’m there.”


“I’ll walk you.”


I didn’t feel like I was really in a position to argue as Tommy fell into step beside me.


I sipped at my tea as we walked, and thought wistfully about when I might get a moment to enjoy the carrot cake. Not for a while, I guessed.


“I’m sorry about last night,” he said quietly.


“What about it?”


“I should have realised about Ben. When he came into the cellar, I should never have let him take you.” He gestured angrily as he spoke, his eyes fixed on the pavement in front of him. “We, me and Cam, we just… I’m so sorry.”


I smiled at him and said nothing until he looked up at me.


“It’s okay, Tommy. He had us all fooled.”


“No,” he replied, shaking his head. “He didn’t. We’ve known him for years. Decades. Some of us for centuries. We know what he’s like, how he feels about humans, deep down. We should never have trusted him with you. We panicked. We made a mistake.”


Juggling my tea and cake, I reached out and took his hand for a moment as he walked beside me.


“It’s okay. I forgive you. You didn’t know.”


“I should’ve known.”


“But you didn’t. Stop beating yourself up about it, you martyr.”


He smiled a little at that.


We turned out of the Square and into the street towards the Palace.


“We just never guessed that he knew about the bond, that he knew what you were to the Secundus.”


Ah, yes. The Silver bond.


“You knew, didn’t you? When we first met?”


He nodded back at me.


We’d met in the Square when Drew had taken me to watch one of the first broadcasts. Tommy had seen silver glinting on my arm, a mark left behind from Drew’s healing of a small cut. I remembered Tommy’s reaction as he realised what it meant: horror, anger and then pity. Pity for Drew that he, the Secundus, had silvered for a human. Such a weakness for one so strong.


“You kept his secret,” I said flatly.


I knew with absolute confidence that it was a statement rather than a question. Tommy would never betray Drew. Of that much I was certain.


“Yes.”


“But you pity him.”


“You don’t love him,” he replied.


I was a little taken aback by the statement.


“What?” I asked, not sure I’d heard correctly.


“You don’t love him,” he repeated.


“I barely know him. And how would you know?”


He paused for a moment.


“His eyes,” he said.


I remembered something Ben had told me last night as I lay dying on a rooftop outside the safe zone, drained of blood, my pulse slowing to the point of no return as he watched. He told me the story of Cara Alton, the American girl whose abduction by her Silver lover had apparently incited the Revelation. He mentioned something about the colour of her Silver’s eyes changing when Cara returned his love for her.


Tommy looked off down the road beyond the Palace and towards the wall, twenty feet high, that now blocked the rest of the city from view.


“There’s an old song the Silver sing at our version of weddings,” he said. “It’s really pretty. I can’t sing for shit so I won’t assail your eardrums by trying, but the chorus goes: ‘Etched in skin and shining eyes, “Now to have and ever hold” swears the mark that never lies. Bound in silver, sealed in gold.’”


He paused as I digested this.


“It’s a bit poetical,” he added after a moment, “but you get the idea.”


“Gold?” I asked.


“Gold,” he replied quietly.


We walked a little further in silence until we were about two hundred yards from the Palace. The tea was warming me up on the inside, even if my wet clothes were freezing the rest of me.


“So,” I said, eager to change the subject, “how do you feel about this ‘opportunity’?”


“The Casting?” he asked.


I nodded at him and he shrugged back.


“I don’t feel much about it either way. Some of the Silver are livid, but I don’t have a problem with it.” He cast a canny glance my way. “It would be a really good thing for Drew if you put yourself forward. Hell, I’ll sponsor you if he won’t.”


“I don’t want to be Silver.”


“Why not?” he asked, genuinely confused. “You don’t want to live forever?”


“Not particularly.”


“Well, would you rather live forever or not see the end of next week? Because with Ben after you, the latter is a real possibility.”


“You fill me with confidence at your bodyguarding skills.”


“No,” he said, stopping and turning towards me, “seriously. Why would this not be something you’d want? You’d both be safe. You’d be stronger, faster, practically immortal…”


I interrupted.


“I’d have to drink blood to live, I’d lose my humanity and, oh yes, possibly die in the process of turning Silver.”


He fell silent and walked on towards the hotel. I took his silence as confirmation of my suspicions.


“It’s true then,” I said softly as I finished my tea and threw the empty cup into a nearby bin. I wondered who was responsible for emptying it now.


He looked back at me briefly as I ran a few steps to catch up with him.


“People can die in the attempt to turn?”


Tommy said nothing.


“Well, can they?”


“I’m not talking about this anymore, Emmy. You’ve clearly already made up your mind.”


“Can you blame me when there are so many unanswered questions surrounding the process? I’m not just going to walk in mindlessly. But…”


I stopped talking, wondering whether or not I should continue.


“Well?” Tommy asked, all trace of good humour gone.


I decided to take the plunge.


“I have a friend who asked me to find her a sponsor.”


There, I’d said it. If Alice wanted to be Silver so badly then she could deal with the consequences herself. I couldn’t make her decisions for her. Nonetheless, I knew I’d be agonising over enabling her application if Tommy came through for her.


He smiled grimly at the massive perimeter wall in the distance as we approached the steps of the Palace.


“I’ll sponsor your friend if, and only if, you agree to participate yourself.”


“Tommy…”


“No, that’s the only offer you’ll get. And don’t get any ideas about trying Cam or Viv, either; I’ll speak to them as soon as I’ve escorted you back to your dorm. You’ll get nowhere with them.”


Damn. Viv was my back-up plan.


“And Sol and Drew?” I asked.


“I wouldn’t go offering them up to your friends as sponsors until you know what their role would be in the selection process.”


That sounded suitably ominous.


“Well how am I supposed to know if you won’t tell me?” I snarled at him in exasperation.


“Just trust me,” he replied with a wide smile.


With that grin he looked about as trustworthy as a used car salesman with a gambling habit, but I knew I should follow his advice.


I sighed. Sol and Drew were off the cards. It looked like I was going to have to bring bad news back to the dorm for Alice, but maybe it was for the best in the long run.


As we walked up the steps to the Palace together I passed the cake box to Tommy so I could braid my damp hair before we got inside, securing it with a small strip of ragged bandage I ripped from the edge of the one wrapped around my right hand.


“Good thinking to recreate your injuries,” he said as he passed the box back to me. There was so much respect in his tone that I felt a little insulted, like a puppy who’d performed a particularly impressive trick. Like standing still.


“No, really, they’re pretty good,” he added, noting my wry expression.


“Good enough?” I asked with concern.


He smiled as he opened the door to the Palace for me.


“They’ll do fine.”


We stepped into the double height atrium and walked across the marble floor towards the grand staircase at the back of the room. There weren’t that many people about, just the receptionists behind the desk (human), the guards stationed around the room (Silver) and a giggling group of five girls walking down the staircase towards us (too far away to tell).


“It’s quiet,” I said to Tommy.


He shrugged.


“It’s not dinnertime yet. Wait an hour or so and the place will be packed with people heading for the restaurant,” he said, indicating the door to our left as we walked past it.


I’d been in the restaurant before and wasn’t that keen to repeat the experience. There was a small menu of nice, wholesome food. After all, the Silver liked to eat and drink as much as us humans. There was also bottled blood available for their particular needs. Then there was the table service, for vamps who preferred to drink straight from the vein, much to the apparent enjoyment of their servers. I shuddered a little at the memory.


As we drew level with the reception desk, I saw that the girls approaching us were all human, with the exception of a single Silver who was apparently escorting them. They were all beautiful, wearing wonderful dresses, well-groomed and much younger than me. I immediately felt scruffy, like I was ruining the ambience by sharing their space.


I glanced down at myself and exhaled heavily. Tommy laughed softly beside me.


“I can get you a dress, if you like,” he teased.


“Okay,” I replied with a smirk, “but only if you get one for yourself at the same time so we can both dress up and go clubbing together.”


“And dance round our handbags?”


“You’ve clearly done this before.”


“What can I say?” he grinned. “I know how to accessorise.”


I smiled incredulously. Tommy had a sense of humour. Who knew?


I idly surveyed the accessories of the approaching group and gasped in recognition when I clocked the first one’s necklace.


“She’s wearing my choker,” I said in confusion.


“No,” Tommy started to reply.


“Wait a minute,” I said, looking at the whole group. “There are three of them wearing it…”


I stopped walking and turned to Tommy in incomprehension. The girls walked past us, giving me odd looks as they went. Almost glaring. Maybe they’d heard me speak, because the three who were wearing the chokers were fingering them possessively as they clacked by in their stilettos.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


“Oh, Emilia,” said a voice behind me. Tommy’s eyes narrowed, focussing above my head, and I whirled round to face the speaker. “Surely you didn’t think you were the Primus’s only pet?”


“Benedict,” I gritted out between my teeth, like what I really meant to say was ‘Bastard’.


He was a hulking figure, so heavily-muscled it was difficult to believe it was natural, but Cam had reliably informed me (when extremely drunk) that it was. Despite his bulk, he was oddly graceful, like he had perfect control of every part of his body. It hadn’t bothered me before the attack last night, but now I found it creepy.


“How delightful to see you looking so well,” he replied with exaggerated enthusiasm, dark caprice sparkling in his eyes.


I backed away, still pathetically clutching my box of cake, until Tommy’s hands settled on my shoulders.


“No need for that,” Ben continued in a frivolous tone. “You’re quite safe here with your bodyguard. For now, at least,” he grinned, but there was no joy in his eyes. It was like he was wearing a theatre mask, where everything lied except the eyes.
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