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PROLOGUE




THE MOUNTAINS OF the Red were unusually crowded.


The two groups met in the pass at sunset, facing off in the corridor of stone like dancers lining up for a reel. One set wore shirts dyed red with blood. The opposite set wore no uniform, but seemed the more fearsome for it.


‘We came,’ one of the Red Shirts said, stepping forward. ‘Now where’s the boy?’


There was a laugh from the opposite line. ‘Are you kidding me?’ the laughing man said as he crossed the gulf between the groups. ‘You think we’re just going to give you that information?’


‘What if I tell you we’ve already found it for ourselves?’ the Red Shirt replied, smirking. ‘Young, looks about twenty. Riding with the Invicti. Inherited that eye colour, didn’t he?’


The laughing man didn’t falter. ‘You dinnae ken a thing. If you did, you’d have already snatched him. You think I’m an ejit, do you?’


‘I think you’re bluffing.’


The Scot shrugged. ‘Then go it alone. When you realise your mistake, you’ll come to us. I might not be feeling so cooperative, then.’


‘You wouldn’t be here at all if you thought you could take the Blue on your own.’


‘And neither would you.’


The two men glared at each other. Stalemate.


They both knew the truth: there was too little uncontaminated blood left on the continent, and too many Silver. They could either find a way to make themselves immune to the cure, or they could attack the Blue. They’d prefer to do both, but they could do neither alone. They needed each other.


‘Alright,’ the Red Shirt conceded, ‘but we’re the ones who’ll take the Blue.’


‘My arse you are,’ the Scot replied.


They glared at each other for another long minute.


‘First to get the boy wins the Blue,’ the Scot suggested. ‘Bring him back here first, and you’re in charge. But if we get him before you do…’


The Red Shirt narrowed his eyes for a second, almost suspecting a trick, but not enough to slow his avarice.


‘Done,’ he said, reaching out his hand.


The Scot shook it, and grinned.





The palace of the Blue was unusually quiet.


‘Empress?’ Claudia peeked her head around the edge of the gilded door.


This wasn’t where she had expected to be summoned, but then there had been some reorganisation of the palace recently. The Empress spent most of the day in her rooms now, although no one knew how she passed the time.


She smiled at Claudia.


‘I don’t think the title’s necessary anymore, do you?’ she said, but a lifetime’s habit was hard to break. Claudia simply nodded back.


The Empress was sitting cross-legged on a bed in the centre of the small room. Its height put her several heads taller than Claudia, despite her petite frame.


‘Come in,’ she said. ‘Close the door and come here so I can look at you.’


Claudia entered the room cautiously.


The Empress regarded her for a few moments in which Claudia could feel her cheeks starting to pink under the scrutiny. With her translucent skin, the Empress wouldn’t miss her anxiety.


‘They were right about you,’ she said eventually. ‘You are quite lovely, in your pale way. Almost as though the blood would stain your skin. I can see the appeal, although it’s not to my own tastes.’


‘Empress?’


This conversation was taking an unexpected turn. Everything about this meeting was unexpected. She’d expected to be asked to feed the Empress, but apparently that wasn’t on the agenda.


‘Don’t look so concerned,’ the Empress said. ‘I asked you here because I want to help you.’


‘Help me?’


‘Well, more accurately, I want to help your friend Julia. I’ve heard about my son’s treatment of her. He’s a bit out of control, you’ve probably noticed.’


Judging it unsafe to agree or disagree, Claudia said nothing.


‘He gets that from me,’ the Empress continued, her face cracking into a lopsided smile that bared a single canine. Then she seemed to remember herself. ‘That’s a bad thing, of course. I’m keeping an eye on him, but I’m worried about her. She seems to have got herself into a difficult position.’


That sounded painfully ominous.


‘I thought we could chat,’ the Empress added.


‘Chat?’ Claudia repeated.


‘Daily, I thought.’


‘Daily?’


The Empress narrowed her eyes.


‘Are you able to speak in full sentences, or is it just one word at a time with you?’


Claudia’s cheeks were burning now.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I was just–’


‘Never mind.’ The Empress waved her hand, as though she were dismissing the whole thing. ‘It was a bad idea.’


‘But–’


‘I’m sure it’ll be fine. Nothing to worry about. I don’t leave the palace much myself these days, but doubtless all these stories I’ve been hearing about her and my son, and her involvement in some kind of rebellion, are all just fabrications. I’m sure she won’t need my protection from the King and Queen, because what could she possibly have done wrong?’ The Empress examined her nails. ‘You can leave.’


Claudia felt the threat in the Empress’s words. Was Julia going to be in trouble for going out into the Red? Had she become mixed up in something while she was out there? Even Lucas wouldn’t be able to protect her from justice if she’d been involved with the rebels.


‘No,’ Claudia said. ‘Wait, please.’


‘I’m sure it’s nothing,’ the Empress insisted, looking out of the window.


‘No, you’re right, and I want to help. Please let me help.’


The Empress looked back at Claudia.


‘If you’re sure.’


‘I’m sure. Just tell me what you want me to do.’





The Empress had another visitor after Claudia left. This one came in through the window, slipping from the roof to the ground then pushing back the shutters so he could climb into the lamplit room.


‘Well?’ he said.


Laila exhaled a laugh. ‘Just as you said. So simple. So eager to please.’


‘So well placed.’


‘So you say,’ she said, indicating her scepticism with a delicate eyebrow. ‘Just remember: I get what I want first, then you can do what you like with her.’


‘And if our goals align?’


‘Then so be it, but don’t make the mistake of underestimating me just because I’m temporarily human.’


He laughed. He shouldn’t have. In the space of a second she had catapulted from the bed and pressed a bloodied finger against his cheek.


He tried to flinch away from the contamination, but she grasped his chin. He let her hold him there, not because he’d decided to let it happen but because she had power over him beyond the physical. She always had done, ever since he’d been a child.


‘I saw something in you,’ she whispered, tipping his face down to hers. ‘I dragged you out of that place because we’re the same, you and I. I suggest you don’t forget who adopted you into this privilege.’


‘I never have.’


‘Good,’ she said, pressing a kiss to his bloodstained skin, ‘because I’m going to get my power back, and you don’t want to be on the wrong side of me when I do.’










CHAPTER ONE




JULIA HAD ONLY been back in the Blue for a week, and already she was desperate to get back out again.


‘I didn’t think they’d go ahead with it this year,’ Lucas said to her.


Julia snorted derisively and said, ‘I was certain they would.’


They stood in the square, mingling with the crowd as they looked up at the temple. By rights, Lucas should have been seated with the rest of the Nobles in the rows of benches that flanked the steps. By rights, Julia should have sat there with him. But she hadn’t wanted to mingle with them, and Lucas hadn’t wanted to leave her side.


It felt better to be here in the square, shoulder to shoulder with the Servers, although the crowd was restless.


Last time they’d been gathered in the square for a ceremony of this kind, people had ended up dead. Blood had been painted on the temple in a four-word demand to the Empress, Make no more Silver.


Yet here they were at the Casting, waiting for the pick of the Candidates to be presented for ennoblement. Slim pickings this year, with only twelve Candidates having survived the Contamination.


‘I suppose it’s different now,’ Lucas said, ‘with the King and Queen back.’


Julia shrugged, but she suspected things would have been the same with or without the return of their sovereigns. Even if Laila had still been in charge, no Noble ruler would ever admit that they were intimidated by the demands of their people. They wouldn’t be cowed into giving in to the will of the masses.


They were all the same, whatever pretty titles they held.


‘Intrate candidati,’ the priest called into square, finally managing to silence the audience on his third attempt.


He was joined on the temple steps by the twelve remaining Candidates, which set the crowd to whispering again. There were usually a hundred young men and women on display, but today these twelve were all the Blue could muster. With so much of the temple’s bright stone exposed by the absentees, it was easy to tally the losses.


‘Instate sponsores,’ the old priest shouted, his voice cracking with its unwieldy volume.


The twelve sponsoring Nobles joined their Candidates. Julia was unsurprised to see that Rufus had managed to secure a spot in centre stage for himself and Marcella. Was that a good sign? Did it mean that he cared for her, perhaps enough to treat her more gently than he had treated Julia?


Julia was too far away to assess Marcella’s condition, but her mind pencilled dark circles under Marcella’s eyes, cuts on her wrists and bruises on her arms. Then she saw Marcella’s chin dip to her chest as Rufus approached.


In Julia’s mind, the goddess always had submission in her smile but defiance in her jaw. Marcella was never cowed, not really, she just pretended it.


Marcella never dropped her chin as she did now.


‘He’s broken her,’ Julia whispered.


Lucas weaved his fingers into hers and squeezed.


‘I shouldn’t have left her behind,’ she said.


‘You had no choice.’


‘There’s always a choice.’


‘But we would both be dead if you had chosen differently.’


She knew that it was true. Lucas had silvered for her, although he hid the silver in his eyes from everyone but her. He had told her what it meant for them to be bonded by that magic.


His life was now hers. If she’d tried to save Marcella from Rufus then she would probably have died, and Lucas would have died with her. Any chance of redemption for the Blue would have died with them.


Because Julia was going to change this city. She wasn’t sure what she would change it into, and she wasn’t sure how on earth she would make it change, but she was determined to do it, for Claudia’s sake.


Julia had tried so hard to convince her friend that there were better things than the servitude she’d sought for herself. She’d spent the past week trying to change Claudia’s mind, but she would not be changed.


The only way to free her was to change everything else.


‘Instate,’ came the command from the temple steps, but its tone was not the fragmented scrape of the priest’s shout.


‘Is that…’


‘The King,’ Julia said.


He didn’t need to speak twice before the crowd quietened. They were mesmerised by him. He was half-hidden in the shadows of the temple’s entablature, seated on a chair that looked a lot like the throne that had once graced the palace throne room. Even from this distance, his bright eyes felt as though they were looking into Julia’s soul and finding it wanting.


The twelve sponsors stepped forwards.


‘This is all?’ the King asked.


The priest stepped back to where the King sat and spoke some quiet words, his hands flitting in shapes of penitent desperation.


But then Rufus stepped forward. Julia had managed to avoid him since the night they’d broken into the palace, the night when she had shot him through the eye. Seeing him now made her fingers itch for her crossbow, so she could do it all over again.


‘It’s not all,’ Rufus called out across the square. ‘There’s another.’


He searched the crowd with his gaze.


‘What’s he doing?’ Julia whispered.


‘Get down,’ said Lucas. ‘He’s looking for you.’


But it was too late. Rufus’s eyes had already locked with hers.


‘There she is,’ he shouted merrily. ‘Julia, come on up here. You too, Lucas.’


Rufus’s usual entourage cheered from the benches on the steps, the gaggle of young Silver goading Lucas into a response.


‘She’s not a Candidate,’ Lucas yelled back.


‘Haven’t you claimed her?’ said Rufus. That was all that Julia heard, and all that the crowd would have heard, but even across the distance Julia could see that his lips were still moving as he stared intently at Lucas. He was talking directly to Lucas now, in a voice loud enough to carry only to Noble ears.


Lucas’s jaw was tight with the clenching of his teeth.


‘What’s he saying?’ she asked.


‘Come on,’ Lucas said, taking Julia’s hand in his.


‘Tell me we’re not going up there.’


‘Trust me, the alternative is worse.’


‘Lucas…’


‘I’m sorry, but this is the only way. He’s not getting hold of you again, and if we have to play his game to keep you safe then so be it.’


‘This is a mistake,’ she said, but she let him tug her gently towards the temple steps.


It felt like a long walk. This wasn’t the first time Rufus had dragged her up these steps while the rest of the Blue looked on and judged, but at least he wasn’t actually by her side this time. This time, Lucas was there instead. He tightened his hand around her fingers and she knew he wouldn’t let go.


Rufus smirked as they reached the top of the steps. His eyes met Julia’s, then trailed over her cheek where the faint traces of his name were still stained into her skin. In a fraction of a second he was next to her, his fingers following the brushstrokes of the mark.


Lucas pulled Julia tight to his side, snatching her out of Rufus’s reach, but not before her cheek had begun to burn under his touch.


‘You remember what it was like, don’t you?’ he whispered to her, but in the next moment the priest was ushering Lucas and Julia through the gaggle of Candidates and sponsors, leading them straight into the dark seclusion of the colonnade surrounding the temple.


Not a second too soon.


The King was waiting for them there. Lucas went first, holding Julia’s hand at his back so that she was hidden behind him.


The King raised an eyebrow at Lucas.


‘The newest of my Invicti,’ he said. ‘This is a surprise.’


‘For me as well, Your Majesty.’


‘Quem designas, Luca?’


Lucas looked between the priest and the King, apparently unsure how to respond.


‘You have no Latin?’ said the King.


‘I didn’t have the education, Sire, and I never needed to know the rituals.’


‘Until now.’


‘Until now,’ Lucas mumbled, throwing a petulant glare over his shoulder at Rufus, who seemed to be enjoying every second of his discomfort.


‘No matter,’ said the King. ‘I simply asked whom you are nominating for the Casting.’


‘Nominating? No one, Sire.’


‘No one? And yet you stand here with this Candidate by your side, whom I am told you have claimed with your silver. Does that not make you her sponsor?’ 


‘Honestly, Sire, I’d be happier if it didn’t.’


‘Then you spoke the truth when you claimed you were ignorant of the rituals.’ The King lowered his voice and added, ‘I also notice that you are hiding your eyes from me. I wonder why that might be so.’


‘Everyone hides their silver here, Sire.’


‘Not in front of their King.’


Lucas looked back at Julia, but she had no reassurance to offer him. He could hardly refuse the King’s unspoken request to reveal the silver in his eyes, but if he saw that the silver had now extended into Lucas’s irises, if the others saw…


Once that secret was out there would be no containing it.


But the King didn’t push the issue.


‘She bears your mark,’ he said, ‘and that is sufficient. Present your Candidate, Lucas.’


Lucas slid his hand around Julia’s waist and brought her to his side.


A smile twitched at the corner of the King’s mouth as his eyes landed on Julia’s face.


‘So it is you,’ he said. ‘The rebel friend of the biscuit thief. You have returned.’


‘I’m sorry?’ said Lucas, but the words hadn’t been meant for him.


‘That’s right,’ Julia said quietly.


‘And I suppose that you have no desire to be a Noble.’


‘Why would you think that?’


It had been some time since Julia had last considered the question. It was what she and Claudia had always wanted when they were younger, to be Noble. Julia had thought it was a fairytale fancy that she had outgrown, even if Claudia had not. From the way the King was talking, it seemed it might not be quite so unobtainable as she had assumed.


‘In my experience,’ he was saying, ‘the true rebel would rather remain powerless than accept power that comes at the cost of ritual obedience. So the question becomes: what kind of rebel are you? Will it be your principles or your fear that dissuades you?’


‘You’re so sure I’d refuse?’


The half-smile was back, playing over the King’s lips.


‘Not fear, then,’ he said. ‘But I am correct that this is not what you would choose for yourself?’


‘Yes,’ said Julia, without thinking about the answer. It was a visceral response, that desire to remain of one of the people she called her own. She didn’t want to be other, to be one of the creatures who were the instruments of their oppression. She didn’t want to be another hand at the whip.


‘It would succeed,’ the King said softly to Lucas. ‘If your feelings are as I suspect them to be, then it would succeed. I should approve your Candidate for ennoblement, but if she is not amenable then I doubt there will be any approvals this year. Are you sure, little rebel?’


‘I’m sure,’ Julia replied, trying not to take offence at the patronising diminutive.


‘Then I offer you my sympathy, Lucas. You have a difficult road ahead of you, one that I have walked myself. You may wish to reflect on whether you are prepared to risk your life in order to give your Candidate the semblance of independence.’


As he dismissed them, the King’s eyes lingered on Julia’s. The sharp ice-blue cut into her, stripping away any illusions that she might have harboured about who had the power here.


She could say no to ennoblement if she wanted. Whether the Nobles would allow her to refuse forever was another matter entirely.





‘He knows about the silvering,’ Julia said as they strode away from the square.


‘The King? Of course he knows,’ said Lucas. ‘He practically told us so, though not in so many words. He knew before he even asked about my eyes.’


‘Not the King,’ Julia said. ‘Rufus.’


‘You think Rufus knows?’


‘Why else would he drag us up in front of the crowd like that?’


‘Because he wanted to humiliate me. Because he loves making other people uncomfortable. Because he’s a bastard. I can give you fifty reasons that have nothing to do with the bond.’


But Julia couldn’t get the thought out of her head. Nothing Rufus did was without calculation, only right now she couldn’t work out what he had to gain from this afternoon’s performance.


‘What does he want from us?’ she said.


‘Revenge.’


‘But why would he want me to be a Noble? Surely that would just make his life harder.’


Lucas pulled her into the shadow of the palace, tucking them into an alley between its walls and the walls of the guardhouse.


‘What?’ Julia said after several moments had passed in silence.


‘I’m thinking.’


‘Well, think faster. I have to get back to the kitchen.’


Lucas had a room in the guardhouse now, cheek by jowl with the other members of the Solis Invicti. He wasn’t in the dormitory with the new recruits, but he may as well have been. Visitors were discouraged and the living arrangements were apparently non-negotiable at the moment, so Lucas and Julia had watched their naive dream of cohabitation sail off into the distance just hours after Julia had agreed to stay in the Blue.


She was back in her old room in Livia’s cellar, but now she was in it alone. It seemed empty without Claudia.


‘He wants you out of control,’ Lucas said eventually. ‘That has to be it.’


‘What?’


‘You’ve never seen a new Noble, I suppose. Well, neither have I, but I’ve heard enough to know they’re weak to start with, then they get hungry. Apparently it takes a while for them to calm down and start behaving like people again.’


Julia thought on it, tracing the zig-zagging path of the mortar in the wall with her fingertips as she tried to make the mental jigsaw fit.


‘He’s planning something,’ she said, ‘and he wants me out of the way.’


‘Or he wants you, and he thinks it’ll be easier to take you if you’re weak.’


‘It’s a good thing I refused, then.’


A cloud passed over Lucas’s expression. He had been holding onto Julia’s hand as they spoke, but now he let her fingers slip between his own, breaking the contact as he looked away.


‘What?’ she asked.


‘You said no.’


She should have known he’d want to talk about it. The problem was that she still didn’t have the words to explain it.


‘You don’t want to be like me,’ he said.


‘No, I don’t want to be like Rufus.’


Lucas shook his head gently. His dark hair tumbled into his eyes. Julia wanted to brush it away, but the moment felt too charged for contact.


‘We don’t live in decades,’ he said. ‘We live in centuries. But even if you live to be old in human terms, when you die I’ll still be a child in the eyes of the Nobles. And when you die you’ll take me with you.’


Oh.


Julia hadn’t thought about that. She’d processed the reality of the bond enough to realise that she had to be careful with herself, because if she died in an accident, or at the hands of an angry Noble, that would mean Lucas’s death too. But she hadn’t thought about what it would mean if she were to die from natural causes, or of old age.


Lucas would still die. Simply by loving her, his life expectancy had been slashed to a tiny fraction of its potential.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think.’


Lucas kicked his heel against the wall behind him.


‘I’m not complaining,’ he said, ‘not really. It’s just something we need to accept. Something we need to think about. Maybe something that might change your mind.’


It felt as though it should be reason enough, but still her stomach roiled with revulsion at the thought of becoming ennobled herself. It was such an innocuous term for something so horrendous, being born of blood and born into blood.


A hundred lifetimes preserved in it, in a world comprised of copper stench and stain.


‘You’re asking me to reconsider?’ she said, suddenly feeling sick to her stomach.


‘I’m hoping that you might.’


But the thought alone made her mouth fill with a rush of saliva that presaged vomit. She could feel sweat prickling out across her skin. She wanted to run.


‘No,’ she said, swallowing back the nausea.


‘Because of Rufus?’


‘No. Look, I have to go. I’ll see you later.’


She slipped away before he could call her back, running towards the safety of Livia’s kitchen.





She didn’t make it far before she was intercepted. Thankfully, the interceptor was a welcome one.


‘Jules!’ Claudia yelled as she threw herself into Julia’s arms. ‘It’s been days. I half expected to find out that you’d left us again.’


Damn, Julia thought. That’s exactly what she had been planning on doing. Claudia really was annoyingly astute sometimes.


‘I wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye.’


A familiar scent filled the air as a hand came to rest on the back of Julia’s neck. She knew who it was from the way his touch burned.


‘Really?’ Rufus said. ‘Then where was my goodbye, Julia?’


Claudia bowed her head and said, ‘Master.’


Julia could have screamed with frustration. Why was Claudia still obedient to this monster, after everything he’d done? Probably because she was more sensible than Julia. She knew that compliance was the safest thing, that it might placate him, that it made Claudia invisible, but Julia just couldn’t stop herself from playing into his hands. That was how she’d got herself into this mess in the first place.


Still, she wasn’t about to start grovelling now.


‘Lucas is just around the corner,’ she said instead.


‘I’m sure he is,’ Rufus replied with a condescending smile. They both knew Lucas would already have been at her side if he’d been close enough to realise that Rufus was talking to her. ‘You can leave us, Claudia. I’m sure my mother will have a use for you back at the palace.’


‘Yes, Master,’ Claudia replied, and then she left. She just bloody left, abandoning Julia in an increasingly dark corner of the square with a Noble she knew was dangerous.


Julia stared after her friend incredulously, shocked beyond words until she realised that Claudia was not taking a direct route back to the palace. She was heading straight for the guardhouse, where she knew she would find Lucas.


Julia should have had more faith.


Unfortunately, Rufus had noticed her change of course as well.


‘Well, that’s irritating,’ he said, then his hand went to Julia’s throat. She expected him to tighten his grip around her neck, but instead he let his fingers tease along the marks of Lucas’s teeth, imprinted in her skin from that night in the Red when he had lost control.


‘You were mine first,’ Rufus said, moving his hand to the other side of Julia’s neck, to where his own bite mark glowed pinkly against her skin. ‘Do you think about how it felt?’ he whispered, leaning close enough for his cloak to fall against her own. ‘Do you remember the feeling of my teeth inside you?’


Julia snapped her hand up to push his own away from her neck, but he was a Noble. He was so strong that rather than moving his hand, she succeeded only in tipping herself sideways. He caught her, wrapping his free hand around her upper arm, then squeezing to the point of pain.


‘It was different with him, I suppose. He would have marked you with his kiss first, to take away the pain.’


But he hadn’t. When Lucas had bitten her, he had sprung from unconsciousness to action, his teeth latching into Julia’s skin with no preamble.


‘No?’ Rufus said. ‘Perhaps it was something different, then. But there’s only one other thing I can think of that would have that effect… And surely Lucas can’t have silvered for you. That would be inconceivable.’


Rufus’s lips split into a smile that said, Gotcha.


He was reading her like a book.


She shook her arm, trying to get him to let her go, but he held her still. She’d known it would be useless. He was locked onto her now, and there would be no release. He’d locked onto her months ago, from the day they’d first met. They’d be dancing now until the bitter end.


‘I may not have made my bite easy for you,’ he said, ‘but then you did shoot me in the eye.’ He didn’t seem angry about it. There was an edge of laughter in his voice, as though he were almost pleased. ‘You always seemed like fun, but if I’d known you’d be like this…’


He stroked his hand up the side of her neck to her cheek. She glared back at him, denying an unwelcome instinct to lean into the touch that had become a caress. As his touch had softened, so had his eyes, turning his smile from a smirk into a devilish grin.


‘Did he explain to you how it worked?’ he said. ‘Did he tell you how the mark works, how a kiss can take away the pain of almost anything?’


‘No,’ she said, ‘and he’ll be here any second.’


‘Are you warning me, or yourself? I notice that you’re not pulling away anymore, Julia.’


‘There’s no point, so I’m saving my strength.’


‘Is that right? Or do you really just want to see how it would feel if I were to do it properly?’


His eyes lingered on her lips.


‘I think you’re in denial,’ he said.


‘Well, I think you’re delusional.’


He leaned forward slowly while his grip on her arm softened into gentleness. Julia didn’t even try to move, because what would be the point?


She’d anticipated a bite, but what she got wasn’t that bad, yet it was so much worse. He kissed her. He pressed his lips to hers at the same time as his hand slid around her waist, pulling her close against him. She could feel the heat of him even through her cloak.


Then he was stepping back and setting her straight on her feet. He reached out to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear, and the gesture was so incongruous that she didn’t even flinch.


‘We’ll have to continue this another time,’ he said, with regret colouring his tone. ‘Lucas is on his way. You’d better run.’


She looked at him in confusion for one last second, then for once she did as he said. She ran.





Livia was alone by the fire when Julia came in through the courtyard door, smoothing her clothes in an attempt to appear unruffled.


After all, everything was fine. She was fine. It was over. Rufus was gone, and she was home with Livia.


It wasn’t unusual for the place to be empty these days, not now that so many had moved to the palace or been lost in the Contamination, but it still seemed quiet to Julia. There was the crackling of the fire in the hearth, and the bubbling roil of the kettle above it, but otherwise the house was silent as the grave.


That was a shame. In Rufus’s wake, she yearned for noise and bustle.


‘Well now,’ Livia said as Julia joined her by the fire, ‘that was something, wasn’t it? You getting called up in front of the King like that. Next thing you’ll be off plastering yourself in jewels and wearing clothes made new for you, instead of wearing hand-me-downs like the rest of us.’


‘Unlikely,’ Julia said, sinking down into her usual seat on the hearthstone. She rubbed her hands across her face, pushing away the sweat that had accumulated at her brows and around her eyes, not from the heat but from the panic. The day was chilly enough that she was grateful for her seat by the fire, but still she couldn’t seem to stop sweating.


Livia looked at her cannily for a moment.


‘What’s up with you? I thought you’d be happy. Time was, being a Candidate was all you and Claudia spoke about.’


‘Before we knew what it meant.’


‘Ah. So that’s the thing of it.’


Livia pushed herself to her feet and strode over to the cabinet in the corner, coming back with a small wooden box that Julia didn’t recognise. Livia shook it gently, releasing a soft rattling and a spiced tannin scent.


‘This’ll see you right,’ she said, making up a pot of tea for them to share. ‘It’s twice washed already, but it’ll be good enough if we steep it a while. I could do with a cup too, the day I’ve had.’


‘Oh?’ Julia’s eyes drifted up to the ceiling as she spoke, thinking about the two floors above them that were dedicated to nursing humans from the Red, floors to which Julia had never been invited. She’d only seen them by chance, during the Contamination. Without that glimpse, she would never have guessed that Livia was anything other than loyal to the Blue.


‘That’s right,’ Livia confirmed, ‘I had a patient. Gone back into the trees now, but he wasn’t half difficult while he was here. The pig of it was that I didn’t have Alba to help with him. Gods alone know where she’s got to.’


‘Alba? You mean Lucas’s Baba?’


‘That’s what he calls her, is it?’ An inscrutable expression passed over Livia’s features. ‘Yes, well, I suppose that makes sense, now that I come to think of it. I suppose he would.’


There was silence for a moment, and then, ‘I don’t suppose he said where she’d got to.’


‘I don’t suppose he did,’ Julia replied, feeling obtuse. Why did Livia never tell her anything, even now? It irritated her, but nonetheless she was chastened by the look she received in response to her cheek.


Julia added, ‘But then I didn’t ask.’


‘No, well, you wouldn’t. I suppose he asked you about the ennobling though, didn’t he? You didn’t want to be one of them, then?’


So, they were back to that again. Julia supposed she would have to face the truth sooner or later.


‘Do you remember that story you told us?’ she said. ‘You know, the one about the King waking up?’


‘I remember.’


Julia sipped at her tea, relishing the warmth as it spread into her chest.


‘I just thought he was going to change things,’ she said. ‘I thought the Queen was supposed to come back, wake up the King and bring us a cure for the contamination.’


‘But you know what the contamination really is now. We both know what it really is.’


The Weeper vaccine. The Silver cure.


Julia had told Livia the truth the moment she’d returned from the Red.


‘I know,’ said Julia, ‘but still, shouldn’t something have changed? All the lives lost and battles fought and still things are happening exactly as they used to. The Candidates are still being cast, the Attendants are still bleeding, the Servers are still slaving, and above it all the Nobles are still taking exactly what they want from us. How is that fair?’


Livia settled back in her seat.


‘Well, now, that depends on what you’re asking. If you’re asking how it’s fair that they’ve used us for this long, then the answer is it’s not. It’s never been fair, and there’s no wiping that blame away from them. But if you’re asking how it’s fair that they’re still allowed to use us when you know very well what has the power to make them stop… Well, that’s a different question, isn’t it?’


Julia put her tea aside, no longer thirsty.


‘What are you saying?’ she said.


‘You know what’s in the blood of them outside the Blue. The way I see it, you’ve got a choice: either you accept things as they are, or you do something about it.’


Julia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Yes, she’d resolved to change the way that things were in the Blue, and yes, the thing that had motivated her was the knowledge that the contamination could be used as a weapon against the Nobles, but she hadn’t quite put the two together into a course of action. The thought of actually using that weapon felt too extreme to contemplate.


But it was the logical end point, one Julia knew she’d have to accept.


Eventually.


‘What about you?’ said to Livia, deflecting.


‘Me? I’m an old woman. I’ll sit here and stitch up them as come to me, but I’m not going to war. You’re going to have to find yourself some other allies, if this is what you want to do.’


Julia read the subtleties of Livia’s expression.


‘It’s what you think I should do,’ she said.


‘I said nothing of the sort.’


‘But you heavily implied.’


‘Oh, I implied, did I?’


‘Yes,’ Julia said, levelling her gaze at the woman who was almost a mother to her. ‘You did. Because this is what you think is right.’


‘Well, right is all well and good, but will is a different kind of animal. Without that, nothing ever changes. So,’ she said, leaning forward to take Julia’s hands in hers, ‘is this what you will?’










CHAPTER TWO




CAM FOUND EMMY up in the north of the city, trailing her scent into the fields. She was standing with her foot on the bottom rung of a fence, staring out into the charred remains of the wheat stubble.


The Servers had burned it late this year. They’d had more pressing matters to attend to. The Weepers, the army, the battles, the bodies.


The pyres.


‘Haven’t had enough of the fire yet?’ Cam called as he approached.


‘Haven’t had enough of the heat,’ she replied, without turning around. ‘The ground’s still warm up here. Seems like it’s gone cold everywhere else.’


‘Daisies are still flowering, though,’ he said, nodding at the flower she was twirling between her fingers.


She smiled ruefully. ‘Sol’s the only one who can find them. I don’t even see them anymore.’


Cam leaned up against the fence and nudged her with his shoulder.


‘He used to be that way once, too,’ he said. ‘You’ll find your way back to yourself, Ems, just like he did.’


‘Maybe. Maybe not.’


Emmy was right; it was warmer here, but the smoky scent of the air was cloying. It coated the back of Cam’s throat, until all he wanted was to go back to the bunkhouse and have a drink. Vodka, for preference.


But Emmy seemed to want to talk.


‘I used to think that turning Silver would turn me into a monster,’ she said. ‘Do you remember?’


‘I remember.’


She’d agonised over that decision, until finally it had been taken out of her hands. It had been either turn Silver or die, and Sol hadn’t been willing to allow the latter. He’d chosen for her in the end.


‘And you thought I was an idiot for worrying about it,’ she said to Cam.


‘I never thought you were an idiot, Ems.’


In truth, he’d struggled to understand her reluctance at the time. Back then, it had seemed like the easiest decision in the world: turn Silver, live forever, protect Sol.


But now he could see the tyranny in their way of life, and nothing seemed that straightforward anymore.


Emmy shook her head. ‘I don’t know what I was thinking. As though the blood would contaminate my soul,’ she laughed. ‘Ironic, really, isn’t it? And all it took in the end was one man. One worthless, human man to turn me into someone who’s only useful for killing. It’s probably a good thing that we’ve lost the baby, because god knows what kind of mother I would have made.’


She laughed again, but this time it sounded almost like a sob. 


‘Ems–’


‘Don’t, Cam. I know you’re trying to help, but I’m not looking for sympathy, so please don’t give me that look.’


‘What look?’


‘The one that says you think I’m better than I think I am. Because I’m not. Maybe I could have been once, but now…’ She flicked the flower from between her fingers, sending it out into the field to land in the ashes. ‘Now I’m exactly what he made me.’


‘You don’t have to be.’


She smiled unhappily.


‘But that’s the thing,’ she said. ‘I want to be. I enjoy it. This is who I am now. It’s just that I hate seeing myself through your eyes these days.’


‘I’ve changed too, Ems. We’ve all changed.’


She looked at him, assessing him thoughtfully.


‘You don’t smile as much anymore,’ she said eventually. ‘Except when you’re with Felix.’


Cam smiled a little then. He could feel the heat creeping up his cheeks, but it was with happiness rather than shame.


‘You blush more, too,’ she said.


‘He’s a good guy.’


‘You don’t have to sell me on him. His blood’s probably the only reason I’m here right now, so I’m already a Felix fan. But if you like him, then I’m happy for you guys.’


It felt awkward talking about the first flushes of his romance when Emmy was so unhappy herself. It had been a week now since they’d returned to the Blue, and still Emmy was spending most of her time alone. He couldn’t work out whether she was having trouble adjusting to life outside a cell, or whether she was avoiding the King. Perhaps a bit of both.


‘Have you spoken to Sol?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘It’s hard. He wants to talk, I can tell. But he doesn’t push it and, I don’t know. Sometimes I’m glad he doesn’t, and sometimes I just wish he would make me talk to him so I could hate him for it.’


‘Do you want to talk to me?’


‘What is there left to say? I had a little boy. He’s gone. I don’t know that we’ll ever find him again.’


‘Well, I’m not giving up,’ he said.


She turned and leaned back against the fence, letting her weight sag against the bars. The afternoon sun was just starting to dip towards the trees in the west, and it caught the muted colours in her hair. It was drab, that heavy length of curls that charted her captivity. Broken and damaged, splitting at the ends.


‘I’ve spoken to every woman in this place,’ she said, ‘and she’s not here, the woman who took him from me. Either that or they’re hiding her. I’ve thought about her every single waking second since I handed my baby over to her. I told myself I’d memorised her scent and every feature of her face, but in just a few brief seconds, how could I have done? How can I even know what I’m looking for? But without a trail to follow from her, I have no idea where to start looking for my son. It’s hopeless.’


‘It is not. I had no idea where to start looking for you, and I found you, didn’t I? I mean, I know it took me a while,’ Cam conceded, regretting the comparison, ‘but it’s not hopeless, is what I’m saying. Have you been able to remember anything that might help us work out how long ago it happened?’


She scrunched her eyes shut in frustration. Cam could see her jaw clenching.


‘No,’ she said. ‘All I know is what that bastard told me, and we can hardly trust that, can we?’


Over the past week they’d had plenty of cause to regret the fact that Emmy had killed Charles, but she seemed to feel no remorse herself. Her fingers twitched whenever Cam mentioned his name, so he tried to keep their conversation abstract. Still, it would have helped to have a prisoner to question about these details, details that apparently only Charles had known.


Why had he taken Emmy? What had he been hoping to achieve? And, most importantly, when had her son been born? Without that information, they had no idea how old he would be now.


‘I was under,’ she said, going through the story for the fiftieth time. ‘When they woke me up the first time, I must have already been out at least a month because we were in Charlestown. Then they moved me to the mountains. I didn’t find out about the baby until I started to show, but it wasn’t until nearly nine months after I woke up that I gave birth.’


Her voice cracked on the last words. There were details Cam hadn’t asked, and that he would never ask, about that day. He would have changed the subject then rather than have her dwell on it, but she seemed determined to push on.


‘So I was in stasis,’ she continued. ‘He must have had me drained when he took me, because my body was just frozen. The baby didn’t start growing until I was awake again, and by then I think the world was already over. It was just rusted bedposts, buckets, gas lamps and coarse fabric. No plastic, no electricity, no plumbing, no toiletries, just lye and vinegar and everything smelling faintly of shit. Then the woman was somehow in my room, and there were footsteps thundering and she said, Quickly, and I couldn’t move my legs but I was so desperate to get him out of there, to get him anywhere that wasn’t that dank hole in the ground…’


She took a breath, deep and shaky.


‘Then they put me under again, and then I was fighting and his throat was in my hand, and the baby was just gone–’


Cam wrapped her in his arms and pulled her close against his chest.


‘It’s okay.’ He stroked her hair as her shoulders began to shake. ‘We’ll find him, Ems. Even if it takes a millennium, I promise you we’ll find him.’


‘What if he’s not even Sol’s?’ she whispered into his shirt.


Cam didn’t reply, he just squeezed her a little more tightly.


‘You must have been wondering too,’ she said, wiping her nose as she leaned back to look him in the eye. ‘Everyone must have been wondering, right? I mean, I was gone for hundreds of years. What if it was… What if–’


‘Of course he’s Sol’s,’ Cam said, pulling her back into a hug. ‘You silvered for each other. You’re bonded. It’s not like the Silver have kids all the time, Ems. It’s not like someone who wasn’t bonded to you could… You know. It just doesn’t work like that.’


‘We don’t know what that bastard was doing while I was under.’


Cam couldn’t think about that now, because he didn’t want her to think about it either.


‘We do know that no Silver couple has ever managed to have a child without a bond,’ he said, although as he spoke he wondered whether that was true. Had Chloe and Darius had their little boy without a bond? Cam hadn’t asked. Now, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to know. To Emmy, he insisted, ‘It just doesn’t happen, so stop tying yourself in knots over this. Let’s just worry about finding him, okay? Come on, everyone’s waiting back at the palace.’


‘I don’t want to go there.’


‘The bunkhouse then.’ He pressed a kiss into her hair as he gently shepherded her away from the field. ‘Let’s get you cleaned up. You smell like a bonfire.’


‘I feel like a bonfire. I just want to burn the whole world.’


‘I know, Ems, but you’re going to have to settle for a brisk walk and a hot bath.’


As they made their way south towards the square, Cam let his mind wander back to the questions he’d been avoiding. In truth, they had no way of telling whether or not the child was Sol’s, not until they found him, at least. Because while it was true that the Silver didn’t conceive outside the bond, they were also supposed to be turned human by the vaccine. Since Emmy didn’t follow the rules in that respect, who was to say what could be possible?


So it came down to this: they didn’t know where the child had come from, or what he would have become. That made it all the more urgent that Cam should find him before Emmy did, so he could do whatever needed to be done.


Because Emmy was right. Turning Silver hadn’t made her into a monster, but it had sure as hell given her the power to turn into one now. He’d seen the glee in her eyes as she killed. It would happen again, and again, until there was nothing left of the friend he loved.


He had to stop her. He had to stop all of them, and he’d use whatever tools he needed to make that happen.


Cam had already made up his mind: the end of this year would mark the end of the Silver.





‘We found two more today,’ Naia was saying as Cam joined the Invicti on the bunkhouse sofas.


She and Konrad had been patrolling the edges of the Blue, looking for stragglers from the battle. They’d been doing it every day this week, and still they kept coming across more.


‘Cured?’ Tommy asked.


‘No, still Silver, and they weren’t trying to get out to the continent. They were coming back in from the Red. That’s why there have been so many of the fuckers. They’re trying to infiltrate us.’


‘We don’t know that,’ said Konrad. ‘We don’t even know they were coming in rather than out.’


‘Really? Because they had no blood or dirt on them, and I’ll swear I’d never seen either of them before today.’


‘What did you do with them?’ Tommy asked.


‘They’re in the cells with the rest of them, down for now,’ said Konrad.


The Invicti had moved the remainder of the Red Shirts and Lorelei’s traitors into the guardhouse cellar. They’d had to build some new rooms down there to accommodate all the prisoners, but since they were keeping them drained for the moment they didn’t need much space. They could have stacked them up like wine bottles if it hadn’t seemed so crass.


The Invicti were waking the traitors one by one, then interrogating them to see whether they could bring them under the King’s rule. So far they’d been entirely successful, but Cam didn’t like to think about what might happen if they ever found one who wouldn’t swear fealty. 


These two new arrivals might be their first dissenters.


‘Do you want us to keep them asleep?’ Konrad asked Tommy.


‘No. Let them wake up, then I’ll go and talk to them. Maybe we can find out what they were hoping to achieve by sneaking into the city.’


‘Probably just thirsty little bastards,’ Naia said. ‘They’ll have been after the humans.’


Tommy nodded, but he didn’t reply.


Cam knew Tommy wouldn’t be satisfied with that explanation. They’d been discussing the problem only that morning, and they’d finally voiced the worry they both shared: Alistair.


With Alistair still out in the Red, there was no telling what to expect. There were still Silver left in Charlestown, and doubtless some Red Shirt survivors would have returned to Charles’s fortress in the Ore Mountains. If Alistair were any kind of strategist, and all the Invicti knew that he was, then he would be trying to gather those forces together to turn them against the Blue.


Cam assumed that Alistair’s aim would be to restore Laila to her former position, but that was a guess rather than a certainty. It would be a challenge now that she was human.


‘We’ll need all the guards we can spare to patrol the boundary fence,’ Tommy said. ‘Let’s double the numbers, and then maybe we can work out where they’re coming from and why. What about the cured traitors?’ He said to Aaron.


As he was now human himself, Aaron had been judged the best person to handle the newly-cured.


‘We’ve moved most of them out of the centre of the city. They’re working in manufacturing, laundry, that sort of thing. Nothing that brings them into contact with the food, just in case.’


‘Good,’ said Tommy. ‘The last thing we need is a load of disgruntled former Silver getting it into their heads to contaminate our food.’


‘Well, you’re just going to have to deal with that risk,’ Aaron went on, ‘because you need us. There are too many of you, and not enough uncontaminated humans left to serve you, so either you’re going to have to get the pampered Noble bastards to pick up after themselves, or you’re going to see a lot more of this.’


As he spoke, he pointed to his cheek. Like all of the contaminated humans from the Blue, he’d been stamped with a tattooed ‘X’ that designated his status. He wasn’t wearing it well.


‘You make up your own fucking minds,’ he said, ‘I’ve got shit to do.’ He left through the back door, muttering grumpily as he went.


‘Nice to see that this experience hasn’t soured his mood,’ said Adewale.


‘Same old Aaron,’ Zita said with a smile, but there was sadness in her eyes. If even she was moved to compassion by his circumstances, then they were all in trouble.


‘I’ve been trying to work out if there’s something we can do for him,’ said Linh.


She was coping remarkably well with Gul’s death, or at least she seemed to be. She’d thrown herself into her duties and that distraction appeared to be working, for the moment at least.


‘Like what?’ Bartek asked. ‘A girl, maybe?’


‘No! A way to turn him back. I’m looking at the Queen’s blood.’


Cam opened his mouth to argue, but Linh wasn’t finished.


‘And before you get angry with me,’ she went on, ‘the Queen offered it to me. I didn’t ask her for it. The King gave me some too, when he found out. I’m running some tests, but no luck so far.’


‘And it’s just Emmy and Sol who are immune to the cure?’ Cam asked.


‘Seems to be.’


‘There must be something in that. Sol turned Emmy Silver, after all.’


‘Or it could be the bond,’ said Tommy. ‘If that’s the only way to pass on the immunity, then no wonder Charles didn’t have any luck with his experiments.’


Linh sighed. ‘There’s probably not much hope. He was trying to accomplish this for decades, maybe even centuries. What are the chances we’ll succeed when he failed?’


‘Pretty abysmal,’ Cam said. He schooled his expression into despondency, trying to match his mood to those around him, but the truth was that this felt like good news. Maybe the Silver could just fade away and take their violence with them.


‘And Emmy doesn’t know what tests they were running?’ Tommy asked Linh.


‘She says not.’


‘I spoke to her again,’ Cam said. ‘About the baby.’


‘Oh?’ said Viv, sitting up as straight as her pregnant belly would allow. ‘Where is she?’


‘She’s upstairs.’


Emmy had been sharing Cam’s room since they’d got back. He’d been reluctant at first, thinking that it would make things a little awkward with Felix, but the woodsman hadn’t wanted to come into the city anyway. He’d said he was happier out in the Red. Cam couldn’t blame him for feeling that way, since he was yearning for the forests himself.


They both knew it wouldn’t be long before Cam joined him in the trees again.


‘I told her I’d go and look for the boy,’ he said.


‘Did she tell you something new?’


‘No. Nothing new.’


Tommy raised an eyebrow. ‘We still don’t know how long ago this happened, then.’


‘Nope.’


‘You do realise that it could have been centuries ago? The kid could have grown up, maybe got cured out in the Red, then lived his human lifetime and died. You could be chasing a ghost.’


‘I’m still going, Tommy. And don’t try to tell me you need me here, because she needs me to be out there.’


‘Okay,’ Viv interrupted, sensitive to the changing tone of the conversation. ‘Why don’t the rest of us get started on the patrols?’


‘Good idea,’ Tommy said, his eyes never leaving Cam’s.


It took Viv a while to manoeuvre her pregnant self out of the sofa, which had made a good attempt to swallow her, but when she was finally free she dropped a kiss onto the top of Tommy’s head and ushered the other Invicti out into the yard.


‘Dammit, Cam.’ Tommy rubbed his forehead as though he were trying to smooth away the creases that had gathered there. ‘You’ve barely been back in the city for a week, and now you want to go off searching the continent again? You have to know that you’re not going to find this child.’


‘You didn’t give up this easily when we were looking for Emmy.’


‘Because we had some reason to believe she was still alive, and at least we knew we’d recognise her when we saw her. What you’re proposing now is entirely different. You’re proposing to go back out into the Red and look for a boy of indeterminate age and indeterminate race, with absolutely nothing to go on except that he probably looks a bit like Emmy.’


‘I’m not proposing anything. I’m telling you I’m doing it.’


‘How?’ Tommy got to his feet and started pacing. His face was now so red that Cam worried he was going to burst something. ‘How the hell are you going to manage this one? For fuck’s sake, you have nothing. Can’t you see how hopeless this is? I feel like I spend my whole fucking life trying to talk you out of ridiculous decisions.’


‘And if you’d succeeded last time, I would never have brought Emmy home. Come on, Tommy. Have a little faith.’


He looked at Cam for a long moment, then dropped back down on the sofa beside him with an exasperated sigh.


Cam had known he’d give in eventually. Tommy might have shouted the loudest, but he knew there was no point in arguing with Cam when he’d made up his mind about something.


‘So, what’s your plan?’ Tommy asked. ‘You’re just going to scour the Red for orphan boys?’


‘No, I’m going to try to find the woman. You know, the one who brought him here. That’s the best place to start.’


‘So you’re going back to the mountains.’


‘Yes.’


Tommy leaned back against the cushions and groaned.


‘Oh, come on,’ Cam said. ‘It won’t be that dangerous. We dealt with most of the Red Shirts, and it’s not like I can’t handle myself.’


‘Against them? No problem. Against Alistair?’ Tommy’s brow knitted into creases again.


‘Relax. I can take that old bastard. And anyway, I’m not going to Charlestown. I’m just going to sniff around up in the mountains and see if I can find someone who remembers seeing the woman pass through. That’s all.’


‘She might be dead too, you know. Odds are she never made it out of the mountains.’


‘Maybe, but Charles told Emmy she’d escaped with the boy.’


‘Right, because he never lied about anything.’


‘Look, you’re not going to talk me out of it,’ Cam said, crossing his arms over his chest. ‘It’s just a quiet poke around. It’s no big deal, and isn’t it worth the effort so we know that at least we’ve tried? For Emmy.’


‘Fine,’ Tommy said, getting to his feet. ‘Then I wish you luck on your hopeless mission. I just hope you know what you’re doing.’





Cam had hung around in the lounge long after dusk, and long after the rest of the Invicti had eaten their dinner and gone out on patrol, or up to their rooms.


He’d wanted to leave the Blue immediately, but Tommy had persuaded him to stay a couple more nights before he set off. He couldn’t really refuse, since he’d need time to get Emmy used to the idea of him leaving.


‘He doesn’t mean it, you know,’ Viv said, joining him on the sofa. ‘Tommy. He doesn’t think it’s hopeless, and he knows that if anyone can find the boy then it’s you. He just doesn’t want you to leave us again, that’s all.’


Cam took the bottle of blood she offered him, clinking it convivially against her own.


‘You know why I have to go, though,’ he said.


‘I’m not sure even you know that, Cam. I’m sure Felix is part of it, but there must have been something that kept you going out onto the continent for all those centuries, still looking for Emmy after all of us had given up hope.’


‘I’m an optimist.’


‘You were an optimist. These days I wonder whether you’re just masochistic, spending all your time out in the Red with contaminated people, ignoring the risks. It’s almost as though you want to be human.’


She raised an eyebrow at him, but the smiling tilt of her lips told him she was joking. She didn’t realise how right she was.


He laughed, playing along. ‘I don’t know. I mean, have you ever wondered what it would be like if the contamination did spread?’


‘You mean if we were all cured?’


‘Yes. Sometimes,’ Cam said carefully, ‘I guess I wonder if it might be easier. I wonder if it might be better if we didn’t live so long, if we weren’t so strong. If we all lived on the same terms as the humans. Things might be more equal. Life might be fairer.’


‘But there’s always going to be inequality, Cam. Maybe not to the degree it exists now, but even if we were all human there’d be some of us who were more powerful than others, because of strength or intelligence or beauty.’


‘And that makes what we do to the humans alright?’


‘We do it to survive.’


‘No,’ Cam said, struggling to maintain a calm appearance. ‘We do it because we have all the power, so we set the terms. We do it to make sure we keep our advantage.’


‘Maybe. But I can’t see the Nobles of this city lining up to surrender it all in the name of equality. People just aren’t that selfless. Not us, and not the humans either. People can’t just change their nature, not even for an idealist like you.’


This was a pointless discussion. Cam never should have brought it up – after all, he already knew Tommy’s views on the subject – but part of him had hoped that Viv might feel differently.


She smiled and squeezed his leg.


‘Is this because of Emmy?’ she asked. ‘I know it’s been difficult for her. It can’t have been easy for her to turn up here and see how little has changed since the Fall.’


‘I don’t think she cares,’ Cam said, slumping back into the sofa. ‘I don’t think she’s even noticed the Servers yet. She just worries about finding the baby.’


Viv nodded slowly, her gaze dropping for a moment before she looked back at Cam.


‘Does she hate me?’ she asked.


Shit. Not the question Cam had expected, and not one he welcomed.


He deliberately met Viv’s eyes as he said, ‘Of course not. Why would you think that?’


‘You’re a terrible liar, Cam.’


He dragged a hand down his face and groaned.


‘Look,’ he said, ‘it’s not that she hates you. You just remind her of what she’s lost, you know? The baby, with your baby on the way. I think it’s too much.’


‘I guessed that when she stopped looking at me. I know we were never close like the two of you, but… I don’t know. It was stupid of me to hope that our friendship would still be the same.’


‘She’s changed, Viv. You have to see that.’


‘Well, it’s been a long time.’


‘No, that’s not all it is. You didn’t see her in the battle. She’s changed. Sometimes I look at her and it’s as though Emmy’s just gone. She’s either shaking in my arms or she’s just something else, wearing Emmy’s skin. I feel like a dick for even saying that out loud, but I’m worried about her. She’s not the same person.’


Viv settled back into the armchair, wrestling the cushions into position. From the size of her, it was hard to believe that it would still be a month until she had her baby.


‘Of course she’s changed,’ she said, ‘and you have too.’


‘Not like her.’


‘But when you met her, she was just a girl. You were already hundreds of years old. She was just twenty-eight, and human. Of course she’s changed. She’s not just Emmy, anymore.’


‘I liked just Emmy.’


‘Me too,’ Viv said as she took Cam’s hand, ‘but she’s Solomon’s bride. Despite everything that happened with Charles, I think this brutal version of her was the inevitable end. Things might not have played out as he planned, but Sol was always going to change her. In the end she’s become exactly what our King always wanted her to be.’


‘Which was?’


Viv shrugged and swigged at her bottle.


‘His queen,’ she said.
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