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PROLOGUE




BUT THE UNGODLY by their words and deeds summoned death;

considering him a friend they pined away and made a covenant with him,

because they are fit to belong to his company.

For they reasoned unsoundly, saying to themselves,

“Short and sorrowful is our life, and there is no remedy when a life comes to its end,

and no one has been known to return from Hades.

For we were born by mere chance, and hereafter we shall be as though we had never been,

for the breath in our nostrils is smoke, and reason is a spark kindled by the beating of our hearts;

when it is extinguished, the body will turn to ashes, and the spirit will dissolve like empty air.”

~ The Wisdom of Solomon





The guild hall rang with the sound of the gong as it struck the bells of midnight, the echo demonstrating the cavernous extent of the space where the light of the few candles had failed to do so. From their faint glow I could see the ranks of faces lined row after row around the sides of the room. They watched with eerie stillness as we awaited our judgement.


My palms were damp with sweat, the satin of my dress sticking to my skin as terror clenched my body into a ball of nerves.


I knew what the verdict would be.


I knew that they would send me to the dawn ceremony, and I knew that the turning would fail. I wouldn’t become Silver; I’d turn Weeper instead. I’d become a monster.


The throne at the far end of the room was occupied by an anonymous figure in a dark, hooded cloak. The attire gave it the appearance of an executioner, a black judge of we lucky humans nominated for this honour. But what had started out as an opportunity had become an obligation that would take my life and turn it into something else: something dark, infected and twisted.


Eight cloaked figures stood between us and the throne, a strip of naked flesh visible on each of them from neck to waist. Drew was among them somewhere. It would be his teeth in my neck, his hand at my throat and his conscience weighed by the sum of my life.


I wondered whether he would care at all when he saw me fall at his feet and break apart.


I felt sick with anxiety, the blood loss making me so weak that I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stay on my feet. I had to breathe through my mouth to keep the nausea that was rolling in my stomach at bay.


I just had to keep it together for a little while longer, I thought, and then it would all be over.


I’d be done.


I could give up.


My name’s Emmy, I’m twenty-eight and I’m still human.


For now.










CHAPTER ONE




THURSDAY





The gate of the Silver city slammed shut behind us, the bolts shooting home as the pick-up truck pulled out onto the road beyond, driving slowly through a breach in the barricade that circled the towering perimeter walls. The rain was pouring heavily from the leaden sky, thudding into the open truck bed with thunderous force until Oliver and I were sitting in streams of water that washed the mud from the trailer around us.


I braced myself as best I could against the jerky movement while the truck rocked onto the road, the barricade falling behind us quickly as the buildings reared up on either side.


“Look,” Oliver said, pointing off to our right.


I followed his gesture and saw that Weepers were lining the sides of the street, queuing in their thousands to watch our progress with apparent interest as their eyes streamed with the bloody tears that gave them their name. I shuddered. One bite from a Weeper and we’d be transformed into one of them, but if they managed to carry us off for their lunch then there wouldn’t be enough of us left to turn anyway.


But they were keeping their distance from the truck, doubtless having spotted, or perhaps having sensed, that the driver was a Silver: one of the vampiric race that had created the Weepers with their failed attempts to make more of their own kind.


They had unleashed the Weeper plague on the humans and now they were the only ones who could keep us safe from it, apparently able to repel the Weepers simply with the force of their presence, so they were in charge. We humans gave the Silver our blood and worked for them for the privilege of their protection, a bargain many of us found difficult to swallow. The humans’ refusal to submit to it was the reason Oliver and I were in this mess, caught in the fallout of a failed rebellion.


Oliver was topless except for the bandage that wrapped around his torso to hold the dressing onto his shoulder injury, but in this rain a shirt wouldn’t have done him much good anyway. I was still wearing my T-shirt and mini skirt, both shredded from the explosion the night before, and for all the protection they were affording me I might as well have been naked. Goose pimples crawled along my skin as my body tried to keep itself warm, but at least my feet were snug in my knee-high boots.


I stared out at the ranks of the Weepers, following them with my eyes as they followed us, their fluid and undulating movements seeming to roll us along as we went. They were a sea of intent faces peering out from the shade of the alleys and buildings crowding in over the road, huddled under overhangs and in doorways in a half-hearted attempt to keep the daylight from their weeping eyes.


“They’re not hiding like they used to,” I said.


“Who? The Weepers?”


I nodded.


“They used to stay indoors, in the shadows. They’re pushing the limits.”


We both watched them for a moment in silence as the trucked bumped onwards.


“The sky’s clouded over,” he replied. “But maybe they’re getting hungrier too.”


I wrapped my free arm around my knees and curled into a ball, pulling myself as far into the centre of the truck bed as I could. With the Weepers encroaching further and further into the street, I didn’t want to tempt fate. I knew we were safe with the Silver close by in the driver’s seat, but being locked out in the open air like a sacrificial offering whilst we thundered past thousands of hungry Weepers was utterly terrifying.


“At least they didn’t send us out here alone with the rebels,” Oliver said.


It was a small mercy, but I could have done without the reminder of the events of earlier that day.


A group of fifty-odd humans had blown up some of the buildings in the safe zone last night, in the Silver city. A lot of people had died, and a couple of the Silver too. Little wonder, then, that the ruler of the Silver, the Primus, had sent them on a short walk outside the perimeter wall to meet the Weepers.


We’d driven across the bloodstained tarmac on our way out of the gates.


“I’m not sure it will make much difference to me in the long run,” I replied, my teeth juddering as I shivered.


“You’re thinking about the Casting?”


I nodded.


The Primus had decided to offer an opportunity to all of the remaining humans: the opportunity to turn Silver. I’d let myself be convinced into signing up, a decision that I had come to regret bitterly.


“Will that really still go ahead?” he said. The rain had plastered his curling hair to his face and neck, turning its light brown a darker shade. The water dripped off his long lashes, ran down his stubbled cheeks and poured off his chin.


“I assume so. I don’t know. Maybe not after last night.”


Oliver and I had tried to stop the explosions and save some of my friends who had been trapped in the blast zone, but in the process we’d been implicated as rebels by a couple of Silver who were trying either to end my life or to make it miserable. The Primus, Solomon, had sentenced us to indefinite punishment duty on Silver Farm, where all our food was produced and stored.


I couldn’t imagine that it was going to be a barrel of laughs, but with the Casting scheduled for Wednesday I didn’t think I’d have to suffer through it long. It would all be over soon.


We sat upright in the trailer watching the transfixed Weepers until, after what felt like an age, we reached the edge of their multitude and saw the limits of their silent vigil disappearing into the distance as the truck sped on. There were millions of them, crowding patiently around the city walls, waiting for the Silver to leave their human flock unguarded, for their opportunity to break in. We watched them until they were out of sight, unwilling to let our guard down until we felt that we were out of their range.


I exhaled heavily, relieved at escaping their normally unseen and yet oppressive embrace of the city. The stark spectre of my own future was not something on which I wanted to dwell.


The cuff that chained my right hand to the metal floor was chafing on my wrist, the wet skin already blistering under the constant movement caused by the truck’s poor suspension. I shifted to try to get comfortable, and found that the only way to stop it from rubbing was to lie down in the truck bed.


I was soaked anyway, so what did it matter?


“Why did you even agree to it?” Oliver asked me, his bright, grey eyes narrowing in incomprehension as he looked down at me.


“What? The Casting?”


“Yeah,” he said, lying down beside me. “Tell me you don’t want to be Silver.”


“Of course not. I’ve seen how they are, how twisted they can become. I don’t want to be like that.”


“Then why?”


“At the time, it seemed like the only option,” I replied mournfully. We were now less than a week away from the Casting and it was looming in the forefront of my mind. If I made it through the selection process, then I would have to go through with the attempt to turn Silver. And I would fail.


“Tell me,” he said.


“It’s complicated.”


“It must be,” he replied.


“It’s a long story.”


“We have time.”


I was unsure whether or not to trust him. Everything we had gone through together in the past twelve hours had formed some kind of connection between us, but so much had changed that I was no longer sure where my loyalties lay. I thought of Drew and Sol, of Cam’s distraught face as the gates of the city closed behind us, shutting me out of their world. But what did I owe to the Silver who had sent me away? I thought of everyone I had lost and realised that Oliver was the closest I had to a human friend at this moment.


“Tell me about what happened with the rebels,” I replied.


“I think you know most of it.”


“Tell me from the beginning,” I insisted, looking for a story to distract him, and to distract me from my chattering teeth. “Tell me your Revelation story.”


Two weeks ago, when the Silver had first made themselves known, it had been in response to the arrival of the Weeper plague, which swept through the streets rapidly and relentlessly. In populated areas it spread quicker than wildfire, the infection originating from a single Weeper converting an entire city within minutes. Of course, we knew now that the timing of the Silver Revelation was no coincidence, and that the arrival of the Weepers had been caused by the Silver, but back then many saw them as our saviours and deliverers, albeit requiring more in terms of payment than we might have offered otherwise.


That moment had become a defining one for all the humans who had survived this far, a common experience lived and suffered in so many different ways.


“It’s a bad one,” he said quietly.


I shielded my eyes with my free hand and looked up into the sky, through the rain at the buildings falling away on either side of us as we moved through the city. The structures were starting to shrink as we left central London, the towering faces of the broken office blocks giving way to beautiful old terraces, their balconies strewn with new horrors I didn’t want to contemplate. I closed my eyes, but my mind was filled with horrors of its own.


“So was mine,” I said.


There was a moment of silence before he responded, each of us shut in the walls of our own memories.


“Another time, then,” he said.


Oliver had just lost his brother to the failed rebellion, so I could understand why he might not want to talk about the Revelation. I imagined that they would have been together. It had probably been insensitive of me to ask about it, but it was difficult to find a safe topic of conversation these days.


“I hate to push you on this,” he said, “but is there anything I need to know before we get to the Farm? We’re in this together and, well, there have been a lot of rumours about you being some kind of pet of the Primus…”


I groaned aloud. I really didn’t want to talk about Sol, didn’t want to confess my sins to Oliver, to relive the rush of adrenaline aroused by the scrape of the Primus’s teeth on my skin.


“Look, Emmy,” he said, “I already know about the choker and the brand, though I admit I’m starting to doubt that my information about either of them was accurate given that it came from Benedict. But forget that. What I’m saying is that you can talk to me. I’m hardly in a position to judge you, after all. You wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t gotten involved with the rebels. You wouldn’t have lost the choker, or the protection of the Primus. This is my fault.”


I turned my head to the side, my cheek lying along the cold, metal trailer bed as the rain pounded down around us, and looked into his grey eyes.


“It’s my fault too,” I said with feeling.


“Tell me,” he said again as he rolled onto his side and pulled me, shivering, into his arms, my face cradled against his shoulder. After everything that had happened last night, and having spent the morning helping him to limp around the city, I was accustomed to his proximity. It felt comfortable and calming to feel him close. His warmth settled into my chilled flesh, my limbs slick with rain on the bare skin of his torso.


“It all comes down to Ben,” I said quietly. “Benedict, the Silver’s third in line in England. You know that’s who he is, right?”


“I knew he was one of the Solis Invicti,” Oliver answered, naming the Silver’s elite military and the Primus’s personal guard.


“Yeah, well, he’s a bit more than that. Solomon is Primus, Andrew is Secundus and Benedict is Tertius. If Sol and Drew were out of the picture…”


“Oh,” Oliver said. “But they’re Silver,” he continued after a moment, “and they’re old. Even the explosion at the Palace only killed a couple of the younger ones. I knew Benedict was planning to overthrow the Primus, but are you saying he was going to kill them? How?”


“I think he was planning to depose Sol with intrigue rather than strength, but Drew… Well, long story short: Ben has been trying to kill me because it would kill Drew, but all of that’s kind of irrelevant now that the bond has broken.”


“So that much of what he told us was true? That the bond links people’s lives and lets a Silver heal their lover? That’s how you got the brand?”


“Yes,” I said quietly, “it’s true.”


Drew had silvered for me, delicate silver threads suffusing his irises, an extension of the silver filaments in the whites of his eyes that the Silver were named for. With that superficial change came something deeper, a love that bound his life to mine, dooming him to die with me. That bond gave Drew the power to heal me, and even to bring me back from the brink of death. When Ben nearly succeeded in his mission to kill me, Drew was able to save me, leaving a shining Silver handprint over my heart: a brand that pulled me to him, that tied me to him as he was tied to me.


But I didn’t love him. The emotion was compelled from me, forced by intangible magic. It wasn’t real. It didn’t mean anything.


And I knew what it felt like when it was real, when it burned in your veins and cowed you with its realisation, crushing your pride and leaving you weak. Admitting to that and feeling something that humbling meant casting yourself not as the heroine or the victim of the play of your life, but as the fool: human, fallible and wrong. The feeling I had known was visceral and brutal, its object terrible and uncompromising.


But I had left it behind me, along with everything else in my life, and there was no way that it would ever be mine again.


“The bond and the brand… they’re both gone now,” I said.


Everything was gone.


“Something… odd happened last night,” I continued. “I was hurt in the explosion, badly hurt, maybe dying. The next thing I know I wake up covered in bits of shrapnel that have apparently been pushed out of my skin, the brand’s gone and then Drew tells me the bond’s broken too.”


“So, what?” Oliver asked. “Something broke the bond?”


“I don’t know. As far as I can work out, the brand burned itself out healing me, and that’s what broke the bond. Either way, they’re gone now.”


“Hmm.”


I remembered a conversation I’d had with Oliver earlier in the week and a thought struck me.


“You said you had a way to break the bond,” I said.


“Yeah, I did,” he agreed, reluctantly.


“Well? Would it explain this?”


“No,” he said. “Well, actually, maybe, but I wouldn’t recommend taking it as gospel given that Benedict told me it. He said that we could stop your heart for a few seconds, and that it would break the bond, but that we could bring you back quickly enough that the bonded Silver wouldn’t die. I didn’t know which Silver we were talking about, of course, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Benedict was just spinning me a line to get to you.”


“I guess,” I said, “but it could explain it. Maybe I died, and the brand brought me back.”


“Maybe,” he conceded.


I looked into his eyes for a moment, the rain running along his cheekbones and across his lips.


“Did you really think I would ever have trusted you and Ben to bring me back after stopping my heart?” I asked.


“Ha! Yeah, maybe that was a bit of a stretch. I hope you trust me a bit better now, though. I meant it when I said we’re in this together.”


He pushed a sodden lock of hair away from my face and pulled me close against him, trying his best to shield me from the downpour. I didn’t know how to respond to the intimate gesture, but it hadn’t felt awkward, so I just kept quiet and let him shelter me.


“And it was the Secundus?” he asked after a few moments, the sound rumbling through his chest and against my cheek. “He’s in love with you?”


The blunt question took me by surprise.


“He was, or so he said. I don’t know.”


It hadn’t felt like love should. Love shouldn’t blink out in a second, just because the magic is gone. But apparently that was exactly what had happened with the bond, a love built on nothingness, crumbling and dissipating like sandcastles in the tide. And I had no idea how it had happened.


The way Drew had spoken to me last night had made it perfectly clear that there was nothing between us now, just the ghost of lost emotion for him to mourn.


“And the Primus protected you because of the bond to the Secundus?” Oliver asked.


“Perhaps,” I replied.


I didn’t know how to explain my relationship with Sol. He’d given me the choker to wear, a mark of his protection, a beautiful piece of black lace threaded with a lily pattern picked out in silver. It wasn’t the only one he had given away, but if I was to believe him then it was the only one that had mattered, the only collar that marked possession of more than simply the blood running in the veins of its wearer.


And I had wanted to be possessed by him, had been set on fire by his voice, by his scent, by his touch.


Until he had silvered for someone else.


“Either way,” I continued, brushing aside thoughts I didn’t want to deal with, “the bond should have kept me safe through the Casting. It should have guaranteed that I would turn Silver rather than Weeper. And it was supposed to have kept both me and Drew safe from Ben. I wouldn’t have been so easy to kill as a Silver.”


“And now?” he asked quietly.


“I don’t imagine Ben will have any interest in me anymore.”


Much like the rest of the Silver, I thought.


“So there’s some good news,” he said, “but I meant with the Casting. What will happen now that the bond has broken?”


There was no way to back out. I had been signed up, my name sealed onto the Casting ledger with Drew listed as my sponsor, bound to participate.


“In six days’ time,” I said as reality settled in with crushing finality, “Drew will turn me into a Weeper.”










CHAPTER TWO




AFTER ABOUT HALF an hour the rain slowed and then stopped entirely, the sun breaking dramatically through the dark clouds that eventually gave way to bright, blue skies beyond. We were through the remains of the city now, the truck moving quickly along well-travelled roads that had been cleared of debris. I tried to sit up in the lee of the cab, but the speed of the slipstream battered me, catching at my hair and whipping it around my face. Instead, I lay back down next to Oliver, propping myself up on my elbows, and peeked over the edge of the truck bed at the landscape falling away behind us.


I could just make out the city skyline in the distance, but the street along which we drove was lined with rows of suburban houses fronting directly onto the main road, abandoned cars and other detritus stacked up against them as if they had been bulldozed to clear the way for our passage. The terraces on our left suddenly gave way to a large, tree-lined park, with ominous shapes moving in the shade of their leafy avenues. However many Weepers had been drawn into the city, there were still more gathering in the spaces in between.


They raised their heads as we passed them by, following the motion with their bloodied eyes, before moving to trail us along the sheltered edges of the street. Raising myself higher on my elbows, I saw with dismay that they were not the only ones following us.


“We’ve been picking up stragglers since we hit the outskirts of the city,” Oliver said as he followed my line of sight. “They’re sticking to the dark where possible, but I’ve seen a few walking out on the pavement rather than risk losing us.”


“Shit.”


“I wouldn’t worry; we’re going too fast for any of them to stay with us for more than a couple of blocks. These ones probably just follow the farm trucks first one way, then the other, stuck in the middle between the city and the Farm, too slow to find either or to catch the vehicles on the road.”


“Until we have to stop,” I said, then wished I hadn’t.


“We won’t have to stop,” he said, “but even if we do then they won’t come close, not with the Silver at the wheel.”


The park disappeared behind us, the Weepers left in our wake, but Oliver was right: they were gathered in this limbo in greater numbers, not knowing which direction to choose, their faces peering out from between the buildings and cars behind us.


After a while the structures thinned out entirely, and we were driving through the countryside, birds calling and singing over our heads as they flitted between trees and hedgerows that marked the boundaries of the road. We saw no Weepers at first, the open fields too exposed to hide them in the day time, but as the road plunged into dense woodland the light dimmed and suddenly they were massing around us.


My pulse raced, my eyes darting from one side to the other as I tracked their swarming movements. There were so many of them, pushing inexorably towards us, closing the circle.


I crammed myself tight up against the cab, as close to our Silver driver as possible with my hand still chained to the floor. The truck slowed to a crawl as the Weepers crowded in on every side. Oliver pulled me close to him and tried to push my head down onto his shoulder, but there was no way I was taking my eyes off the Weepers.


When I had last been this close to them, when Cam had been walking me through the city outside of the walls, the Weepers had never come nearer to us than about fifteen feet. I knew that they would stop at a distance because of the Silver behind us, knew that they would be backing off as the truck pushed forwards, and knew that they would not approach any closer, but as they clustered around us my nerve faltered.


There were hundreds of them coming out from behind the trees and bushes, pushing through the foliage towards the road. There were men, women and children in every state of health and decay, their clothing ranging from crisp, clean suits to ragged cotton clinging to emaciated frames, but they all had one thing in common: blood weeping from their eyes and hands dirtied with gore and filth.


I looked around in a panic and saw with horror that they were climbing the trees to either side of us and, following the branches until they arched over the truck, that they were poised directly above us. They were silhouetted against the sun above the tree canopies like sinister crows, waiting in an eerie stillness that was foreign to their normal, fluid movements, ready to plunge down to pin their prey.


We rolled slowly on along the road as they orbited around us, but although we were pulling away, those behind us still seemed to be closing the gap.


“They’re not stopping,” I said in a strangled whisper.


“They’ll stop,” Oliver said, turning to point through the cab window at our backs. “Stop panicking. The driver is right there.”


I looked around and reassured myself that our driver was, indeed, still in his seat, but that was little comfort when I felt a gentle thud on the back of the trailer. I spun around to see that one of the Weepers, a girl of about twelve wearing a ragged, floral dress, had climbed onto the bumper of the truck and was hanging on to the rear of the truck bed. As I watched, she swung one leg over into the trailer and perched on its edge, less than six feet from me, staring me down with a gaze that was so intent and full of hunger that I found it impossible to look away.


“Can I panic now?” I whispered snidely to Oliver.


As the girl fixed me in place with her eyes, he hammered urgently on the window in the back of the cab. She was joined by a woman and a man, both clambering up onto the bumper and hanging off the edge of the trailer.


“Hey!” Oliver shouted. “Little help, here? Can you go any faster?”


The Silver looked around at us and then, shrugging nonchalantly, turned back to the road.


“Guess that’s a no, then,” I muttered under my breath, returning my attention to our unexpected hitchhikers.


The man’s skin was so bruised and torn that it was impossible to tell how old he had been when he had been turned into a Weeper. His hair was thick and had been cut longer on top than at the sides, so it now hung in lank, matted clumps along his forehead. He was wearing a shirt, possibly white once upon a time, that was now dark with grime and ripped of its buttons, exposing horrific gashes across his hollowed stomach in a configuration that suggested they had been made by busy, digging fingers.


But it was the woman who drew my gaze. She had long, brown hair that fell in dirty waves around her scratched, bare shoulders. The remnants of a black dress with spaghetti straps covered her body, and she was wearing knee-high, flat-soled boots on her feet. I felt like I was looking into the future, a mirror of the woman I would become after the Casting: myself as a Weeper, a monster.


I clutched at the rings that hung on four silver chains around my neck: my parents’ wedding rings and my mother’s engagement ring. Their familiar weight and shape in my hand centred me. I wasn’t a Weeper, not yet, and there was still time to change my fate, somehow.


The seconds ticked by in agony as the truck crept forwards, the Weepers staring across the horrifyingly short distance at us. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry to come any closer, and the Weepers to either side of us were still keeping a pace or so away from the truck as it crawled forwards, so we hunkered back in the trailer as far as we could and tried to stay as central as possible.


A few minutes later we burst out of the woods, out of the circle of Weepers and into the daylight, the sunshine glaring against the chrome of the trailer. Our hitchhikers hung on for a few seconds, blood streaming freely from their eyes in the brightness, before dropping from the back of the vehicle as it sped off along the clear road. The woman was the last of the three to slink away under the shade of the trees. I watched her turning back to follow our progress until a bend in the road obscured her from view.


Oliver and I shared a glance then slowly relaxed, unfurling ourselves from the tight positions in which we had been coiled.


“Shit,” I said.


“Well, that was intense.”


He ran his fingers through his hair, pushing the damp curls away from his face. The sun was heating the air around us, but not quickly enough to have dried us out yet.


“I’ve never seen them come that close before,” I said, my eyes fixed on the dirty, bloody smears at the end of the trailer where they had climbed on board. “They can’t have been more than about eight or ten feet from the Silver.”


“Don’t touch the blood,” he said. “If it’s theirs, then it’s infectious.”


“I know,” I said irritably, before I registered the haunted look on his face. He was looking at the blood on the metal, but he was seeing something else entirely, his eyes staring wide and full of horror.


“Oliver?” I said gently.


He shook his head as if he were snapping himself back to the present.


“I wonder how far away we are?” he said, turning in his seat to look around us.


I followed his gaze and we both saw it at the same time: another wall reaching across the landscape, this time in chains rather than stone. Through the links of the high perimeter fences we saw fields stretching off over the hills, huge hangers that looked like warehouses and breezeblock buildings laid out over a compound that spread beyond the distance to the horizon.


The road sloped down into a valley then climbed up the other side to the gate in the first of a series of three fences that bordered the Farm. They had looked flimsy from a distance, but as we approached we saw that they were reinforced with layer upon layer of metal bars driven into concrete footings. Given how many Weepers were gathered in the woods nearby, doubtless ready to congregate outside the fence as soon as the light dimmed, I found the scale of the fortifications reassuring, if a little intimidating. The stark, institutional atmosphere of the place made it feel like a prison rather than a farm.


I glanced over at Oliver and thought from his expression that he seemed to share my concern, but he quickly schooled his face into nonchalance when he saw me looking.


“I know you can take care of yourself, but I’ll be here to look after you too,” he said.


“You don’t know that,” I replied quietly, suddenly feeling as if I wasn’t at all prepared for this. Sol had told me that I would survive this exile, but it had sounded more like a hope than a certainty. I was no longer under Sol or Drew’s protection, and even if we weren’t separated, how could Oliver stand against the Silver? We were utterly in their power, and I had been disowned by their Primus after the rebellion.


I wondered how big that would make the target on our backs.


The truck slowed as we approached the outer perimeter fence and I looked anxiously over my shoulder to see the gate sliding to one side to admit us. We drove through then stopped in front of the second fence about forty feet away from the first gate, which slid and slammed shut behind us on some kind of automated lock. There was a building to our right and in between the first two fences, a concrete and metal fabrication that looked like a huge garage. A truck similar to the one in which we were chained drove out from around the side of the building and drew up alongside us, the doors of the cab opening to disgorge two female Silver dressed in the utilitarian style I had come to associate with the Solis Invicti. Both had their brown hair tied back and away from their faces, bodies and expressions hard as stone.


“These are the rebels?” the taller of the two asked our driver as he stepped out of the truck.


I was tempted to object to the title, but Oliver caught my eye and indicated with an economical gesture that it would be a suicidal move, so I capitulated. It was probably best to keep our mouths shut until we worked out what the score was.


“Yeah,” the driver replied. “We had a couple of the Weepers up on the truck bed through the woods, so we’ll need to get the vehicle washed down and these two quarantined.”


“They’re not bunking with the others anyway,” said the second of the women.


I glanced over at Oliver anxiously, thinking that this sounded suitably ominous.


“You want a hand loading them out?” the driver asked as all three of them came round to the side of the trailer.


“No, thanks, we’ve got it. Truck five is loaded up and ready to go back to the city when you are.”


“No problem. Here are the handcuff keys. Oh, and before I forget,” he added, pulling a piece of paper out of his pocket, “here’s a letter from the Primus for Ada. Important, I think.”


“She’ll be delighted,” said the shorter of the two, sharing a meaningful look with the other woman.


“See you tomorrow, then,” he said, waving at the women as he walked off towards the hanger.


“Okay,” the taller woman said, turning her attention to us, finally acknowledging our presence. “First thing: life here is going to be difficult for you. I strongly advise you both only to speak when spoken to, and to make yourselves as unobtrusive as possible. You make life easier for the guards, and they won’t make life harder for you. That’s pretty much the only concession you’re likely to get.”


Punishment duty at the Farm was starting to sound a lot like imprisonment after all. I felt that my worst fears had been confirmed: they were going to destroy us here.


“Second thing: the Casting’s coming up next week and we’ve been told one of you is signed up. We’re not allowed to know which one of you it is, or who the sponsor is, until the Casting itself, but we’re making provision for whichever one of you it is to see your sponsor daily, as required by the rituals.”


Oliver and I shared a glance: so the Casting was still going ahead after all, and they were still keeping the roster sealed, but I hadn’t realised that I was going to have to see Drew on a daily basis. That was going to be awkward as hell.


“In the circumstances,” she continued, “I can’t imagine that you’ll make it through, but rules are rules. Third and final thing: quarantine. For the next twenty-four hours we can’t let you come into contact with the rest of the humans here, but in any case you’ll be isolated for most of the time that you spend in this facility. Questions?”


I had plenty of questions, and I imagined that Oliver did too, but none that I felt at liberty to ask. We both kept quiet and shook our heads.


“Good, then let’s get you set up,” she said, reaching over me to unfasten our handcuffs. “I recommend that you avoid the rear of the trailer and jump out over the sides of the truck if you don’t want to be joining the Weepers by sundown.”


The metal pulled mercilessly at my abraded skin as I slipped it out of the bracelet. It had rubbed a welt across the tattoo on the inside of right wrist, the stylised ‘SI’ that had been the mark of the city, the sign that I was part of Sol’s house. I wondered whether that was still the case, or if the Farm had its own house, its own ruler.


Hopping down onto the damp grass while the two women helped Oliver out of the other side of the truck, I went to his side as quickly as I could and took his uninjured arm over my shoulder so he could walk without assistance from the Silver. He smiled at me gratefully and we made our way slowly towards the building together, the women leading the way through a door set in the side facing the outer fence.


The building was set up for decontamination: a large open room for hosing down vehicles and a smaller room with showers for hosing down humans. We were led past rows of trucks and armoured cars to a door at the far end of the building that opened into a changing room with benches on one side and a row of showerheads on the other. There were no niceties here like hot water, and the room was open plan and unisex. We were both unceremoniously stripped of our ragged clothing and Oliver was relieved of his bandages, which was no great loss since they were soaked through.


Neither of us protested, but I looked away awkwardly as Oliver’s trousers hit the floor, fixing my eyes on the wall of the shower area as the shorter of the women cut the remaining scraps of material from my body and tossed them into a plastic bag. I wrapped my arms around myself in an attempt to cover my nakedness, but it wasn’t much use.


“You’d better get used to it,” the taller Silver said to me. “You’re going to have to get comfortable with each other pretty quickly where you’re going.”


The other woman laughed once, a hard sound that reverberated sharply around the unfurnished room.


I shared a glance with Oliver. This was sounding less and less promising.


“Necklace,” the shorter woman demanded of me brusquely.


I stared back at her, curling my fingers around the rings that were hanging at my neck, and shook my head desperately. There was no way I was handing over my parents’ rings.


Her expression softened slightly and she pulled a small envelope from her pocket.


“I’m sorry, but we have to take it. We’ll keep it safe for you until you’re released.”


I shook my head again, fisting my hand until the precious metal cut into the skin of my palm. Even if I managed to get out of the Casting alive, there was no way I would ever be released from here. Our sentence was indefinite, which I figured was just a euphemism for ‘forever’. If I handed it over now, I was certain I would never see it again.


“Emmy,” Oliver said quietly from behind me. “They have to take it.”


I looked over my shoulder at him, his torso stripped from its bandages to reveal the raw, stitched wound underneath, and he nodded at me slowly, willing me with his eyes to hand the jewellery over.


“Okay,” I whispered as I turned back to the Silver woman, but when I raised my hands to unfasten the clasps of the chains on which the rings were suspended, I found that my fingers were trembling too much to cooperate.


“Let me,” Oliver said, taking a step further towards me so that I could feel the heat radiating from his chest against my bared back. He gently released the silver chains from my neck, each of them falling one by one into the palm of my hand until I held all four chains and the three rings. I passed them reluctantly to the Silver woman, who slid them into the envelope and tucked it away into her pocket.


I wondered what would happen to it now, where they would keep it.


Oliver rested his hands on my shoulders and squeezed them gently, an otherwise comforting gesture that felt starkly intimate in our current state of nudity.


“Right,” said the other woman, “showers.”


The water was freezing, stripping the warmth from my body and raising goose pimples all over my skin, so showering next to Oliver wasn’t as awkward as it could have been. Both of us were preoccupied with the desire to get the experience over with as soon as possible. We soaped and shampooed quickly, sluicing the mud and grime from our bodies and hair until we were clean enough to satisfy the Silver.


After we had towelled down they examined every inch of our skin minutely for any wounds or scrapes, presumably looking for evidence of Weeper bites, whilst we stood opposite each other with our limbs outstretched, trying not to look at each other’s bodies. That was awkward.


I was declared clear after only a minute or so, which was unsurprising given that the brand had healed up everything except the cuts on my wrists from the chafing of the handcuffs, but Oliver was still covered in grazes and puncture marks from the explosion. The scratches criss-crossed the lean musculature of his chest and limbs, his Mediterranean skin lined with darker marks. The Silver who had been examining me handed me what looked like a pair of blue hospital scrubs, then went to help her colleague checking Oliver’s cuts whilst I pulled them on.


I sat down on the bench and turned to the side to comb out my wet hair with my fingers in an attempt to give Oliver some privacy as they continued their examination, prodding and squinting at each scratch on his skin, but after a few minutes my gaze drifted back over towards him. He was watching me, the corners of his mouth twitching up into a smile when he saw I was looking his way.


It’s okay, he mouthed at me. Relax.


I wasn’t sure how he expected me to do that in the circumstances, or how he was managing it himself, but I forced a smile back at him as the Silver finally brought their scrutiny to an end and passed him his own set of scrubs.


They asked us each our shoe sizes then passed us canvas trainers and socks to put on before leading us back out of the building and into their truck, handing us up into the trailer bed. This time they didn’t bother cuffing us to the floor. After all, where were we going to go?


The gates in the perimeter fences were staggered, so we were driven round the edge of the Farm between them for a few minutes before we reached the second gate. The journey brought us past fields and warehouses, moving us ever closer to the cluster of buildings that appeared to be the heart of the compound. The second gate, unlike the first, was opened by a Silver guard who operated it manually rather than remotely.


“Are these the prisoners?” he asked the Silver women as we drove through.


“Yep, going round to the new block,” came the reply.


“Ada wants to see them before you put them in.”


“Is she going to come out to the gate?”


“I think so.”


“Alright then.”


We drove on between the second and third fences until we reached the final gate, which was marked by a huge, single-storey, breezeblock building. We were unloaded on the other side, finally within the confines of all three fences, and were shepherded into the squat building, Oliver limping along with his arm around my shoulders. Inside, it was a bizarre labyrinth of corridors and corners that made me wonder whether it had been deliberately designed that way to ensure that anyone brought within it would lose their way.


The thought was unsettling.


We were led through the twisting passages until I was utterly disorientated. Our destination was a plain, wooden door, just like tens of others that we had passed on our way here. One of the Silver women knocked briefly then opened it, ushering Oliver and me through and closing it behind us.


We were on our own, apparently.


“Sit down, please.”


The room was small and clinical in nature with a doctor’s couch against one wall and a desk against another. There were a couple of chairs off to one side, in which the man who had spoken indicated that we should sit. He was perhaps in his late forties, hair greying at the temples, with a New Zealand accent that surprised me in the context. More surprising still, he appeared to be human, apparently an exception to the ‘no human contact’ rule during our quarantine.


“I’m Dr Tanner,” he said, “and I do the admissions here. I need to clear your blood to make sure you aren’t carriers, get you booked in to the system and then give you a quick checking over. Who’s first?”


“I don’t mind going first,” Oliver volunteered with a shrug, so I helped him into the chair nearest to the doctor before sitting down next to him.


Dr Tanner turned to his work swiftly and efficiently, putting a small, cylindrical device to Oliver’s fingertip and pressing a button at its end. It was the same sort of gadget that the Silver had used in the city to test our blood for infection, and to identify us. The doctor turned the device on its side and read the information that appeared on a small screen.


“You are Oliver Faulkner, and you last donated just after the Revelation. Correct?”


“Yes,” Oliver answered.


“Good,” the doctor said as he plugged the device into his computer, apparently downloading the data. “Well, you’re not a carrier, so that’s good news, but we’ll have to quarantine you until tomorrow to make sure you aren’t infected. Hop up on the couch and let’s take a look at your injuries.”


The Silver clearly didn’t care much for human modesty because, as in the showers, there was no privacy curtain in the room. Nevertheless, Oliver didn’t seem at all abashed as he stripped out of his clothes once more. The doctor re-dressed his shoulder wound for him and pronounced that his leg would heal on its own, but gave him a pair of crutches to help him get around.


As Oliver swung his way back over to the seats, fully-clothed once more, I shifted over so that I was now in the seat closest to Dr Tanner. He took my right hand and pressed the device to my finger, but when he turned it to the side to read the screen he frowned with confusion.


“You’re not a carrier…” he said, shaking the device in frustration.


I sighed. This wasn’t the first time I had been through this.


“My blood’s not in the system,” I said.


“Oh?” he asked.


Shame bubbled up through me as I tried to think of a way to express myself without sounding like I had been some kind of Silver prostitute. Nothing came to mind.


“I was one of the Primus’s chained girls,” I said, trying to suppress my frustration as my cheeks flushed. Apparently my shame reflex could cope with nudity just fine, but the admission that I had been a blood bag for the Primus was too much for it to handle.


“Ah,” the doctor said quietly. “So you would be Emilia, then.”


Oh, god. Apparently I was famous, and not in a good way.


I cringed and nodded at him.


“I’m afraid there’s been a broadcast, a recording of what happened in the city earlier today. You might find yourselves the centre of attention for a while. The Silver here… well, they’re not happy.”


“We did everything we could to stop the explosions, you know,” Oliver chimed in vehemently. “What’s happening here is Emmy being thrown under the bus by a couple of homicidal Silver with a grudge.”


I was touched by the protective outburst, but it wasn’t going to help us now. The doctor looked from one of us to the other then sighed heavily before replying.


“That’s as may be, and I can well believe it knowing what goes on in this place, but I wouldn’t go around repeating what you’ve just told me. It won’t make either of you popular, trust me.”


I took Oliver’s hand in mine and he settled down, holding his anger and frustration simmering beneath the surface.


“We’ll keep our heads down,” I said quietly.


“Well, let’s get you properly admitted. I’m afraid we’ll have to take a donation from you as well since you haven’t given one before.”


“It doesn’t count when it goes straight to the Primus, then?” I asked derisively. He’d twice taken my blood, and Drew had taken it once, not to mention the night Ben had arranged for me to be drained by one of his chums, so all told I felt that I had already given more than my fair share.


“I’m sorry; your blood screen shows you’re in good shape, so I can’t try to argue that you’ve donated too recently,” he replied as he plugged the device back into his computer. “However, I’ll check with my counterpart in the city, so we can delay it until tomorrow. Full name?”


“Emilia Nelson,” I said.


“Age?”


“Twenty-eight.”


“Birthday?”


“Twenty-seventh of June. If you need my star sign too, it’s Cancer.”


The doctor raised a sardonic eyebrow at me.


“Any medical conditions?” he continued.


I wondered whether to mention the magic healing brand, but decided that it was probably irrelevant at this stage.


“Not that I’m aware of,” I replied.


“Okay, then let’s have a look at that wrist. Any other injuries?”


I shook my head as I offered him my right hand so he could examine the wound that cut across the tattoo. He cleaned and bound it for me, and as he did so I noticed that he bore a twin of the tattoo on the inside of his own wrist.


“The Farm is the same house as the city, then?” I asked.


“Oh, yes,” he replied. “We’re all subject to the Primus here, although we see less of him. He visits a couple of times a week.”


My stomach flipped with excitement. He’d be here. Maybe I’d get to see him. But reality chased close in on its heels with the realisation that he had sent me away, that he had a consort now to occupy his time. He had thrown me aside, an old toy that failed to hold his attention any longer. He was in love with someone else.










CHAPTER THREE




MAKING THEIR ROUNDS in the city the sentinels found me;

they beat me, they wounded me,

they took away my mantle,

those sentinels of the walls.

~ The Song of Solomon





The taller of the Silver women was waiting outside the room for us when we left Dr Tanner’s office. She led us further into the labyrinth, or perhaps out of it; by this point I had no idea where we were in the building. Oliver was now able to make his way under his own speed, swinging himself along on his crutches, but after a short trial run he left one of them behind with the doctor because using both pulled at his shoulder wound.


This time the Silver woman accompanied us into the room to which she ushered us, acknowledging its occupant with a respectful nod of the head. This room was much grander than the first, more like an audience chamber than an office, but the furnishings still had a military air about them, chosen for strength and practicality rather than for appearance.


“Ada,” our Silver escort said as she closed the door behind us, “these are the human prisoners. Also,” she added, handing over an envelope, “here is a letter for you from the Primus.”


The woman stood from her seat behind a large desk to take the letter and indicated that Oliver and I should take the two seats opposite her. She was dressed neatly in a skirt suit and looked as if she were in her early fifties, but as she was Silver her apparent age had little bearing on her actual years. She had greying blonde hair that was cut into a gentle bob, a fringe sweeping back from her face in a style that looked as though it required a lot of hairspray to appear so effortless. Her blue eyes fixed on the letter in her hand with an avaricious glance, excitement flaring in her gaze for a second before she forced it away, composing her features into a suitably neutral expression.


“Thank you, Martha,” Ada said to our escort. “Will you be heading straight back to the city?”


“As soon as Mr Faulkner and Ms Nelson are safely installed in their quarters,” she replied.


Watching Ada carefully, I saw interest flicker momentarily in her eyes, perhaps noting the formality our escort had used when referring to us. I was surprised myself at the Silver’s respectful tone, and wondered what she hoped to achieve by it.


“Very well,” Ada replied. “We are always honoured to receive a visit from the Invicti, but of course we understand that the Primus has need of your talents elsewhere.”
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