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PROLOGUE

 
 
West Mercia 
The Kingdom of Great Britain, 2349 CE
— roughly twelve hours ago
 
 
A Chinook bearing the emblems of the Crown lies broken and abandoned on the rooftop of a single-storey building, surrounded by the ruins of a deserted village and the plant life that’s overtaken it.
A gray squirrel drops out of a nearby tree branch and scampers across the roof, hopping into the Chinook to investigate. Satisfied that there’s nothing of interest inside—no food to scavenge—the squirrel scurries out the other side of the Chinook and slips down a drain pipe. Landing feet first on the neglected ground below, the hungry rodent sniffs the air.
No predators.
But there’s something else.
An unusual scent lingers upon the gentle breeze.
A fresh corpse.
A few more hoppity-hops, and the squirrel comes face to face with it: the pilot of the Chinook. He was thrown from the helicopter when it crash-landed, and was dead upon impact with terra firma.
Tentatively, the squirrel leans toward the corpse, placing a hesitant front paw against the pilot’s head before shoving its nose deep inside the man’s hair.
Establishing that further investigation is most definitely required, it scrambles up onto the pilot’s face, planting one foot squarely down upon a slick, spongy eyeball.
There’s nothing up the man’s nose, nor in his ears, so the squirrel turns its attention to his open mouth. It takes a lick of human tongue before slipping off the pilot’s chin and onto his neck, one of its back feet squishing into a gaping wound.
A piece of metal shrapnel gouged the man’s neck moments before death, tearing open the flesh and nicking some major blood vessels. The squirrel’s foot squelches against the pilot’s exposed vocal cords, trachea and esophagus, almost becoming caught around the jugular vein.
Wriggling free, it smears blood all over the Crown emblem on the chest of the pilot’s uniform.

Then, a gunshot.
Though it’s in the distance, and probably no threat, the squirrel takes no chances. It dives off the pilot’s corpse and runs for cover, leaving a trail of tiny bloody footprints behind it. In the direction of the gunshot, high above the treetops, a weather-worn flag flutters in the wind.
A Union Jack.
Welcome to England.
 



CHAPTER ONE

 
 
Peak District National Park
West Mercia
The Kingdom of Great Britain, 2349 CE
— present moment
 
 
Ella ‘Silver’ Cross lies awake in the middle of a dense forest, listening for predators. Wrapped up in an emergency blanket, like a hotdog wiener in a bun, she’s relatively warm, but not in the least bit comfortable. After the helicopter they were traveling in was shot down on the outskirts of this forest, she and her fellow refugees—her husband, Alexander King, and her childhood friend, Luka Kinsella—salvaged what they could from the wreckage and walked west until they lost the daylight.
There’s a city out there somewhere, well beyond the trees, but it’s still miles away. They hadn’t much cared for the thought of spending a night lying on the cold, hard dirt, amidst thick, untamed vegetation, with who knows what kind of creatures lurking about in the darkness, but alternatives were lacking.
It’s still dark now. Peering up through the leafy umbrella above her, Silver can just about make out the telltale blue hue of encroaching dawn etching itself across the sky, so she decides there’s no point trying to go back to sleep. Might as well get up and face the day, and all the uncertainties that are likely to come with it.
Alex and Luka are still sleeping, so she rises quietly, stretches out the kinks in her strong shoulders, and wrangles her dirty blonde hair into a tight ponytail. Fully clothed in black combat pants, black leather and steel army boots, and a black spaghetti strap top, with a handgun and a hunting knife holstered on her belt, a single glance in her direction tells you that she’s no girlie-girl.
The spaghetti strap top clings to her muscular torso, her well-defined arms ready for hand-to-hand combat at the drop of a hat. Modest breasts are constrained inside a sports bra, full pink lips are bare, no hint of lipstick or gloss. Her fingernails are cut short, never been manicured, dirt trapped beneath them, her capable hands small and slender.
She’s tough, but not unfeminine, her lack of delicacy merely a practical adaptation to a life that’s been uncompromisingly grim and not in the least bit forgiving. Perhaps sadly, last night’s sleep wasn’t the worst she’s ever had in her thirty-odd years of living.
She’s slept rough before, and under much harsher conditions. In her homeland of Amaranthe—an isolated coastal city on the eastern edge of a place that was once called the United States of America—she spent six years as a convict. Banished to a wretched scrap of land outside the Sentinel District, the main body of the city, she was cut-off from the modern trappings of civilization and forced to learn how to fend for herself.
That narrow slice of the world is all she’s ever known: a city under strict totalitarian control, where people have few freedoms and absolutely no privacy. Beneath the skin of her left wrist there’s still a microchip—her citizenship tag—and, fingering the scar left behind from its insertion, she wonders if the GPS still works from this great distance. Are they still tracking her now? It wouldn’t surprise her to find out that not even escaping to a foreign country would get her out from the clutches of Amaranthe’s oppressive regime. It doesn’t bear thinking about.
Stiff and hungry, she rummages through the hold-all full of belongings she brought with her on the helicopter: a few items of clothing, a hairbrush, some bathroom products, some water, and … not much else. Not having anticipated being stranded in the middle of nowhere, none of them had thought to pack much in the way of food. The few snacks and goodies they’d brought were consumed yesterday, and all she finds now are empty wrappers and crumbs.
Time to forage.
There’s a large body of water nearby; she can hear it gurgling. Taking two empty water bottles with her, she follows the sound and locates a small stream that runs down into an old, abandoned reservoir.
That’s the first good news of the day: they have a ready supply of fresh water. Incidentally, where there’s water, there’s usually lush vegetation—much of it edible. So, at the very least, they should be able to chow down on some leafy greens, and maybe the odd flower. It might not be particularly appetizing, but it will be life-sustaining.
But she’s not the only one there.
As she stands facing the water, something scurries through the trees behind her. It doesn’t sound very large, but she still wraps her fingers around the hilt of the hunting knife holstered at her hip.
She has the gun clipped on her other hip, but she doesn’t want to use it unless it becomes absolutely vital. For one, they have a limited supply of ammunition. For two, any shot fired in this serene setting would be sure to send every animal within earshot running for cover, and she hasn’t yet ruled out the possibility of hunting for her breakfast.
Thus, with her hand primed to draw her blade, she turns to face the source of the noise … and her muscles instantly relax. A few feet away, she spots a furry, black and white striped face staring at her from the bushes. It’s a four-legged creature, only about one foot high, with stubby ears and long white whiskers.
She studies its face closely, delving through her memory banks for an image from a book of animal species thought to be extinct on her continent. Although this creature is larger, his head more weasel-like, and his coloring more striking, Silver feels certain she knows what he is: a badger.
He’s round and pudgy. His legs are short, but no doubt muscular, and his little bear-like feet have long, sharp claws. Lifting his head, he sniffs the air, his wet black nose wiggling from left to right, his tiny ears twitching, listening for sounds.
Silver’s stomach grumbles, but she stays put, making no other sound. She’s standing upwind of him, and feels sure that he’s about to charge her, yet several seconds pass and he offers up nothing more than a discontented grunt.
Teetering precariously to one side, his head droops and he almost collapses. Is he sleeping? Uncertain, Silver takes a step closer.
He doesn’t move, so she maintains her approach. Edging within stabbing distance, she withdraws her hunting knife from its sheath and wields it above the badger’s head, crouching before him like a cat ready to pounce.
However, as famished as she is, she can’t bring herself to impale a sleeping animal on her blade. It’s like shooting a man in the back: it’s unsportsmanlike. With a sigh, she taps on the ground in front of him.
“Hey, badger dude. Wake up.”
He stirs and snorts, displacing the powdery dirt in front of his face, but he fails to rise into full consciousness.
“Hey,” she says again, louder this time. “Where’s your survival instinct?” She pokes the end of his nose with her finger.
That does it.
He leaps into alertness, alarmed to find an enormous predator bearing down on him. Scared, he emits a high-pitched scream, barks once, then grunts—offering her a whole array of badger vocalizations.
Startled, Silver falls backwards onto the dirt. At this level, they’re almost face to face, and at the sight of his yellowing, plaque-encrusted gnashers that have probably chomped their way through at least a decade of earthworms and fruit, she reaches again for her knife. Not that she’s afraid he’ll maul her, merely that she’s not particularly keen to contract rabies.
Once he recovers from his shock, the badger begins to hiss ferociously, baring those yellowed teeth. He attempts a mock charge, designed to frighten her into submission, but his depth perception is out of whack. Lunging at her, he makes contact with her face, unintentionally shoving his cold, wet nose straight into her eye.
“Ow!” She reels back, covering her muzzle punched eye with her hand. “You hit me in the face, you weird little fucker!”
The sound of her voice sends the badger into another panic. Not knowing what to do for the best, he opts for another one of his main defense tactics: running away. Only, he doesn’t quite make it up to the fifteen-or-so miles per hour gallop that he should be capable of. He might think he’s running as fast as his stout legs can carry him, but he’s merely ambling away at a snail’s pace, wobbling from side to side.
Irritated, Silver swipes up her knife and follows him, letting him lead the way back to the dell he first stumbled out from. Here, she uncovers the reason for his lack of balance, inability to efficiently exert himself, and his apparent propensity for dozing off at rather inopportune moments.
The dell is scattered with fallen apples. This fermenting fruit has been trampled on and munched on, and the badger appears to have consumed a rather large amount of it. With Silver watching, he pushes his nose into another mushy apple, squishing the juice all over his white whiskers.
Silver laughs at him. “You’re drunk, badger.”
She approaches him again, careful to come at him from the front so that he doesn’t get spooked. This time, instead of panicking, he makes a halfhearted effort to fight. He struggles to his feet and, growling all the while, latches on to the toe of her boot, pressing his teeth into the firm leather.
It takes too much energy, though, and he doesn’t have the stamina for it. Giving up, he flops onto the ground, slipping on a pile of squashed apples. Unable to retain his footing, he rolls onto his back, his pale underbelly exposed.
“You’re cute.” Silver crouches over him, patting his chubby belly. “I’m gonna kill you now, but you’re cute.”
The last thing the badger sees is the glint of her knife against the light of the rapidly retreating moon. She’s kind, though, and she makes death come swiftly. The badger expires instantly, without fuss, and doesn’t suffer.
Following his demise, as Silver wipes her knife clean on his hair, she catches her reflection briefly in the blade. Tilting it to bounce what little illumination the moon still offers, she looks intently at her own eyes, saddened by their persistent hue.
The natural pigment of her irises is a steely gray, but they haven’t looked that way in many months. After being unwillingly infected with an evolved version of the same retrovirus that once nearly brought about the end of all humanity and caused the end of world, her eyes turned violet. She hated it then, and she hates it still, although the violet coloring now appears to be receding—the infection conquered.
Relieved, she takes a moment to look around the dell and discovers that apples aren’t the only fruit growing here: there are berries, too. She makes the most of that—excited by the prospect of eating fruit that was grown on a proper bush, not engineered in a lab—and spends some time picking and preparing the berries in such a way that they can be easily transported, then she returns to the campsite with the dead badger slung over her shoulder.
He’s heavier than she thought he’d be. He must have at least twenty-five pounds packed into that chunky little frame, and his corpse makes a loud thud when she drops it onto the forest floor beside a campfire that’s been smoldering throughout the night.
Withdrawing her knife again, she sets the water bottles—now filled with a thick, purple liquid—down on a nearby log and gets ready to prepare the badger’s meat for cooking. Until now, she’s never gutted anything but Chimera: the grotesque, deformed, quadrupedal creatures that sprung up globally as a result of the world-destroying virus and have roamed her homeland for centuries.
Their gray, ugly, leathery sacks of flesh have provided her people with the only viable source of meat—other than fish—that they’ve ever known, but she’s confident that the badger won’t be too much of an adjustment. All mammals have the same parts, in roughly the same places, just in different proportions.
At least, she’s pretty sure they do. Not that she’s ever come into contact with many, only read about them in books. On her continent, most of the creatures common to the pre-apocalyptic world were declared extinct at the end of the last epoch. Badgers, for example, may as well have come from another planet for all that she knows about them. She’s seen pictures, of course, in those school textbooks she once read, but she never in her wildest dreams thought she’d ever come face to face with one.
Nevertheless, after decapitating the badger and setting its head on the log next to the water bottles, she grips her knife firmly and rolls the creature onto its side, slicing it from chest to anus in one smooth stroke. Knowing that accidentally perforating the stomach or intestines will ruin the meat, she works slowly and precisely. She’s starving. She needs this meat, and can’t afford to let it go to waste.
Peeling back the skin, she reaches in and gropes delicately around for the guts, and anything else inedible or undesirable. After removing these, she tries to pick them all up in her hands to dump them far away from their little campsite before they attract flies, but they’re slick with blood and the intestines start to slither between her fingers.
Despite her best attempts to prevent it, five meters of small intestine plops down onto the forest floor, splitting open along the way—right in front of Alex’s face.
Sure enough, the vile stench wakes him up from a dead sleep, and he recoils from the steaming pile of guts so fast he almost tumbles right over the top of a still soundly sleeping Luka. Looking up, his violet eyes shimmering brightly in the early morning half-light, he finds Silver standing beside his bed—which is nothing more than an emergency blanket, similar to the one she was using.
“I’m sorry.” She winces apologetically, her hands covered up to her wrists in blood. “I was trying not to wake you.”
“What the hell are you doing?” he growls at her, trying to keep his voice low.
“I’m cooking.”
“Cooking?” He raises an eyebrow. “You don’t know how to cook. You can’t even work the buttons on the stove, remember?”
She’s not in the mood to remind him that, during her six years of banishment, she very often had to find and prepare her own meat. Buying it from a butcher was expensive, and she could seldom afford it. Of course, the reason for that was largely because she routinely spent most of her income on liquor—and she damn well knows that’s the first thing Alex would bring up if the subject were to be broached. So, she takes the insult on the chin and lets him continue to underestimate her domestic skills.
“I may not be able to fathom out your stove, but I guarantee you don’t know how to do any of the stuff I’ve done since I got up this morning.” She tips her head to the two bottles of purple liquid resting on top of the log. “Juice?”
Alex rubs his eyes, looking twice to make sure it’s not some sort of mirage. “You didn’t make actual juice …”
“Wild berries grow wherever there’s water,” she informs him, pausing to toss him one of the bottles before returning to her badger.
While he takes the cap off and scrutinizes the contents before taking a sip of the crushed blueberry and blackberry combo, she slices and dices the meat, leaving nothing behind but the carcass and a few useless scraps. Once all the good meat has been separated, she cuts it up into bite-sized chunks and skewers the pieces onto three sharpened sticks. From beginning to end, Alex is staring at her.
“Hungry?” She smiles at him.
Before answering, his gaze flits over to the badger’s head. Blood from its severed neck is dribbling down the side of the log, slowly coagulating. Its mouth is open, its tongue hanging out, its eyes dull and glazed over.
“Not so much anymore.” He yawns and gets up, ruffling both hands through his thick mop of salt-and-pepper hair, scratching at his stubbly face.
“City boy.” Silver laughs. “I reckon you’d die if you were stuck out here in the wild without me.”
“I reckon I’d want to die if I were stuck out here without you.”
He takes a few more gulps of juice and cracks synovial gas out of his shoulders. Shirtless, dressed only in a pair of black army pants, Silver admires his form in her periphery. He’s less than a decade away from fifty, but his physique shows no sign of succumbing to middle-age. His chest is well-defined, his shoulders and arms are strong and muscular, and … he catches her eyeballing him.
Oddly and unreasonably shy, she diverts her gaze back to the task at hand: resurrecting the campfire. She’s already erected a spit out of sticks, raised above a collection of dead leaves, twigs, and dry moss. There’s only one missing element: flames.
Alex crouches beside her. “Why are you being coy?” He plants a kiss on the side of her head. “It’s not like you to be that way with me.”
“You know why.” She takes out her gun, removes the magazine, and expels one round from it. “Things are different now—they have to be.”
“You’re still my wife.”
“And you’re still infected.” She breaks her multicolored irises away from his shockingly violet ones. “I can’t let you touch me.”
Concentrating on her quest for fire, she pinches the expelled round between her teeth and puts the gun back together, then re-holsters it. Alex moves closer, and she can feel the warmth from his body radiating against her, giving rise to a suspicion that he won’t be so easily dissuaded from intimacy.
Indeed, he has no intention of giving up that readily. He moves her ponytail out of the way and kisses her neck, hoping to entice her into something—anything.
“There’s still plenty we can do if we use our imaginations,” he whispers against her ear, quickly following his words with another soft kiss.
Alas, his coaxing is to no avail.
“Why tease ourselves?” Silver angles herself out of his reach. “That’d only make us both crazy, and I don’t wanna risk …” She looks down, sighing. “I just don’t want to forget where the boundary is between us, that’s all.”
To that, Alex says nothing—and she’s glad of it. This isn’t the conversation she wants to have right now, when all she can think about is food. Hoping he’ll let it drop, she carries on as if the subject had never even come up.
Using the tip of her bloodstained hunting knife, she pries open the bullet casing, being careful not to lose any of the gunpowder inside. Then, she sprinkles the powder selectively over the moss and leaves beneath the spit.
All she needs is a spark.
It’s been a while since she’s tried to start a fire this way, but she nabs two nearby stones and begins cracking them together over the moss.
Once.
Twice.
Just one spark, that’s all it’ll take.
She keeps at it, and on the eleventh strike, a flicker of orange leaps from the stones and sizzles on the gunpowder, generating one small flicker of a flame in the moss.
Bingo!
Silver discards the stones and cups her hands around the tiny flame, sheltering it and blowing on it gently, willing it to catch.
And it does.
The flame grows and spreads, and she piles more moss and twigs onto the heap, nurturing it until it blossoms into a roaring campfire again.
“You’re quite the resourceful survivalist,” Luka compliments her from the other side of the fire, still tucked up in his emergency blanket, his green eyes shimmering in the firelight.
She hadn’t realized he was awake, but she should’ve known he wouldn’t be able to sleep through the racket of two stones being bashed together over and over again.
“Yeah, well, when you’ve been the places I’ve been, you figure out how to fend for yourself pretty quick,” she replies, resting the skewers above the fire.
Beside her, Alex, disappointed by her rejection of his loving advances, digs through his hold-all of stuff and pulls out a new packet of cigarettes, eagerly tearing into it and yanking one out. He lights it using a fiery piece of moss and sucks the poison deep into his lungs, holding it there for several seconds before exhaling.
He hasn’t been able to go without a morning cigarette for as long as she’s known him, but his nicotine addiction might soon be in jeopardy. They have no way of knowing whether or not cigarettes exist in this country, never mind how available tobacco is, or even if it’s legal.
“How many of those do you have left?” she asks without sympathy.
“A couple packs.”
“You’ve been smoking like a chimney lately. How long will they last? A day? Maybe two?”
By her count, he’d been going through thirty or more per day in recent months, but he’s probably not aware that she’d noticed. For one reason or another—including accusations of infidelity on both sides—their one-year marriage hadn’t exactly been plain sailing, and they’d been on the verge of implosion at least half the time.
“I’ve been meaning to cut back.” He takes another drag, deliberately downplaying the severity of the problem.
“I’ve been nagging you to cut back, but I didn’t think you’d listen.”
“I hardly have a choice now, do I?”
At least he knows the writing’s on the wall.
“They’re not good for you anyway.” Silver turns the skewers on the spit. “You know that.”
“I’ve been smoking since I was eight,” he grumbles. “Cut me some slack.”
“A bad habit’s still bad, even if you’ve been doing it for thirty-five years.”
“Or twenty.”
She clenches her jaw. Was that a thinly veiled jab at her drinking? She could get into it with him about how the problem—if there was one at all, which she’d only recently been willing to concede—wasn’t constant, and that she’d had some periods of sobriety during the course of the last two decades since they first became romantically linked.
But she holds her words back. His snark is her punishment for not sneaking off with him to stroke his cock in the bushes, and there’ll probably be plenty more to follow.
 



CHAPTER TWO

 
 
After successfully cooking and consuming the badger meat—the leftovers wrapped up in some old hemp cloth that Luka found in the bottom of his backpack—Silver puts out the campfire, the last dregs of it still offering a faint warm glow. Waiting for the boys to finish scrubbing their bits and pieces in the stream, she passes the time twirling a pair of military dog tags in the dissipating firelight, watching them twist and spin, dangling from their permanent place wrapped around her wrist.
They belonged to her father, the retired General of the Hunter Division—Amaranthe’s army. He was killed only a few days ago, in a street filled with smoke and fire, the air thick with the stench of napalm.
The British invasion of Amaranthe had many casualties, but she only cares about that one. She felt him die in her arms, but she can’t shake the disquieting thought that maybe he could’ve been resuscitated.
If she hadn’t passed out from the fumes.
If Alex hadn’t dragged her away.
If.
If.
If.
There are too many of those. If she hadn’t been betrayed by her friends. If she hadn’t gone along with their demands. If they’d fought for their freedom instead of capitulating to a foreign army.
“There was nothing you could’ve done.” Alex appears over her shoulder, reading her mind.
“There’s nothing I can do now, that’s for sure.” She picks herself up off the ground and pats herself down, brushing away dirt and leaves. “If you boys are ready, we should get a move on. It can’t be more than a few hours walk to the city, and it’d be nice to get there before lunchtime.”
“Expecting a banquet?”
“Eager to get out of the boonies and into someplace civilized. We haven’t seen another living soul since we’ve been here. Don’t you think that’s strange?”
Alex shrugs. “We got lucky, I guess.”
“You call this luck?” She folds up her emergency blanket and stuffs it inside her hold-all. “Man, you have some low expectations.”
“We landed in the middle of nowhere. Would you rather we’d come crashing down on top of some poor family instead? It could’ve been a lot worse. As it is, nobody got hurt.”
“I’m not sure the pilot of our helicopter would agree with that statement. He’s lying dead in a ditch with his head half lopped off.”
“Fine: no civilians got hurt.”
Civilians. Ugh.
Silver stifles a groan, realizing that she’s a civilian now, too. She has no badge, no authority to carry a weapon, and no control over anything. All she has left are her dog tags, a pair of Hunter Division boots, her old Hunter Division uniform, and a Kevlar vest crammed into Alex’s hold-all. She’d been wearing the latter until she came to the conclusion that she was lugging around an extra ten pounds of weight for no reason whatsoever, and sneakily offloaded it on Alex when he wasn’t looking.
Alex is still wearing his, though. Now fully dressed, he’s tip to tail in Hunter Division duds: the boots, the combat pants, and a black shirt beneath the Kevlar. The emblem of their government—an Omega symbol—is embroidered on the front, next to his name and rank.
Alexander King.
Hunter General.
He’d only occupied that role for a day or two before they left Amaranthe, but you can bet your ass he’d put it on his résumé anyway. Being in control of an army is a pretty big deal in a world where survival so often depends on your ability to defend yourself—and your people—from the myriad outside forces that would seek to destroy or conquer you.
So it’s not surprising he doesn’t want to take the uniform off—none of them do. They’d all opted to wear their uniforms when they left Amaranthe, and have yet to shed their emblems in favor of the plain clothes they also brought, no matter how pointless that might be.
Silver flicks the emblem on Alex’s Kevlar vest. “Why are you wearing this? Are you worried about being shot at by an angry squirrel?”
“No, but Missus Badger won’t be very happy when she finds out what you did to her husband, so you should probably put yours on, just to be safe.”
“Meh. I’ll risk it.”
“Are you sure? Did you see the claws on that thing?” Alex curls his fingers into talons and hisses at her, pawing at her shoulder.
Success! He makes her smile.
“Stop it, you weirdo.” She shoves him lightly in the chest.
When she pushes him, he catches a glimpse of a small, angry purple bruise in the crook of her elbow, where a needle might go, and he draws out her arm to inspect it.
“Did it hurt?”
“It wasn’t pleasant.” She extricates herself, quickly slipping a Hunter Division black shirt on over her tank top. “But then, I didn’t expect three hours of stem cell therapy to be particularly enjoyable.”
She snatches her hold-all off the ground and tries to walk past him, but he grabs a fistful of her shirt and holds her back.
“I’m not gonna give up, you know.” He locks eyes with her. “I’m not gonna pretend I don’t want you just because we can’t …”
He lets his words trail off. Luka is ambling back into earshot, and he doesn’t want to let any of the cracks in their relationship show. Not so long ago, he’d caught Silver in Luka’s bed, and putting the memory of that out of his mind hasn’t been easy, despite Silver’s insistence that nothing unseemly happened.
“Stop giving Luka the stink eye,” Silver chastises him, her voice hushed. “I don’t want to walk a million miles with the two of you behaving like a couple of starving mice fighting over a piece of cheese.”
She shirks herself free and turns her back on him, smiling at Luka. She understands why Alex is jealous of him. He’s several years younger, and he’s been a fixture in her life since they were both four years old. He was her first kiss, her first blowjob, her first boyfriend—almost her first for everything. Her virginity was the only thing he was denied, because she saved that for Alex.
“I hope nothing peed in that stream.” Luka ruffles his wet, sandy blonde hair, totally oblivious to any residual hostility emanating from Alex. “I dunked my whole head in there.”
Kitted out in standard Amaranthe Police Division garb—black pants and shirt, nothing fancy—he looks almost as dashing as Alex.
Almost.
Not quite.
He’s just as strong, fit, and virile, but his ego tarnishes the otherwise yummy package, and Silver takes care not to let herself forget it.
“Have you two princesses finished preening now?” She slings her hold-all over her shoulder. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.”
She’s not wrong.
After an hour and a half, they’ve passed nothing but trees and fields. Following the water all the way out of the forest, traipsing along beside one reservoir after another, they keep heading westward, stopping every so often for Silver to pee.
The fields seem to stretch on forever. Grass grows untamed, along with large patches of bright yellow rapeseed, purple lavender, and sky-blue linseed. Once farmed crops, these plants now grow wild wherever they happen to pollinate, splashing the countryside with color.
The land is more beautiful than anything they’ve ever seen before. Outside of books, that is. Pink foxgloves grow beside the cracked tarmac of the main road they’re following, and bluebells flourish under light tree cover by lakes and streams, carpeting the ground in a wash of powder-blue petals. Dandelions are everywhere, and Silver makes a mental note of it. If push comes to shove, the dark green leaves, and even the buds, can be boiled gently and used to make a very nutritious, hot salad.
Onward further, and the fields finally give way to ruins. On either side of the road, the shells of buildings lie abandoned and crumbling. Ivy has overtaken much of what remains, and crows are nesting in the tops of dilapidated chimneys. Everything appears to be slowly sinking into the earth, being reclaimed by the soil.
For the first time, their surroundings start to look somewhat familiar. In places, Amaranthe’s prison district looks exactly like this: a forgotten world that can be heard sighing as the wind bristles through the treetops, the bricks and mortar taking one last breath before resigning themselves to their demise.
Bar this, all seems quiet until …
Clip, clop, clip, clop.
Silver stops dead and forces the boys to do the same.
A hundred feet away, an unhurried creature with a reddish-brown coat and a white underbelly wanders out from an old garage and onto the road, picking at weeds and the odd tuft of grass. Its hooves beat loudly against the ground with every slow step, and its short fluffy tail flicks back and forth, trying to swat away flies that it can’t quite reach.
It’s large, with skinny legs and radar dish ears which swivel immediately at the sound of Silver’s sharp draw of breath. It stops eating and turns its narrow head, staring at the lonely travelers for several seconds without moving a muscle.
In time, it sniffs the air, trying to decide whether or not it should flee. Then, at the sound of a distant gunshot, it panics. It sprints away from them with unexpected agility and leaps off the roadway onto a dirt track before disappearing into a copse of trees.
Silver’s heart hammers. “What the hell was that?!”
“Gunfire?” Alex looks around, wondering where it came from.
“Not that.” Silver smacks him, then points to the spot where the creature was standing. “That!”
“A deer, I think.” Luka kneels to study the hoofprints. “A herbivore. Perfectly harmless.”
“Says you,” Silver snorts derisively. “That’s what it wants you to believe, then you let your guard down and it eats your face.”
“No way. Look at this.” He clutches her shirt cuff and pulls her down, making her give the prints another once-over. “It has hooves. All animals with hooves are herbivores—that’s a fact.”
“That was a fact.” She crouches there, shoulder to shoulder with him. “Who says it’s a fact anymore, huh?”
Luka laughs. “You’re an idiot—that’s a fact.”
Silver suppresses the urge to wrestle him into the dirt, and is about to respond with something characteristically sharp and biting when she feels Alex giving her an ‘I’m-watching-you’ glare and thinks better of it. He’s always had a very low tolerance for anything he perceives as flirting between the two of them, even before the bedroom incident. In his view, Luka’s forever been one step too close for comfort.
For the sake of not provoking him, she lets the moment pass and they walk on in silence. Every now and again, he offers to carry her hold-all, but she adamantly refuses to let him help, her responses becoming gradually more and more agitated.
“Would you stop it? I swear, if you fuss over me one more time, I’m gonna punch you in the face.”
“I’m only trying to be considerate.”
“You’re mothering me, and it’s nauseating.”
She walks on ahead, frustrated by his behavior, which she knows is nothing more than a weak attempt to forge closeness between them. Or, more precisely, to fake closeness for Luka’s benefit—to ward him off.
More annoying still, from this point onward, time seems to drag. Another hour passes, and they keep trudging down the main road, leaving one set of ruins behind, only to come upon another within a mile or two. Something’s different about this set, though. The ivy hasn’t taken so much of a hold, and the roofing appears to have undergone some minor repairs, keeping the interiors mostly dry.
Curious, Silver slows her pace. A collapsed overpass provides access to the ruins, which lie to the left of the main road, and veering closer, she notices a trail of something sticky and moist smeared across the untended tarmac.
The suspicious trail, red and goopy, begins to the right of the main road, snakes across it, then continues up onto the ramp-like remains of the overpass. Dropping to one knee, Silver presses her middle and index fingers into a glob of it, testing it for smell and texture, confirming that her instincts are correct.
It’s blood.
It’s fresh blood.
For the first time since landing in this country, she feels it necessary to draw her gun. Knowing that Alex and Luka are only a few paces behind her, she follows the goop up onto the ramp and down the other side, soon emerging onto a tree-filled street.
A flowerbed at the entrance to the town has been recently weeded, and a signpost declaring the name of the place—Godley—has been kept clean, but amended: the ‘y’ crossed out and replaced with two other letters.
Godless.
“Silver!” Alex calls to her from the top of the ramp, Luka by his side. “Come back here!”
Mostly for the pleasure of infuriating him, she ignores him. Returning her attention to the blood trail, she keeps her gun drawn and turns left onto the ‘High Street’, steadily following the curve of the deserted roadway until she rounds a corner and discovers the source of all the mess.
A corpse.
Its legs are cut and scraped from being dragged along the ground, and its reddy-brown hair is matted with coagulating blood.
It’s another deer.
Confused, Silver looks around for any signs of life. Residential buildings line the street on either side. Portions of exterior walls have been rebuilt, though the handiwork doesn’t look professional. Some effort has been made to replace rotting doors with newly constructed ones, and the windows are all intact.
Giving one quick shoulder check to make sure that Alex and Luka have her guarded from the rear, Silver lowers her gun and steps up to the dead deer. Blood is oozing from several places: its mouth, a through and through wound in its neck, and a gash from its chest to its stomach. It appears as though someone was about to gut the animal, but was interrupted.
Gun in one hand, she crouches and presses her other hand against the creature’s chest, finding it still warm. More interestingly, she spots a set of bloody shoeprints leading away from the corpse to a door in one of the buildings. Looking up, she hears a latch click into place.
One more glance at Alex confirms that he heard it, too. Not only that, but he’s spotted something in a second storey window, and he directs her eyeline there with a sharp nod of his head. Pressed up against the glass, a small child in a handmade summer dress is staring down at them, her expression solemn. A second later, an adult appears behind the child’s shoulder, also staring.
It’s not long before Silver, Alex and Luka start to feel hundreds of eyes burning into them from all angles. Silver looks from one window to another, and another, finding faces in every single one. She spins around, flitting her eyes left and right, counting dozens of men, women and children—at least three generations of people.
“What the … ?”
She doesn’t get to finish the question.
“It’s your uniforms,” a gravelly male voice explains. “The emblems frighten them.”
Her gun aimed and ready, Silver pivots to face the voice: a young man in his early twenties. He limps out from a side street and plops down onto the curb, tugging off one of his well-worn boots to inspect the sole. In doing so, he releases the stench of a foot that’s been confined to a boot for far too long without adequate air circulation.
He’s dirty and emaciated, his clothes raggedy and torn. Wearing a pair of brown trousers with suspenders, a white button-up shirt with puffy sleeves, and a tattered pinstripe waistcoat, he looks like a throwback from an era Silver feels sure she’s read about in history books. It brings to mind a time when women wore corsets and men pranced around in top hats and puff ties.
Calm and unflinching, he acknowledges that three guns are aimed at his head, but shows no fear. This is obviously not the first time he’s encountered firearms, nor had them pointed in his direction, so their show of muscle has little noticeable impact.
Judging him to be non-threatening—albeit strange—Silver drops her aim. “These aren’t the emblems of your country.” She picks at the Omega symbol on her shirt. “You can’t possibly know what they stand for.”
His interest piqued by her accent, he regards her through narrowed eyes. “It don’t matter. You’ve got army boots, you’re wearing the color of law enforcement, and you’re carrying weapons—that tells these people all they need to know about you.”
“And what’s that?”
The young man pulls a sliver of metal out of the heel of his boot and flings it away. “You’re trouble.”
“We’re not trying to be.” Silver holsters her gun, well aware that both Alex and Luka still have theirs trained on him. “We’re looking for a place to stay, that’s all.”
“Well, you won’t find it here.” He slips his boot back on and starts lacing it. “Pecsaetans keep to themselves. No outsiders.” He peers up at her again. “Especially not ones what speak with a foreign tongue.”
“Pecsaetans?” Silver quirks an eyebrow.
The young man frowns at her, baffled by the need for clarification. “Peak District folk. The border’s not far from here. Do you not know where you are, love?”
“Not a fucking clue.” Silver sighs.
“Where you headed?” He stands up, testing out his boot by tentatively bearing weight on it.
“West.”
“Really?” His brow wrinkles with faint disbelief. “To Manchester?”
Silver shrugs. “If you say so.”
She sees a brief flicker of hatred in the man’s eyes, then his mood takes a sudden nosedive, his hands tensed into fists, his voice deep and stern.
“When you get there,” he snarls, “tell Slade he’s a lousy little muck snipe who deserves to hang for what he’s done. Then, flick him a vee and tell him his mate, Trevor, is a crap shot.”
He spits a ball of chunky yellow phlegm onto the ground, inadvertently drowning a tiny black ant, then walks away, limping slightly less than before.
“Hey!” Silver calls after him. “Where are you going?”
“Away from here.” He doesn’t look back. “Out of Mercia.”
 



CHAPTER THREE

 
 
By the time Silver, Alex and Luka reach the Manchester city border, after a grueling two-and-a-half-hour hike through the crumbling remains of Greater Manchester, Silver is hot and irritable.
The sun is at its peak in the sky, and there’s not a cloud in sight. Waves of heat shimmer above the baking tarmac, and there’s no respite from the ball of fire’s relentless glare. Worse still, they drained the last of their water twenty minutes ago.
Desperate for shade, Silver leads the pack toward some shelter beneath a ring road that cuts over the main thoroughfare they’ve been traveling on thus far. A large, handmade banner hangs off the side of this overpass, declaring the area beyond it to be Manchester City, and large piles of trash have been thrown over the edge, resulting in a veritable dumping ground.
Over many years, all sorts of junk has been tossed here: old couches, television sets, tables, refrigerators, ovens, microwaves, dishwashers—a whole array of household appliances—armchairs, old carpet, bookshelves, and even vehicle shells. The stacks are piled so high they’ve formed a wall of rubbish on either side of the road below, reaching from the ground up to the side of the overpass.
One rolled up rug lies half unraveled where it landed after tumbling down the embankment of junk, and the limbs of a naked woman are protruding from it. Judging by the level of decomposition, she’s been there at least a week.
Her skin is in a state of green putrefaction, oozing, and ready to slip off the bone. Her fingers are black, bones exposed at the tips. Purge fluid has soaked through the rug, completely saturating it, and flies are buzzing everywhere around her. Light smears of liquefied organ juice are slathered over nearby objects, trailed there by a family of rats that come and go from her as they please.
The air reeks. Silver knows enough about the smell of death to guess that there’s probably a good many more corpses here, all entombed within the garbage. Sadly, that doesn’t shock her. Nor does it dissuade her from breaching the city’s boundary by stepping into the narrow walkway between the two looming towers of debris.
What does stop her is a fierce growl.
Chained to a pillar beneath the overpass is a large dog, baring its teeth and snarling. Silver’s never seen a real dog before, only a taxidermied specimen kept in the biology classroom of her junior school. Still, she knows this particular dog is a poor example of its species. It’s emaciated, all of its ribs showing. Patches of scabby, broken skin along its back and head are evidence of mange, and the chain around his neck is so tight it’s cutting into the poor creature’s meat.
“Do you want to do it? Or shall I?” Alex asks, coming up beside her. “One of us should.”
“We could draw straws,” Luka offers, appearing at her other shoulder.
“No, I’ve got it.” Silver brings a hand to her gun, preparing to shoot the sad looking dog for its own sake. “You can take the next mercy killing.”
She means well, but, unfortunately, she never gets to draw her weapon. Behind them, there’s a snap and a click: the loading mechanism of a double barrel shotgun.
“Hands on your nobs,” a male voice grunts at them. “All of you.”
Alex and Luka share a glance, wondering if they misheard. Silver, on the other hand, having different anatomy, is quick to grasp that ‘nob’ very likely has a different meaning in this context—but she refuses to play along.
“I don’t have one,” she says, turning around slowly. “Would you like me to put my hands on theirs instead?” She points at her counterparts. “I know they’d be up for it.”
The man facing her is short and skinny, and looks slightly nervous. His eyes dart between all three of them, the barrel of his gun wavering, swaying in whichever direction his eyes are looking. When he sniffs twice and rubs the end of his nose with his sleeve cuff, Silver clues in to the reason why he might be so twitchy: he tweaking.
“Don’t be a smart arse.” He sniffs again, pointing the shotgun in Silver’s general direction. “Hands on your head. Now.”
Smirking, Silver weaves her fingers together behind her head. “I guess a welcome basket was too much to ask for.”
Alex and Luka follow suit, silently hoping that the skinny man doesn’t sneeze while he’s got his finger on the trigger.
Sniffing once more for good measure, the man grabs the waistband of his saggy army combat pants—which are several sizes too big—and hikes them higher up on his hips. His dark green, wife beater t-shirt is full of holes, and as he scratches at his chest, one of his nipples pokes through.
“Huck!” he shouts. “Huck, get out here!”
While he waits for whoever or whatever ‘Huck’ is, he runs a hand through his balding ginger hair. It’s damp with sweat and clinging to his scalp. Overall, he doesn’t look healthy. His face is unshaven, but the hair is growing in patchy and uneven. One of his eyebrows is missing, and he has a large dent on his forehead.
“Huck!” he yells one more time, sounding slightly agitated.
“Whatchu carping about?” A gruff, stocky man emerges from a shoddily erected wooden hut beside an overpass support pillar, buckling up his belt. “I’m trying to do my business.”
Whatever ‘business’ that is, Silver doesn’t want to know. The man, Huck, is a truly repulsive looking beast. He’s heavyset, hairy and bearded, and he smells like rotten cheese. His cotton pinstripe trousers are covered with stains, the riveted suspender buttons rusted and on the verge of coming adrift. The sleeves of his white dress shirt are rolled up to the elbows, revealing forearms that are covered in crude tattoos, and the front of it is spotted with dribbled beer. His waistcoat is undone, probably because it’s too tight to wrap around his belly, and his lopsided bowler hat is frayed at the edges.
When he looks up and spots the new arrivals, his eyes glue to Silver and his mood changes. “Lookie, lookie here.” He adjusts his belt and steps closer. “Strangers in queer rags.”
Silver refrains from mocking him, even though it doesn’t seem at all right that the man wearing a bowler hat should be judging them for dressing oddly.
The stench worsens the nearer he gets, and she tries not to breathe through her nose for fear of throwing up, but she dare not look away, lest that should be taken as a sign of weakness or submission.
She stands firm while he circles them, and doesn’t flinch when he circles her twice, taking a particular interest in her chest. On the third rotation around her, he jabs at the Omega emblem on her shirt, inches above her breast.
“This don’t mean nothing to me.”
“There’s no reason why it should,” she replies, feeling Alex and Luka edge nearer, flanking her on either side, uncomfortable with Huck’s proximity.
“What shall we do with ‘em?” The skinny fellow twitches, almost dropping the shotgun.
Huck roams his eyes over Silver again, appearing almost saddened by the answer he’s about to give. “If there wasn’t such a rumpus in my bowels right now, I could make use of you.”
Ugh. Silver feels vomit rise to the back of her throat.
Huck turns away from her and gives the skinny man the all clear. “Kill them.”
“I wouldn’t do that,” Silver says boldly, holding her nerve and making eye contact with Huck, who appears to be the more dominant of the two. “You might not live to regret it.”
“Oh, yeah?” He flicks his tongue over his lower lip, sauntering back over to her. “Why’s that? You think I should take you back to my ken so that me and my boys can dab it up with you first?”
Dab it up? Silver interprets the unfamiliar phrase, using contextual clues for guidance. First of all, he’s staring at her tits again. Secondly, he’s developed a slight bulge in the crotch of his trousers. Ergo, he means to fuck her.
She scowls at him. “Do you really think either of the men standing beside me would let you get your grubby little hands within groping distance of me? This one”—she indicates Alex—“has been known to lose his shit over a simple glance in my direction. And the blonde one”—she indicates Luka—“would jump at the chance to show off his masculinity in front of me.” She stares Huck down. “So I’d tread very carefully if I were you. You don’t want to make my men angry.”
Huck scratches at his beard, dislodging a small beetle from it. He keeps eyeballing her, mistakenly thinking he can get her to break the deadlock first.
She doesn’t budge.
Perturbed by her unblinking, steely eyes, he retreats slightly. “Whatchu lot doing in Manchester anyway? You’re not Mercian.”
Mercian? Someone from Mercia, Silver guesses, though she has no idea what in the world that could be.
She answers with the first thing that leaps into her head. “We’re here to see Slade.”
That throws Huck for six, and he retreats to confer with his jittery, shotgun-wielding friend. They talk in hushed tones, stealing sideways glances at the trio every few seconds.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Alex leans toward Silver, keeping his eyes fixed on the two grotty men. 
“I have no idea, but it’s a lot better than what you were doing.”
“What’s that?”
“Dick all.”
“I was letting the situation play out.” Alex pouts disapprovingly.
“You were being a pussy.”
“I was being cautious,” he corrects her. “Anyway, the last person who came into contact with this Slade guy didn’t fare too well. Bear that in mind.”
“What would you rather do? Kill these two twerps, then keep wandering aimlessly about, avoiding more junkies with shotguns? I’m trying to resolve this non-violently.”
“Shut your yaps!” Huck bellows at them. “Me and Rex will take you to Slade.”
They’re probably only doing it to curry favor with whoever or whatever Slade is, but Silver doesn’t care. The thought of hitching a ride on the back of their vehicle instead of taking another step on her sore, aching feet is desperately appealing. Even when they’re disarmed, bundled into the back of a filthy pickup truck, handcuffed to the guardrails, and forced to sit upon a pile of dead animals, she’s still elated to take the load off.
Alex is decidedly less comfortable with the whole arrangement, and the concern shows itself on his face. His brow is puckered, eyes darting left and right, gathering as much information about their new environment as possible.
Silver nudges his leg with her foot. “It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not,” he growls. “We just allowed ourselves to be detained by a couple of weirdos who could turn out to be serial killers for all we know.”
Still not overly apprehensive, feeling safe in the knowledge that she has her hunting knife tucked into her boot, and that Luka has an ankle holster their captors didn’t think to check for, Silver laughs contemptuously at Alex’s suggestion that they could be in any real danger.
“These guys aren’t exactly cunning criminal masterminds. If the situation gets sticky, we’ll cut loose. It’s no big deal. Right, Luka?” She turns to her best friend for support.
“Uh-huh,” he mumbles, carefully positioning himself on the head of dead brown bear, trying not to get blood on his clothes.
“What is that?” Silver kicks at the face of the animal. “Some kind of bear?”
“Did you not pay attention in natural history class at all?”
Silver shrugs. “We were told they were all extinct. How was I supposed to know I’d end up on a different continent, sitting on a”—she looks beneath her, at a mess of gray fur and blood—“dog?”
“Wolf,” Luka educates her.
“Same damn thing.”
Luka looks around by his feet, trying to put names to the other animal faces. The corpses are piled one on top of another, blood oozing and pooling in the grooves along the truck bed. Most are fresh, clean kills, but some are a day or two old. Some are squished, their bodies broken and mangled, and were obviously picked up at the side of the road. Some faces are too deformed to identify, but others he remembers from school textbooks: wild boar, elk, more deer, and some kind of large feline.
It looks like an orange lion without a mane, but on the short journey from the Manchester City border to the old Great Northern Warehouse building on Watson Street, he doesn’t get much of a chance to ruminate on it. Besides, the view is much more interesting.
This is the second area they’ve passed today that reminds Silver of the Amaranthe prison district—the Fringe District, as it’s called—to which she was once banished for six years.
It looks like they’re recovering from a recent bombing, construction work going on everywhere. The people appear filthy and malnourished, the buildings seem dangerously dilapidated, and the streets are filled with rubble, beggars, and stray animals.
All clothing appears to be handmade, using ribbon or wool thread to lace the garments together instead of having buttons or zippers. Men are mostly in loose white shirts and cotton trousers, wearing boots made from animal hide. The women are either wearing long, layered dresses, laced from waist to bust, or tight trousers—made from cotton or leather—with calf-length boots and men’s white shirts. Over the top of these shirts, they cinch underbust corsets, or overbust, bodice-style waistcoats, showing off their feminine curves.
Shop signs are handmade, too. Nothing looks printed. They look like a group of people who make the most of what they have, with limited resources to produce their own goods. Passing a blacksmith and farrier who’s busy forging a horseshoe, Silver realizes they haven’t seen any other vehicles on the road. Perhaps gasoline is expensive. Perhaps their cars run on something different. Do they have electricity?
Once they reach the warehouse, that question is answered for her. Below faded painted lettering that identifies the large, rectangular, red brick building as the Great Northern Railway Company’s Goods Warehouse, there’s an electric sign. It’s lit up, the letters that once spelled ‘Great Northern’ now rearranged to spell ‘Rare North Gent’.
Silver has her doubts that any man here could be considered a gentleman.
Stationed outside the warehouse, a couple of armed guards dressed in military fatigues recognize Huck and Rex and open up a large bay door into some kind of loading dock. Here, Huck pulls the truck up alongside a long, narrow table, and after exchanging some words with two other similarly dressed men, they start to unload the contents of their haul: one bear; three wolves; two deer, one of which is roadkill; four boar; one weird lion; and a handful of rabbits and badgers, many of them flattened.
When they’re done, leaving Silver, Alex and Luka handcuffed in the truck bed, a message is relayed to someone elsewhere in the building—presumably Slade—and they pass the time waiting for him by rooting through their prisoners’ belongings.
Silver scowls as they pluck a silky nightdress out of her bag. She’s not scowling at them, though, she’s scowling at Alex—he was the one who packed it.
“When did you think I’d be wearing that?”
“A man can hope.”
Before Silver has a chance to beat that thought right out of his head, a man with an entourage of five more guards enters the room, looking like something out of a Charles Dickens novel.
This is Slade.
It must be.
 



CHAPTER FOUR

 
 
Slade is in his late forties, his hair white and cut short. He has a long, well-groomed beard that hangs below his chin, and he appears to be wearing dark eyeliner. From the feet up, he’s wearing a polished pair of men’s dress shoes, pinstripe trousers—with matching waistcoat and jacket—and a white dress shirt with a silk puff tie. The only thing he’s missing is a top hat.
A wind-up pocket watch is nestled in the pocket of his waistcoat, and he carries with him a hand carved walking stick, the top decorated with gold and silver, the sides inlayed with human fingernails—some male, some female.
He looks every bit the gentleman, except for the neck tattoos and one conspicuously missing front tooth. His fingers are adorned with rings, and one would think—given the rest of his appearance—that he should have well-manicured nails, but they’re much too long and there’s dirt embedded underneath.
“Whatchu brought me today?” He beams at Huck, eager to inspect the victuals. “I have me a craving for some …”
His words evaporate when he catches sight of the rest of Huck’s catch. Namely, three living, breathing humans—one of which is a pretty woman.
“Well, well, well.” He saunters closer. “What delightful treasures did you stumble upon today?”
“Two culls and a mort by the Hyde Road entrance,” Huck declares proudly.
Silver flashes Alex a quizzical look, but does the math and assumes the meaning: two men and a woman.
“They asked for you by name, boss,” Rex adds, perched on the roof of the truck’s cab, picking at his toenails.
Curious to know more, Slade approaches the truck and points his walking stick in their general direction. “How do you odd ducks know my name? Whispered on the dying breath of my enemies, I hope.”
“We ran into a friend of yours on our way here,” Silver fields the question. “Apparently, your friend, Trevor, needs some shooting lessons.”
More interested in her accent than he is in hearing about the incompetence of his business associates, he narrows his beady eyes on her. “Where did you lot come from? You ain’t from here.”
“Our helicopter was shot down in the forest some miles east,” Alex answers before Silver, seeking to draw Slade’s focus away from her.
“You was in that flying bucket?” Slade grins, baring that gaping hole in his mouth where a front tooth should be.
“You were the one who shot it down?” Silver assumes, judging by the look of pride on his face.
“I’ll shoot down anything what bears the symbol of the Crown.” He pins his eyes back on her. “And usually, I’ll kill whoever’s in it.”
“We don’t work for the Crown,” Luka says quickly, hoping to get on Slade’s good side before his mood turns too far south. “We’re not even British.”
“Then why are you on British soil, mate?”
“We had nowhere else to go.”
“And I’m to take pity on you, is that it?” Quickly tiring of them, Slade begins to inspect the meat while he talks to them over his shoulder. “If I gave credence to every sob story I heard, I’d—”
“Be a decent human being?” Silver cuts him off.
Discarding a maggoty rabbit carcass, he spins on his heels and locks her in his sights.
“A poor man,” he sets her straight, then addresses Alex and Luka. “Have you not taught your doggess how to control her tongue?”
“She’s not my bitch.” Alex’s jaw tenses. “She’s my wife.”
Slade feigns confusion, his expression and his mannerisms exaggerated and somewhat theatrical. “That’s different, is it?”
“Where we come from, women are treated with respect.”
“Really?” Slade pretends to be outraged. “Fuck. Let me show you how we treat our sluts here. Consider this an education.”
He turns, whacks one of his bodyguards in the back of the knee with his walking stick, drops the man to the hard concrete floor, and forces him to kneel. In that position, he grabs the man’s head and holds him in place, then pretends to face fuck him.
He thrusts his pelvis against the man’s face over and over again, pantomiming arousal and the pleasure of receiving a blowjob. This abuse continues until he finishes the act off with a fake orgasm—which includes pressing the man’s face firmly against his crotch and holding him there for several seconds—then he pushes the man away from him like a used toy.
“Woo!” he yells at the top of his lungs, the sound echoing around the loading dock. “That, my friend, is what women are good for.” He leans on the tailgate of the truck, keeping out of reach. “Tell me, does yours like to suck cock?”
While his attention is on Alex, thriving on Alex’s rising anger, Silver slides her foot along the truck bed, kicking a splash of blood up into his face.
“I love cock,” she taunts him. “Just not yours.”
Behaving quite calmly for the deranged lunatic he appears to be, Slade licks some of the blood off his lips, then smears the rest of it on his cheeks with his palms, creating streaks like war paint.
“Thank you, darlin’.” He blows her a kiss. “I needed my makeup done.”
“You’re a psychotic little prick.” Her eyes burn into him, annoyed that he wasn’t shaken by the blood.
“I think I told you this was gonna be a bad idea,” Alex reminds her. “But you never listen to me.”
She sticks her tongue out at him.
“How does this work, then?” Slade, leaning on the tailgate again, bobs a finger back and forth between Alex and Luka. “Two blokes, one tail, all alone on the open road. Do you alternate? Or do you take her at the same time? One in her notch, one in her gob? Or does she like it up the arse?”
Alex lunges for him, but the handcuffs hold him back.
“You’ve got a little fire in your belly. I like that.” Slade laughs. “But you’re in my house now!” he suddenly bellows, causing two of his bodyguards to flinch.
The sound echoes.
He waits till the reverberations stop, then wags a finger at Alex. “My house, my rules,” he says sweetly. “No more tough chap.”
“All we wanted was a place to stay.” Silver pulls on her handcuffs, trying to get herself loose. “But if you’re not in the mood for visitors, we can go elsewhere.”
“Does this look like a boarding house to you?” Slade crabs at her, then turns to one of his bodyguards. “Put ‘em downstairs with the other one.”
Huck, suddenly very sheepish, twirls his bowler hat in his hands, fussing with the frayed edges, and takes a few hesitant steps forward. “Payment, chief?”
Flabbergasted by the demand, Slade backs Huck up against the table, pushing the end of the walking stick against his throat. “You owe me, you dithering berk.”
“Owe you? What for?”
“You sold me rotten meat a fortnight ago.” He pushes harder on Huck’s throat. “Whatchu trying to do? Kill me?”
“I … I didn’t know, sir,” he stammers, not nearly so brave or gobby in Slade’s presence. “Forgive me.”
Slade picks up the vile, sloppy, maggot infested rabbit by the puff tail and shoves it into Huck’s face, rubbing it against him.
“How do you like it? Is it tasty?”
Huck coughs and sputters, inhaling one or two maggots before Slade finally backs off.
“You’ll get nuffink for ‘em till I find out how much they’re worth.” He straightens his jacket, getting ready to leave. “Now bugger off, the pair of you. I hate looking at you.”
As he strides out of the room, accompanied by two of his bodyguards, the other three release Silver, Alex and Luka from the truck and escort them into the bowels of the warehouse.
Several hundred feet down a dark, windy stairwell constructed inside an old elevator shaft, they’re dragged out into a vast tunnel network beneath Manchester City. Once part of the old Manchester and Salford canal, which was abandoned before it was ever completed, this section of tunneling was converted into an air raid shelter in World War Two. Bits and pieces of the shelter still remain, including some offices, some civilian housing areas, a tuck shop, and a toilet block.
The whole place is an eerie reminder of a long lost epoch, and it makes Silver shudder. Wind whistles down the passageways, causing unsettling, ghostlike murmurs and echoes, and it’s cold. Bone chillingly cold. If you look close enough, you can still see the faint remnants of wartime slogans, and a list of rules painted on the walls by military officials: no smoking; no insobriety; no gambling; no obscene language; no rowdiness; and no unseemly conduct.
Portions of the tunnel have electric lighting wired along the ceiling, but other parts of it are bathed in darkness. The only way to navigate these pitch black passageways is by flashlight or memory.
The toilet block, thankfully, has some minimal lighting. A floodlight connected to a rat-eaten extension cable hums and clicks, and spills out one wide beam of light into the long, debris-filled room. Brick blast walls—built to protect the integrity of the shelter from bombings during the war—jut out awkwardly from the tunnel walls, making navigation of the area slow.
The toilet stalls—Slade’s makeshift prison cells—are also made of brick, and line the sides of the tunnel. In a poor state of repair, some of the brickwork is crumbling, leaving the top edges jagged and uneven. The toilets themselves are long since gone, except for in one stall—the one Silver happens to be thrown in—where the rusted cylindrical base still remains.
She kicks at it and large, fat millipede crawls out.
“Ugh!” She stomps on it.
To keep them contained, each ‘cell’ is sealed off with a locked, prison-like door that appears to be constructed from thick, recycled metal bars. The effort is unimpressive, to say the least. Looking up, Silver estimates the walls to be no more than seven-and-a-half feet high, which is a perfectly scalable height if you’re dexterous and strong—which she is.
She’s not worried.
The guards leave without uttering a single word, dumping the trio’s hold-alls and weapons in a careless pile on the other side of the tunnel, waiting to be picked through and despoiled. Everything seems very casual, which suggests to Silver that they’ve either never done this before and are underestimating the task, or the very opposite: that they do this a lot, and have grown lazy with the repetition. In any case, they’re about to face the consequences of their shoddy work.
That is, as soon as Silver can be bothered.
“Well, this is great.” She slumps against a wall in her cell, sliding slowly down to the floor. “I can’t be assed with this shit. Who’s up for having a nap first?”
“I won’t say ‘I told you so’,” Alex calls out from the neighboring stall.
“You already did.”
“Then I won’t say it again.”
Silver leans her head back and sighs, looking up at the arched tunnel roof, watching shadows dance on it as moths flit around in front of the floodlight. She’s just getting used to the tomblike, hollow silence of the place when there’s a scuffle in the stall to her left.
“Luka, is that you?” she asks hopefully.
“Is that me what?” he calls back, his voice emanating from somewhere on the other side of Alex.
Must be rats, Silver thinks, giving no more thought to it. A second later, however, there’s another scuffle, and this time, the noise has weight to it. Moving into a crouching position, Silver accidentally replicates the noise by scraping her boot along the grainy concrete floor.
Hmm.
Examining the dividing stall wall, Silver tugs her hunting knife out of her boot and uses the tip to pick away at the cement holding one of the bricks. In a few minutes, she loosens it enough to be able to push the slim blade all the way through.
She does the same on all four sides, creating little pockets of space, then turns the knife around and uses the hilt to bash the brick through to the other side.
Once.
Twice.
After hearing the first hit, Alex’s curiosity is piqued. “What are you doing?” he asks suspiciously.
“Exploring.”
Three times, and she feels it give a little.
Four times.
Five times, and … bingo! The brick bursts through the mortar on the other side and tumbles to the floor.
Eager to get a glimpse of what’s in the other stall, Silver gets on her hands and knees and presses her face close to the hole, peering into the dark cubicle of space beyond. She’s prepared to see the silhouette of another person, or the shadowy hint of a leg or a foot. She’s prepared to see nothing, and to find out that it was only a rat after all. What she’s not prepared for is to see another pair of eyes staring right back at her.
“Goddamnit!” She reels back, her heart thumping.
“Silver?” Alex and Luka call her name in unison, each waiting with bated breath for her to respond.
“I’m okay.” She dusts herself off. “Just startled.”
“By what?” There’s trepidation in Luka’s voice.
“I’m not sure yet.” She leans toward the hole again, more cautiously this time.
“Who are you?” a barely audible male voice rasps from the other side, his throat scratchy and dry.
“Who am I?” Silver sounds affronted. “Who the hell are you?”
“Tomkin.”
Silver scrunches up her face. “Is that supposed to be a name?”
“Is Silver?” He’s been listening.
“Fair enough.” She sits down and gets comfortable near the hole. “So I guess you got caught by these freaks, too, huh?”
“Me and a group of my kin were ambushed outside the city a week ago.” He speaks slowly, every word painful to articulate. “Slade’s men stole our horses, and nabbed me along with them.”
“I can see why they’d want horses, but what do they want with you? No offense.”
“They’ll take anything they think they can sell.” He wriggles around to get a better look at her. “You’ll be out of here in no time.”
Silver doesn’t like the sound of that.
“If that’s true, why are you still here? Shouldn’t you have been sold on by now?”
“People like me can be difficult to shift.” He sticks his left arm through the hole, showing her a brand on his wrist: a Delta symbol.

“So why don’t you leave?” Silver rattles the bars on her cell door, checking to see how well it’s all welded together. “This place isn’t exactly escape proof. Just climb out of here like a little monkey and off you go.”
Tomkin pulls his left arm back through the hole and shoves his right arm out instead. “Tried that.”
His wrist is swollen, bruised, and clearly very painful.
“They broke my wrist and haven’t given me any water for three days. If they can’t offload me by the end of the week, they’ll surely kill me. But you …” He withdraws his damaged flesh. “You need to get out of Mercia.”
“That’s the second time I’ve heard that word today. What the hell is Mercia?”
“The largest county in England.”
“And it’s run by Slade?”
Tomkin chuckles to himself, amused by her lack of local knowledge, but the chuckle soon turns into a sputtering cough. It takes him several seconds to recover from it.
“He wishes.” His voice croaks. “He controls Manchester, which is only a mile or so square. I’ve known wild dogs to keep a bigger territory than that.”
“So where should we go? North?”
Tomkin shakes his head. “There ain’t nothing north of here. Northumbria, the next county up, is a wasteland—nothing but ruins.”
Silver pinches the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, starting to despair. “Is nowhere safe?”
“Depends. If you’re not Mercian, or a Taint, you’re best to keep going west and cross the border into Delta territory. You can seek asylum there.”
“Is that where you’re from?”
He doesn’t get to answer. Footfalls down the tunnel herald the approach of the guards, and he’s dragged swiftly from his cell.
“Slade wants to see you,” one of the guards barks at him. “P’raps today’s your lucky day, Delta.”
Too weak to protest, Tomkin lets them push him out into the main tunnel space, and as he stumbles in front of Silver’s cell, she gets her first clear view of him. He’s in his thirties, and would be good looking if he wasn’t covered in welts and bruises—some old, some new. He’s been beaten repeatedly, though not severely, his dark hair spattered with dried blood and dirt.
His clothes—the same style of shirt, waistcoat and trousers that are now becoming so familiar—are covered with the same: blood and dirt mingled together. On his feet, black leather, knee high riding boots are buckled all the way up, his trousers tucked inside them. They’re scuffed and splattered with muck, but otherwise appear to be in good shape.
Laughing and joking with one another, casually exchanging personal stories and anecdotes like this is simply another normal part of their work day, the guards slap a pair of handcuffs on Tomkin and use a cattle prod to get him moving.
The echoes of their departing footsteps fading, Silver hears the clang of something solid hitting metal, followed by a scrabbling and fumbling, and the sound of falling debris. Looking up, she finds Alex perched on the dividing wall between their cells.
“I think we should cut loose now. Don’t you?” He holds his hand out to pull her up.
“There’s nothing I’d like more.”
She accepts his hand and relies on his muscle to help heave her up onto the top of the wall with him. Once there—once he’s certain that she’s properly balanced—he jumps off the wall into the tunnel, then holds his hands out to catch her.
She hesitates to follow. “What about Luka?”
Before Alex gets to fix a frustrated grimace on his face, a gunshot blows out the lock on Luka’s cell door. The gunshot is followed by a strong kick that causes the door to swing back so hard and so fast it almost breaks off its hinges, and Luka emerges holding the backup handgun from his ankle holster.
Silver grins and jumps down, deliberately landing beside Alex instead of in his arms. “I told you getting out of here would be a piece of cake.” She retrieves her hold-all and gun from the pile. “Now let’s grab Tomkin and get the fuck out of here.”
Alex seizes her by the shoulders and holds her back. “Whoa. We can’t help him.”
“What do you mean we can’t help him? We’re not gonna leave him here.”
“Yes, we are. Silver, we don’t know where we are, we don’t know how many of Slade’s men are out there, or what weapons they have. We can’t risk it.”
Thinking Alex’s position cowardly, Silver looks across at Luka for a second opinion, hoping to find his thoughts in line with hers, as they so often are.
But not today.
“I’m sorry, El.” He uses a diminutive of her first name, hoping that makes the apology sound more heartfelt. “Alex is right. We need to leave while we have the chance. Letting Huck and Rex take us in was a bad idea.”
Numbed by their decision to ditch Tomkin, Silver follows them into the tunnel network, sullen and annoyed. With no idea of the layout, Alex chooses directions based solely on airflow: where there’s a breeze, there must be a way out.
After five or ten minutes of what feels to Silver like an aimless march through a series of damp, dark holes, some of which are little more than narrow walkways beside old canal ditches, they reach a junction of passageways and she stops abruptly. Somewhere that she has absolutely no hope of pinpointing, a woman is sobbing, the sorrowful noise drifting through various air ventilation grates and pipework.
“Do you hear that?” She spins in a circle. “Where is that coming from?”
Alex doubles back, snags her wrist, and compels her onward. “There’s no time, Silver.” He doesn’t even try to hide the frustration in his voice. “We have to go.”
He pulls her out into a large, cavernous room where Luka’s waiting for them beside a rusty access ladder that extends in excess of forty feet upward. Wind whips down from above, howling through crevices in the stonework.
Luka points upward. “Who wants to go first?”
Alex does. He puts all his weight on the ladder and jumps up and down, testing its sturdiness. Satisfied that it only offers up one creak and a small shower of rust flakes, he begins to scale it. At Luka’s urging, Silver goes in the middle, while he takes up the rear.
“You wanna look at my butt,” she taunts him.
At the top of the massive ladder, Alex moves aside a manhole cover and pulls himself out into a covered parking garage directly beside the Great Northern Warehouse. When Silver emerges behind him, she practically whimpers with relief: there are cars!
“Oh, finally!” She makes a beeline for the nearest one. “No more walking.”
She starts checking the wheel wells for a hidden key and, remarkably, finds one.
“I love you.” She flings her arms over the hood of the car, hugging it.
“Where are we going to go?” Luka throws his backpack in the trunk.
“West.” Silver gets in and starts the engine. “We’re going to Delta territory.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE

 
 
Silver turns the key in the ignition again, but the engine refuses to turn over. A battery light on the dashboard blinks red, indicating that all six power cells are now empty.
“Stupid electric cars,” she grumbles.
Resigning himself to another long hike, Alex gets out and stretches his legs. “It’s not the car’s fault you happened to pick one that was only at a quarter charge.”
At least it got them away from the city.
Away from Slade.
Silver knows she should feel grateful for that, but she feels dismal. Reluctant to leave the relative comfort and shelter of the vehicle, she looks out at their surroundings: nothing but fields, with dense tree cover up ahead.
She can no longer find the beauty in it. Instead, she finds it depressing. Even though they’ve come over a hundred miles since first landing here, it feels like they’re back at the beginning.
“I hate this country.” She collapses against the steering wheel.
“It’s not so bad.” Luka tries to look on the bright side. “We must’ve covered about forty miles, and that’s saved us a twelve hour walk.”
“How dare you be so chipper,” Silver moans. “This is awful.”
“More awful than being executed?” Alex takes her by the hand and drags her out of the car. “Because that’s what would’ve happened to us if we’d stayed in Amaranthe.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She puts weight back on her complaining feet.
“We’ve only got a few hours of good light left,” Luka observes, squinting up at the gloomy sky. “We should go a mile or two, then look for somewhere to hole up for the night. I think it’s gonna rain.”
Alex digs around in the trunk of the car, looking for anything useful they can take with them. In the end, all he finds is an old tarp.
“What are we going to do with that?” Silver frowns at it. “Cut a hole in it and use it as a three person poncho?”
“Any shelter is better than no shelter if the weather turns.” He bundles up the tarp and sticks it through the handles of his hold-all.
He’s right, but two hours into the walk, Silver manages to find something that proves to be even more useful when the first droplets of rain start to fall: the ruins of a cottage. It doesn’t look that old, and probably only had a few years of use before the people who built it either died, or decided to move elsewhere.
The forest has started to reclaim it already, with trees growing in and around it, and ivy covering it, but it promises to protect them from the elements nonetheless. Sections of the roof are still intact, along with all of the first floor, leaving the ground floor completely covered. While they stand looking at it, a gray squirrel hops out of a small hole beside the front door and sits on the porch, staring at them with its head cocked.
After a few seconds, it appears to decide that they’re a threat and attempts to protect its territory. Puffing itself up, ruffling its tail above its head, it starts to grunt at them, making a sound akin to that of an angry duck.
“Home sweet home.” Luka picks up a stick and tosses it in the squirrel’s direction.
Sensing that it’s outnumbered, the squirrel bolts for the nearest tree and scurries up it, continuing to shriek at them from the safety of the branches.
“Easiest eviction of a squatter ever.” Silver pats Luka on the shoulder.
“I’ll go take a peek inside,” Alex offers, already halfway there. “If there are any more rodents hiding in there, I’ll flush the little buggers out.”
If Silver weren’t so tired, she’d complain about that. Though she’s certain many women would love to be treated like a delicate little flower, she sure as hell isn’t one of them. She’s perfectly capable of flushing out rodents on her own, thank you very much.
“What is it about a vagina that brings out such overprotective, macho bullshit in men?” she wonders, half to herself, half to Luka. “It makes you go all panicky and soft.”
“That’s not what your vagina does to me.” He smirks. “It actually has quite the opposite effect.”
Silver blushes, glad that Alex isn’t around to see it. “Haven’t you learned your lesson yet?”
Sharing a naughty smile with her, Luka becomes transfixed on her eyes, causing the redness in her cheeks to stick around.
“What’s your issue?” She turns her head, waiting for the fire to dissipate.
“Your eyes.” He breaks into a broad grin. “They’re completely back to normal. Does that mean you’re free of the virus now?”
Silver’s never felt such a complex surge of emotions. If it’s true, if the virus really has been eliminated, then that’s cause to be ecstatic. On the other hand, she knows it’s only going to add an extra layer of complication to their already troubled triangle.
Up till now, they’ve been in a strange sort of limbo. Alex hasn’t been able to touch her since she received the treatment that cured her, but neither could Luka—the virus was still in her system. The only reason he’d been keeping his distance was due to the risk of infection, but now that’s no longer a concern … damn.
Having established that the coast is clear inside the cottage, Alex reappears in the doorway, ushering them both inside. “I think you’ll like it here. It’s cozy. I mean, it needs some remodeling, but it’s definitely got potential.”
As Silver suspected from the outside, the place isn’t that old. The furniture, though extensively damaged by rodents, still retains sufficient padding to give some comfort, and there’s enough for everyone: two armchairs and a couch.
The onslaught of rain keeps them confined indoors, but thanks to a basket of wood stashed by the fireplace, they’re able to build a fire and generate some warmth. A quick raid of the kitchen cupboards turns up a few tins of something marginally edible: some kind of beans, accompanied by the vilest pickled mushrooms any of them have ever had the misfortune to put in their mouths.
After dinner—if you could call it that—Silver and Luka begin making up their beds for the night. The boys agree to take an armchair each, giving her the benefit of stretching out on the couch, and she’s too greedy to argue. Going on a hunt for sheets or bedspreads, hoping to find anything that might be able to add extra warmth to the emergency blankets, she makes her way upstairs and finds Alex sitting in a chair in the master bedroom—the only one still partially covered by what remains of the roof.
“There you are. I wondered where you’d snuck off too.” She spots an unlit cigarette in his hands. “I should’ve known you’d be hankering for a sneaky bedtime smoke.”
She has to admit, he’s done well. For a guy who’d normally burn through more than an entire pack in a day, he’s shown an exceptional amount of restraint. He’d had one that morning, one on their walk to the city, another in the car, and that was all.
Finally, he gives in and lights up, taking a deep draw of breath.
“Oh, my god, that feels so good,” he says upon exhale. “Fuck.”
Silver ruffles a hand through his hair. “You sound like you’re about to come.”
He takes another lungful, watching her move about the room. The sheets on the bed are too ratty to be useful, but, while rummaging through an old armoire, she hits the jackpot and uncovers a few moth-eaten blankets.
“Ooh, we’re gonna feel rich tonight.”
Alex, seeming distracted, stays silent, running a thought through his head several time before he lets it come out of his mouth. 
“Would you fuck me?” he asks at last, inhaling twice in quick succession.
At the look of shock, disbelief and annoyance on her face, he clarifies. “If I didn’t have this virus in me, would you fuck me tonight? Right now.”
“What?” She stifles a laugh. “Here?”
He nods. “Right here in this chair.”
“I don’t know,” she answers honestly.
“Why not?”
“Luka’s fifteen feet away. He’d hear everything.”
“So?” Alex inhales again. “You’re not usually the shy type.”
“No, I’m the don’t-rub-it-in-his-face type. Why are you asking me this?”
Alex pinches the cigarette between his lips, unfastens his pants, and pulls out his cock. His hard, eager cock.
“Shit.” Silver rolls her eyes. “Have you been working that up this whole time?”
“I’ve been nursing this practically all evening.” He sits back and smokes, letting his weighty erection lie against his stomach. “Haven’t you noticed?”
Truthfully, she’d caught the outline of something in his lap when they’d been sitting by the fireplace earlier, but she’d thought it was just the way the fabric of his pants was bunched up.
“Look at me,” he demands, wrapping his hand around the thick shaft.
Silver drops the blankets down on the bed. “You want me to watch you jerk off? Is that where this is going?”
“I told you I wasn’t gonna give up.”
A few moments pass, his cock swelling even more as he strokes himself in front of her. All the while, he continues to smoke, content with the attention of her eyes until the cigarette burns down and he stubs it out on the arm of the chair.
“Come closer,” he beckons her.
Despite her reservations, she does what he asks, stopping an arm’s length away.
“Now what?”
Still touching himself, he reaches out and runs his hand up her thigh to the apex of her jeans, then brushes his thumb against her core.
“Don’t.” She swats him away. “I’m not letting you in there.”
“I can still look, can’t I?”
Unable to find a legitimate objection to that, Silver doesn’t stop him when he leans forward and undoes her pants, his fat cock bobbing between his legs.
“I want to see you.” He tugs the waistband of her jeans down, revealing her cotton panties.
“That’s enough, Alex,” she cautions him. “I don’t wanna do this.”
He appears not to hear her, his face so close to her skin. “You’re wet.” He groans. “I can smell you.”
Duh, she thinks, her body tensing on account of his proximity, mindful not to let him get too close. Of course she’s wet. He just pulled out his cock and made her watch him jerk it. Under normal circumstances, she probably would fuck him right now—even with Luka downstairs.
She closes her eyes and tries not to think about it, but she can hear him pumping his cock with his hand and soon finds herself weaving her fingers through his hair, holding his face against her crotch.
“Damnit …” She whines, forcing herself to regain some self-control. “Finish on your own.” She backs away from him.
“Wait.” He grips her hips. “Don’t go. I’m close already.”
He clutches at her so frantically, he pulls her off balance. She stumbles forward, catching herself against the back of the chair, practically leaning over him, the arm of the chair jutting awkwardly into her thigh.
Finding that position to his benefit, Alex moans.
“Stay there.” He thrusts a keen hand under her shirt and seizes her breast. “I’m gonna come.”
Usually, Alex is tender and gentle.
Not tonight.
He squeezes his hand around her breast, pushing and pinching it, fondling her clumsily and desperately. At one point, he hurts her and she winces, biting back a yelp of pain when he catches her sensitive nipple with his nail, digging into her.
Oblivious to her discomfort, he finds his release. With a stifled growl of pleasure, his shaft pulses, and he massages the head of his cock until he’s spilled all over the floor between them. As soon as he’s done, Silver wrenches herself away from him, her cheeks flushed with anger. It’s all she can do not to slap him.
“Don’t ever do that again, you selfish prick,” she snarls in a low whisper, then snatches up the blankets and leaves.
When she returns to the living room, Luka—curled up in one of the armchairs—can tell that something’s wrong. Her shirt is riding up on one side, her cheeks still flaming, her eyes wet with tears she refuses to let loose.
“Is everything okay?”
She nods, unwilling to divulge any part of what happened upstairs, finding the whole incident strangely humiliating. In silence, she hands him one of the blankets and retreats to the couch. A few minutes later, Alex enters the room, buckling his belt.
Luka watches him try to make eye contact with Silver, but she pointedly ignores him, tucking herself up and turning her back to the room, ready to go to sleep.
Sleep doesn’t come, though.
When Luka wakes in the middle of the night, he finds her gone. Treading lightly, so as not to wake Alex in the other armchair, he creeps out of the living room to look for her, and eventually finds her outside the cottage, on the back deck. The scent of cigarette smoke is wafting all around, and he’s surprised to see her with one of Alex’s cigarettes in her hand.
“Should you be doing that?”
“Probably not.” She draws the poison into her lungs anyway.
“You’re not gonna take up the habit again, are you?” He joins her at the deck railing, staring out into the moonlit forest.
“Fuck, no. I just needed something to take the edge off.” She puts the cigarette back to her lips. “It was either this, or the bottle of rum I found in the pantry.”
Luka isn’t sure how to respond to that. This is probably the longest period of time she’s gone without alcohol in a good while.
“How many days sober are you?”
She holds up four fingers.
“Is there anything I can do to help?” he feels compelled to ask.
She shakes her head, inhaling more poison. “I can’t sleep is all. This little adventure of ours isn’t exactly shaping up the way I expected it would.”
Suspecting there’s more to her despondency than that, he digs deeper. “What happened between you and Alex tonight? What did he do?”
“Nothing.”
“Don’t bullshit me, El. Did he force you to do something? Did he hurt you?”
“You’d love that, wouldn’t you? If Alex fucked up like that.” She takes one last draw from the cigarette, smoking it right down to the filter. “The thing is, though: I can take care of myself. I don’t need a knight in shining armor to come and rescue me from my own husband.” She flicks the butt away.
Luka sucks in his cheeks, affronted. “That’s not why I was asking, but if you’re gonna be a bitch about it, forget I said anything.”
Silence descends.
Then, “Doesn’t it bother you that we left that man there to die in the city?” Silver pulls a one-eighty on the conversation.
Luka shrugs. “Who says he’s gonna die?”
“His prospects didn’t look great.”
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but ours aren’t so shit hot either. I’m aware that you don’t like it, but we need to put our own safety first. At least for the time being.” He tugs on her arm. “Now let’s get a few hours of sleep in before dawn.”
Silver allows him to lead her back to the living room, and they slip back into their separate sleeping areas without exchanging another word. They think they’ve managed to tiptoe back inside without waking Alex, but they’re wrong.
In the morning, both men wake to the sound of a woodpecker hammering on the chimney, and sunlight pouring in through the window.
They’ve overslept.
Alex glances over at the couch, but Silver’s things are packed up, and she’s nowhere to be seen. He calls her name, but receives no response.
He turns to Luka, his expression fierce. “Where is she?”
Luka sits up, snapping and popping his joints and rising into a yawn, rubbing night crusties from his heavy eyelids. “How the hell should I know?”
Alex’s right hip cracks when he gets up out of the armchair, his six-foot-four frame stiff after sleeping awkwardly in a scrunched up ball. “You tell me. You were the one sneaking around with her last night.”
“She was upset.” Luka challenges him with a glare. “Any idea why that could’ve been?”
Alex doesn’t answer, and both men make it their business to hunt her down. As it happens, Luka is the one fortunate enough to stumble upon her while she’s washing her hair in a small lake not far from the cottage.
He knows he should look away, but can’t bring himself to do so. She’s only wearing jeans and a bra, and he likes the way his cock responds to her. He takes a deep breath, feeling it move inside his clothing. If he concentrated, he could probably suppress his arousal, but it’s been a while and he needs the release.
So, convincing himself that it’s nothing more than a biological imperative—some sort of physical therapy—he quietly unzips his pants and fishes out his hardening cock.
In his hand, with Silver in full view, he becomes fully erect in a matter of seconds. Leaning against the tree behind him, he starts to stroke himself, feeling the veins start to pulse against his palm. Desperate to relieve the pressure in his groin—and afraid of getting caught—he doesn’t try to draw it out. He lets his climax build, his balls tightening right before the first jet of hot, thick liquid explodes out of his cock, quickly followed by another … and another … and one more. Afterward, he times his return to the cottage perfectly.
Alex is already there—having exhausted his search for Silver—and he doesn’t seem to think too much of it when Luka and Silver arrive simultaneously, but from completely different directions. In fact, he seems far more preoccupied with the fact that she’s found a use for the silk chemise he’d stuffed in her hold-all when they left Amaranthe: she’s using it to carry berries.
“Breakfast.” She dumps the stained chemise into his arms. “I already ate.”
Since none of them are in the mood for much conversation, they pack up and move on soon after, still heading blindly west, into more dense forest.
After walking for an hour or two—passing nothing spectacular—they stumble upon a handwritten sign staked into the ground on a large metal spike: No Taints Allowed. A few hundred yards later, another sign: Mercians Keep Out. And Silver spots one more: Delta Territory – No Trespassing. Could they have crossed the border already?
“Hey, guys,” she calls to Alex and Luka. “I think we’re—”
She hears the whoosh of the arrow, but doesn’t have time to react to it. The metal arrowhead rips into her shoulder, embedding itself there, and the world turns black as she hits the ground.
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Silver is only unconscious for a few seconds. When she comes to, having tumbled down a small embankment, Alex and Luka are kneeling by her side, and Alex is much too close for comfort. He leans forward to give her assistance and she flinches, reflexively pushing him away from her.
“Back off!”
Alex topples backwards and lands in a pile of leaves. “I’m trying to help you, El.”
“You can’t help me.” She lets Luka maneuver her into a seated position, leaning against a tree trunk. “I don’t want you anywhere near my blood.”
She looks down at her shoulder, the arrow tip completely buried in her flesh.
“What do you want me to do?” Luka puts pressure around the wound, Silver’s blood flowing over his fingers. “Should I pull it out?” He wraps his hand around the wooden shaft of the arrow, preparing to tug.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
An archer appears at the top of the embankment, a wooden bow in his hand, another arrow primed and ready to fire. He’s not a day over forty, his hair jet black, his eyes strikingly blue. Dressed in navy blue trousers tucked into knee high leather boots, with a matching fitted waistcoat over a white shirt, he looks quite handsome. He’s armed and clearly dangerous, but a pleasant specimen of manhood nonetheless.
“You shot me!” Silver booms at him.
“You’re trespassing.” He takes a few steps down the embankment, keeping his arrow trained on them. “Didn’t you read the signs?”
“We’re not Mercian.”
“Obviously.” He runs his eyes over her odd clothes. “So I suppose it’s just as well that’s not why we shot you.”
“What the hell is your problem, then?!” She glowers at him. “You sonofabitch!”
“We don’t like Taints.”
“Who’s ‘we’?” She catches on to the pronoun.
Giving the all clear with a flick of his head, he summons three more archers to appear: two men and a girl, all with different colored crests painted on their arrows near the fletchings.
The man standing on the embankment has a green crest, the man standing to his left has an orange crest, the other man has white, and the girl has purple.
Silver checks out the color of the crest on the arrow in her shoulder: purple.
“That’s right.” The green archer smiles. “I didn’t shoot you.” He looks proudly at the girl. “She did.”
“You people are batty.” Silver grits her teeth against the pain. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Your kind aren’t welcome here.” He steps closer, turning his arrow on Alex. “Taints shouldn’t be this far west, especially not brazenly flashing their violets. You’re lucky we only fired a warning shot.”
Silver does the sums. If Alex is a Taint because he has violet eyes, then Taint must mean infected.
“I’m not a Taint,” she offers up. “Neither is he.” She nods to Luka. “Or my baby.”
“Baby?” The green archer hesitates, looking around. “I don’t see a baby.”
“Quick biology lesson for you: babies don’t appear by magic. They live inside a mommy’s tummy for nine whole months, then, one horrible day, they emerge into the world via her cu—”
“You’re pregnant?” He cuts straight to the point.
“Yeah, you shot a pregnant lady,” Luka dives into the conversation, still trying to stem the bleeding. “I hope you’re pleased with yourselves.”
The green archer lowers his bow.
“Linx,” he calls to the girl. “Sniff ‘em out.”
Grinning, Linx slips her arrow into the quiver on her back, shoulders her bow, and skips down the embankment toward the trio of strangers. She’s dressed similarly to the green archer—they all are—but her pants are black leather, her waistcoat tighter. Up close, Silver can see that she’s the youngest of the group. Barely twenty, she’s petite and slender with a pale complexion. Her shoulder-length hair is tied in short pigtails and dyed dark purple, matching the crest on her arrows—a shade slightly darker than her eyes.
Her bright, violet eyes.
“You hypocritical bastard.” Silver glares daggers at the green archer. “She’s a fucking Taint.”
“She’s special,” he defends her calmly.
Silver can tell by his understated reaction that this likely isn’t the first time he’s had to explain himself, and Linx has the cocky demeanor of a girl who’s used to being protected and defended. She winks at Silver as she walks by, opting to start her assessment with the object of most interest: Alex.
She inspects him at close range, cocking her head to one side like an inquisitive dog. Very slowly, she walks around him, looking him up and down. When she gets back to his face, she leans in close and stands on tiptoe, inhaling his scent.
He smells faintly like cologne, more so like earth, and mildly of cigarettes. The cologne is an alien fragrance to her; it’s something not native to this land. The earth is a mixture of city and country, beginning east, in the Peak District forest. Layer upon layer on top of that traces his path through Manchester city, and into the forest here—straight into Delta territory.
When she’s done with her investigation of him, she moves on to Luka, giving him a brief once over before shoving her face into Silver’s hair.
“Get the fuck off me.” Silver elbows her in the ribs. Not hard enough to cause damage, but with enough force to make her reel back.
Linx laughs.
“Well?” the green archer prompts her.
“They’re foreigners.” She hovers near Alex, fascinated by his eyes. “They landed in the Peak District a few days ago. I’d say more than two, but less than a week. From there, they wandered into Manchester, but didn’t stay long. They’ve been traveling west ever since.” She points in Silver’s direction. “The woman’s telling the truth: she’s pregnant. Ten or twelve weeks, maybe.” She glances at Luka. “And he wanked over her a few hours ago, which probably doesn’t please this one”—she points a finger at Alex—“since I’m fairly certain they’re wedded.”
Alex scowls at Luka, but there isn’t a pause long enough to give him any chance to make a scathing comment.
“Wait a second.” The white archer scoffs at Linx. “They smell married?”
“No.” Linx rushes toward him and shoves him in the chest. “They’re wearing rings, genius.” She turns to grimace at the green archer. “Why did we have to bring him? He’s such a dick.”
“Don’t talk about your brother that way,” he admonishes her.
Brother, of course. The white archer is tall and lean, and only a few years older than Linx. They have the same nose, the same cheekbones, and he has the same color hair and eyes as their father, the green archer.
“What are we going to do with them?” Linx is talking to her father, but she’s looking at Alex, a small smile spreading across her lips. “I think we should take them with us.”
“We should leave them here,” the orange archer finally speaks, his bow still raised. “If they came from Manchester, there could be people after them.”
“So you’re going to leave my pregnant wife bleeding on the forest floor?” Alex glowers at him. “What kind of twisted fuck are you?”
The orange archer might be cold and heartless, but the green archer isn’t. Before his friend starts to run his mouth, he takes back control of the situation.
“The arrowhead is barbed.” He hands his bow off to Linx and rolls up his sleeves. “If you pull it out, it’ll cause too much damage. You have to push it through.”
“Are you out of your fucking mind?!” Silver squeals at him. “You wanna put another hole in me?!”
“I’ve no choice. Yanking it out could tear a major blood vessel, and I have nothing here to stop the bleeding. But if you want to give it a try, go ahead.”
He stands back and waits, but Silver doesn’t need to think about it for long.
With a roar of frustration, “Fine. Do it.”
The green archer approves of her decision with a sharp nod and kneels beside her, instructing Linx over his shoulder. “Take your brother and fetch the horses.”
The siblings do what they’re told, play fighting with each other along the way, while he sets about scrutinizing the trajectory of Silver’s wound.
“Lean forward,” he directs her, feeling gently around the arrow’s entry point and the back of her shoulder, carefully determining the best angle to force the arrow through on.
Close by, Alex—impotent and sidelined, much to his chagrin—watches with no small amount of jealousy and irritation as Luka rubs Silver’s arm in comforting repetition. His hands are covered in her blood, and so are the green archer’s.
“You can touch her?” he asks the archer, some of the envy seeping out in his voice.
“Of course I can touch her, I’m a Delta. Even if she were a Taint, I could still touch her—I’m immune.”
Silver catches sight of a brand on his left wrist—the same brand she saw on Tomkin—and she makes a connection.
“That’s what Delta means? Immune?”
The archer’s brow furrows briefly, bewildered by how little they seem to know about the country they’re in. “So where are you people from anyway?”
Silver opens her mouth to answer, but before she can form the first syllable, the archer pushes the arrow all the way through her shoulder.
Searing pain.
She cries out, her throaty yell echoing through the forest, causing a flock of birds to take to the air in a flutter of rapidly flapping wings and squawks.
“You cocksucker,” she whines breathlessly.
“Aiden,” he informs her. “My name is Aiden.”
He breaks off the softwood end of the arrow shaft below the fletching, then pulls the arrowhead out behind her, making her wince.
“This is my daughter, Linx,” he continues, pointing a bloody finger in her direction as she and her brother return with four horses. “My son, Cody”—he points the dripping arrowhead toward the white archer—“and the ugly one is my friend, Mason.”
Mason, the orange archer, grunts.
Aiden’s comment about his attractiveness—or the lack thereof—is meant to be jocular, but it’s plenty accurate. He’s in his forties, with graying hair and a slight paunch. His face is jowly and unshaven, his eyebrows bushy and thick. He’s nothing special. 
“Linny,” Aiden gets his daughter’s attention. “Pass me the gauze.”
While Linx roots through a saddlebag, Alex completes the introductions.
“I’m Alex.” He holds a hand out to Aiden. “This is Silver, and that’s Luka.” He waves a dismissive hand in Luka’s general direction.
“Where are you headed?” Aiden slips Silver’s shirt off her shoulder.
“Anywhere that’ll take us.”
Happy to help, Linx rushes to her father’s side with a canteen of water, the gauze, and some medical tape. First, Aiden flushes the wound with the water, dislodging any debris. Then, he slaps the gauze against Silver’s skin and tapes it there as best he can.
“This’ll do until we get back.” He assesses his handiwork. “It’s almost a day’s ride. We’ll be there by nightfall.”
Linx bursts into a grin. “They’re coming with us?!”
“No,” Mason barks adamantly. “We’ll patch her up and send ‘em on.”
“We can’t leave a pregnant woman out here,” Aiden tries to reason with him. “It’s too dangerous.”
“Yeah.” Silver snorts. “There’s a bunch of crazy motherfuckers with bows and arrows out here.”
Aiden helps her off the ground. “How long since you’ve eaten?”
“Do berries count?”
“Not really. What about meat?”
Silver shakes her head. “Not since yesterday morning.”
Aiden is about to instruct Linx again, but she’s already one step ahead of him. From another saddlebag, she retrieves a generous amount of smoked meat that’s been cut into thick chunks and wrapped in hemp cloth.
“Do you like boar?” She unveils it in front of Alex and hands him a piece, also taking one for herself. “I love a nice big hunk of meat.”
Silver, despite being distracted by an incredible amount of pain, still recognizes an awful attempt at flirtation when she hears it. Clearly, Linx has taken an immediate fancy to Alex, and the only way she could be any more obvious about it would be to lie down naked on the ground and spread her legs. She can hardly take her eyes off him.
Silver takes the piece of meat that’s offered to her and chooses to look elsewhere. Her stomach’s always on the verge of nausea as it is—though the morning sickness seems to be finally at an end—and the sight of some young girl pawing on her husband threatens to make her breakfast reappear.
While they eat, Aiden and Mason argue in private, and Silver doesn’t need to overhear them to know what the disagreement entails.
“Honey is going to have a fit,” Mason says at the finish of it, waving the nock end of his arrow in Aiden’s face. “This’ll be on your head.”
One of the horses snorts air through its nose when Silver accidentally wanders too close to it. To her, horses are creatures from books and drawings—not real life. They’re a lot bigger than she imagined them to be, and she can feel the power in their muscular shoulders. The mane and tail are much coarser than she expected, the eyelashes thick and prominent. They’re beautiful, but slightly frightening.
“Careful,” Luka teases her. “It might eat your face off.”
“Har-de-har.” She pets the face of Aiden’s stallion with caution.
“Here.” Aiden tosses her a carrot from a saddlebag. “Fitch loves carrots. Just make sure to hold your hand flat, otherwise he might nip you.”
Standing back a little, Silver holds her hand out with the carrot on her palm, and Fitch practically inhales it, his lips leaving a trace of horse spittle on her hand. It tickles.
“I think I like him,” she concludes, wiping her hand off on Luka’s shirt.
She does so expecting Luka to quip something sarcastic, or pretend to be grossed out, but he’s too busy watching something over her shoulder.
“Have you seen what’s going on over there?”
She follows his eyeline, finding Linx showing off her mare to Alex.
“Oh, I see it.” Silver folds her arms. “What do you expect me to do? Punch her out? She’s a kid, for christ’s sake. She’s harmless.”
“She’s weird.”
“There’s no doubt about that, but was she right?” Silver can’t help wanting to know. “Were you really jerking off over me?”
Luka clenches his jaw, answering evasively. “How could she possibly know that?”
“Did you wash your hands after?”
No comment.
“Eugh!” Silver punches his arm and edges away from him, pretending to be repulsed. “That’s so icky.”
Luka’s not in the mood to be teased. Much to his relief, Silver’s fun is brought to an abrupt end when Aiden announces that it’s time for them to move on.
Mason rides ahead so that he can sulk alone, but everyone else is riding in pairs. Linx claims Alex as her riding partner first, before anyone else gets a say, and when he mounts the horse behind her, she rather gleefully tells him to hold on tight to her waist.
“She’s utterly shameless,” Silver mutters under her breath.
Luka is paired with Cody, and he also rides behind. That puts Silver and Aiden together, and since Silver’s shoulder is wrecked, Aiden sits her in front of him so that he can hold her more securely.
Along the way, conversation stops and starts in spurts. Linx relates to Alex how none of the men in her home community will have anything to do with her because she’s not a Delta, and hints that she’s still a virgin.
“They don’t like me.” She hangs her head pitiably. “I’m treated like a frigging leper.”
“They’re immune. What do they care?”
“They just do.” She wriggles against him, pretending merely to be adjusting her position. “Nobody wants to touch me.”
She waits for him to respond to that, but he doesn’t; he knows better.
A second later, “Are your eyes always on?” She cranks her head to look at him.
“Yeah.”
“Mine, too.”
It’s almost too much for Silver to take.
“So what’s the deal with your daughter?” she finally asks Aiden. “She’s no Delta.”
“Her mother wasn’t a Delta, either,” he explains. “She was clean, like you—quite a few of our citizens are. Their ancestors fled the cities when the virus was first released, and our peoples banded together out here. Linx was born clean, but got on the wrong side of some very bad people in Manchester.”
“Slade?”
“You met him?”
“We’ve had the pleasure. He infected her deliberately?”
Aiden nods. “With a black market strain of the Taint virus. That’s why her eyes are permanently flashed and her senses are so heightened. She can’t control it.”
“Why do you call it that? Taint.” Silver shifts awkwardly, finding it difficult to get comfortable with something so large between her legs.
“The virus isn’t natural. You let that shit inside you and it taints you.” He wraps one hand around her waist, holding onto the reins with the other. “They say it makes you more than human, but not everyone agrees.”
“So you skulk about in the woods, shooting people with arrows?”
“We protect our land.”
“By attacking indiscriminately?” Silver keeps prodding, testing to see if she can get an apology out of him. “Shoot first, determine genetic identity after.”
“We rely on her.” He looks over at his daughter. “Linny’s usually got a pretty good nose for it.”
“Well, she screwed up this time.”
“She must’ve smelled your husband on you.”
Hmm.
Silver doubts that very much, but she says nothing. The most intimate contact she and Alex have had in recent days was a juvenile boob grab, and that lasted all of thirty seconds. They haven’t even slept next to one another, or held hands.
If Linx shot her on purpose, it wasn’t because she smelled like a Taint.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 
 
As Aiden promised, they reach the gates of the Delta community before nightfall. They ride straight through, stopping only for pee breaks and to give the horses some respite, and Silver even gets to take the reins. Aiden shows her how to turn Fitch left and right, to move faster or slower, and to stop when needed.
Upon their arrival, she’s practically a pro at the basics, but Aiden takes back the reins when they ride through Llanrwst, a small, densely populated town abutting the boundary of his home.
It looks calm and peaceful, the streets paved and well-maintained. There are no cars, only horses and bicycles. A thriving market clogs the main thoroughfare, selling fruit and vegetables, handmade rugs, and other household items. Kids are playing outside unsupervised, stopping briefly to wave at Aiden and the others. At the edge of town, a stone bridge leads over the River Conwy, and the paved road carries on west. On either side, fields extend to the horizon. Ahead, tree covered hills.
“Your home is beautiful,” Silver murmurs absently.
“That’s why we protect it.” Aiden oozes pride.
Covering eight hundred and twenty-three square miles of idyllic mountains, forests, fields, valleys, lakes, rivers, moors, and a stretch of coastline, the site called D10—Delta compound ten, which is one of twelve scattered across the Kingdom of Great Britain—is by far the largest of its kind.
Situated in what was once Snowdonia National Park, the original Delta population—growing so vast, albeit scattered—quickly spilled out from the compound’s original boundaries, starting with nearby towns like Llanrwst. Over time, it grew so big that now the whole of Wales is unofficially considered to be Delta territory.
At the widest point, there’s about forty miles between D10 and the Mercian border. At the narrowest point, it’s under fifteen miles if you travel in a straight line. The border itself, though not marked, is guarded by three main outposts: Wrecsam in the north, Trefaldwyn in the middle, and Y Fenni in the south. Residents from D10—which is now the Delta territory capital—take turns doing one-month stints at border watch, relaying critical information back to D10 regarding Mercian gang activities.
Always on the brink of civil war, Delta and Mercian tensions run high—especially in the south. According to Aiden, the Mercian gangs raid Delta territory regularly. The land is rich with plants and animals that aren’t found in other parts of the Kingdom, and they’re willing to risk death in order to steal them rather than participate in the legitimate trade network that the Deltas rely upon. Poaching is a never ending problem.
Still, it’s a much better problem to have than dealing with repugnant Chimera wandering freely on your land, or waking up one morning to find that you’re being invaded by a foreign army. With that on her mind, and for the first time since arriving here, Silver starts to feel grateful that she’s not back in Amaranthe. Although, looking up at the D10 boundary wall as it comes into view, she finds herself having sudden flashbacks.
Amaranthe is walled for the protection of its citizens against the Chimera. The wall is fifty feet high, made from titanium, and is wired with motion detectors and CCTV—it’s impenetrable. Likewise, the wall around D10 looks sterile, uninviting, and ominous. It may only be twenty-five feet high, but it’s made from concrete blocks with a titanium core, and it has a spiral of barbed wire running around the top—it’s equally robust. It also has a similar system of motion detectors and CCTV, except that theirs is much more advanced and includes facial recognition software.
Once erected to keep Deltas in, the wall is retained now only to keep Mercians out—especially since they could decide to launch an attack on the capital at any time—and for that, the facial recognition system has proved to be an immeasurable asset.
It picks out Aiden, Linx, Cody, and Mason immediately, but draws a blank on Silver, Alex and Luka. Consequently, the enormous metal gates don’t open when the group rides up. Instead, a small door in the base of one of the gates slides back, and a Delta perimeter guard steps out.
He’s in his early thirties, with a bad complexion and dreadlocked hair. Dressed like the others, but minus the waistcoat, the only thing identifying him as a perimeter guard is a red band tied around his upper right arm. A hunting knife is holstered at his waist, a bow slung over his shoulder.
“Two clean, one Taint,” Aiden preempts the guard’s question. “Foreign, and the lady’s pregnant. She needs medical care.” He splays his hand out low over Silver’s stomach, causing her to tense and shift uneasily.
Trusting Aiden implicitly, the guard nods and slips back inside the doorway. A second later, the gate opens up for them to pass through, and Mason cuts in front.
“Get some rope,” he orders the guard, riding onward into a sprawling village beyond the wall.
To the left, there are some stables and a large paddock with horses grazing. Next to that, a farrier and blacksmith is shoeing a Shire horse: a large, gray draft horse with white feathering around its feet. Draft horses like this one are used for lugging carts, traps and ploughs on the farms, and Silver can see a handful more of them in the stables.
To the right, there’s a massive courtyard in the heart of the village. A communal fire pit—ready to be lit when the sun goes down—is at the center, surrounded by picnic benches and tables, with one long head table at the north end.
Buildings—some residential cottages and some businesses—encircle the courtyard. In one sweeping glance, Silver sees signs for a tuck shop, a children’s daycare, a barn cat breeder, a midwife, and a boyer: someone who makes bows.
Villagers stare.
Women are mostly dressed in long skirts and bodices—items that can be easily manufactured by hand, like they’d seen in Manchester. At one of the picnic benches, a young woman is showing off a brand new pair of stockings to her friends, her skirt pulled up over her thigh. She’s bragging that they were made in London, and her father brought them back from his last trip away. She shakes her skirt back into place when she notices Silver’s eyes upon her.
Silver is forced to look away anyhow. Aiden brings Fitch to a standstill—the others following suit—and they all dismount. The horses are swiftly claimed by some stable hands, while Silver, Alex and Luka are disarmed, have their wrists tied together with hemp rope, and are steered over to the picnic tables.
By the time they’re seated—Silver in the middle, with Alex to her left and Luka to her right—quite a crowd of all ages has started to gather in the courtyard to ogle them.
Aged three and up, children congregate in small cliques, talking and whispering amongst themselves. While one of the groups appears to be comprised of young adults similar in age to Linx, they don’t invite the purple-haired outcast into their circle. In fact, when Linx passes by them on her way to the tuck shop, one of the older boys goes out of his way to ‘accidentally’ bump into her, knocking her against two other kids.
While Linx flicks the older boy a vee and keeps walking, the two kids she collided with brush off their clothes and wipe their hands on their friends, laughing and sneering “Taint hands, Taint hands”, followed by more laughter.
Silver watches Alex clench and unclench his jaw, dying to intervene, and wonders how long it’s been since he’s felt that protective of her. She used to see that look in him all the time when they were younger. Another Hunter would make a sleazy remark to her, and he’d get all fired up about it. Or a classmate would make some snide reference to her provenance—insinuating that she only got good grades because her father was the Hunter General—and he’d put them in their place.
She’d soon realized that was one of the benefits of carrying on an illicit sexual relationship with her class instructor: he was always on her side. She was seventeen, he was twenty-three, and they’d been sleeping together since shortly after her sixteenth birthday. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other.
He was so desperate to possess her that he’d occasionally summon her to his office during lesson time. While the students on the other side of the wall were making jokes about how she was always in trouble, he’d be dropping his pants and screwing her on his desk. He’d send her back into the classroom with her cheeks flushed, her undies drenched with cum, and her insides throbbing.
But it’s not like that anymore.
At this moment, he’ll barely look at her.
Happy to be distracted from that dismal reality, Silver holds her roped wrists up to Mason as he walks by. “This isn’t necessary.”
“We’ll determine what’s necessary.” He dumps their belongings down on top of another picnic bench, then turns to Aiden. “I’ll fetch Honey.”
Silver imagines a spoonful of thick, golden honey trickling down the back of her throat and her stomach gurgles impatiently. Unfortunately, she doubts they’re about to make her a sandwich.
“Why do I get the impression he’s not talking about food?”
“Honey runs the compound,” Aiden informs them casually, pausing to usher a group of younger children away. “She’s the one who gets to decide whether or not you can stay. I mean, you’re clean and pregnant, so you’re a shoo-in. The same goes for your clean friend, but your husband …”
“You can’t separate me from my wife,” Alex butts in. “I won’t let that happen.”
“You’re the father of her child, which makes things complicated,” Aiden concedes. “We don’t normally accept Taints into our territory. Mixed-status couplings are frowned upon, and having them here only leads to trouble where that’s concerned.”
“That doesn’t make any sense.” Silver would gesticulate wildly to impress her point, but her wrists are bound too tightly. “What possible threat is a Taint to a Delta?”
“None directly. It’s the offspring that pose a problem.”
“How so?”
“No baby conceived from a mixed-status union results in a Delta child—not with our government’s enhanced version of the virus anyway—and every Taint child born within this territory depletes our gene pool.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me?” Silver stares incredulously at him. “There’s a word for that, you know: eugenics. You guys are basically a bunch of racist assholes.”
“We’re protecting ourselves.”
“Yeah?” Her eyes perform a quick tumble and she looks away. “Well, that doesn’t apply here. Alex isn’t a single man, he’s my husband. He’s not looking to breed with your females, he’s already breeding with me.”
“How does that work anyhow?”
“Excuse me?” Silver pulls a face at him, seeking clarification.
“Your pregnancy. How did it happen?”
Silver smothers a laugh. “Shit. Did you honestly just ask me that?” She glances at Alex, then back at Aiden. “First of all, Alex’s cock got really, really stiff—that happens a lot around me. Then, he rammed it in my cunt and—”
“Silver!” Alex silences her, pinching the bridge of his nose in the same way that her father would do when she said something he didn’t want to hear. “I think he wants to know how you and our baby are uninfected, not how we conceived.”
“That’s not what he asked.”
“Silver …” Alex sighs.
“Okay, okay.” She holds up her hands in defeat. “I was infected with a mutated strain of the original, civilization-destroying Chimera virus first,” she explains to Aiden. “Alex caught the infection from me, but his viral load was really low when we conceived. Our baby was still uninfected when I received the cure given to us by your military.”
“You were wiped?”
Silver shrugs. “Yeah, I guess, if that’s what you wanna call it. By the way”—she leans forward and wags a finger at him—“all this segregation bullshit is the reason your daughter can’t get laid.”
Unwilling to continue this discussion, Aiden opts to walk away from it. “I’m going to see what’s taking Mason so long.”
In the wake of his departure, Linx returns from the tuck shop, munching on something from a paper bag. She makes a beeline for Alex and perches herself on the tabletop beside him, a goofy smile pasted on her lips.
“Do you like liquorice?” She offers him some. “Do you have liquorice where you’re from? Where are you from? How did you get here? What nationality are you? Wh—”
“Linny!” Aiden yells at her from the other side of the courtyard when he spots her getting friendly with Alex. “Get your arse home right now!”
Like a reprimanded puppy, she leaps up from the table and hightails it back to their cottage without question or hesitation.
Silver giggles and jabs at Alex’s shoulder. “That kid has such a crush on you.”
“Bullshit.”
“Come on, Alex. Do you not see the way she keeps looking at you?”
“I’m old enough to be her father.”
“I don’t think she cares.” Silver clears her throat. “Oh, Alex, I do love a nice bit of meat,” she mimics Linx’s voice. “Oh, Alex, pity me, I’m a sweet, innocent virgin.”
“Leave her alone.”
Alex says that with some bite, and Silver is momentarily taken aback by it.
“Whoa. Overprotective much?”
“Jealous much?”
“She’s a child, Alex.”
“She’s twenty years old.”
“Oh, you asked her that, did you?” Silver raises both eyebrows at him. “Making sure you wouldn’t be breaking any laws?”
“Are you fucking kidding me right now?”
“Why do you wanna fight about this?” She jabs him again, harder this time.
“You started it.”
“You’re being touchy and oversensitive.”
“And you’re being a bitch.” He spits those words out, then gets up and rummages through his hold-all, digging out a cigarette to relieve some of his tension.
“Wow,” Silver mumbles to Luka under her breath. “What just happened?”
“I’m not sure, but it was weird.” He watches, completely baffled, as Alex deliberately positions himself away from Silver.
There’s no time to reflect on it, though. Aiden reappears and summons them.
“Honey wants to see you all in Gwydir.”
He picks up their bags and motions for them to follow him out of the courtyard, taking a short walk up a paved road toward the tip of the village.
All the while, Silver wonders what the hell Gwydir could be, and what drunken or illiterate fool must’ve named it such. She dare not even attempt to pronounce Llanrwst.
The notion that these are all ancient words marking ancient places, some of which—like Gwydir—have existed here for almost a thousand years, is so far out of her realm of comprehension that it’s almost impossible for her to grasp. In her land, nothing is older than a few generations. No trace of the last epoch exists, least of all the place names. No-one cared to find out what the streets were called before, they just built straight over them. Her people hadn’t wanted to remember the past, they wanted to start afresh.
New world.
New city.
New everything.
Fortified manor houses and castles were things of fairytales. Until now.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 
 
As it turns out, Gwydir is a castle.
Built of gray stone, the massive fortified manor house horseshoes around a sizable curtilage, where large blue birds with poofy tails wander freely over the gravel driveway and ornate flowerbeds. Ivy creeps up the castle walls, obscuring some of the windows, and workmen on the roof are busy repairing some loose tiles before the next rainfall.
Its chimneys are shaped like turrets, and Silver counts at least eight of them. That means eight open fireplaces. Where she’s from, it’s illegal to burn a real fire.
One of the braver blue birds follows them all the way down the driveway, its train of tail feathers bobbing along behind it. When it comes up alongside Silver, it stops and ruffles its tail, startling her.
Shaking its butt, displaying a fan of colorful tail feathers that’s easily five feet in diameter, it squawks at her, causing her to stumble into Alex. The fan is so huge that it arches across the bird’s back and touches the ground on either side. Each feather seems to have an eye on it, with swirls of dark blue, turquoise, orange, and gold. When it wiggles toward her, a little blue crest on its head wobbles back and forth.
“What the hell is that?!” Silver prepares to fend it away by kicking it if necessary.
“It’s a peacock,” Aiden says, laughing. “Haven’t you ever seen a peacock before?”
“Well, yeah, once. It was attached to this really dorky kid in math class. He forgot to zip his pants up after he came back from the washroom, and it was sort of hanging out. In his defense, it was winter, so maybe it was cold and that’s why it was so—”
“Silver,” Alex shuts her up again. “Is everything a dick joke to you?” He tosses the butt of his cigarette away and walks on ahead.
“My guess?” Luka brushes up against her shoulder, anticipating that she’s about to ask what the fuck Alex’s problem is. “Nicotine withdrawal.”
“It fucking better be.” She turns to Aiden. “Please, tell me cigarettes are available in this country? I can’t deal with him like this.”
“We can get them brought up from London, but it’s not a habit we encourage.” He watches the peacock gobble up the cigarette butt. “He’d be better off working through the withdrawal.”
“Easy for you to say.” Silver huffs. “You’re not married to him.”
Their moods dulled, Silver, Alex and Luka are led into Gwydir and taken to a grand dining hall with a stone slab floor and a big open fireplace at one end. The ceiling has exposed beams from which bundles of herbs have been hung to dry, and an oak dining table stretches the length of the room, twelve chairs around it, a candle chandelier hanging above it.
“Holy fucking shit.” Silver looks around, taking in all the majesty of it, not noticing Mason and Honey enter the room behind them.
“Welcome, strangers.”
Silver pulls her attention away from the architecture. In the doorway, she finds a woman in her forties, with dark skin and long dark hair. Like Linx, she’s wearing black leather pants and boots, but her outfit is paired with a corset-style top that has frilled lace shoulders and a leather trim.
“Nice to meet you, sugar.” Silver extends her hand, but Honey doesn’t take it.
“My name is Honey,” she says coolly, her voice velvety and deep.
“Sorry, honey bunch.” Silver draws back her hand, trying not to smirk. “Does anyone take you seriously with a name like that?”
Without warning, Honey slams her elbow into Silver’s solar plexus and winds her, then grabs the back of her neck and doubles her over, simultaneously hooking her foot around Silver’s knee and bending it forward, bringing her swiftly to the floor.
Silver collapses onto her knees, straining to breathe.
“People take me seriously,” Honey informs her.
When Silver manages to sit up on her knees, still gasping for air, she’s smiling. She respects any woman who can drop her to the floor like that.
“She’s pregnant, you know,” Alex dares to chastise Honey, at the risk of being sent to the floor himself. “If anything happens to the—”
“The baby’s not gestating in her lungs”—Honey fingers the dog tags around his neck, checking out his name—“Mister King. Your unborn child is quite safe.”
Turning from them, she flicks her fingers at Mason and Aiden and orders them to empty out Silver, Alex and Luka’s hold-alls onto the tabletop.
“That’s an invasion of privacy,” Silver rasps.
“So? Are you questioning me? Does that seem like a good idea?”
“Maybe I like getting beaten up by women.” Silver picks herself up off the floor as Honey starts rooting through their belongings.
From inside Silver’s bag, she finds: underwear, jeans, t-shirts, bras, a hairbrush, a toothbrush, and so on—nothing whimsical. Inspecting a pair of Hunter Division combat pants, she accidentally dislodges a finger-sized, sharp talon from one of the pockets.
She holds it up. “This is …”
“Chimera.” Silver nods. “They’re not known for keeping themselves well manicured.”
“Where did you get it?”
“It’s a memento from my first kill.”
“Chimera still exist in the Americas?” Honey examines it closely.
“Aplenty.”
“And you kill them?”
“Aplenty.”
“Your men as well?” She points her fingers at Alex and Luka.
“You bet your ass they do.”
Discarding the talon, Honey starts on Luka’s things next: clothing, condoms, a spare knife, and some hygiene products.
She pinches a condom between her fingers, glaring disapprovingly at him. “You like to possess things, don’t you?”
In Alex’s bag: clothing, cigarettes, various small tools and gadgets, a comic book, and Silver’s engagement ring.
“You’re sentimental.” She admires the ring.
A second later, raised voices in the entrance hall interrupt her dissection of their lives, and she swivels to face the doorway in time to see a woman barging her way through it.
“Did they see him?” The woman directs her question to Honey. “Is it true that these people came from Manchester? I need to know if they saw him!”
She’s frantic, her short, spiky hair unkempt and disheveled. Brown eyes that might once have been lively and twinkling are now dull and sunken, the circles beneath them so dark it looks like they’ve been blacked by a fist.
Her dress is plain, but nice, the hem all the way down to her ankles. The only bit of color on her is a small silk scarf wrapped around her neck. Her sleeves are rolled up to the elbows, her hands slightly damp, and there are small splashes of water on her clothing. She was most likely washing dishes when she heard word of their strange new visitors, and dashed out without even bothering to put on any shoes.
She steps further into the room and Aiden restrains her, preventing her from getting too close to Honey.
“Tuppence, this is not the forum for your personal drama,” Honey reprimands the fraught woman calmly, her voice never raised.
“Wait a second. Saw who?” Silver pays no heed to Honey’s politics.
“My husband.” Tuppence clasps a hand over her heart. “He’s missing.”
“Do you need to be told again? He’s not missing, Penny,” Mason growls at her from the other side of the room. “He’s dead.”
“You don’t know that!” she wails.
“He’s gone, Penny! How many times do you want us to say it?”
“Is his name Tomkin?” Silver takes another step closer.
The room falls silent.
Tuppence snivels. “He’s alive?”
“For now, yeah, but he’s been beaten. He’s got plenty of bruises and a broken wrist. They’re toying with him, and he doesn’t think he’ll make it through the week.”
“They?” Honey comes in between them.
“Uh-huh.” Silver nods. “Slade and his men.”
“I knew it!” Tuppence lunges at Mason. “You cowards left him there!” Aiden holds her back.
“He was as good as dead,” Mason defends their actions weakly.
“You didn’t think it might be a wise idea to double check that before you wrote him off?” Silver snarls at him. “Why didn’t you try to rescue him?”
“We’re not equipped for antics like that.”
“Equipped? What do you need? Some balls and a gun.”
“We don’t use guns.” Honey peeks curiously into a cloth bag containing their confiscated firearms and knives. “Since we lack the means to manufacture firearms or ammunition ourselves, it would be foolish to become reliant on such things for our safety.”
“Well, as you can see, we rather like guns.” Silver locks eyes with her. “Which I guess makes me one of the best fucking things that’s ever happened to you.”
“How’s that?” Honey folds her arms dubiously.
“Because I can get him back.”
“Silver …” Alex tries to guard her against making a false declaration.
“I can,” she glares resentfully at him. “We can.”
“Why?” Honey demands. “Why would you do that?”
“Because I’m pregnant,” Silver answers simply. “I’ll get your Delta back in exchange for prenatal care and safe harbor for the three of us—including my cranky Taint husband.”
“Silver”—Alex clutches her elbow—“what are you doing?”
“Not listening to you anymore. We shouldn’t have left him there, Alex. That was wrong.”
“It was too dangerous.”
“You didn’t even want to try.” She wrenches herself free and turns back to Honey. “So whaddya think? Do we have a deal?”
“How do we know you can do what you say?” She cocks her head to one side, challenging Silver’s mettle. “You might just be a whole lot of pretty words.”
“Test me.”
“What do you need?”
“My gun and a target.”
With daylight ebbing away, Honey sets that up immediately. In under five minutes, she has the three strangers untied and escorted to a shooting range that the village archers use for target practice.
Word of what’s about to take place spreads through the close-knit community like wildfire, and a swarm of people gather on the sidelines, filling the air with hushed chatter. For any other marksman, that might be off-putting. But not for Silver.
Standing a clear two hundred yards away from one of the freestanding target boards, she takes a moment to scan her audience. Most are inquisitive villagers, easily distinguishable by the clothes they wear. Equally distinguishable is the odd one out: a petite, pale girl, twenty or so, with shoulder-length black hair and stunning green eyes.
She’s tip to toe in black leather: pants, boots, and jacket. The jacket bears a white symbol of the Crown on the sleeve, although it’s been hastily and poorly scribbled over with black marker pen. She also has a gun holstered at her hip. Watching Silver closely, her lips are taut and unsmiling, and she looks skeptical.
“Hey,” Silver calls Aiden over. “Who’s that girl over there?” she asks discreetly.
“A Taint from London. Why?”
“Just curious.” Silver preps her gun. “What’s she doing here?”
“She rescued a Delta she found lost and injured in London, then risked her life to return the girl to us. The girl would surely have died otherwise, and, as a token of our appreciation, Honey let her stay here while she recuperated.”
“Recuperated?”
“Her leg was badly broken, but it’s healed now. The cast came off a few days ago, and we expect she’ll be moving on shortly.”
“Hmm,” Silver mutters quietly, noting the information in her memory banks.
Getting ready to shoot, she raises her gun … then changes her mind. Tuppence is standing at the front of the crowd, her red silk scarf fluttering in the breeze—and that gives Silver an idea.
“May I borrow this?” She strides over and fingers the frayed ends of it.
Tuppence nods meekly, allowing Silver to unwrap it from her neck.
Scarf in hand, Silver returns to her position in front of the target, then seeks Alex out. “Will you do the honors?” She hands the scarf to him.
He knows exactly what she wants him to do; he taught her how to shoot like this when she was his student in the Hunter Division Academy.
“You’re showing off,” he whispers, blindfolding her with it.
“Absolutely.” She carries on unapologetically, turning her back on the target.
Drawing on the skills she learnt as a teenager in his class, she stands perfectly still, tunes out the chatter of the crowd, and listens to the wind. She calculates its speed, pays close attention to its direction, and gets ready to adjust her aim to account for it.
Building herself up to it, she begins a mental countdown in her head. When she gets to zero, she spins on her heels, raises her arm, and fires at the target.
One shot.
One chance to hit the bullseye.
After the echo of the gunshot fades, the shooting range falls so silent you could hear a pin drop. One of the village kids draws the short straw to go and retrieve the target sheet off the board, and sprints to fetch it.
The wait is painful.
Even though Silver has no reason to doubt herself, her body is filled with nervous tension. She removes the blindfold and hands the scarf back to Tuppence, trying to appear completely nonchalant about the whole thing.
When the kid finally returns with the target sheet, he’s grinning from ear to ear. He passes it to Honey first, so that she can examine it privately, and Silver doesn’t relax until she sees that first telltale upwards curve of the powerful woman’s lips.
She hit the center.
Impressed, Honey holds up the sheet so that everyone can see. “She can shoot.”
“Does that mean you’ll be agreeing to my terms?” Silver hopes.
“You and your men will leave first thing in the morning with two of my Deltas. Tonight, you’ll sleep in Gwydir; I’ll have someone make up rooms for you. Is there anything else you think you’ll need?”
“How about some dinner?”
 



CHAPTER NINE

 
 
At the thought of eating even one more bite of meat, Silver’s stomach flip-flops. It’s richer than anything she’s ever had before, and her body’s not used to it. She’s certain she needs the protein—as people keep reminding her, she does have another life growing inside her belly—but she knows she won’t be able to keep it down. Not to mention the fact that almost every Delta in the courtyard has been staring at them since they sat down for dinner at the head picnic bench, and it’s starting to piss her off.
A small child flicking an enormous beetle across the table at her is the final straw. She abandons the rest of her steak and spears the unfortunate animal with her fork before it can scuttle away.
The poor thing ends up impaled against the tabletop, twitching, right in front of another one of Honey’s guests: the pale girl with short black hair and green eyes—the one who’d been so keenly watching her shoot earlier.
The girl stops eating, her mouth full of steak. She grimaces at the beetle, peers up at Silver—albeit briefly—then returns her attention to her food.
Don’t look at the crazy lady.
Don’t look at the crazy lady.
Don’t look at the crazy lady.
Her eyes flick up again, finding the crazy lady grinning at her.
Shit.
“I think I’m done.” The girl averts her eyes and quickly excuses herself.
Disappointed by how easily she was rattled, her small ounce of fun over with, Silver’s grin fades and she pushes her plate away from her. “I hate this.”
“It’s venison.” Alex, sitting to her left, mops up the blood on his plate with a chunk of bread. “What’s not to like? Too gamey?”
“People are staring at us.”
“I thought you liked making people feel uneasy?”
“Only when I’m doing something to deserve it.”
Luka, sitting to her right, points at the remains of her steak and hands her a piece of cheese. “Trade you.”
She snatches the cheese and slides her plate over to him. “Take it. I’m craving dairy anyway.”
Devouring the cheese in a few bites, she swings her leg over the bench and braces herself on Alex’s shoulder to get up.
“What’s wrong?” He squeezes her knee.
“I have to take a walk.” She presses a hand against her queasy stomach. “Otherwise, I’m gonna throw up everything I just ate.”
She stands and stretches, her abdomen feeling bloated and tight. As soon as she’s cleared the bench, Linx slinks under the table from her seat on the other side. Crawling beneath it on her hands and knees, dinner plate in hand, she finally resurfaces in the space Silver left behind between Alex and Luka.
Shocked by the audacity of this young, purple-haired Taint, Luka flashes Alex a look of warning, then glances up at Silver to gauge her reaction.
Silver upturns both palms, shaking her head in amazement. “Would she jump in my grave so fast?”
Well aware that it would be inappropriate for him to stay put, Alex attempts to show loyalty and rises from the bench. “I’ll come with you.”
“No.” Silver holds up a hand. “Stay. Enjoy.” She glowers at the back of Linx’s head. “Have fun.”
While most of the village is still gathered to eat, either in the communal courtyard area, or in their private homes, Silver begins to explore. Investigating the village hall, she flicks a switch by the door and is rewarded with a flood of light from electric bulbs all around the room. There’s no lag, no delay, and no noise. They must be connected to a mains power supply, though she can’t fathom where or how it’s being generated.
Pinned on the back wall is a map of the British Isles, and, for the first time, she gets a detailed look at the lay of the land. The old Anglo-Saxon heptarchy is back in use, but with some minor differences. The country that once was Wales is now all Delta territory, with D10 marked as the capital. It borders Mercia, which takes up most of middle England. Northumbria is to the north, like Tomkin had said, and above that, there’s Scotland.
To the east, there’s a small county called East Anglia. It’s tucked into a hipbone-shaped corner of land above Essex, which itself rests above London—the nation’s capital, which appears to be completely independent from its neighboring counties. Below London, Kent is stuffed into the heel of the country, with Sussex bordering it to the west. Wessex, the last county, is contiguous to Sussex and stretches to the very tip of England’s toe.
Each has their own coat of arms, and the map makes it all seem so neat and orderly—which is far from the impression she got after visiting Manchester. Turning away from it, she pulls a small circular device—white plastic, with a little green light on top—out of a power outlet and taps it, trying to figure out what it does.
“It’s a wireless charging unit,” Aiden explains, appearing in the doorway behind her. “If you have anything that runs on batteries, all you need is to be within a ten meter radius of one of these and it’ll charge automatically.”
Curious, Silver plugs the device back in and retrieves her old Hunter Division cell phone from her pocket. Sure enough, the battery is full.
“What is that?” Aiden takes it from her.
“A cellular phone.” She laughs at him. “What else would it be?”
He looks completely blank.
“Don’t you have phones here?” She sounds disbelieving.
He shakes his head, handing it back to her. “Never seen one, but we have a lot of other things that run on batteries: medical equipment, clocks, emergency vehicles—”
“You have cars?” Silver cuts him off.
“For emergencies only.” Aiden nods. “An ambulance, a fire engine—that sort of thing. We also have these.” He picks up a tablet device.
“What does it do?”
Aiden switches it on and a login screen appears: Welcome to the British Library.
“A digital library.” Silver is slightly awed.
“And so much more.” Aiden shuts it off. “It’s connected to a central network that gives us access to all kinds of information, including police broadcasts for missing people, fugitives and so on. All our news from London comes through it.”
“Where do you get all these things?” Silver wonders, still snooping through the room. “You can’t be manufacturing them here, surely?”
“We don’t have any engineers that skilled. We rely on our trade with the Mercians for everything electronic, as long as our natural assets continue to be of value to them.”
“Today really is your lucky day, then. My husband is an engineer.”
“He’s good?”
“He’s the best.” She admires the tablet again. “But I’m curious: what natural assets do you have that are scoring you gear like this? I’m not trying to piss on your import-export business, but it seems to me that you must be flogging more than a few pretty flowers and some deer meat.”
Aiden nods. “I’ll show you.”
Quite unceremoniously, he leads her on a fifteen minute walk outside the village, to a hidden valley surrounded by trees.
It’s a massive cannabis field.
“Holy shit.” Silver laughs. “You’re drug dealers.”
“It’s more than that. We use hemp to make clothing, rope—all sorts of things—and we sell those products to the Mercians. Along with the buds,” he admits. “But we need to. We need medical supplies and equipment, and a few other things that are only available in London: decent boots, kicksies—”
“Huh?”
“The leather trousers Linny and some of the others wear. We wouldn’t be able to afford any of it without the cannabis.”
“Just cannabis?” she enquires, intrigued.
“We might also have a few poppy fields,” Aiden confesses shamelessly. “Speaking of which, I want you to take this with you to Manchester.”
He hands her a small pouch of white powder.
“Are you giving me heroin?” She inspects it. “Why are you giving me heroin?”
“Keep it on you. If you get in a tight spot, you’ll have something to trade. It’s better than money when you’re dealing with Slade and his men. Most of them are users.”
“You won’t be coming?” She stuffs the heroin into her back pocket.
“I can’t. I’m heading out to the Trefaldwyn outpost at dawn, and I’ll be on border duty there for a month. Besides, Honey’s already selected your traveling companions.”
“Oh? Should I be worried?” Silver sounds wary.
“She’s giving you Mason, and Tomkin’s best friend, Bold—they’re not bad guys—and I want you to take Fitch.”
“But he’s yours.”
“Yeah, but he likes you.”
Aiden attempts to give her a friendly slap on the back, but it agitates her wounded shoulder, making her wince. Paying closer attention, he notices blood seeping through the bandage.
“How’s that doing?” He extends a hand toward her. “May I?”
Nodding, Silver lets him peel back the bandage to assess the wound.
“We’d better get you to the infirmary for a proper dressing. They’ll also give you a check-up to make sure you’re fit to travel with the baby. If you’re not, Honey won’t let you go.”
“Honey’s not my mom.”
“No, but she will ground you.” Aiden takes her back to the village. “When you’re done in the infirmary, I’ll have someone escort you to your room in Gwydir.”
“We’re really being put up in that fancy ass place?”
“For now.” Aiden smiles broadly, amused by her turn of phrase.
The infirmary is located inside a converted church, but the stained glass windows are only remnants of the building’s religious past. The entire place has been gutted and refurbished, and it looks nothing short of any medical wing you’d find in a modern hospital: beds, machinery, and the smell of antiseptic. The ossuary beneath the church is now a locked pharmacy that houses all of the infirmary’s medicines, and the old parsonage has been transformed into a small outpatient clinic.
While Silver receives a new bandage for her shoulder, and undergoes various other procedures—including an ultrasound, and a chorionic villus sampling to determine the health of her baby—she finds herself assigned a bed next to the pale, black-haired girl she’d briefly made eye contact with at dinner.
The girl is pretending not to notice her. She’s visiting another patient: another young female who looks weak and sickly.
“I saw you at dinner,” Silver says at last, when the attention of her eyes can no longer be ignored. “And you were watching me show off earlier. What’s your name?”
“Carmen,” she says without looking up.
“My name’s—”
“Silver, I know. The whole village is talking about the three North American strays Aiden picked up near the border.”
She seems hostile, but Silver is undeterred.
“What happened to your friend?”
“Pneumonia,” Carmen answers defensively. “What’s it to you?”
“Who do you work for?”
“No-one.”
Silver’s eyes drop to the barely obscured Crown symbol on the sleeve of her leather jacket.

“The logo on your jacket,” she persists. “What does it symbolize?”
She recognizes it from some of the items carried by the military personnel who invaded Amaranthe, and concludes that Carmen—who’s also carrying a gun—probably works in some branch of law enforcement.
“The Crown Prosecution Service—the CPS.” Carmen finally meets her eyes. “How can you not know that?”
“I’m new.” Silver sits up in bed, despite the ache in her belly from the chorionic villus test, which involved a rather large needle piercing her placenta to remove a tissue sample. “You’re from London?”
Carmen nods. “Northside.”
“I don’t know what that means.”
Annoyed by the continued intrusion, Carmen sighs and rolls her eyes. “London’s split in half: north and south. The two are as different as you and I.”
“What makes you think we’re different?”
Carmen glances at the dog tags around Silver’s neck. “We’re different.”
“You don’t like the military?”
“I don’t like much about how this country’s run.”
“Neither do I.” Silver hops down off her bed. “So that’s one thing we have in common.” She turns to walk away, then reconsiders and asks one more question. “How long does it take to get to London from here anyway?”
Carmen shrugs. “A week or two, depending on route and method of transport. Why?”
“Just wondering.”
After receiving her test results, Silver is escorted straight to her bedroom in Gwydir Castle. Decked out with a hand carved four-poster bed, but little else in the way of furniture, the bedroom is sparse but practical. It has everything she and Alex need, except for one thing: a second bed. Standing at the edge of the room, hovering by the door, she eyes the four-poster with caution.
“It’s okay.” Alex emerges from the adjoining bathroom, his mood subdued. “I won’t try anything.” He slips into bed without looking at her.
Seeing little choice but to clamber into bed with him, Silver pulls off her boots and jeans and snuggles into the sheets wearing only a white camisole and undies.
“I guess they’ve never heard of memory foam.” She struggles to get comfortable, keeping her back to Alex.
She’s hoping he won’t try to start a conversation with her—all she wants to do is sleep—but he needs to clear up something that’s been gnawing at him since dinner.
“I’m not interested, if that’s what you think.”
“Not interested in what?” She doesn’t even try to sound like she cares.
“Linx.” He rolls onto his other side, facing her. “She’s a kid with a crush, that’s all. Nothing’s going on.”
“I don’t care.”
“Don’t say that.” He reaches out to touch her shoulder, but retracts when he feels her muscles tense. “I know today hasn’t been so great for us, but I thought we were doing well. Before we left Amaranthe, we were getting back on track after …” He lets the rest of that sentence die.
Silver doesn’t need him to finish it anyway. However you look at it, it’s a mess.
After she fell off the wagon in a big fucking way.
After he caught her in Luka’s bed.
After she caught him sneaking around behind her back.
Damage was done and they were both to blame. In one year of marriage, they’ve caused each other more pain than in all the twenty years prior, leaving Silver to wonder:
“Do you ever think maybe we weren’t meant to be married?”
“What? No!” Alex is openly offended. “I always wanted to marry you. Do you not remember how difficult it was for me to wait? You were only fifteen, but I wanted you so badly.” He nestles closer to her, running his hand up her thigh, over her hip. “You were my boss’s daughter—the most untouchable girl in the city—and I shouldn’t have felt the way I did, but every time I saw you, this happened.” He molds his body to hers, angling his stiff cock against her back.
She bites on her lower lip and suppresses a gasp, her eyes pooling with tears.
“All the other Hunters were jerking off over you,” he continues, gently rocking himself against her. “But that wasn’t good enough for me.” He murmurs softly, gaining a bit more length. “I had to have you.”
“I don’t know how to be with you like this, Alex.” She tucks herself up tighter, her tears soaking into the pillow. “It hurts.”
“It’s only temporary.” He kisses her hair.
“Is it?”
“Of course. After the baby’s born—”
“After the baby’s born, what?” She wipes away her tears and turns to look at him, her temperament suddenly shifting. “We fuck, you reinfect me, and we all live happily ever after? Is that what you think?”
“El …”
“You never wanted the cure. You like being a Taint.”
“And you didn’t?” He moves hair away from her face, hooking it behind her ear. “Look at this world, Silver. This virus is the next stage in human evolution. Where’s the harm in embracing it?”
“You’re such a hypocrite. Do you remember how important it was to you that our child be born uninfected?”
“I want our baby to have a choice, that’s all.”
Silver shakes her head. “Our baby’s not gonna have a choice, Alex.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Exactly what I said: she doesn’t get to choose.”
“Yes, she—” He stops himself. “Wait. She? We’re having a she?”
“Yeah.” Silver nods. “They tested me when they were checking to make sure it was safe for me to travel.”
“A she,” Alex mulls, lying back and staring at the ceiling.
“Is that okay?” Silver can’t tell from his expression. “Were you hoping for a boy?”
“No.” Alex rolls to face her, grinning. “A girl is good. A girl is perfect.” He lifts up her camisole and kisses her bare stomach. “Absolutely perfect.”
For a second, while he’s there, fawning over her belly, Silver allows herself to enjoy the illusion that everything’s okay. Then, she sees the cogs turning in his mind.
“Hang on”—he withdraws—“what do you mean she doesn’t have a choice?”
“She’s a Delta.” Silver slides a hand over her stomach, still getting used to the idea that there’s a tiny human in there. “Our baby is a Delta.”
“Seriously?” Alex’s grin widens. “Shit, Silver. This fixes everything.”
“How?”
He wriggles out of his pajama pants and climbs on top of her. “We don’t have to worry about transferring the infection.”
“Alex, what are you doing?”
He starts kissing her neck. “Things can be back the way they were.”
“Give it up.” She smacks his shoulder halfheartedly. “Stop.”
He doesn’t.
Far from stopping, in fact, he reaches between her legs and starts touching her over her underwear, tickling his fingers over her clit, teasing her starved flesh.
“I said stop.” She wraps her hand around his wrist, but fails to push him away.
He still doesn’t do as he’s told. He tugs her camisole up and exposes her breasts, quickly sucking one of her nipples into his mouth.
Losing her resolve, she whimpers. She can feel his erection pressed between them, bumping and rubbing against her cleft, and she wants him. The need is so great that when he gropes for her hand and drags it down below the covers to play with him, she voices no objection. His firm cock feels good, like his fingers do inside her.
“You’re so wet.” He probes every possible inch. “I need to fuck you.”
He pulls back and grasps her undies, but …
“No.” Silver halts him. “We’re not doing this.”
“Yes, we are.” He yanks her undies off, preparing to mount her. “There’s no reason not to. Not anymore.”
“Stop!” Silver pushes on his shoulders, preventing him from leaning over her. “I said no!”
“We need this, Silver.” He engulfs her small hands in his fists and manipulates her like a doll, spreading her legs despite her protests. “We can be a proper couple again.”
“Alex, please don’t.” She gives him one last chance to do the right thing of his own volition, but her plea falls on deaf ears.
Pinning her arms to the pillow, he gets lined up and rams himself into her, groaning at the sensation of her hot, wet sex wrapped tight around his swollen cock.
“It’s been so long.” He closes his eyes and holds himself still inside her, willing himself not to unload already. “I can never make it last with you the first time.”
Silver stops wriggling for a moment, but only because she can see the look of concentration on his face and she doesn’t want him to accidentally spill. She’s aware that she’s clamping down on him, her tensed muscles squeezing him like a vise, and she tries to relax. The sooner he gains control of himself, the sooner she can safely put an end to it.
“God, you’re hot like fire.” He starts to move.
That’s her cue.
Ready to evict him from her body, she lifts her legs up to get her feet beneath him. Of course, when she does that, he thinks she’s inviting him deeper.
“Fuck, yes!” He starts to thrust harder.
Urging her body not to respond to him, she plants her feet flat against his chest and shoves him backwards, forcing him out of her.
“I told you to stop!”
He slumps back on his heels, his slick cock refusing to give up hope of release.
“What’s your problem?” He runs his hands through his hair, exasperated. “Why are you being like this?”
“You know what my problem is. I don’t want to be a Taint, Alex, and if any of your bodily fluids get into my bloodstream, it’ll fuck everything up.”
“So what am I supposed to do? Lie here next to my wife every night and keep my hands to myself?”
“I guess so.”
“What kind of relationship is that?”
“I don’t know, but what did you expect? You wanted it this way.”
“Yes, I did, and I was fine with the fact that I’d have to keep it in my pants during your pregnancy—I really was. But if our baby’s not at risk …” He ruffles his hair again. “I didn’t think staying married to you meant taking a vow of goddamn celibacy.”
“You know what? You’re being a dick again.” Silver reclaims her underwear and gets out of bed. “I’m not staying here with you.”
“Where are you gonna go?”
“Anywhere but here.” She pulls on her pants, grabs a shirt, and heads for the door.
“Say hi to Luka for me.”
Silver flashes him a sour look over her shoulder, but doesn’t waste her breath by offering a response.



CHAPTER TEN

 
 
Alex wakes not long after dawn and feels an immediate wave of disappointment course through him. He’d half hoped to find Silver lying next to him, having returned sneakily to bed sometime during the night. But no such luck. There’s no sign of her, and her pillow hasn’t been disturbed.
Pulling on a pair of pants and swiping a t-shirt, he wastes no time in rising to look for her. Unfortunately, the first person he finds in the sunny courtyard is Linx. She spots him from two hundred yards away and dashes over to him, carrying a bowl of freshly picked and washed grapes.
“Morning!”
She’s bubbly and excited, eager to engage him in more conversation, but he doesn’t have the time or patience for pleasantries.
“Have you seen my wife?”
“Uh-huh. She’s been up since dawn.”
“Where?”
“She volunteered to go with the morning bait team, checking the traps and snares to see if we caught anything yummy overnight. Your friend went with her.”
“Luka?” Alex feels the need to set her straight. “He’s not my friend.”
“Well, he and your wife seem quite close.”
Whether or not she’s saying that deliberately to rile him, Alex isn’t sure, but he’s riled anyway. Across the courtyard, Silver and Luka return with the bait team, carrying a few dead rabbits and a squirrel. They’re laughing and joking, playfully jostling one another, completely oblivious to his simmering jealousy.
“How did you sleep?” Linx makes another bid for his attention.
“Okay, I guess.” He cracks his shoulders.
Biting slowly on a grape, Linx ogles his bare chest and arms. “You’re in such good shape.” She reaches out and gropes his biceps. “I bet you have a lot of stamina.”
She doesn’t get to feel him up for long, as he finally puts on the t-shirt he brought with him, but the inappropriate conduct is protracted enough that Silver gets an eyeful of it. Perhaps that was the point.
“Oh, that’s nice,” she comments sarcastically, dishing herself up some porridge from a communal pot hanging above a low fire.
“What’s he doing?” Luka puts on his best disapproving face, utterly astonished that Alex appears to be flirting with someone other than Silver.
“Punishing me.”
Luka nabs his own bowl of porridge and follows Silver to a picnic table. “For what? Emptying animal traps with me? Honestly, if I was trying to seduce you, I think I could do a little better than that. We weren’t even alone.”
“He’s pissed because I walked out on him last night.”
“Shit.” Luka wasn’t expecting that. “Where did you go?”
“I spent the night with Aiden’s horse, Fitch.”
“You slept in a barn?” He sniffs her alfalfa scented hair. “That explains a lot.”
“It seemed marginally less irresponsible than sharing your bed.”
“What did he do that made you so upset?”
“He tried it on with me.”
Luka waits for more, but that’s all she’s willing to divulge.
“That’s it? He asked you for sex, you said no, then you stormed off?”
“He should know better. Apparently, though, it came as a surprise to him that I didn’t want to be reinfected, and he had a little trouble taking no for an answer.”
Luka fishes a condom out of his pocket. “Would this help?”
Silver scowls at him. “Remind me again why, in that little backpack of belongings you brought with you from Amaranthe, you felt the need to pack condoms?”
“Better safe than sorry.”
Silver rolls her eyes. “Put it away.”
“You don’t want it?”
“I wouldn’t let him put his dick inside me even if he put a cork in it and covered it with a vulcanized rubber sock.” She plays with her porridge and glances up at Alex, finding him sitting with Linx at another table. “Whatever Linx smelled on you yesterday, he probably reeks of it today.”
Truthfully, the thought of that makes Silver slightly nervous. If Linx’s olfactory ability really is that sensitive, she’ll be able to tell that the lingering scent of his seminal fluid—assuming he completed the task alone—isn’t commingled with her own bodily fluids.
She’ll know they didn’t have intercourse. Well, not much of it anyway. She’ll know Alex wanted to—that he was aroused and eager to perform—and she’ll know he was forced to jerk himself off in order to get some relief before bed. Moreover, she’ll know that he’s virile. She’ll know he has a healthy sexual appetite that’s not being adequately met by his wife, and she’ll be able to use that to her advantage.
“You could’ve given him a hand-job,” Luka muses. “That’d temporarily dull the craving.”
“You think he’d be satisfied with that?” She arches an eyebrow. “Would you be satisfied with that? We’re not kids anymore, Luka. A hand-job doesn’t cut it when you’re used to having …” She sighs, thinking twice about the direction of the conversation. “It’s a slippery slope, that’s all.”
“Not necessarily. He probably only wants to feel close to you, Silver.”
“Yeah? Well, I don’t trust him. I don’t trust myself, and we’ve been down this road before. Years ago, when the Hunter Division was giving us a hard time—spouting the usual bullshit about prohibited liaisons—we called our whole relationship off.”
“Really? I never knew that.”
“It was short-lived. We made it a few days without physical contact, then it all went to hell. One minute we were on border patrol together, sitting outside the city gates in our truck, keeping an eye out for Chimera. The next thing I know, he’s got a massive erection, and he convinces me to stroke him off so that he can concentrate.”
“Did you do it?”
“Of course I did it. But you know what? It didn’t help.”
Silver’s body tingles at the memory. She recalls seeing the bulge in his pants, his swelling erection pressed tight against his clothing. As the night went on—his erection persistent—he’d begged her to give him some release. Just a hand-job, he’d said, so that he’d be able to get it out of his system. In any case, he had to take it out. His clothing was pinching and confining, and it was getting painful.
When he finally set it free, he let out a sigh of relief. He said he needed to come. It’d been days since his last release, and his balls were so full they ached. It wouldn’t take long, he assured her, lightly stroking the shaft, coaxing it to swell more.
Silver couldn’t help but look at it. The large vein on the underside was pulsing, the purple head swollen, a drip of fluid appearing on the tip. It aroused her; she couldn’t deny it. He sighed again when she wrapped her fingers around him, holding his fat cock in her palm.
She wanted to make him come. She wanted to feel his big dick throb and pulse and unload.
It squelched in her hand, his excitement oozing down the head onto the shaft and squishing through her fingers, and that must’ve felt good because he closed his eyes and moaned. He moaned again a few seconds later, and looked down in time to watch the first jet of white liquid spurt from the head and land on the console. Three more followed, until he was spent and his cock began to wilt, and he was satisfied … temporarily.
The next day, a hand-job turned into a blowjob. He didn’t want to make a mess, he’d said, so she took his load in her mouth. Within a week, they were screwing like a couple of horny teenagers.
He’d be fully engorged already by the time they stopped the truck, the anticipation of coitus making his cock throb expectantly. No sooner were they at a standstill and she’d scramble out of her pants while he unbuckled his belt, pulling his eager erection free.
Without any exchange of words, she’d straddle his lap and lower herself down over his rigid shaft, taking him all the way inside her. Once he was buried up to the hilt, she’d hold onto his shoulders and rock her pelvis back and forth, grinding herself down on top of him.
He wouldn’t last long. The first fuck of the night was always quick. He’d release in minutes, clutching her ass and yanking her tight against him. When it was over, they’d get back to work.
For a little while anyway.
Inevitably, he’d soon feel himself getting hard again, and he’d drag her into the back of the truck. Desperate to be inside her, he’d drop his pants and take her right there on the floor. He’d ram his cock into her in one swift stroke, fucking her hard and deep—his rhythm tireless and relentless—till she’d come all over him, her body contracting around him, milking him deep inside her …
Suddenly realizing that she’s intensely aroused, Silver returns her focus to her porridge, forcing herself to eat the tasteless goop because she knows it’s healthy.
“How are you gonna keep him happy if you don’t want to have sex with him?” Luka asks, finishing the last of his breakfast, seemingly unaware of her excited passions.
“Are you not listening?” She flicks his ear. “I do want to have sex with him—that’s the trouble.” She takes another peek at Alex, still chatting with Linx. “And it looks like I’m not the only one.”
Hoping to distract her from Alex’s childish attempt to provoke her, Luka directs her attention to a pair of men sitting beside the communal campfire.
“Are those the guys Honey picked to go with us? They look like they’re waiting for something to happen.”
One of them is Mason, and the other man, Silver assumes, is Bold. He’s in his thirties, kinda blonde, kinda short, kinda nondescript. He has a goatee, shoulder-length curly hair, and one wandering eye.
“I guess so.” Silver sighs, unimpressed. “I’m gonna go find out what, if anything, they know how to do. If they can tie their own shoelaces, I’ll be truly impressed.”
As she walks across the courtyard, Linx darts up from the picnic table she’s been seated at with Alex and rushes toward her.
“Hey!” She zips in front of her and cuts her off. “I want to come with you to Manchester.”
“No.” Silver pushes her aside.
“Why not?” Linx cuts in front of her again. “I’m good with an arrow.” She’s cocky, and full of attitude. “You know I am.”
Silver glares at her. “Why’d you shoot me?”
“I thought you were a Taint.”
“No, you didn’t.” Silver keeps glaring, doesn’t even blink, and asks Linx again: “Why’d you really shoot me?”
Linx doesn’t answer.
“Let me tell you why you shot me, then.” Silver folds her arms. “You saw an attractive man with violet eyes walking through the forest, and your undies got a bit damp. Instead of shooting him, which might have had the unfortunate side effect of making him crabby and not in the least bit amiable, you thought you’d shoot one of his traveling companions instead. How am I doing so far?”
Linx sucks in her cheeks and pouts.
“Miserable bit of bad luck for you that the person you shot ended up being his pregnant wife.” Silver moves her aside again. “Now get lost, and keep your hormonal Taint paws off my husband, or I’ll break you like china doll. Clear?”
She doesn’t care to stick around for a response. She turns her back on Linx and strides up to Mason and Bold, getting straight down to business.
In short order, she establishes that both men have been to Manchester before, but only Mason has had dealings with Slade. He was there when Tomkin was taken, and that’s why Honey chose him: so he can redeem himself. From what she’s able to ascertain regarding Bold, it seems he was picked purely because he’s Tomkin’s closest friend and he knows the terrain well, but he has no combat experience—neither of them does.
“Have either of you ever fired a gun?” Silver despairs.
Bold has. Once. By accident.
Frustrated, she looks around the courtyard on the off-chance that she might spot somebody—anybody—who looks more capable than either Bold or Mason, and she finds Carmen sitting alone at a picnic bench, chowing down on her breakfast of porridge.
She slides onto the bench beside the sullen young girl. “So are you a cop or what?”
“I’m not anything.” Carmen continues eating.
“How about before you left London?” Silver pulls back Carmen’s jacket, revealing her gun. “You look like a cop, and I know the Crown Prosecution Service has something to do with law enforcement.”
“I was a Magistrate,” Carmen says with her mouth full. “A glorified bounty hunter, that’s all.”
“How interesting.” Silver shuffles closer, smiling. “I was a bounty hunter for a while.”
Carmen eyes the strange foreigner suspiciously, scraping the dregs of porridge out of her bowl.
“You know what this means?” Silver carries on. “That’s a second thing we have in common.” She waggles two fingers in the air. “Do you wanna come and play with me?”
Carmen shakes her head. “I’m not in the mood for games.”
“Indulge me.”
Silver hauls her up by the scruff of her neck and drags her over to the shooting range. She takes out her gun, plants Carmen a decent number of paces away from one of the colorful, freestanding target boards, and shoves the gun into her hands.
“Hit the bullseye.”
Carmen yawns, pushing the gun back at her. “No. I don’t want to.”
“It’s okay if you’re not that good.”
“I’m good,” Carmen insists. “I just know where this little game is headed, and I don’t want to go to Manchester with you.”
“Not everyone can be a fine marksman,” Silver goads her. “I’m sure you probably excel at other things.”
“I’m a fine shot.” Carmen glowers.
“Prove it.” Silver dangles the gun in front of her.
Carmen snatches it up, but hesitates. “We’re too far away from the target to hit a perfect bullseye with a poxy handgun.”
“We’re at one hundred yards—half the distance you saw me shoot from yesterday—and you’re holding a replica of a forty-five caliber HK USP Elite. If you know what you’re doing, you can easily make the shot from here.”
Carmen raises the gun and aims, taking a few deep breaths.
“Don’t forget to compensate for bullet drop.” Silver moves in behind her, reaching around her and raising her aim. “Ten to fifteen inches at this range.”
Silver’s proximity makes Carmen gasp.
“Your right arm controls the vertical angle of the gun,” Silver keeps going, her head over Carmen’s left shoulder, “and your left arm controls the horizontal angle.” She taps Carmen’s right elbow. “Don’t lock your elbow, else recoil will be a bitch.”
Carmen takes another deep breath, tensing slightly when she feels Silver’s hands on her waist.
“The gun’s in single-action mode right now,” Silver reminds her, “so pull the hammer back, then aim.” She keeps her hands on Carmen’s waist. “Feel the wind, too. Adjust your aim for the breeze.”
Carmen tries her best to concentrate. When she eventually fires a shot, it hits marginally off-center: a little high, and a little to the left.
“That’s not bad,” she declares, grinning as they walk over to look at it. “I’ve never shot from that range before.”
Silver shrugs. “You can do better.”
“Thanks a lot.” Carmen’s pride withers.
Silver points at the bullet hole. “You were a little high, which means you anticipated the recoil and pulled up slightly before you fired.”
“Or you inaccurately calculated the bullet drop.” Carmen challenges her, hands on hips.
“I didn’t miscalculate shit.” Silver smiles at her. “And you were a little to the left, which means you were too heavy-handed with the trigger. Wanna give it another go?”
Determined to hit the bullseye, Carmen wipes the sulk off her face and walks back to the hundred yard line. Again, Silver stands behind her.
Used to firing double-action only guns, Carmen starts aiming before she pulls back the hammer, so Silver reaches forward and does it for her.
“Squeeze the trigger slowly and gently.” She puts her hands back on Carmen’s waist. “It’s like touching a woman: don’t force her, don’t rush her, apply just enough pressure till you feel her come … or, in this case, click.”
Carmen feels herself blush, glad that Silver’s standing behind her so she can’t see it.
“I’ve really got to introduce you to a friend of mine. She likes to make fornication analogies as well.”
A few seconds pass silently. Silver’s standing close enough that Carmen can feel her body heat. She’s aware of Silver’s hands on her waist, holding her firmly, keeping her steady, and she tries not to read too much into it. She takes one more deep breath, holds it, and fires. At the click of the trigger, she lets out an inadvertent whine.
“Excuse me?” Silver cocks an eyebrow.
“What?” Carmen feigns ignorance.
“You made a little noise.”
“You’re hearing things.”
“You know what I think?” Silver leans close and whispers in her ear. “You’re pretending otherwise, but I think you like me.” She spanks Carmen’s ass.
Carmen wriggles free, shy and embarrassed. “You’re mental.” She starts walking toward the target, willing her cheeks not to redden again.
“We’re more alike than you want to admit.” Silver catches up to her. “We’re kindred spirits.”
“No, we’re not.” Carmen frowns. “Are you on drugs?”
“Not anymore.”
Silver says that so nonchalantly Carmen can’t tell whether or not she’s joking. The frown sticks, and she opens her mouth slightly, as if she’s about to ask a question that never quite materializes.
When they reach the target, Silver finds Carmen’s second bullet hole on the very edge of the bullseye circle, so close to dead center.
“You’re really good,” she concludes, nodding approvingly. “You can be my sidekick.”
“I don’t want to be your sidekick.” Carmen shakes her head and hands back the gun, slightly apologetic. “Thanks for the lesson, but I already told you: I’m not going with you to Manchester.”
“Come on,” Silver pleads. “Did you see what Honey gave me?”
She grabs Carmen’s chin and turns her head toward Bold and Mason. Mason is using an arrow to clean out one of his ears, jamming the arrowhead much too far into his ear canal, contorting his face into an unusual pain-pleasure combination. Meanwhile, Bold is swatting so vigorously at a pestering fly, he falls off his chair.
“They’re probably skilled in other areas.” Carmen doesn’t believe those words even as they’re coming out of her mouth.
“I need someone who knows how to use firearms,” Silver cajoles her. “Someone who’s skilled enough to take a good shot if need be.”
“Expecting a fight?”
“Always.” Silver grins.
She looks far too happy about the prospect of a bloodbath, and Carmen is starting to find the twinkle in her eyes somewhat unsettling.
“All right, here’s the thing.” Carmen tries to force her to see reason. “These people”—she points at Bold and Mason—“aren’t warriors. They’re barely men. Going into the city with them is a suicide mission. They’ll get you all killed. Do you understand?”
Silver shrugs. “I don’t need warriors; we’re not going up against an army. They’re a bunch of inbred pricks with guns, and I’ve battled Chimera with higher IQs than the whole lot of them put together.”
“Chimera?” Carmen grimaces. “They’re extinct.”
“Not where I’m from. I’ve been killing Chimera since I was five years old. I like killing things, and I’m good at it. I’m used to waking up every day and tearing those ugly, shit-eating monsters limb from limb, and if I don’t kill something again soon, I’m going to go insane. The only thing I’ve killed since I’ve been here is a badger, and he didn’t exactly put up a fight.”
“Badgers can be vicious.”
“Not this one. He was drunk.”
Carmen looks at her sideways. “Are you sure it was the badger?”
Silver ignores that.
“Don’t make me beg, Carmen.” She clasps her hands together.
“I don’t want you to beg. I’m starting to think there might actually be something mentally wrong with you, and I’m not sure I’d feel safe spending three days with you, stuck out in the middle of nowhere.”
“Don’t worry, it’s just the hormones.”
“Hormones?”
Silver nods. “I’m pregnant. I’m not allowed to have anything I like, I haven’t had sex in a week, the girl with the purple hair’s been pissing me off, and the only shining light I can find at the end of this dark, awful tunnel is the fact that I might get to beat the shit out of some gangsters soon.”
Carmen didn’t hear anything after the word ‘pregnant’.
“You’re pregnant?! What the shit? Should you be doing any of this?”
“Don’t you start. Listen”—Silver takes her by the shoulders—“you help me get their Delta back, and I’ll go with you to London. Sound fair?”
“What makes you think I want you to go to London with me?”
Silver shrugs. “You don’t want to travel alone.”
“How do you know? You don’t know me.”
“I know it ‘cause your cast came off days ago and yet you’re still here.”
She knows she’s got Carmen in a corner.
“Ready?” She pats her reluctant partner’s back.
“No.”
“Good. Let’s go.”
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN

 
 
The journey from D10 to Manchester by horse takes one and a half days, and Silver spends most of the first day glaring at Linx. Somehow, despite Silver’s protests, she’d managed to worm her way into the group by pleading to Alex that her highly sensitive nose might be useful to them.
Yeah, right.
With her father gone for a month, there’s no-one to rein her in. Silver feels as though they’re carrying around a coiled spring that could go off at any moment, and she hates that Alex relented so easily. For whatever reason, his judgment seems clouded, and it doesn’t bode well. Linx has been clinging to him like a leech thus far, and Silver’s about ready to drown her in a lake.
To make things worse, Luka’s been spending much of the ride up front with Bold and Mason, so she hasn’t even had her best friend to talk to. Thank fuck for Carmen, whose company provides some small respite from the murderous thoughts in her head while they ride together at the back of the pack on the morning of day two.
“So why do you want to go to London?” Carmen wraps the reins around the horn on the pommel of her saddle and stretches her arms, yawning.
“Sightseeing.” Silver puts no effort into making that sound like the truth.
“Don’t lie.” Carmen plants her hands on her hips, trying to strike a defiant pose, despite straddling a massive beast. “If we’re going to be travel buddies, one of the rules has to be that you won’t lie to me. Or smother me in my sleep.”
Her horse starts to veer to the left, having spotted some tasty looking flowers.
“I might have some business to take care of there.” Silver remains frustratingly vague. “I haven’t quite decided yet.”
“Oh, yeah?” Carmen’s suspicions are raised. “What kind of business? Is it illegal?” She takes up the reins and steers her mare back on course.
“It’s private.”
That doesn’t make Carmen feel any better about the prospect of their trip. “I don’t think people in a questionable state of mental health should be allowed to have secrets from their partners.”
“Oh, so we’re partners now?” Silver teases her. “I thought you didn’t wanna be my sidekick.”
“I’m not your sidekick.” Carmen points a finger of warning at her. “I’m your partner, and I deserve to know what’s going on inside your head.”
“Trust me, you don’t wanna know what’s going on inside my head.” She fantasizes about killing Linx again.
“It couldn’t be any more terrifying than following you blindly.” Carmen reaches for a water canteen clipped onto her saddlebag and takes a sip. “You could be leading me to my death for all I know. This is a terrible idea. These morons”—she shakes her canteen at Bold and Mason—“don’t have your experience, and neither do I. We’re not soldiers like you.”
“I was more than a soldier.” Silver fingers her dog tags absently. “I ran the army.”
After a second of hesitation, Carmen starts laughing heartily.
“What?” Silver’s affronted. “What’s so funny?”
“This must be quite the come down for you. You used to lead an army, and now you’re stuck with the lot of us.” A tear of laughter falls.
Silver doesn’t see the funny side.
“Laugh it up.” She gazes off into the distance, her mind wandering.
Detecting real sadness in Silver’s eyes, Carmen quiets down. An hour goes by, then she flops forward on her horse, pretending to die of boredom.
“Are we nearly there yet?”
Passing through the deserted town of Sale, now overrun by trees and moss, Silver reckons so. Bold was pretty specific about the directions: follow the path of the abandoned railway line all the way to Manchester. Most of the journey is to be undertaken on horseback, but since they can’t risk taking their horses into the city, for fear of having them stolen, they’ll be stabling them in some old farmland on the outskirts of another ghost town—Stretford—which they must be close to.
“Almost.” Silver sighs.
“What smells so bad?” Carmen pinches her nose. “Did one of these horses fart?” She looks over at Silver. “Did you fart?”
“If any living creature generated a smell that bad, they’d have severe intestinal problems.” Silver draws Carmen’s attention to a disused canal running alongside the train tracks. “It’s stagnant water.”
“Yuck.”
Carmen tries to zip her jacket up and pull it over her mouth and nose so that she doesn’t have to breathe it in, but her jacket won’t quite reach. In the end, she has to raise her shoulders and scrunch her neck down, tilting her head forward. She looks like a turtle wedged in its shell.
Unfortunately, they’re going to be stuck with the canal—and the stench—for a little while longer. Opposite a lake and a small wooded area, the farmland backs onto the far side of the canal, tucked into a small parcel of land beside a bend in the Mersey River.
The Deltas have used this place as a pit stop many times before, and they’ve built a crude bridge over the canal in order to reach it. Made out of tree trunks—roped together, with a piece of sheet metal bolted on top—the bridge makes the horses nervous and uneasy. At Bold’s instruction, they all dismount.
Carmen is the last one to hit the ground. “Why are we stopping?”
“We walk from here.” Silver coaxes Fitch over the bridge. “According to Bold, it’s a little over an hour to Manchester on foot.”
“Oh, goody,” Carmen under-enthuses.
Bold and Mason see to the stabling of the horses in one of the barns, and make sure they have a ready supply of hay and water. In under fifteen minutes, they’re ready to hit the train tracks again.
“Wait.” Carmen holds up her hand. “I have to pee first.”
“Thanks for announcing it.” Silver feels a tingle in her own bladder, as if the need to urinate is contagious by suggestion. “Now I need to go, too.”
Linx grunts and plonks herself down on a tree trunk, muttering under her breath: “Fucking pregnant women.”
Linx’s syntax hits Silver’s ear and makes an impression. Pregnant women? Plural? Whatever the case, Carmen makes no comment, so she lets it go.
The walk from Stretford to Manchester passes relatively quickly. Silver threatens to push Carmen in the canal twice before the tracks veer off eastwardly while the path of the canal runs further north, and Carmen squeals like a little girl both times.
Linx continues to press her lips against Alex’s butt cheeks, offering up a variety of cringeworthy chat-up gems like “My dad says you’re an engineer. Does that mean you’re really good with your hands?”, which eventually causes Silver to throw up over the edge of the railway viaduct at the southern border of Manchester city.
“This wouldn’t happen if you’d stayed a Taint.” Carmen holds Silver’s ponytail back. “The side-effects of pregnancy are greatly diminished when the virus is active.”
“Bullshit.” Silver hangs her head over the railing. “I puked plenty before I was wiped.”
“That’s obviously an exaggeration. You might upchuck once or twice, if there are other triggers like nerves or anxiety, but by and large, the nausea seldom results in the loss of one’s stomach contents.”
“How do you know that?” Silver squints at her in the sunlight.
“Common knowledge.” Carmen passes her a canteen of water. “Why did you want to be wiped anyway?”
“I wanted to feel like me again.”
“And how’s that been working out for you?”
“Stir your stumps!” Bold calls to them from further down the tracks. “We’re here!”
Carmen and Silver catch up to them on top of an old multi-storey parking lot that once served commuters on the railway line. Crouching in a row behind the safety railing, Mason gets out a pair of binoculars and hands them down the line to Silver.
“Point out where he had you.”
Peering through binoculars at the city, Silver quickly identifies the Great Northern Warehouse they were taken to, and the parking garage they emerged beneath.
“Tomkin’s being held under the warehouse—the tunnel entrance is down an old elevator shaft—but that place will crawling with Slade’s men.” She chews it over in her mind. “We need to find another way in.”
Linx, appearing not to hear any of that, leaps up and heads for the stairwell. “Let’s get closer and check it out.”
Infuriated, Silver grabs her by the hair and pulls her roughly onto the ground. “We go when I say we go.” She bears down over Linx’s chest. “I don’t have the time to deal with any weak links.” She enunciates the last two words pointedly.
She half expects Alex to tear her off and come to Linx’s defense, but he doesn’t. So not all of his brain cells have completely turned to mush. Yet.
“Them tunnels you say you was in …” Bold wracks his brain for information. “Did it look like thems was part of an old canal?”
Silver shrugs. “They could’ve been. Why?”
“I think I knows where there’s a back door.”
With no other competing plans to argue over, they follow Bold further down another set of railway tracks until they reach Manchester Oxford Road railway station. Now derelict, the entire roof has fallen in and there’s shattered glass everywhere. Almost everything in the interior was crushed when the roof collapsed, except for a few reinforced support walls. One of these walls has a doorway that leads down below, into an old maintenance area and some staff break rooms.
“I was scavenging for scrap metal when I found this.” Bold heaves the door open. “There’s a tunnel down here what used to be an old pedestrian footpath. It was blocked in donkey’s years ago, but someone bashed it through again.”
Silver, pocket-sized flashlight in hand, follows him down a flight of crooked, worn steps. “How do you know it goes to Slade’s warehouse?”
“I don’t, but it must go somewhere.”
“Nice logic.”
The rest of the group sticks close behind, with Alex bringing up the rear.
“After you, kid.” He holds the door for Linx.
“I’m not a kid.” She pouts and pushes past him.
The two of them are the only ones who don’t need to use flashlights, since the virus gives their violet eyes superb night vision. They can see everything in perfect clarity, while the others have to rely on what little visual stimuli they can capture with their tiny, inadequate beams of light.
At the bottom of the steps, a cobwebby, damp room that was once filled with machinery has been completely stripped. The metal was almost certainly melted down and recycled. Anything of value was probably sold. Silver’s seen ruins looted like this a hundred times before in the crumbling streets outside Amaranthe.
One wall in the room has been attacked by a sledgehammer, revealing a tunnel beyond. The jagged hole in the wall is plenty big enough for a person to fit through, but no-one volunteers to go first.
“Don’t all jump at once.” Silver climbs through with her flashlight clamped between her teeth.
“It ought only to be a fifteen minute toddle from here,” Bold figures, fumbling through after her. “We’ll soon know if we’re going off round the Wrekin.”
His estimation turns out to be frighteningly accurate. After thirteen minutes of walking down the same length of tunnel, they reach a fork. Although Silver has no clue where they are in relation to the warehouse, she spots some of the old wartime rules painted on the wall.
“This is it.” She taps the faded lettering. “This is part of the air raid shelter.”
Her violets affording her an advantage in the darkness, Linx pushes past Silver and takes the lead, the scent of stagnant water hinting at the presence of the canal.
“This place stinks.” Linx pulls her sleeve over her hand and presses it to her nose.
“So does your attitude.” Silver pushes her up against a wall. “Now shut the fuck up and stay behind me.”
After two or three twists and turns in complete darkness, Silver detects the faint hum of electricity and follows it all the way to a lit tunnel.
“I remember this.” Luka steps up beside her. “It’s not far.”
His memory serves him well, and he manages to lead them back to the toilet block with no wrong turns. There’s only one problem: Tomkin’s nowhere to be found.
“He’s dead.” Mason huffs loudly. “I told you.”
“He’s not dead.” Silver looks around twice, checking in all the stalls to make sure there’s no corpse. “He’s just not here.”
“So where is he?”
“Somewhere else.” She doubles back into the other tunnel. “Let’s keep looking.”
“Silver,” Alex barks sharply at her. “This is crazy.”
She ignores him, but Luka doesn’t. Risking a punch to the face, he grips Alex’s shoulder and turns him around so that they’re eye to eye.
“Do you really think snapping at her like that is gonna help you get what you want?” He senses Linx hovering in his periphery. “Do you even know what it is you want anymore?”
“Hold your horses.” Carmen stumbles after Silver. “Don’t leave me back here with all this testosterone. It’s not my thing.”
Slipping on a chunk of debris in a hitherto unexplored section of tunnel, Silver falls into a wall and comes face to face with the devil. A spray-painted image of a devil face, that is.
When she regains her footing, she finds herself in a vast space that might once have been some kind of loading bay, but was clearly remodeled and repurposed. Walls have been erected throughout, dividing the space into separate rooms which could’ve been used for emergency civilian housing.
One of the rooms—an old tuck shop—has a square cutout in the wall where a window used to be, and Tomkin’s hanging in it.
Yes, hanging.
His wrists are bound with a length of rope—one end tied to each wrist. The rope has been tossed over the top of the wall, looped through the cutout, and wrapped around his neck. If he lowers his arms, the rope will tighten around his neck and he’ll choke. If he slumps down, the rope will tighten. He’s been there so long his whole body is shaking, his muscles burning from the stress of holding himself in one position, and he won’t be able to stay upright much longer.
“Shit.” Silver sets her flashlight on a ledge and holds his head. “Hey, Tomkin. Do you remember me? I’m going to get you out of here.”
He mumbles something unintelligible.
“Holy crap bucket.” Carmen enters the dingy space moments behind Silver.
“Hold his head up for me,” Silver commands, summoning her over.
Carmen complies, and Silver pulls out her hunting knife, starting to cut through the thick rope.
“Why did you come back?” Tomkin croaks, his throat so dry he can hardly speak.
“Because I don’t leave innocent people to die.”
Silver slices through the final braid and Tomkin falls forward. Together, Carmen and Silver catch him and sit him down on the ground.
“Water.” Silver flicks her fingers for Carmen’s canteen.
While Tomkin drains the canteen and quenches his thirst, Bold, Mason and the others arrive on the scene.
“Tommy!” Bold rushes to his side.
“We need to get him up and out of here.” Silver gets ready to brace his weight over her shoulder, but Mason barges in front of her.
“I can do it.” He budges her out of the way.
“Suit yourself.” She retrieves her flashlight, catching eyes with Alex when she turns around. “Guess what? Now we can leave.”
Voices in the tunnel spur them on in the opposite direction from which they came, and they end up following the old canal bed down a series of lit and unlit tunnels. Luka, Carmen and Linx guard the front of the group, while Bold and Mason carry Tomkin in the middle, leaving Silver and Alex to guard the rear.
Walking along a towpath beside yet another stretch of old canal bed, something grasps for Silver’s ankle. She feels it latch onto the hem of her pants, tugging gently and briefly before slipping away again.
When she peers down a drop of almost eight feet into the dry canal bed—which has been purposefully dug out far below its original depth—she sees rats swarming everywhere. The hole is littered with trash: cigarette butts, old food containers, empty liquor bottles, and piles of rotting food on which the rats are excitedly squeaking and feeding and fighting.
Standing in the midst of it all is a beautiful woman. Tight black leather pants show off the curves of her ass and hips, and a pair of calf-length boots give her an extra three inches of height. A thin cotton, off-the-shoulder white shirt provides little warmth, and it seems the only function of the charcoal, corset-style waistcoat she’s wearing on top is to display her generous cleavage.
She must be in her late twenties, Silver guesses, based on the absence of any noticeable creases in her perfect, milky complexion. Her long, dark hair is tied back in a French braid, her red lips trembling as she tries to hold back the tears welling in her pleading, desperate chocolate brown eyes.
“Take me with you,” she begs Silver. “Please.”
Silver hesitates. She’d heard a woman sobbing the last time they broke free of this place, and now she’s silently cursing herself for not having insisted that they try to help. She should’ve stuck to her guns. She shouldn’t have let Alex drag her away so hastily.
“Silver,” Alex growls out her name from an archway at the end of the room. “Come on.” He beckons to her urgently. “We don’t have time for this.”
No, not again.
Determined not to make the same mistake twice and deny a vulnerable woman the assistance she so clearly needs, Silver jumps down into the canal bed.
Squelch!
She explodes a fat male rat beneath one of her boots, its mushy innards bursting out left and right, its large testicles popping and spraying their contents over the ground at the astounded woman’s feet.
“Not that I don’t appreciate the company, but I asked you to help me, not join me,” she despairs. “Now we’re both stuck in here.”
Silver is quietly confident, more than happy to use this opportunity to show off her strength and dexterity. “You’re allowed to underestimate me once. After that, I hope you’ll know better.”
Without waiting for the woman to respond, she presses her back against the canal bed wall, and lowers herself till her knees are bent at ninety degrees, mimicking a seated position. Once ready, she gestures to the woman with a ‘come hither’ motion.
“Climb up.” She braces herself. “Use my shoulders.”
“How will you—”
“Do you want out of this hole or not, lady? I don’t have all day.”
Leaping on the opportunity before it expires, the woman snatches a bag of her belongings up off the floor and tosses it up onto the towpath. Then, she steps onto Silver’s thigh, transferring her weight tentatively.
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Don’t worry, it won’t be the first time I’ve been hurt by a pretty woman.” Silver offers her a reassuringly warm smile, then winks. “You won’t hurt me, I promise.”
Shaky, but desperate for escape, the woman bears all her weight on Silver’s thigh, using the wall for balance. From there, she steps up onto Silver’s shoulder and reaches for the top of the canal bed wall.
Instantly, Silver realizes her mistake.
Bearing the woman’s weight on her shoulder, she holds her breath and tenses all the muscles in her torso, doing everything she can not to yelp: she’d forgotten about her injury. Sharp pain shoots through her nerves, screaming right down to her fingertips, and she clenches her fists so hard her knuckles turn white.
In silent agony, she waits for the woman to latch onto something up on the towpath so that she can pull herself out, and when it finally comes, the release of pressure is dizzyingly euphoric.
The woman never finds anything to grab onto, though. Instead, she gasps when a strong pair of male hands suddenly wraps around her wrists, holding her firmly. Seemingly exercising little effort, the male figure, Alex, lifts her up out of the hole and plants her on the towpath, where she promptly collapses on her bum.
Taken aback and at a loss for words, she stares up at him and almost misses watching Silver make an athletic exit from the hole. In the nick of time, she glances back to see her rescuer run toward the far end of the canal bed and leap into the air, using one wall to springboard herself up against the other wall, and then up onto the towpath.
“Shit,” the woman murmurs, utterly captivated by Silver’s prowess.
“Admire me later.” Silver strides over and heaves her up off the ground. “We have to go.”
At the sound of angry male voices echoing from somewhere in the tunnel network—probably Slade’s men having discovered Tomkin’s disappearance—Silver tightens her grip on the woman’s hand and tugs her onward.
“We really have to go.”
Hurrying to catch up with the others, Silver leads the woman through an archway in the tunnel wall and almost bumps straight into Alex on the other side. Here, they find themselves in a large storage chamber with brick walls and a domed ceiling—one of four transhipment bays in this area of the tunnels.
Tables have been set up along the chamber’s length, and they’re covered with weapons: guns, knives, cattle prods, batons, spools of rope, reels of wire that could be used for garroting, and other handmade tools of torture.
Beside those tables, Mason, Bold and Tomkin are being held at gunpoint by two of Slade’s men. On the other side of the room, Carmen is detained at knifepoint by another gang member, his arm around her neck, and Linx is doubled over, restrained in a headlock. Luka is on his knees in the middle of the floor, his hands behind his head, a fifth man pointing a gun at him.
“You let yourselves get captured?” Silver scowls at her best friend. “You suck.”
“They got the girls first.” He sucks in his cheeks, his jaw tight. “There wasn’t anything I could do.”
“Oh, lemme guess.” Silver turns on Linx, her tone accusatory. “You ran in here without looking, like an impatient little child, and got blindsided by a thug who’s twice your size.” She rolls her eyes. “I should fucking leave you here.”
“I tried to stop her.” Carmen squirms.
“That worked well, didn’t it?” One of Silver’s eyebrows darts upward.
Movement at the top of a short flight of stone steps draws her attention away, and she looks up to see a familiar figure emerging from another tunnel.
Fucking great.
“Look who’s back!” Slade grins at her. “Miss me, did ya?”
 



CHAPTER TWELVE

 
 
Slade saunters down the steps and strides across the transhipment bay—which Silver estimates must be directly beneath the Great Northern Warehouse. He’s whistling a joyful melody, and steps in rhythm to the tune, every note echoing up and down the tunnels as if even his voice is trying to escape from him.
“I wish I’d known you were coming.” He flashes a large fake smile at Silver. “I’d have put a cuppa on.”
Having gathered her bearings slightly, Silver eyes the tunnel that she feels sure must lead to the rusty ladder they used for their escape last time, and makes an effort to reposition herself so that she can’t be cut off from it.
“We came by to pick up something we accidentally left behind.” She starts walking, pulling the woman with her. “We’ll be on our way now.”
“Not so fast.” Slade darts in front of her, thrusting the end of his walking stick against her chest. “Stay and chat awhile, won’t you?”
He pushes her back a couple of paces, causing her to bump into the woman.
“Well, oh, well. What do we have here?” Slade fixes his beady eyes on his pretty captive instead. “Made some new allies, have we?”
“Let me go home,” she implores him. “Please.”
“You are home, love. You’re exactly where you belong, with the rats and mice.” He strokes his beard, eyeing her lustfully. “For now anyway.” He slaps a hand over his chest, where his heart would be if he had one. “It’s going to rupture my poor, weak heart to give you back.”
“Give her back to whom?” Silver demands.
“Left that part out of her sob story, did she?” Slade twirls his walking stick, enjoying this little interlude far too much. “She belongs to Luther.” He tilts his head to one side, peeking at the frightened brunette behind Silver’s shoulder. “All bought and paid for. Entcha, darlin’?”
“She doesn’t belong to anyone.” Silver maneuvers the woman behind her back. “People can’t be bought. They’re not toys.”
“Blah, blah, blah.” Slade pantomimes flapping gums with his hands. “Spare me. Do I look like a bloody human rights activist to you? Hand over the whore.”
“Get screwed.”
Genuinely confused as to why Silver would want to help this woman, he unintentionally allows some real emotion to seep out: frustration.
“What in the bloody world do you want with this troublesome little muffer anyway?”
“I don’t think that’s any of your fucking business.”
Looking for clues—perhaps for a sign that they have some undisclosed connection with one another—he glances down and sees that they’re holding hands.
“Are you a raging dyke, too?” He forms those words with a sneer of disgust, hoping to cause her offense.
The attempt fails.
Far from being offended, Silver isn’t in the least bit fazed by the accusation.
“Yeah, that’s right.” She smirks impenitently. “I’m gonna spend the whole night with my face between her thighs. What’re you gonna do about it?”
On the other end of her arm, she feels the woman cringe, the tremor of fear creeping into her fingers. Still, refusing to back down, she holds the woman’s hand tighter, unwilling to let her pull away. Slade seems out of his element, infuriated that he’s not able to say anything to strike fear or submission into her, and she intends to take full advantage of his burgeoning anger.
“What’s the matter?” She feigns an exaggerated look of concern. “Are you jealous ‘cause she won’t have you? ‘Cause she fantasizes about lapping up my hot, wet pussy instead of sucking off your pencil thin dick?”
That does it.
Slade strikes out with his walking stick, smacking her cheekbone with all the force he can muster. She reels, but recovers quickly.
“Is that it?” She laughs at him, finally releasing the woman’s hand. “Is that all you’ve got?”
He winds up to hit her again, but this time, Silver seizes the end of the walking stick before it makes impact. She tugs it toward herself, dragging him along with it, and uses his own momentum to swing him around and pull the ornate piece of wood tight against his neck. Gripping the walking stick firmly, she draws upward and back, putting pressure on his throat.
He coughs and sputters, his legs almost buckling beneath him. “Shoot her,” he gurgles to his men.
“I wouldn’t do that.” Silver holds him steady, addressing his men. “You might kill me, but not before I break his scrawny little neck.”
Slade’s men exchange glances. When one lowers his weapon, the rest follow suit.
“That’s a much better idea,” Silver praises them. “Well done.”
Wasting no time, Bold and Mason disarm the men and herd them into a corner.
“What should we do with them?” Alex appears at Silver’s shoulder.
“I think a little taste of their own medicine is in order.” A small smile tickles at her lips. “You and Luka throw them in the canal bed, but to make things fair—since a few burly men have a slight advantage over one dainty woman—tie them up first. Hands and feet. Take Bold and Mason with you.”
Using rope from the table to complete the task, the four men do as instructed, leaving Tomkin in the care of Linx. While they’re gone, Slade—held on the verge of unconsciousness by Silver—tries to warn her off her current course.
“You think Luther’s going to let his prized whore get away?” he rasps.
“He doesn’t have a choice.”
“He’s like a dog with a bone.” Slade gasps for breath. “He won’t give up.”
Tired of listening to him squawk, Silver increases the pressure on his throat. “When you wake up, tell Luther he can suck my cock.”
With that, she chokes him out.
“Is he dead?” Linx’s jaw drops open.
“Nah. Humiliation’s a much worse punishment for someone like him.”
The second Slade’s unconscious body hits the floor, a shot ricochets off the wall beside Silver, the sound of it echoing around the cavernous room.
Everyone stands still.
Perfectly composed, Silver looks at the divot in the wall where the bullet hit and took a chunk out of the brickwork, then swivels her head in the direction it came from.
There, on the other side of the room, hovering near the entrance to the tunnel Slade emerged from, is a man in a filthy boiler suit. He’s facing her, a gun shaking in his hand, the name ‘Trevor’ scrawled on the chest of the boiler suit in black marker pen.
“Wow.” Silver stares at him. “You really are a terrible shot.” She stands squarely to face him. “Go on. Give it another try.”
He’s about to do precisely that when he hears the click of another gun beside his head.
“Put the gun down,” Carmen commands, her voice low and controlled, her gun pointed directly at him. “Lay it down on floor and kick it to Silver, then put both hands on your head and kneel.”
He follows her orders to the letter.
The gun scutters across the floor toward Silver, and she scoops it up, tucking it safely into the back of her jeans. She can tell that Carmen wants to pull the trigger, and she doesn’t see any reason not to. At the very least, Trevor is an attempted murderer, and who knows what other crimes he might be guilty of.
Nevertheless, Carmen is hesitating.
“Go for it,” Silver encourages her to deliver justice. “He was gonna kill me, and he tried to kill someone else a few days ago. He’s a puke.”
A painful silence ensues.
Carmen keeps her gun on him, but fails to do the deed. “I can’t …”
Her concentration lapses, her anxiety peaks, and she doesn’t see him reach toward his ankle. Fastened there, the sheath bound to his leg with duct tape, is a large, bloodstained hunting knife. He manages to wrap his fingers around the hilt without her noticing, but that’s as far as he gets.
A shot rings out.
His body slumps against the wall, a small circular hole in his skull between his eyes.
Frozen with dismay, only now registering the existence of the knife, Carmen turns to find Silver with her gun aimed.
Upon hearing the gunshot, the four men rush back—Alex in the lead.
“What happened?”
“Nothing.” Silver takes hold of the woman’s hand again. “Now let’s go.”
After looting a few select pieces of Slade’s weaponry—which Alex and Luka intend to keep, but Bold and Mason plan to trade—they head for the rusty ladder … but it’s gone. Slade must’ve had it ripped from the wall following their last escape.
“Damnit.” Alex strikes the wall with the butt of a rifle.
“It’s all right.” The woman starts to lead Silver down another passage, this one completely pitch black. “I know another way.”
Eager to get out of the dank tunnel system, she pulls Silver deep into the darkness, feeling her way along several hundred feet of passageway by touch alone. Again, the only two who aren’t disadvantaged by the intense gloom are Alex and Linx.
“It’s somewhere near here,” the woman claims, stumbling over rubble. “Watch your step.”
Single file, they trudge down a towpath beside the canal bed, hugging the wall. In this portion of tunnel, the canal bed—narrowed by the construction of blast walls—is flooded with almost a foot of stagnant, fetid water, into which Slade’s gang have dumped all manner of organic waste.
It reeks.
Not far along here, a crack of dim light shines through a large hole in the wall. The woman slows and gropes the space with one hand, her other hand still entwined with Silver’s.
“Found it.” She pushes her way through.
Knocked through with haste and imprecision, the hole—probably made by the same person who opened up the tunnel at the train station—is covered with a heavy black curtain, and leads into the cellar of an unoccupied residential house. Recently used as a squat, the house smells like urine and feces, and is filled with trash. For Alex and Linx, whose olfactory abilities are greatly enhanced, the smell is instantly nauseating.
The plumbing hasn’t worked in this building for some time, so human waste is piled knee deep in some places, thrown and splattered against the walls. Intent on getting out into the street without contracting some vile disease, they all stick to the bare hardwood hallways, weaving their way through heaps of debris.
Finally, fresh air.
And sunlight.
After being confined to the darkness of the tunnels, it takes a while for anyone with natural eyes—especially for the woman, who hasn’t seen daylight in quite some time—to adjust to the glare of the sunshine.
“Where the hell are we?” Bold spins around, searching for a familiar landmark.
Shielding her eyes from the sun, the woman bears the sharp sting of pain in her retinas and spots the top of the Great Northern Warehouse jutting out above the rooftops beyond Deansgate road to the left. The large white lettering, despite being faded, is still prominent and legible. Pinpointing their location further, she can see a covered walkway between two buildings on Deansgate, directly opposite the street they’re standing in, and she knows that’s a shortcut to Slade’s lair.
“We’re on Camp Street,” she says then, certain of her bearings. “Where do you need to go? I can show you the way.”
Always mistrustful, Linx sidles up to the woman and takes a quick sniff, her conclusion swift and damning. “She’s a Taint.”
“Takes one to know one,” the woman responds calmly, eyeballing Linx’s violets.
She’s confused, but not threatened, by the hostility emanating from this feisty young girl, and doesn’t break eye contact till she feels Silver’s hand on her arm.
“Do you know where the railway line is?” Silver asks the question before Bold has a chance to make his position known.
“Oi!” He strides forward, shoves Silver out of the way, draws his knife, and presses the tip of the blade to the woman’s throat. “If you follow us, I’ll slit you. Understand?”
Silver yanks him away. “We’re not ditching her here.”
“We don’t need no help from the likes of her.”
“If we leave her behind, they’ll kill her.”
“No, they won’t. You heard what Slade said: they’ll send her back to Luther. This ain’t none of our business to be messing in.” He turns and starts walking. “Leave her, or leave with her.”
Mason is the first to follow him, soon joined by Linx. Carmen takes one step in that direction, but Silver snags the collar of her jacket and holds her back.
“Not so fast. Where’s your sense of solidarity?”
When Silver lets go, Carmen pouts but stays put. Alex and Luka stand next to Silver with more conviction, their loyalty to her unwavering, while Tomkin sits at the side of the road, his allegiance undecided.
After only a few yards, Mason realizes they’re a man short. “Tom!” he shouts to his friend. “Whatchu waiting for?!”
Tomkin doesn’t move.
Sensing a problem, Linx turns around. She looks first at Tomkin, then at Alex, and comes to a complete halt in the middle of the street.
Bold keeps on walking.
“You’re going the wrong way,” the woman calls after him. “The railway is south of here, and you’re heading west.”
At last, he stops. Silver sees his shoulders heave with a sigh, then he does a reluctant one-eighty.
“Please,” the woman pleads. “Let me show you.”
The not-so-far-away roar of a large and powerful engine is the last bit of incentive Bold needs, and the disparate group is soon headed south. The woman leads them through a network of side streets, taking them right, then another right, then left, then …
“Get down!”
Near the mouth of a small residential alleyway that spits out onto Bridgewater Street—a main roadway not far from the city’s southern border, the railway line in sight beyond it—the woman hurries them into hiding behind several abandoned vehicles and a large dumpster.
Silver, walking at the front of the pack next to the woman, is the last one to take cover. When an enormous military tank rolls onto Bridgewater Street, the woman has to place a hand on Silver’s shoulder and drag her down behind a dumpster.
“Stay down,” she whispers frantically.
Though Silver would never let it show, the woman’s firm grip is agitating the arrow wound that’s concealed beneath her clothing. It starts to burn and throb, making her entire shoulder feel as though it’s on fire. Ignoring the pain, she focuses her attention on the slow moving tank instead.
“Who are these people?”
“Mercian militia.” The woman still doesn’t move her hand. “They work for Luther.”
Silver looks blank. “Who is this Luther guy?”
The woman smiles wistfully. “I would give anything to live in a world where I had no reason to know the name Luther Hale.”
“Well, who is he? He sounds like a prick.”
“They call him the Arch Rogue, and he’s a mercenary. He controls the militia, and runs most of the major cities in Mercia. When he’s not around to babysit them, the outlying militia factions—managed by people like Slade—like to spar with one another. They’re constantly warring, each vying for Luther’s attention and approval.” She keeps her eyes on the street, watching the tank roll by.
“And where do you fit in?” Silver wonders, finding it hard to believe that this soft spoken woman could be affiliated with any kind of militant brutes.
“I got caught in the crossfire.”
In that very instant, the driver of the tank—for no reason other than his own enjoyment—decides to blow out the wall of a derelict building across the street. The explosion sends a plume of dust and rubble into the air, and causes tremors to ripple through the earth.
Almost losing her balance, the woman clutches tightly onto Silver’s shoulder, nuzzling her head against Silver’s neck to shield her eyes from the debris. Silver thinks nothing of it, but when the air clears and the tank rumbles off into the distance, the woman stays close, hesitating to withdraw.
“It’s okay,” Silver soothes her, mistaking her lingering closeness for fear. “They’re gone.”
Knowing that’s her cue to retreat, the woman does so slowly, relishing every last second of contact. Silver’s skin smells like peaches, her hair like lavender, and the woman takes one long breath, drawing the scents deep into her lungs. It’s been so long, and she’d forgotten how deliciously intoxicating the smell of another woman can be.
“My name’s Rianne, by the way,” she says then, mooning up at Silver, her pupils dilating slightly. “You can call me Ria.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 
 
Much to everyone’s relief, the short trek out of the city on the abandoned railway line goes without further incident. They manage to dodge all of Slade’s street patrols, and don’t run into any trouble from the locals, who very much prefer to keep out of Slade’s business whenever possible.
A few minutes further down the line, however, Bold—facing grief from Mason—has a change of heart concerning Ria’s presence. Surprising the rest of the group, he spins around, pulls one of Slade’s guns from the back of his trousers, and aims it at Ria’s head.
“We got you out of the city, now you can bugger off and find your own way.”
Ria flinches from the barrel of the gun, instinctively seeking protection beside Silver—the only person she feels she can trust.
“If you don’t put that gun down right now,” Silver warns him calmly, keeping Ria behind her, “I’ll make you eat it.”
“Step aside.” He redirects the gun to her. “The tart ain’t coming wivvus.”
“Why not?”
“We can’t be knowing who the flaming hell this doggess is, and she’s associated with Luther. She could be a murderer, a thief, a spy, a seductress—”
“A seductress?” Silver cuts him off. “That scares you? A woman wanting to have sex with you? Shit. If that’s the way my day ends, I’ll call it a success.”
“She’s a filthy Taint.” He jabs a finger in Ria’s direction. “My people don’t give safe harbor to no Taints.”
“I’m a Taint,” Carmen pipes up, challenging him. “Your people gave me safe harbor.”
“Them circumstances was different,” he maintains.
“Were they? I brought one of your Deltas back to you after I found her lost and abandoned in London. These queer folks”—she points at Silver, Alex and Luka—“one of whom is also a Taint, found one of your Deltas lost and abandoned in Manchester, and now you have him back.” She draws Bold’s attention to Tomkin, who doesn’t appear to have any hostility toward Ria, he’s just happy to have his freedom.
“What’s your point?” Bold holds the gun at his side, no longer aiming it at anyone.
“We helped your people, now you help one of ours.”
His staunch position swayed by facts he can’t deny, and her appeal to his moral conscience, it takes only a few seconds of deliberation before he relents, tucking the gun back in its place.
“Fine, keep the wench.” He spots a length of rope lying on the ground beside the tracks, swipes it, and holds it out to Silver. “But tie her mitts up.”
“What for?”
“Just bloody well do it,” he snarls, forcing her to take the rope from him.
Silver is about to object further, but Ria steps between them, cooling Silver’s temper instantly.
“It’s all right.” She holds her wrists out. “I don’t mind. You can bind me if it’ll make everyone feel safer in my company.”
Silver’s eyes soften. “I don’t feel unsafe in your company.”
“But they do.” Ria tips her head to the Deltas, keeping her wrists extended. “So do as they ask, okay? I don’t have the energy to fight with anyone.”
Silver pulls the rope through her palm, feeling how coarse it is, wincing at the burning sensation caused by the friction. “This isn’t right.”
“Trust me,” Ria insists, “being tied up by an attractive woman is the very least of all the indecencies I’ve suffered of late. In fact, it’s almost rather pleasant.”
Smiling, Silver deliberately ties the rope loosely, binding Ria as gently as possible. “I’ll try my best to tilt the scale in that direction.”
“I don’t think you’ll have to try too hard.” The words slip out of Ria’s mouth before she has a chance to edit herself, and she quickly backpedals. “I mean, you saved my life. Everything from here on in that doesn’t result in death or torture will represent a massive improvement in my situation.”
Done with the rope, Silver moves stray hair away from Ria’s face, checking her for any signs of injury. “Did those men hurt you?”
“Nothing that won’t heal.”
Aware that the rest of the group is moving on without them—Bold, Mason and Tomkin sticking together, Linx hovering close to Alex, and Luka trying to latch onto a wholly uninterested Carmen—Silver and Ria lag behind.
In silence, Silver strokes her thumbs over Ria’s cheekbones, cupping her face, silently wondering how such a delicate creature could end up thrown into a dry canal bed several hundred feet beneath the earth, tormented by a gang of violent thugs.
“How about you?” Ria asks, breaking the mounting tension between them. “How’s your face?”
“Huh?”
“You let Slade hit you. Why did you do that?”
The wallop impinged on Silver’s mind so little, she’d almost forgotten about it.
“I needed him to lash out so that he’d be close enough for me to get him under control, that’s all,” she plays the incident down. “It’s sad really, but provocation is a tactic that never fails to work on men—I learned that a long time ago. A gun might not frighten them, but their fragile egos can’t withstand a few well slung insults.”
“You’re very brave.”
Silver shrugs. “You say brave, others say reckless. There’s a fine line.”
“Does it hurt?” Ria reaches up to Silver’s face, tracing a fingertip over the bruise.
“I don’t know.” Silver watches her intently, poring over her symmetrical cheek bones, full lips, and the sincere look of concern in her eyes. “My mind’s been rather distracted from it.”
Suddenly shy, Ria lets her gaze drop, breaking eye contact while her fingertip trails slowly down Silver’s cheek, jaw line, and neck. “My mother always used to say that a kiss has the power to make anything better.”
A smile tugs at Silver’s lips. “That sounds like a theory worth testing.”
Ria’s eyes quickly dart back up to meet Silver’s, checking for any hint that she might be joking or teasing. To her surprise, she finds none. So, curling her fingers around Silver’s shirt collar, she stands on tiptoe and leans forward, pressing a light, nervous kiss against her cheek.
“Thank you for freeing me.” She stays close. “I’m indebted to you.”
“You don’t owe me anything,” Silver assures her. “I don’t want you to feel that way. I’m not a mercenary.”
“Is there nothing I can do for you?” Ria looks up at her, still holding onto her collar. “I don’t have any money, but people in this world seldom do anything for anyone without expecting some form of repayment.”
She looks so serious, and Silver can’t resist injecting some levity.
“Are you offering yourself to me sexually?”
Deeply flustered and embarrassed—the spell well and truly broken—Ria pulls away and dips her head, striving not to burst into tears.
“No! Oh, my god … I … I’m so sorry.” A single tear escapes and she backhands it away, hoping Silver didn’t notice. “I shouldn’t have—”
“Hey, don’t be like that.” Puzzled by Ria’s sudden shift in emotion, Silver grabs her shoulders, preventing her from turning away. “It’s okay, there’s no need to get upset. I was only teasing. I didn’t mean to offend you.”
“Offend me?”
“I should’ve known it was a touchy subject.” Silver caresses her face, thumbing away another tumbling teardrop. “I felt the way you recoiled when I was taunting Slade.”
“Not because I was offended, or disgusted.” Ria takes a deep breath, forcing herself to be calm. “What he said is true: I am gay—I feel safe telling you that. It’s just I’ve never heard anyone talk so brazenly about sexuality the way you did back there. It was shocking, but not really in a bad way.”
“Okay, fair enough. But why are you so upset right now? I wasn’t being serious.”
Ria looks pitifully forlorn, her eyes downturned and her brow furrowed. “Do you honestly not know?”
“Know what?”
“You can’t go about making jokes like that.” She keeps her voice low, even though they’re completely alone. “It’s against the law.”
“What is?” Silver snorts. “Making sex jokes?”
“Homosexuality,” Ria says softly, as if it’s a bad word.
Silver almost laughs, the notion absurd. “You can’t outlaw homosexuality. That’s like saying all chickens have to be brown: you can’t decide that. You get what you get.”
“I wish it were that simple.” Ria seems close to shedding more tears.
Baffled by the concept of a law that prohibits people from loving one another freely, Silver’s not sure what kind of comfort she can offer. Coming from a place where sexuality is a complete non-issue, the only way she can relate to it at all is by comparing it to the Hunter Division rules governing intimate relationships between Hunters—the rules she’d spent much of her adult life breaking.
They state that no senior ranking Hunter can engage in sexual relationships with other Hunters, which became a problem for her when she was promoted to Commander, and Alex was serving beneath her. They should’ve broken off their relationship immediately. Instead, they subverted Hunter Division law and kept seeing one another—a decision which ultimately resulted in dishonorable discharge for both of them.
Fuck the Hunter Division.
Fuck British law.
Love is love, no matter what.
About to say some words to that effect, Silver is cut off by the sudden reappearance of Alex, doubling back on the path to check on them.
“Silver,” he snaps at her. “You’re trailing.”
Smiling apologetically, wishing they had more time to talk this subject out, Silver reaches for Ria’s hands and coaxes her gently onward. It doesn’t seem like much, but the simple act of slipping her hand between Ria’s and weaving their fingers together has the meek brunette swooning for her. It’s a silent demonstration that she has no fear of the law, and Ria finds that fearlessness both terrifying and exhilarating.
In any case, having her wrists bound together makes it difficult to navigate over the bumps and dips in the uneven ground, and clinging to Silver’s hand ensures that she doesn’t take a tumble into a ditch, or twist her ankle in a mole hill. At least, that’s the excuse she’s using to justify the fact that they remain in constant physical contact for a little over an hour, until they reach Stretford.
Only there, under black looks from Bold and Mason, does she finally extricate herself.
“I have to pee anyway.” Silver squeezes her shoulder, knowing full well why she withdrew. “Will you be okay on your own for a minute?”
Ria nods and forces a smile, despite feeling vulnerable in Silver’s absence. The Deltas scare her, and although Luka and Alex aren’t exactly being hostile, they’re not going out of their way to make her feel welcome, either. Alex keeps his back to her, Luka is preoccupied with Carmen, and neither of them seems approachable.
Growing uncomfortable, and well aware that Mason’s still gawking at her, she deliberately keeps her distance from all of them. She hears Bold announce to the rest of the group that they’ll take a short break to eat before moving on, then she sees him disappear inside a barn. He returns moments later—following a series of horse nickers—carrying a bundle of bread and cheese to share.
The sight of food makes her stomach growl, but she knows better than to expect him to feed her. So despite being painfully hungry, she turns her back on them and wanders up to the barn to take her mind off it and fuss over the animals.
The horses welcome her arrival by nickering and snorting, clamoring for attention as she hand feeds them bunches of hay from the manger.
“There, there.” She rubs Fitch’s nose, much to his delight. “Good boy.”
Grabbing a grooming brush from a table of tack supplies, she begins to rub him down, eliciting more contented nickers and sighs. It’s not long, though, before she feels the presence of someone else in the barn with her.
Mason.
He’s sneaking up behind her; she can smell the rank odor of sweat and cheese.
“What do you want?” she asks without turning around.
His stealthy approach rumbled, Mason sidles closer and fingers some hair that’s fallen loose from her braid, moving it back and exposing her neck.
“How much?” he hisses against her ear.
Ria’s chest feels tight, her heart beating erratically. “What?” Barely audible.
“You’re a tart.” He grips her waist with his hot, clammy hands. “Slade said so.”
“You believe everything Slade says?”
“Why else would the Arch Rogue want you?” He gropes her ass.
“Luther’s a whoremonger with no respect for women.” She elbows his hand away. “He takes any flesh, whether it’s for sale or not.”
“And what’s so special about yours?” He latches onto her again.
“Nothing.” She squirms, but can’t get free. “Why are you doing this? You hate Taints.”
“I do, but my cock can’t seem to tell the difference.” He presses his erection against her back. “Flesh is flesh, and I’m gonna stuff you like a Christmas turkey.”
“Please stop.” She battles tears.
With her hands bound in front of her, she has no hope of defending herself. She wrestles with her binds, trying to get loose, but all that does is burn her skin.
“Now, now.” He stops her. “I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”
He drags her away from Fitch and throws her up against the barn wall. Lifting her bound wrists above her head, he catches the rope on a hook meant for horse tack and renders her completely helpless.
“I’ll scream,” she threatens.
“Don’t be ungrateful.”
“Ungrateful?! What for? You think I should be flattered that you want to shove your dick inside me?”
“We busted you out of Slade’s warren, love. I think that deserves a freebie.”
“You didn’t help me—Silver did.” She kicks at him, but misses. “You wanted to leave me there.”
“Yeah, well”—he looks around the barn, has an idea, then lifts her off the hook and throws her down onto a pile of hay instead—“now I’m glad we didn’t.”
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Ria makes as much noise as she can, but Mason stuffs a rag in her mouth and continues his assault. Looming over her on the hay pile, he kneels between her legs, pins her bound arms above her head, and starts to unfasten her kicksies.
“You really are something to look at.” He ogles her, struggling with the buttons while she writhes beneath him.
“And that’s all you’re ever gonna get to do.” Silver aims her gun at the back of his head. “You can look, but you sure as fuck don’t get to touch.”
Mason stops moving.
“Raise your hands and back away from her,” Silver demands. “Quietly and slowly, else I’ll really, really hurt you.”
“Calm down.” Mason laughs, relaxing against the hay. “I’m having a bit of fun with her. I thought she could make herself useful.”
Keeping her gun on Mason, Silver helps Ria up off the hay, sets her on her feet, and removes the rag from her mouth.
“Did he hurt you?”
Utterly overwhelmed, Ria stars to sob.
“I didn’t do nothing,” Mason grumbles.
“I think you did enough,” Silver growls back at him.
The tears tumbling free, Ria runs from the barn. Silver tries to snag her, but fails. Momentarily torn between punishing Mason and going after her, she hesitates for a split second, then holsters her gun.
“I’m watching you, you pathetic little shit.”
Her hot temper flared, she exits the barn after Ria and tries to catch up, her progress impeded almost immediately by Bold.
“Peckish?”
He steps in front of her and offers her a portion of bread and cheese, behaving perfectly normally, Ria’s distress simply not worthy of his attention.
Silver snatches the food. “Do you know what your friend just did to her?” She doesn’t wait for him to answer. “Jesus, I was only gone for two minutes and that bastard tried to rape her. What the hell’s wrong with you people?”
Bold remains unfazed, clearly of the belief that Mason’s cruel treatment of Ria is nothing whatsoever to apologize for.
“You assholes.” Silver backs away.
Spinning on her heels, she storms across the farm to find Ria and crosses paths with Alex, almost running headlong into him.
“Where are you going?” He tries to capture her. “Come sit with me.”
“Screw off,” she barks, refusing to stop, unfairly taking her anger out on him. “I’m not in the mood for this bullshit.”
Unbeknownst to her, Linx is primed and ready to swoop in and claim her unwanted goods.
“I’ll sit with you,” she beams. “You can finish telling me about how you once killed three Chimera with your bare hands.”
So be it.
Meanwhile, on the other side of the farm, Silver finds Ria sitting on an old metal bench behind a tumbledown cottage that backs out onto the River Mersey.
“I was afraid you’d bolted.”
Ria puts her fingers to her lips. She silences Silver, then points to the other side of the river where an adult doe is grazing in a field of daisies with her two young fawns.
It’s so tranquil out here. The River Mersey gurgles and trickles in the background, birds sing to one another in the treetops, frogs ribbit on the riverbank, and grasshoppers chirp in the long grass. If it weren’t for the small matter of an attempted sexual assault marring the ambiance, this place would be quite relaxing.
“Aren’t they gorgeous?” Ria whispers, watching the deer. “I’ve spent so much of my life in the city, it’s easy to forget how beautiful other parts of the country can be.”
Glad to see that Ria’s stopped crying—though her eyes are puffy and red, her cheeks still damp—Silver sits down beside her, setting the food to one side.
“I’ve spent my whole life in just one city.” She stretches her legs out and leans back, making herself comfortable. “It was all we knew.”
Curious, Ria studies Silver’s clothes. She runs a finger over her thigh, feeling the texture of her jeans, then she scrutinizes the Omega emblem on her belt buckle.
“You dress differently. Where are you from?”
Silver shrugs. “I don’t know what you’d call it. It’s not even a real country anymore.”
“Somewhere in the Americas?” Ria wipes her damp cheeks with her sleeve. “What’s it like over there?” She dabs at her eyes.
“Well, booze is pretty much illegal, and you can be banished for stealing a paperclip from the stationery cupboard, but at least I can make love to a woman without getting thrown in prison.”
“Who said anything about prison?” Ria starts to look forlorn again. “The penalty for same sex love is death.”
“Are you fucking serious?!” Silver stares at her openmouthed. “Christ, I wouldn’t have made it past fourteen.”
Intrigued by that, but hiding it well, Ria looks down into her lap, fidgeting with her fingers. “Must be nice to love so freely.”
Her sadness palpable, tears on the brink of returning again, Silver rubs her back.
“Laws can change.” She reaches for the bread and cheese. “Here, I brought you something to eat.” She unveils the cheddar and wholegrain. “Share with me, please. You must be half starved.”
“You don’t have to give me your food.” Ria stops her from ripping the bread in half. “Just … let me go.” She holds her bound wrists out expectantly. “I promise I won’t follow you.”
“You want me to let you go? In the woods? On your own?” Silver shakes her head, taking a bite of cheddar. “I don’t think so.”
“But I’ll only cause you trouble.”
“I like trouble.”
“I’m being serious.” Ria suppresses another wave of tears. “You can’t keep defending me. I can’t keep letting you.”
“Why not?”
“Because I … and they might think that you …” She closes her eyes, squeezing out a teardrop. “You’re being too kind to me.”
“No, I’m behaving normally.” Silver thumbs the tear away. “The others are behaving like twats.”
“They have their reasons.”
“Why? Because you’re a Taint?” Silver divides the bread and passes her half. “That’s not a reason, it’s an excuse.”
Ria accepts the bread, too ravenous to refuse it a second time. “Do you know what happened to them? The Deltas.” She pauses to munch a chunk of crust. “A few generations ago, when our government first found a way to catalogue the population—”
“By using the virus?” Silver butts in for clarification.
Ria nods, taking another bite. “They called it the human betterment package. They harnessed the virus to nanites, and now they use the nanites to control it: what effects it produces, and what effects it doesn’t. Basically switching different elements of the virus on and off as they please.”
“I guess they weren’t too happy when they found out some people were immune.” Silver breaks off a piece of cheese.
“Quite a few people in actual fact.” Ria takes the cheese, their fingertips touching lightly. “How good is your fourteenth century European history?”
Silver feigns confusion. “Time goes back that far?”
“Yes.” Ria laughs. “There was a plague. Did you know that? It wiped out over a hundred million people in Europe.”
“That’s a bummer.”
Smirking, Ria continues. “It was called the Black Death.”
“Sounds appropriate.”
“This is relevant, trust me.” She nibbles on the cheese. “The Black Death was a retrovirus, and it used a gene called CCR5 to infect host cells—the same gene targeted by the human betterment package, and the original Chimera virus.”
“Which means … ?”
“Most Europeans carrying a normal copy of that gene died in the fourteenth century. Those who didn’t—those who were immune—survived.”
Silver catches on. “Resulting in a population of humans who were mostly immune to the Chimera virus when it was first unleashed. Which explains why your continent wasn’t so badly affected when the shit hit the fan.”
“Delta-32 was the name given to the mutated CCR5 gene—hence Deltas—and the government’s solution to the problem of having a large number of people they couldn’t catalogue—”
“You mean control,” Silver interjects cynically.
Ria doesn’t argue with that. “They ordered a purge, and it went on for decades. Anyone found to have the Delta-32 gene was culled.”
“That’s mass murder.”
“It was genocide. When it was finally over—when the Delta population had been reduced by almost ninety percent—the purge stopped. Deltas were branded, and forced to live in designated compounds away from the general population.”
“To prevent them from corrupting the superior gene pool?”
Ria nods again. “Needless to say, there’s some residual animosity between the Deltas and the rest of us; the people they call Taints.”
In silence, sobered by the history lesson, Silver finishes her share of the bread. When she’s done, she watches Ria pick delicately at her portion, nibbling at it like a mouse, finding it awkward to eat properly with her wrists roped together.
“I can’t bear to watch this anymore.” She pulls Ria’s hands onto her lap. “I want to untie you, but you have to promise me you won’t do anything silly.”
“I won’t run from you,” Ria pledges. “Not if you’re sure you want me—”
“Yes.” Silver doesn’t wait for her to finish. “I’m sure.”
She makes quick work of the knot and discards the rope, keeping hold of Ria’s right hand. The back of her wrist looks sore, the skin irritated and pink: evidence of her encounter with Mason.
“He hurt you.” She strokes her fingers over the bruised skin.
“I hurt myself,” Ria corrects her. “Trying to get away from him.”
That doesn’t make it any less awful.
Silver kisses it better. “I’m sorry.”
Willing her cheeks not to flush with color, Ria flounders to form words.
Eventually, “It’s not your fault.”
“It’s certainly not yours.” Silver gives Ria’s hand a brief squeeze, then reaches for the last piece of cheese. “Here, eat this.”
“No, it’s yours.” Ria stubbornly refuses to accept it, going so far as to turn her head to avoid looking at it.
“Come on,” Silver whines. “You’ve hardly eaten anything. Don’t make me hold you down and force feed you.”
Ria keeps her head turned.
“Oh, I get it.” Silver tries a different tactic instead. “That’s what you want. You want me to get on top of you, pin you down, and—”
Floored again by Silver’s unrestrained words, Ria swings around to face her, her mouth wide open … and in goes the cheese before she realizes it’s coming.
“Aha!” Silver grins triumphantly. “Gotcha!”
Feeling substantially less miserable than she did a few minutes ago, Ria succumbs and bites into it. “I’ve honestly never met anyone like you.”
“I hope that’s a compliment.” Silver looks around, suddenly realizing that the garden is full of dandelions. “Hey, do you wanna pick some dandelions with me?”
“Sure.” Ria finishes the cheese. “Are we making a salad?”
“We’re gonna try.” Silver wanders out into the middle of the lawn, seeking the best area to pick from. “It’d be better if we had some cucumber, lettuce, and tomatoes, but we’ll make do.”
Ria giggles. “Say that again.”
“We’ll make do?”
“No, the other bit.”
“Cucumber, lettuce and tomatoes?”
Joining Silver in the lawn, Ria giggles again. To her ear, Silver’s pronunciation of the word ‘tomatoes’—tuh-may-toes—is alien, unusual, and humorous.
“Tomatoes,” she says in her own accent, still laughing. From her lips, the word sounds like tom-ahh-toes.
“Are you making fun of me?” Silver stifles her own laugh.
“No, not at all.” Ria forces a straight face, pinching her lips together so that another giggle can’t escape.
Like a shot, Silver lunges at her. She wraps her arms around Ria’s waist and tackles her, pulling her down into a bed of tall grass and dandelions. In doing so, she elicits a squeal of pleasure, followed by more giggling.
Cradling Ria in the crook of her arm, Silver leans over her so that the sun doesn’t blind her, and it’s in this pose that Ria finds herself suppressing a sudden and intensely vivid fantasy of being kissed.
“Thank you,” she coos.
“What for this time?” Silver rests her other hand on Ria’s hip.
“Cheering me up.”
Scarcely a second elapses, but the moment feels never ending. Sinking into it, allowing the fantasy to take over, Ria closes her eyes and parts her lips slightly—ever so slightly—in case Silver should feel inclined to take advantage of them. Instead …
“I would kill him, you know. If he touched you.” Silver fondles Ria’s hip. “I would kill him.”
Ria doesn’t doubt that for a second. Their eyes locked on one another, she reaches up and caresses Silver’s cheek with her palm, not knowing quite what to say. The opportunity’s soon lost anyway.
“Ahem,” Alex clears his throat loudly, making them both jump.
Shit. He’s standing at the edge of the garden, glowering at Silver.
Remaining perfectly calm, her expression giving nothing away—despite the fact that it looks for all the world as though she’s poised to commence an affair—Silver attempts to placate him.
“This isn’t exactly what it looks like.”
“I’m sure.” Alex remains stern-faced. “We’re ready to head out, so hurry the hell up.”
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Hours pass. The sun starts to sink slowly in the sky, the air cools, and Alex never leaves Linx’s side—much to Silver’s chagrin. At Stretford, he’d volunteered to give Tomkin his horse, so he’s been riding with Linx ever since.
A pattern is definitely forming.
The three male Deltas—Bold, Mason and Tomkin—stick together, riding slightly apart from the rest of the group. Linx and Alex ride together, engaged in their own private conversation, while Luka rides alongside Carmen, determined to make her succumb to his charms. Silver and Ria bring up the back of the group, largely ignored by everyone else.
As Aiden had ridden with her, Silver rides with Ria in front of her: one arm around her waist, the other on the reins. Very occasionally, she catches Alex glancing back at them, his expression pure displeasure.
Before sunset, they stop beside a small lake so that the horses can drink and graze a little, and water bottles or canteens can be refilled. Bold would like to cover some more ground before nightfall, but nobody else seems so keen.
It’s been a long day, and the rest of the group is tired. Besides, this seems like a good place to settle for the night. The lake is nestled close to a small clearing, light tree cover on one side, dense forest on the other; it feels tranquil.
Leaving Ria sitting on a tree stump in the clearing, never out of eyeshot, Silver goes to the edge of the lake to fetch water for them both. From here, she has eyes on practically the whole group.
While Mason wanders off alone, bow in hand, to see if he can rustle up something meaty for dinner, Bold and Tomkin sit and talk together like long lost brothers. Gesticulating wildly, they exchange lovingly remembered tales from their youth, each reminding the other of minutiae they’d forgotten.
On the other side of the clearing, Luka is still trying his luck with Carmen, despite the fact that she remains utterly unmoved by the attention. He should be embarrassed by how desperate he’s appearing, but he simply doesn’t know when to quit.
Finally, her eyes are drawn back to Alex and Linx. They’re never more than three feet apart, Linx listening with interest as Alex relates exaggerated war stories. Alex seems comfortable in her company, which is mildly unnerving in its own way. He was never a confident flirt, and was seldom ever aware when a woman was hitting on him. Of course, he’s only ever been with two women, so his experience is limited.
Forcing herself to look away, Silver uncaps the first bottle and submerges it, watching the bubbles of air rise to the surface and pop. At the same time, more bubbles—much larger ones—appear further from the lakeshore. Do fish fart?
Her contemplations are cut short.
Luka plants himself on a rock beside her. “Is he doing it again?”
“Yup.” Silver sighs, looking back at Alex one more time. “But now I sort of deserve it.”
“What did you do?”
“Technically?” She pulls the bottle out of the water and screws the cap on. “Nothing.”
“Okay, so what does he think you did?”
In response, Silver glances over her shoulder at Ria, catching her eyes for a few seconds.
“Oh …” Luka connects the dots. “I’d be all for that, just so you know. You can put sexual liberation at the top of the exceedingly massive list of reasons why Luka would make a better husband.”
“Exceedingly massive?” Silver uncaps another bottle and dunks it under the water, chuckling quietly. “You always did have a high opinion of yourself.”
“Not unduly, though. You gotta admit.”
She shows him her middle finger. “You’re a shit disturber. You know that?”
“I’m a glutton for punishment, and I don’t give up easy.”
Silver caps the second bottle, shaking her head in despair. “Speaking of flogging a dead horse, leave Carmen alone.”
“Why?”
“For one thing, she’s a Taint. She could be contagious for all you know.”
The look on Luka’s face tells Silver he hadn’t thought that through.
“Don’t worry, though,” Silver continues. “That pales into insignificance compared to the other thing.”
“What other thing?”
She gets up and offers him some commiseration by way of three firm pats on the back. “I’m pretty sure she’s gay, dude.”
Leaving him to ponder that, she returns to Ria.
“Water?” She offers her one of the bottles.
“God, yes.” Ria rises to meet her, downing half of it in a few gulps.
“No-one bothered you this time, did they?”
Ria shakes her head. “They wouldn’t dare with you being so close.”
Silver likes the sound of that. “I guess I’ll have to stay close, then, won’t I?”
Ria’s cheeks burn. Completely overwhelmed by how much she wants Silver to kiss her, her mind tumbles into freefall, and she can’t think of anything to say. She feels unsteady on her feet, and presses her back against a nearby tree, relying on it for support. Right now, if Silver were to pounce upon her, pinning her there, their lips pinched together, she’s certain it would feel nothing short of perfect.
But nothing happens.
Nothing quite like that anyway.
While she’s standing there, Silver notices that she’s wearing a necklace. It’s a gold cross of some kind, but not exactly like the old Christian symbol Silver’s seen in plenty of ruined churches in her homeland. This one has two extra horizontal bars: one above the arms of the cross, and one below, slanted to the right.
Interested, Silver slides her fingers down the chain, her fingertips brushing softly against Ria’s skin, making her shiver. At the bottom of the chain, barely an inch above Ria’s breasts, Silver lifts the pendant into her hand.
“What is this? It looks religious.”
Ria was so hoping for a kiss, it takes her a while to articulate a response. “It is. I mean, I’m not—who is anymore?—but my ancestors were.”
“Is it an heirloom?”
Ria nods. “It was my mother’s, and her mother’s before that, and her mother’s … and so on. If you go back far enough, my family belonged to the Russian Orthodox Church.”
“Russian?”
Nodding again, Ria smiles shyly. “I’m Russian.”
The hit comes out of nowhere.
Silver is so preoccupied with Ria, and Ria vice versa, neither one of them sees Linx move. They don’t see her get up, nab Bold’s gun, and stride across the clearing. They don’t see anything at all, until it’s much too late to stop it.
Sensing movement in her close periphery, Ria turns her head in time to receive a blow to the side of her face from the butt of the gun, the power of the strike knocking her back against the tree, and from there to the ground.
At that point, Silver reacts instinctively. She grabs Linx’s wrist, applying pressure in precisely the right spot to make her drop the gun, then she dislocates her elbow. One sharp upwards jab with her hand is all the force it takes to pop the joint out of place, and she follows it with a swift elbow to the face.
Linx’s nasal cartilage pops, blood pouring from her nose. Of course, this time, Alex leaps to her defense without any hesitation.
“Jesus, Silver! She’s a kid!”
“Yeah”—Silver scoops the gun off the ground and dangles it in front of him—“an untrained kid with a semi-automatic weapon aimed at an unarmed woman.”
Alex doesn’t want to hear it. He takes Linx under his arm and leads her to the bank of the lake to pop her elbow back into place and stem the bleeding.
Angered by his reaction almost more than the act of violence itself, Silver suddenly finds it a great deal easier to give less of a shit about him spending so much time with Linx. She doesn’t have the patience for dickheads.
Stowing the gun in the waistband of her jeans, she drops to her knees beside Ria. “People really have it in for you, don’t they?”
“They seem to.” She lets Silver help her sit up. “More so lately.”
“Are you okay?”
Clearly not. Her cheek is already purple where the gun hit her, and she’s bleeding from a scratch near her hairline where she fell into the tree. Silver extends a hand to inspect the wound—the reflex automatic—but she hesitates halfway.
“Are you … ?”
Ria reads her mind. “You can’t catch anything from me, I promise, but I assumed you were immune.”
She takes Silver’s left hand and bares her wrist, checking for the telltale brand of a Delta. She doesn’t find that, but she does uncover a three inch vertical scar. It runs down the middle of her wrist and shows evidence of multiple incisions, made at different times, some parts of the scar better healed than others.
Ria gasps, touching her fingers to it.
“I’m not a Delta.” Silver covers herself back up, avoiding the obvious. “But I am uninfected. I was wiped by the British military, and I want to stay that way.”
Ria nods, understanding. “It’s all right. You can touch me.” She tries to put the sight of the scar out of her mind. “Please touch me.”
Silver does so immediately. She holds Ria’s face in her hands, picks a few small slivers of bark out of the wound, then catches a runaway droplet of blood on her finger and wipes it away.
“You seem pretty calm,” she observes. “This isn’t the first time you’ve been dealt a blow because of your bloodline, is it?”
“It happens on occasion.”
Silver fingers the necklace again. “Why do you wear this if it has the potential to get you beaten up?”
“Its religious symbolism is so obsolete, most people have no idea what it means unless I tell them. But it’s not like I can ever really hide who I am anyway. One look at my Authenticard and anyone can know that I have Russian blood.”
“Authenticard?” Silver looks confused.
“You don’t have one?” Ria looks more confused.
“I’ve only been here five days. What is it?”
“Hold on, are you an illegal immigrant?”
Silver laughs. “I guess so. I think we were going to be given British citizenship—we were transported out here like refugees—but that all kinda went to shit when we crash landed in the Peak District.” She raises a curious eyebrow at Ria. “Why? Are you gonna turn me in to the law?”
“I don’t think that would be in my best interests, since I seem to need you around to protect me.” She pulls something out of her bra and hands it to Silver. “This is my Authenticard.”
It’s a small, slim, rectangular piece of plastic with Ria’s photograph and personal details on it.
“Oh, it’s an ID card.” Silver studies it.
“It’s more than that. It’s a payment card, proof of citizenship—everything. It’s against the law not to carry it with you.”
Silver absorbs Ria’s details.
Name: Rianne Zykova.
Address: 208 White Hart Lane, Tottenham, Haringey, Zone N17.
Birthdate: 04/10/2320.
She performs a quick mental calculation. Ria’s twenty-eight, turning twenty-nine this year. Flipping the card over, she learns more from the back: height; weight; hair and eye color; a Russian flag, followed by the words ‘travel permit required’.
“Now you know everything about me.” Ria simpers.
“Now I know what your government thinks I should know about you.” Silver hands the card back. “What does it mean that you need a travel permit?”
Ria looks sheepish. “I’m not allowed to leave London without one. Russians are …”—she searches for the right words—“subject to certain restrictions.”
“So you’re breaking the law, too?”
“It looks that way.” Ria tucks the card back into her bra. “Are you sure you want to associate yourself with such a wanton lawbreaker?”
“I’ll take my chances.” Silver rubs Ria’s thigh. “Now let’s get you up and out of the dirt.”
Ria accepts Silver’s help to her feet, but nearly collapses again once she gets vertical. Her vision blurs, then grays, and she feels lightheaded.
“Oh, whoa. Careful.” Silver props her up against the tree, one hand on her hip, the other against her ribs. “Do you need to sit back down?”
Ria closes her eyes and shakes her head, waiting for the dizziness to pass.
“Are you sure?” Silver moves closer, transferring her hand from Ria’s ribcage to the tree beside her head. “You might be concussed.”
Ria doesn’t know how to respond. Truthfully, she’s far from sure of anything. She slides her hands up to Silver’s shoulders, steadying herself, and waits with bated breath for whatever’s about to happen next. However, when Silver takes her by the chin and tilts her head up, instead of welcoming the chance of a kiss, she panics.
“They’re watching us.” She flits her eyes over to the Deltas and back again.
“I’m sure they are.” Silver turns Ria’s head to the side, watching a drop of blood trickle down her hairline like a tear. “Can I clean you up?”
Unable to form words, Ria simply nods. She waits patiently while Silver fetches a cloth from one of the saddlebags, and doesn’t object when she takes her by the hand and leads her over to the lakeside.
“So why do these people hate Russians so much?” Silver pats the surface of a big, flat rock on the very edge of the shore and coaxes her to sit.
Ria shrugs. “Russia was responsible for detonating the nuclear warhead that kick-started the spread of the first Chimera virus. My people caused the end of the last epoch.”
Silver makes a face. “Yeah, but that was over three centuries ago.”
“True, but the war’s still raging. The political war anyway.”
“Because the Russian Federation refused to join the Empire of Great Britain?” Silver guesses, crouching next to Ria and soaking the cloth in the lake.
“Exactly. They wouldn’t submit to foreign rule. How did you know that?”
“The British military gave us a crash course in the geography of the Empire when they landed in our city.” Silver wrings out the cloth and presses it against Ria’s head.
“Did your people give up their independence?” Ria winces as Silver dabs at her wound.
“We had little choice. We had an unsustainable power supply and a food shortage. It would’ve been suicide to turn them away.” She finishes cleaning the wound and wipes the blood off Ria’s hair. “So my homeland’s a shithole. What’s yours like?”
“I wouldn’t know, I’ve never been there. My parents were refugees from the Russian Federation. They sought asylum in London, and that’s where I was born—that’s my home.”
“Russian blood, British heart.” Silver concludes succinctly.
While she rinses out the cloth, Ria glances over at the clearing. Linx—her elbow put back in place by Alex—is exchanging words with Bold, clearly telling him that “the Taint is a fucking Russian”, causing him to glare daggers in their direction.
“They think I’m a monster.” Ria looks away.
This isn’t the first time Silver’s heard an innocent, beautiful woman say those words, and to hear them again further fuels her defensive streak.
“First off, I’ve seen plenty of true monsters in my time, and you’re not one of them: you’re much too pretty. Secondly, I spent six years of my life with someone who was perceived that way, and I tend not to give a shit what people think.”
“Do you make a habit of this, then? Defending outcasts.”
“I have a soft spot for damsels in distress.” Silver wrings out the cloth again and lays it against a rock to dry. “The last pretty woman I picked up was caught in the middle of a war zone: human versus Chimera. When I found her, she was naked, alone, and completely lost. My comrades wanted to kill her.”
“Why?”
“Because she was different.”
Recalling that—recalling her last damsel’s startlingly violet eyes which had seemed so terrifyingly strange all those years ago—Silver feels a pang of regret. Alice was treated so badly by so many people, over something that seems so insignificant now. How pathetically naïve they all were before the British army arrived, bringing the new virus—the human betterment package—with them.
“What happened to her?” Ria draws Silver back to the present.
In answer, Silver opts to give her the highly simplified version of a story that began with finding a mysterious, attractive woman who was nearly shot to death by the Hunter Division, and resulted in a romantic relationship that lasted for the entire duration of her banishment to the Fringe District.
“I shared a bed with her for six years.”
“Ah, so that explains why you seem so comfortable in the close company of another woman.” Ria’s heart thumps excitedly.
“I’ve had some practice.” Silver winks.
As she washes her hands in the lake and shakes the water off, the setting sun glints on her wedding ring, catching Ria’s attention.
“Oh, my gosh. You’re married?” she asks, trying to conceal a brief flutter of disappointment.
“Just about.”
“We’ve spent virtually the whole day together. I can’t believe I didn’t notice.” This time, her blush is due to embarrassment. “I’m so sorry. I’ve misread you terribly. I thought you were … oh, god. I didn’t realize.”
“You thought I was what?” Silver fishes for her to say it. Gay? Flirting?
“Never mind,” Ria brushes it off, mentally chastising herself for having mistaken Silver’s kindness for something greater. “I was being foolish, that’s all.”
Suddenly realizing that Alex’s anger back at the dandelion lawn in Stretford might not have been the scowl of a homophobe, but that of a jealous spouse, Ria tests out a new conclusion.
“Is he your husband?” She tips her head to Alex.
Silver glances over her shoulder, finding him still tending to Linx on the other side of the lake.
“What gave it away? All the passive aggressive hostility?”
“You’re not on good terms?” Ria does her best to keep her voice neutral.
“I pissed him off.”
“By helping me?”
“By not letting him fuck me the other night.”
Shocked by Silver’s unexpected openness and brutal honesty, Ria drops eye contact.
“Now I’ve offended you,” Silver assumes, accepting that it was probably only a matter of time.
“No, but I think your wild tongue is going to take some getting used to.”
“You’re not the first woman to tell me that.” Silver grins, draping her arm casually over Ria’s lap.
A fire creeps back into Ria’s cheeks. She’s used to hiding cautious flirtation behind layers of innuendo and double-speak. To hear another woman make such an uncensored, casual quip has her instantly flustered and utterly incapable of concealing it.
“Are you always so blunt?”
“I’m crude.”
“You speak your mind, and there’s nothing wrong in that.”
“Good, then I should tell you that you’re not being foolish. I think you’re reading me pretty well.” She holds Ria’s eyes. “And I think I’m reading you pretty well, too.”
Ria feels the fire in her face again, but she doesn’t shy from it. She doesn’t look away, and she certainly doesn’t retreat. Instead, she edges her hand over her lap, sliding her fingers tentatively over Silver’s.
Bubbles.
Silver’s attention is diverted from Ria at the last second, watching another succession of air bubbles rise and pop on the surface of the lake.
And it’s not a farting fish.
It’s something much, much worse.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 
 
Fearful of being watched, Ria glances around to make sure that nobody’s paying any attention. Mason is still hunting, Carmen and Luka are still together in the clearing, and the others—Alex, Bold and Tomkin—are fussing over Linx’s elbow, trying to bind it to limit movement while it heals.
Satisfied that they have some modicum of privacy for a brief time, Ria very slowly weaves her fingers between Silver’s, increasing their physical contact millimeter by millimeter until … Silver pulls away, her eyes turned to the lake.
Confused by Silver’s sudden recoil, Ria draws back. “What’s the matter?”
Silver watches the surface of the lake carefully, waiting for more movement. “This is terrible timing.”
“I’m sorry, I thought—”
“No, no, no.” Silver kisses Ria’s hand. “Not you. Everything you did was perfect, and I want you to hold on tight to that thought, okay? It was a good thought.”
“So why did you—?”
Ria cuts herself short when Silver retrieves Trevor’s gun from the back of her pants.
“Do you know how to use one of these?” Silver holds it out to her.
“Actually, yes.”
“Good.” Silver hauls her up off the rock. “I want you to move away from the edge of the lake and keep this gun in your hand.”
“Why?”
“In case you feel that your safety is threatened.” Silver moves her back against a boulder near the trees.
“Threatened by what?”
Right on cue, something comes up out of the lake. It’s larger than a man, and it has thick, veiny, gray skin. It rises up on two muscular legs, snorts, and bares its teeth. The face of the creature is Chimeran—human-shaped, with violet eyes and a pig-like nose—but this animal is definitely not all Chimera.
It doesn’t have ears, but looks like it might have gills. The pointed talons on its hands are retractable, and it flicks them out as it wades toward the lakeshore. Stepping into shallower water, its tail becomes visible: thick, long, and covered with razor sharp scales.
It sets its eyes on Linx and she screams.
Ria holds her breath.
“Threatened by that.” Silver points at it. “I’ll be right back.”
Before Ria clues in to what’s happening, Silver runs toward the lake, leaps off a rock near the shoreline, and slams into the creature’s chest, knocking it back into deeper water. The two disappear beneath the surface, and after a while, the lake becomes dreadfully still.
Linx is still screaming, though Alex is dragging her to safety, trying to shut her up. Carmen and Luka—who missed the creature’s dramatic entrance—amble slowly toward the lake, oblivious to the danger. Bold runs to get his bow, but nerves impede his ability to properly latch the bowstring into the nock.
Starting to fear that Silver’s been under the water for far too long, panic begins to set in for Ria. While she’s frozen to the spot, scanning the lake for any signs of life, Alex pulls off his shirt, draws his gun, and prepares to dive in. But then …
Air bubbles up from the depths, followed by a gush of blood that turns the water deep red, and he hesitates, not sure if he’s just witnessed the death of his pregnant wife.
His fears are compounded when the creature appears again, shrieking, heaving itself out of the water and onto dry land. It plows straight into him, barreling him into the grass and knocking the gun from his hand.
The creature is bleeding profusely.
Alex punches it about the face, trying to keep its oversized incisors from sinking into the meat of his neck, blood splashing over the lush green grass.
Bold finally gets an arrow drawn, but doesn’t have a clear shot. Luka and Carmen pull their guns, but have the same problem.
Then, the surface of the water ripples and bubbles again, and Silver emerges with her hunting knife clenched in her hand. Her shoulder is oozing blood from the old arrow wound, but she seems otherwise uninjured. She steps out of the water and stomps on the creature’s tail, stealing its attention away from Alex.
“Hey, you fugly sonofabitch. I wasn’t done.”
When she steps off its tail, it rises back up onto two legs, finally giving Bold a chance to fire. Two arrows slam rapidly into the creature’s back, but they have little effect.
The creature barely flinches.
It takes one step toward Silver, and she flies at it without fear. She throws kicks and punches so fast, Ria can’t make heads nor tails of the flailing limbs. At one point, Silver manages to get her knife in it, but there’s so much blood she loses her grip on the handle. When she finally succeeds in getting the creature off its feet, it takes her down with it, falling to the ground.
Landing on its back—with Silver’s weight on its chest—Bold’s arrows are forced all the way through its body, almost touching Silver. It gurgles, blood burbling from its mouth, but still it doesn’t die.
Maneuvering herself into a kneeling position, Silver pulls her knife out of the creature’s side and slams the blade into its skull, right between its eyes, killing it instantly.
Its arms fall limply into the grass.
Its tail stops twitching.
“Fuck you, asshole.” Silver yanks her knife back, the blade coated with blood and fragments of brain matter.
Now that it’s dead, Linx is suddenly very brave. She walks right up to it and kicks the side of its face. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”
“I have.” Silver sits back, catching her breath. “And now I know where it came from.”
A year ago, when she and Alex were on their honeymoon, she’d found one of these creatures roaming about the outskirts of Amaranthe. Initially, Alex thought she’d lost her mind, or eaten some poisonous berries and hallucinated it. Luka accused her of drinking, while the owner of the campsite where they were staying—an old military colleague—assumed she was on drugs.
It wasn’t until another guest at the campsite was killed by the thing that any one of them started taking her seriously, and even then, they didn’t quite believe it until they saw it for themselves.
Once it was dead, they came to the conclusion that it was some kind of one-off mutant—and they’d no reason to think otherwise. They’d never seen anything like it before, nor did they see anything like it again.
Until now.
Close by in the grass, Alex sits up and retrieves his gun. His chest and shoulders—glistening with lake water—are covered in minor scratches from the creature’s talons, but it’s nothing serious.
Bold puts down his bow and turns to Tomkin. “Did you see that shit?!”
Luka starts telling Carmen all about the first one of these they’d encountered, still tragically hoping to woo her, while Ria stuffs Trevor’s gun into the back of her kicksies and rushes to Silver’s side.
“You’re hurt.” She helps Silver to her feet.
Silver gives her shoulder injury a cursory glance, but thinks little of it. “It’s nothing.”
“It’s not nothing.” Alex comes to her aid, keen to displace Ria.
“Don’t,” Silver cautions him. “Stay back. You’re bleeding, too.”
Persisting with her inspection, unaware that she’s pushing Alex’s nose out of joint, Ria unbuttons Silver’s dripping wet shirt halfway and tugs it open, exposing part of the skintight white camisole beneath. Then, she hooks a finger under the camisole strap and slips it off Silver’s shoulder to get a better look at the damage, mindful not to accidentally touch any part of her breast.
“What happened to you?” she asks, peeling back the soggy, blood-soaked bandage.
“Delta greeting.”
The wound is angry, and bleeding profusely.
“Let me tend to you.” Ria directs her toward the clearing—their campsite for the night. “I have an arnica salve in my bag, and perhaps something to dress it with.”
Watching them retreat alone into the cover of the trees, Ria’s hand on Silver’s back, Alex clenches his jaw, his violet eyes shimmering with anger.
“I’m not afraid of your blood.” Linx gathers her wits and appears beside him, eager to help. “I can clean you up if you’d like.”
Alex takes his eyes off the trees, turning to see Linx with a broad smile and a handkerchief, ready to dab at his cuts and scrapes. Exhausted, and not in the mood to argue, he sits himself down on a rock and lets Linx see to him as she pleases.
Meanwhile, Ria grabs her bag off Fitch’s back and Silver borrows a towel from Carmen—the only person who thought to bring one.
“Let’s go somewhere private,” Ria suggests. “I don’t want everyone giving me dirty looks while I lay my hands on you.”
Silver doesn’t need much encouragement. She scrunches lake water out of her hair, dries off her face and neck with the towel—careful not to get any of her blood on it—and follows Ria into the forested area beside the campsite.
Out of sight from the rest of the group, Ria sits her down on the trunk of a fallen tree and kneels on the soft grass in front of her.
“I need you to take your shirt off.”
“I’m sure you do,” Silver teases.
She unfastens the rest of the buttons and shirks the wet rag off, wringing it out on the forest floor before setting it beside her on the log.
Ria tries not to stare, exploiting her peripheral vision to absorb every detail. Silver’s wet camisole is semi-translucent and clinging to her body, hugging her feminine curves like another layer of skin, and the temptation to touch her is almost unbearable. At this moment, Ria would give anything to feel the weight of her breasts, the dip of her waist, or to dig her nails into those perfectly proportioned hips.
Keeping her hands busy, she reaches for her bag and dumps the contents out on the ground: a hairbrush, some hair ties, cotton balls, a makeup case, a dress, two pairs of stockings tied in a bow, a pair of lacy undies, an even lacier bra, a corset, a red silk ribbon, some feminine hygiene products, a silk chemise, a tin of arnica salve, a bottle of water, and some other odds and ends.
Silver hooks the corset on her index finger and holds it up, admiring the red satin, black lace, and little black bows around the hem.
“Wow.”
Ria blushes, but forces herself not to behave too shyly. “Do you like it?”
Silver imagines Ria’s generous breasts laced into the form-fitting fabric, and renders her decision instantly.
“It’s beautiful.” She keeps her eyes on Ria, paying the corset no attention at all, making it perfectly clear that the compliment is intended, not for the garment itself, but rather for the woman she wants to see in it.
She lets the corset slip off her finger, then picks up the lacy undies instead. “These are pretty awesome, too.”
Ria swipes them from her. “Stop ogling my undergarments.” She plants a hand on Silver’s breast bone and pushes her back. “Now sit still.”
She wants to sound stern, but the hint of a smile on her lips gives her away; she likes that Silver’s interest was piqued by her lingerie.
Returning to the task at hand, she removes the soggy bandage completely—back and front—douses one of the cotton balls in water from the bottle, then uses it to clean Silver’s torn flesh. After, she applies some arnica salve to the tip of her finger and works it gently in and around the damaged skin.
“This should numb the pain.”
Whether it’s a result of the cool evening breeze, or an effect of Ria’s touch, Silver’s nipples stiffen visibly, showing through the sheer fabric of the camisole. The sight sparks another fantasy for Ria, and she imagines scooping Silver’s breasts into her hands, sucking the firm buds into her mouth …
“Are you okay?”
Silver’s voice jolts her back to reality.
“Hmm?”
“You look distracted.”
“Not a bit.” Ria finishes up quickly with the arnica, wiping her finger off on another cotton ball. “This’ll have to do for now”—she changes the subject without pause, holding up a sanitary pad—“but you need to get a proper dressing on it soon.”
Silver drops her jaw, aghast as Ria takes the pad out of its packaging, withdraws a small pair of scissors from her makeup case, and cuts it in half.
“You’re not seriously going to bandage my shoulder with a period pad, are you?”
“It’s all I’ve got, and it’s better than nothing.”
Silver looks skeptical, watching Ria slap the two halves of the pad against her entry and exit wounds. It looks ridiculous.
“Don’t be such a baby.” Ria fixes the pad in place by tying a stocking around it. “If we don’t cover it, I’m afraid it’ll get infected.”
“I’ve had worse.”
Having noticed something earlier, while they were flirting beside the lake, Ria upturns Silver’s left hand, baring a jagged scar running straight across her palm.
“This?” She traces her fingers over it.
“And more.” Silver draws her hand back and lifts the hem of her camisole, coaxing Ria to explore beneath. “Go on. Put your hands up my shirt.”
Never once breaking eye contact, Ria edges her fingers under the cotton and tiptoes her way over Silver’s firm stomach, finding a scar that begins near her hip and extends upward, over her stomach and ribcage, almost to her chest.
“What did this to you?” Ria’s voice is scarcely louder than a whisper, her tactile exploration of Silver’s bare skin becoming more of a mental mapping than a quest for details about her personal history.
Silver doesn’t seem to mind. She leans back against the trunk of the tree, allowing Ria’s fingers to wander wherever they please.
“That creature by the lake …”—she has no name for it—“I’ve killed thousands of his cousins.”
Ria’s touch lingers, pressing her palms against Silver’s taut abdominal muscles, feeling the strength and power in her form.
“Chimera?” she guesses.
Despite the fact that the repugnant beasts have been extinct on his continent for much longer than she’s been alive, she’s well aware of what they are, and that some nations are, sadly, still plagued by them.
Silver nods.
“You’re a hunter?” Ria asks next, completely unaware of how eerily right she is.
But Silver never gets to answer.
Instead, “What the hell?!”
Carmen’s voice jolts them both, and Ria retracts her hands so fast she almost topples over onto the mossy forest floor. Not that she need be worried: Carmen didn’t notice the indiscretion.
Up in the treetops, a rectangular piece of dark green metal is embedded in a tree trunk, the symbol of the Crown clearly painted on it.

It appears to be the cabin door from some kind of aircraft, most likely a helicopter, which rather begs the question:
“Where’s the rest of it?” Carmen spins in circles, looking for more pieces.
“Let’s find out.” Silver gets up off the log, her boots squelching with every step.
As they start wandering into dense tree cover, Ria hastily gathers up her things.
“You really shouldn’t meander off into the forest like this.” She gets up and brushes herself off. “There could be all sorts of creatures lurking out here.”
“Like what?” Silver asks, holding her hand out for Ria to take if she so wants.
“Well, that disgusting thing by the lake for starters.” Ria shudders at the thought of it. “What if there are more of those?”
Silver shrugs that concern away without pause. “They live in water, and that lake’s not very big. The beast I killed was probably a loner.”
Ria slips her hand in Silver’s. “What about bears, then? Or wolverines? I know there are cave lions around these parts.”
“Cave lions?” Carmen snorts cynically. “They’ve been extinct for thousands of years. I think mammoths were still plodding the Earth when those things were alive.”
“They’re not extinct anymore. Don’t you read the news? They were reintroduced into Mercia as part of Authentic England—the same DNA cloning program that brought the wolverines back.”
Carmen’s still not buying it. “Where did they get the DNA?”
“They spliced it from a lion, a tiger, and a lynx.”
“There you go, then.” Carmen completely misses the point. “That’s not a cave lion at all. It’s a … something else entirely.”
“Call it whatever you want.” Ria looks about nervously. “The fact remains that there are a good plenty creatures out here with sharp fangs and claws.”
“So your government makes a habit of tinkering with nature,” Silver muses. “That’s good to know. What do you think our lake dwelling friend is made of? My guess: Chimera, alligator, and some kind of fish.”
“That’s got to be an accident, surely?” Ria hugs herself closer to Silver, trudging further into the undergrowth. “They created a balanced ecosystem out here, and I hardly think that wretched animal belongs in it. What purpose could it possibly serve?”
“You’re right, I don’t think it belongs here. I think it’s a weapon.”
“A weapon?” Carmen trips on a tree root and ends up face down in the dirt, spitting leaves. “How could you use a lumbering creature like that in war?”
“Easy: you deploy it before the war starts. Send in a handful of genetically engineered, reptilian freaks to deplete fish stocks off an isolated coastal city before you invade, and weaken your opponents from the very outset. It makes perfect strategic sense.”
Ria very much gets the impression that Silver’s talking from personal experience, and almost feels compelled to apologize on behalf of the British military, but she never gets to express the sentiment.
“Ugh. It smells rotten out here.” She covers her nose. “What’s that stink?”
Silver and Carmen answer her in unison:
“Death.”
Carmen’s still lying in the dirt where she fell. The hand she used to brace herself is covered in a blackish slime, and as she examines her palm, another drip lands on her.
“What is this?”
She dare not look up, but Silver and Ria do.
Ria only peeks for a split second, takes a sharp draw of breath, then hides her face against Silver’s good shoulder, not seeming to care about the wetness. She wraps her arm around Silver’s middle and snuggles tight, comforted when Silver starts stroking the back of her head.
“Do I want to look?” Carmen’s eyes are squeezed shut.
“Depends.” Silver keeps her head tilted upward, morbidly fascinated by the sight. “Are you squeamish?”
“A little.”
“Then I’d advise against it.”
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Purge fluid has been dripping onto the forest floor for weeks. The pilot was alive when he evacuated from his aircraft and parachuted down, and he was alive when his parachute caught in the uppermost branches of the trees, leaving him suspended twenty feet in the air. He was still alive, but slightly nervous, when he pulled out his knife and attempted to release himself from the caught chute, then he was alive and fucking petrified when the knife dropped to the ground.
Seven days later, he was dead.
A week after that, he started to leak.
Now, his skin is black and ready to slough off.
And Carmen looks up. She can’t help it.
When she realizes the black goop on her hand is liquefied human organs, her stomach doesn’t just turn upside down, it tries to leap out of her throat. She bends over by the nearest tree and empties her guts.
“I told you we shouldn’t have come in here.” Ria keeps her face hidden against Silver’s shoulder. “The woods aren’t safe.”
She’s hugging Silver so tightly that her shirt is soaking up the moisture from Silver’s wet camisole. She doesn’t seem to notice—or care—but Silver can’t resist the opportunity to make her blush again.
“I’m making you wet,” she says quietly, keeping her voice low so that Carmen won’t be able to hear over the sound of her own retching.
“You’re so naughty.” Ria tightens her grip around Silver’s waist. “Is it customary to be such a flirt where you’re from?”
“Sometimes.” Silver leads her away from the dead pilot. “It depends.”
“On what?”
“How beautiful the woman is.”
Ria allows herself to be led a few more yards. She tramples over decomposing tree branches, skeletonized leaves, mushrooms, millipedes the size of a baby’s forearm, and deer poop, and doesn’t give a single thought to where they’re going. A whole pack of cave lions could rush upon her right now, and she wouldn’t bat an eye. All she wants is for Silver to pull her into the darkness of the trees and lay kisses on her lips, but …
“Wait.” She digs her heels in and holds Silver back. “We can’t leave her alone.”
Somewhere behind them, Carmen finishes tossing up her insides.
Silver searches for her over Ria’s shoulder. “Hey! Carmen, are you coming?”
Carmen stumbles out from behind a tree. “Uh-huh.”
“It’s your own fault.” Silver has no sympathy for her. “Why did you look? I told you not to look.”
“It touched me.” She grimaces at her filthy hand, wishing she had some water.
“I think I hear a brook nearby.” Ria beckons her southward. “Perhaps you’ll be able to wash.”
Ambling down a small ravine, following her ears, Ria does indeed find a shallow, babbling brook weaving through the woodland—and that’s not all. Not far beyond it, several trees lie smashed and broken, their leaves withered and dry. The trunks are splintered, the upper branches completely severed: evidence of a crash.
In the area of worst destruction, a crashed military helicopter has found a mossy grave, half covered in fallen tree limbs, its nose buried in the dirt where it took a dive into the forest.
Its propellers are bent and broken, its fuselage buckled and cracked. The cockpit has been almost completely obliterated, along with much of its rear. The damage was most likely caused by two or three rocket propelled grenades, which seems perfectly plausible to Silver. She saw two of the Crown’s Sea Harriers taken out that way when a handful of disgruntled Amaranthians decided to put up a fight during the British invasion of her city. If you have a good aim, and the aircraft’s flying low enough, anything’s possible.
Like the site of the pilot’s demise, this place reeks of decay.
“Mmm.” Silver breathes in deep. “Flesh rot.”
She takes one step toward it, but Ria clutches at her upper arm and keeps her back.
“I’m not so sure you should set foot in there.”
Silver can see in her eyes that she’s frightened, but there’s no opportunity for reassurance.
“Holy shit.” Linx appears behind them, taking a good gander at the helicopter. “This must’ve been shot down by the Chester militia. We’re only three or four hours away from there. How’d you find it?”
Ria tenses, but doesn’t release Silver’s arm. She’s more intent on preventing Silver from entering the helicopter than she is concerned about how Linx will react to their closeness.
“Were you following us, you little creeper?” Silver picks a wandering leaf bug off Carmen’s shoulder and flicks it at Linx.
The bug hits Alex instead.
He steps down into the ravine behind Linx, still shirtless.
“Oh, no, my mistake,” Silver amends the accusation. “You were having a romantic stroll.”
Alex tightens his jaw. Ria’s arm is still looped through Silver’s, and he can see the fondness in her expression, gazing up at his wife, pleading with her not to go inside the wreckage. Some good that’ll do, he thinks, privately mocking her naïveté.
Aware that he’s glowering at her, Ria eventually becomes self-conscious and drops her gaze, mentally chastising herself for being too free with her eyes. Silver slips away from her anyway, preparing to explore the old flying bucket.
First, though, she employs Carmen’s services.
“Keep an eye on the kid for me. If she even so much as looks at Ria funny, you have my permission to fuck up her other elbow.” She glances down at Carmen’s mucky palm. “Or wipe your hand on her face.”
Fuming at Silver’s use of the word ‘kid’, Linx purses her lips. “My dad’s going to kill you when I tell him what you did to me.”
Silver is unmoved by the threat. “Your dad’s on border duty for a month. You’re not gonna tell him shit.” She starts toward the helicopter, looking over her shoulder at Alex. “Am I doing this alone?”
If it weren’t for his own burning curiosity, he might let her. Instead, he follows her inside the broken metal shell, hoping, at the very least, to find something worth looting.
Once they’re out of sight, Carmen abandons the assignment to babysit Linx and dashes to the edge of the brook, eager to wipe human soup off her skin. Almost immediately, Linx sidles up to Ria and sniffs her, standing on tiptoe to reach her neck.
“What do you want?” Ria angles her body away.
Grinning, Linx leans closer. “I can smell your cunt,” she hisses in her ear.
Ria pushes her off. “Get away from me, you vulgar little girl.”
“What’s the matter?” Linx laughs. “Don’t you want to know?”
“Know what?” Ria bites.
“If she’s as hot for you as you are for her.”
Ria tries not to let Linx get to her, but she hates having her feelings made so public. Especially given the severity of the punishment for such inclinations. All it would take is one tip-off to the Crown Prosecution Service and she could be hauled away for execution.
“Mind your own business,” she says at last, roping in her emotions.
Keeping her eyes trained on the helicopter, she wills Silver to reappear in the cabin doorway and return to her side. Alas, time seems to be moving agonizingly slowly.
Inside, Silver is prying open a crumpled metal shipping container with a crow bar.
“What do you think you’re gonna find in there?” Alex snatches the crow bar off her and takes on the task himself. “Whatever was being transported, I think it’s safe to say they’re dead.”
To prove his point, he scrapes the toe of his boot against a puddle of dark fluids oozing out from the edges of the container.
“No shit.” Silver peers inside a second container that must’ve broken open when the Chinook crashed to earth. “I want to see what it looks like, that’s all.”
“Why?”
“You recognized that thing by the lake, right? It was the same thing we killed on our honeymoon. Do you know what that means? It wasn’t an accident. The British army brought those things to our shores deliberately.”
“So? We can’t do anything about that now. Amaranthe already became a subject of the Crown.” He puts all his weight against the crow bar. “It’s too late to accuse the Brits of playing dirty.”
“Amaranthe’s fucked, I know. But look at this shit, Alex.” She motions around the cabin. “What they did to us, they’re doing to other people. Cities like ours are suffering just like we did.”
Boom!
The damaged hinges on the container snap, and the end of it swings open, hitting the floor of the cabin with a loud, thunderous clap. Blood and guts pool out, releasing the pungent odor of rotting intestines.
“Fucking hell.” Alex reels back. “That’s nasty.”
Holding her breath, Silver peeks inside the container where the creatures have been fermenting for weeks. The corpses are gassy, bloated, and discolored, but Silver can still make out some of their features. They’re quadrupeds, like Chimera in form, but with a thick coat of hair all over their bodies.
“How much do you wanna bet these guys were destined for somewhere with a cold climate?” Silver turns away from the mess, shaking her head. “This isn’t right. They can’t be allowed to keep doing this.”
Her words set Alex on edge. They’ve known each other for twenty years, and that hint of stubborn determination in her voice is both familiar and frightening.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You know what it means.” She locates a first aid box and smashes the lock with the hilt of her hunting knife. “I only had one thing on my mind when I let them ship us out to this country, and that hasn’t changed.”
“Please, tell me it’s the health and safety of our unborn child?”
He knows it isn’t, and she can’t claim otherwise.
“Jesus, Silver.” He ruffles his hands through his hair. “You know why I came here? Because they were going to execute you for murder and I couldn’t let that happen. I accepted their offer of asylum so that we could raise our child together, not so that you could go off on some harebrained quest for vengeance by assassinating their King.”
“They destroyed our home, Alex. My father is dead because of them.” She raids the first aid supplies out of the case. “How many more families are going to be torn apart by these people? How can this not sicken you?”
“You know what sickens me? Your blatant disregard for the life we created. You’re so obsessed with what you’ve lost, you can’t spare a thought for what the future holds.”
Silver’s silenced, staggered to see him holding back tears.
“Do you forget that you’re pregnant? Or do you simply not care? Answer me truthfully.” He rubs his palms over his eyes, forcing the tears away. “Because I’m sure I can find a flight of stairs to push you down if that’s what’d make you happy. It might be quicker.”
Silence.
Eventually, “Alex, I—”
“Never mind. Don’t bother saying anything.” Alex shakes his head, despairing of her. “I don’t think I wanna hear it.”
He turns his back on her and jumps out of the cabin, finding Carmen lurking there by the doorway. Stunned and lost for words, ashamed that she didn’t walk away when she heard them arguing, she falters.
“I … I’m sorry … I didn’t mean to …”
He doesn’t stick around to listen while she fumbles her way painfully through an explanation. He strides off, leaving Silver to deal with it alone.
“I heard a bang,” Carmen says weakly, intimidated by Silver’s fierce eyes. “I came to see if everything was all right, and I … I should’ve left, but didn’t.”
“Not a word. You understand? To anyone.” Silver’s voice is laced with warning.
“You’re planning to commit treason.” Carmen looks terrified. “That’s why you want to go to London. I can’t let you—”
“What’re you gonna do, ex-Magistrate?” She puts emphasis on the ‘ex’. “What I do is none of your concern. Are we clear? We go to London, we part ways, we never see each other again. That’s all there is to it.”
Carmen looks down at her feet, knowing better than to argue.
“And in the meantime”—Silver hops out of the helicopter—“we play nice.” She pats Carmen on the shoulder and spins to face Ria on the other side of the brook. “Look what I found!” She slaps a smile on her face, wielding the first aid supplies triumphantly.
 
 

 
 
Ria re-dresses Silver’s wound in front of a campfire made by Bold. Most of Silver’s clothes are drying beside the roaring flames, including her boots. Her jeans are still wet, clinging to her uncomfortably, slowly drying—there’s nothing much she can do about that—but she had a clean camisole in her saddlebag, and Alex gave her a spare shirt to wear over it, along with a clean pair of socks to keep her feet warm.
Even when he’s mad at her, he still manages to be caring, although she suspects it probably has more to do with concern for their unborn baby than it does for her. He hasn’t really looked at her since they arrived back at the campsite. Right now, Linx is showing him how to whittle new arrows for her bow.
The others are equally preoccupied. Tomkin is sound asleep, and has been since Bold set him up with a bedroll beside the fire. Luka is cleaning Silver’s gun after it was submerged in the lake, Carmen is sulking at the edge of the campsite, and Bold is tending to the horses.
Happy to have a few minutes to themselves, Silver and Ria sit side by side on a log, their body language relaxed and open, their thighs touching. As Ria fixes the last strip of tape to the new gauze on Silver’s shoulder, Silver slides a hand over her thigh, enticing her not to move away.
Becoming moderately used to being on the receiving end of such unconcealed attention—and feeling somewhat safe in the knowledge that, despite their other prejudices, Deltas aren’t known for being homophobic—Ria kisses Silver’s bandage, leaving behind a faint trace of red lipstick.
“I like the way you touch me.” She presses her hand over Silver’s on her thigh. “You make me feel unashamed.”
“You’ve no reason to feel ashamed of anything.” Silver caresses her thigh. “Not for being gay, or for being Russian. Personally, I quite like both of those things about you. Particularly the former.”
Ria doesn’t fight the rising heat in her cheeks.
Thump!
Mason drops a dead deer—a chubby buck—at their feet. Startled, Ria jolts and emits a little squeak.
“Dinner,” Mason announces. “I caught it, someone else can gut it.”
Much to Silver’s surprise, Ria volunteers for the task immediately. “Do you have a knife I can use?”
“Ask your girlfriend,” he grunts, scratching at his crotch, sauntering off. “I need to have a greasy shit.”
Ria wrinkles up her nose at that, then leans forward to touch the deer’s chest. “Still warm. That’s good.” She gets up and starts dragging it to the edge of their campsite, struggling with its weight.
“Let me.” Silver grabs the deer’s antlers and lugs it effortlessly to an open space away from where they’ll be sleeping later. “You know how to prep meat?” She kneels in the dirt, passing Ria her hunting knife.
“My mother taught me how to gut, skin and butcher my own dinner when I was a little girl.” Ria rolls up her sleeves. “Meat is so much cheaper to buy if you can prepare it yourself at home.” She takes the knife. “Do you want me to show you?”
“I’ve butchered Chimera plenty.”
“You eat them?” Ria looks horrified.
“It’s all we had.” Silver shrugs. “That and fish, but your military soon saw to that.”
Ria examines the knife, finding the black hilt inlayed with a peculiar silver emblem.

“What does this mean?” She runs her fingers over it.
“It’s an ella cross. An ancient Scandinavian symbol that’s even more obsolete than your necklace.”
“What’s its significance to you?”
Silver pulls her Hunter Division dog tags out of her shirt and dangles them.
“You’re military?” Ria reaches for them.
“Retired, I guess.”
Ria inspects them:
            CROSS, ELLA
            HUNTER DIVISION
            2314.08.27
“Your name’s Ella?” She takes it all in, pleased to learn something new. “And you are a hunter.”
“I prefer Silver, and I was a Hunter.” Silver shoves them back inside her shirt. “Can I help you with this?” She pokes at the deer’s belly.
“I’ll be fine.” Ria rolls the deer onto its back. “Carmen could use some friendly attention, though.”
“Why?” Silver glances at her, still moping alone.
“She looks lonely.” Ria slices the deer from its genitals to its ribcage. “I think she might be homesick.” She pushes the deer onto its side, preparing to remove the guts. “We’re both a very long way from London.”
“That’s true.” Silver sighs. “You think I should go over there and flirt with her a bit? Say some highly inappropriate things and let her put her hands up my shirt?”
“Ooh, that’s dangerous,” Ria teases. “Are you sure you want to make a Russian woman jealous?”
“Which one of us would you kill?”
“Both of you. Her quickly, you slowly, and I would show you no mercy.”
“I’ll just go talk to her, then.” Silver winks. “No funny business.”
“Be kind to her.” Ria carefully cuts away the fat holding the intestines inside the deer’s abdominal cavity. “She looks like a lost puppy.”
Silver knows better than that. Carmen’s not a lost puppy, she’s a smoldering volcano.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 
 
Silver knows she’s unwelcome before she sits down, but she does it anyway. Carmen’s sitting beneath a beech tree, her knees tucked up to her chin, her hair flopping in front of her face. She looks sullen and pouty, and she’s tormenting a dung beetle.
Armed with a stick, she flips the beetle over and watches it strain to get up. As soon as it manages to right itself, she flips it over again. It’s starting to get tired, its little beetle legs exhausted from all the flailing.
“Are we okay, kid?” Silver turns the beetle upright and sets him on his way.
“What do you think?” Carmen shifts away from her. “I’m palling around with a homicidal lunatic.”
“Yeah, well, Ria thinks you’re brooding ‘cause you feel homesick, and she wanted me to come talk to you.” Silver plants her bum on the ground and sits cross-legged in front of her. “So we’re gonna chill together and pretend like we’re having a nice little heart-to-heart about it. Okay?”
“No, it’s not okay,” Carmen snarls. “I don’t know who you are. Are you a soldier? A bounty hunter? A murderer?” She thinks back to the casual way in which Silver shot Trevor back in Manchester. “Or a fucking executioner?”
“I only did that for six years.”
Carmen’s mouth opens, and her jaw bobs up and down, but no words come out.
“I was an Enforcer,” Silver explains voluntarily. “I enforced capital punishment upon those who evaded the law.”
A few seconds pass, then Carmen finds her voice again. “How many people have you killed?”
“I’m not exactly sure.” Silver decides to test a theory. “How about you?”
“Why would you ask me that?” Carmen looks away and jabs her beetle tipping stick into the dirt, digging a small hole with it. “I haven’t killed anyone.”
“Don’t lie to me.” Silver thieves the stick. “I saw the look on your face back at the warehouse. That wasn’t the look of someone who was afraid to pull the trigger, it was the look of someone who hated wanting to.”
“You’re so full of poo.”
“Am I? I used to make the same face.” Silver tosses away the stick. “It’s the face of someone who enjoys it, but wishes they didn’t.”
“You don’t know anything about me”—Carmen holds back tears—“so stop acting like we’re a pair of sodding twins. You enforced criminals—big deal. My job was to shoot people for being gay, or for falling behind on their taxes and doing a bunk to avoid debtors’ prison. You think I enjoyed that?” She looks thoroughly disgusted.
“Firstly, criminals? Sure, if I was lucky I got the odd rapist, or a wife beater. But mostly, I enforced people for stealing meat to feed their families when they couldn’t afford to buy it. One time, I had to shoot an old lady because she got caught thieving a tube of denture paste. The only consolation I could take from it was that most of them wanted to die—they wanted it to end. Secondly, I’m not talking about the lives your bosses make you take, I’m talking about the ones you choose to take.”
Carmen shakes her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Bullshit. Nobody wants to kill the old lady with the denture paste, but everybody wants to kill the rapist, or the murderer, or the kiddy fiddler.”
Carmen doesn’t deny that. “A few weeks ago, I terminated a guy who killed his wife. He’d been beating her for years, and finally hit her too hard and too much, then dumped her body in the river. That one felt like justice.”
“See, there you go.” Silver grins. “Ever gone off payroll? Ever pulled the trigger just ‘cause it’s the right thing to do, not ‘cause somebody told you to?”
Instead of answering that, Carmen deflects. “Have you? I mean, before today when you shot Trevor.”
“My first was the guy who got me arrested for treason. He had me banished,  wanted me dead, and cost me six years of my life.”
Carmen starts putting all the fragmented pieces of Silver’s life story together: was a soldier, was banished, was recruited as a bounty hunter and executioner, then … wait.
“Treason?” One of her eyebrows reaches for the sky. “You were banished for committing treason?”
Silver tries to downplay it. “They framed me for attempting to assassinate the Governor, that’s all.”
“Oh, that’s comforting.” Carmen facepalms. “So this is like a theme with you? You go around offing heads of state.”
“I was framed. Listen better.”
“Well, now we’re on the topic …” Carmen shuffles forward and lowers her voice. “What exactly do you think you’re going to achieve by killing the King? He’s a figurehead—nothing more. He’s not even in charge of wiping his own arse.”
“It’s symbolic. It sends a message.”
“Yeah, it tells me that my first instinct about you was right: you’re mental.” She scooches back and leans against the tree. “Aren’t you afraid that all this extra-curricular killing is going to fuck you up? Aren’t you afraid you’ll forget where to draw the line?”
Silver’s truthful answer to that would be: Been there, done that, regret it deeply. That’s why she was about to be executed and had to flee her homeland. However, she’s now thoroughly distracted by Ria in the background, and fails to answer. Ria’s arms are smeared with blood almost up to the elbows, and she’s peeling the hide off the deer from its neck down.
“God, look at that gorgeous woman.” Silver ogles her. “I wanna lick her clean right now.”
Carmen screws up her face. “Ewww! What’s wrong with you?”
“Be real.” Silver’s eyes don’t waver. “Is she not the most perfect creature you’ve ever seen?”
“I’m not really into that.” Carmen turns her head, feigning nonchalance.
“Ha!” Silver calls her out. “You’re lying to me again.”
“Says who?” Carmen’s poker face is top notch. “What makes you think I like women?”
“Oh, please. Luka’s been trying to get in your pants all day and you’ve barely given him a second glance.”
“So?”
“Look at him.” Silver forces Carmen to gawk at him while he relaxes by the fire. “He’s a stud. Women fall all over themselves trying to get his dick—which is really nice, by the way—and you couldn’t give a monkey’s.”
“How do you know what his dick looks like?”
Silver gives her the short version. “Before there was Alex, there was Luka.”
“I’m sure that’s not complicated at all.”
“The point is”—Silver steers her back on track—“you have absolutely no interest whatsoever in his handsome tool.”
Carmen shrugs. “He’s not my type.”
“Right, because he has a penis.”
Carmen opens her mouth to reject that, but Silver hushes her.
“Look, I know you’ve got some fucked up laws in this country, but what do you think I’m gonna do? Rat you out? You’re gay. Embrace it. Who gives a shit?”
“You know what you are?” Carmen wags a finger at her. “You’re a bully.”
“You like me.”
“You scare me.” She uses Silver’s shoulder for leverage and gets to her feet. “Now enough of this. I have to widdle.”
While she looks for a private spot to drop trou in the bushes, Silver watches Ria butcher the deer quickly and confidently. Her jeans still damp, she makes her way back over to the fire, where she’s promptly blindsided by Alex.
“Are you warm enough?” He hands her a blanket. “I don’t want you to get sick.”
Translation: I don’t want our baby to suffer because you jumped in a lake to kill a monster so that you could impress your Russian whore.
Silver takes the blanket. “I’m fine, but thank you.”
Before she can move past him, he spots some light red staining on her bandage. Pulling back her shirt to get a better look at it, he soon realizes that it’s lipstick, not blood.
“Where else has she been putting her lips?”
Silver nudges his hand away. “Nowhere.”
“Watch out, coming through.” Bold barges his way between them, carrying the portioned meat to the fire for cooking.
Food is a welcome distraction. Alex offers to help Bold, which gives Silver the opportunity to slink away and keep an eye on Ria as she washes her hands in the lake—better safe than sorry.
Evening is well upon them by the time the meat cooks through, and the unlikely group of travelers gathers around the fire to eat.
The usual cliques form, although, this time, Carmen frees herself from Luka’s advances. She finds a bum-sized gap next to Ria and makes it hers, stepping over Ria’s bag to get to it. In doing so, she glimpses a red silk ribbon poking out through the drawstring top.
“Nice ribbon,” she comments dryly, settling herself in the dirt.
Appearing shamed for some reason, Ria moves her bag and tucks the ribbon away. That would be the end of it, except that when Carmen reaches for a piece of meat, her sleeve rides up and Ria catches sight of a black silk ribbon wrapped around her left wrist.
“Yours, too,” she fires back.
Without saying a word, Carmen covers it with her sleeve.
All in all, dinner is a quiet affair with little conversation to be had, and Bold calls a sharp end to it after scoffing his second portion.
“We should get some rest.” He yawns and stretches. “We’ll start moving again at daybreak.”
The group disperses shortly thereafter, fetching bedrolls and blankets from their saddlebags, and Ria watches from the edge of the campsite as they start to lay down their beds. It’s going to be a cold night, and she has nothing in her bag but a change of clothes and some other useless bits and pieces.
Already feeling the chill of the encroaching night, she rubs her hands over her arms, trying to generate some warmth from the friction. On the other side of the clearing, Linx scowls at her, quick to remind her of her place.
“We don’t have any spare.” She sounds almost happy about the fact. “You can sleep in the dirt.”
“As if.” Silver unknowingly steps over the space cleared for her by Alex—the spot beside him—and lays her things down on the other side of the fire instead. “You can share mine,” she offers, starting to make the bed up. “There’s room enough for two, provided you don’t mind sleeping close.”
Behind her, a frustrated Alex settles himself onto his bedroll, Linx happily nabbing the vacant spot beside him.
Ria senses his frustration and disappointment, and it makes her feel like an intruder. She hovers near Silver, uncertain whether or not she should accept the invitation to sleep together, tempting though it is.
“What’re you waiting for?” Silver divests herself of belt and weapons. “Get your hot Russian ass over here. You must be exhausted.”
That’s an understatement. It’s been weeks since she’s been in an environment comfortable enough to enjoy any proper sleep, and her body aches to lie down. Not only that, but the thought of spending a night in the arms of someone who makes her feel so safe and protected is tremendously appealing.
Still, she watches Silver set her weapons aside—placing her knife beneath a makeshift pillow made from a rolled up blanket—and approaches timidly.
“What about your husband?” she whispers, kneeling beside the bedroll. “He’s begging for your attention. Can you not see it?” She looks sincerely pained.
“What he’s begging for is a lie.” Silver beats the pillow into the perfect shape. “He doesn’t want me near him, he just wants people to see me near him so he can propagate the myth that everything’s all right.”
“What about the others?” Ria doesn’t budge.
“What about them?”
“They might think …”
“What?” Silver pulls Ria forward onto the bedroll. “That I like you? Shock! Horror! How depraved I must be!”
“That doesn’t bother you?”
“I already told you, I don’t give a fuck what they think.” Silver wriggles under the thick blanket, making sure there’s space enough for Ria to cuddle up beside her. “You need rest, and I’m not going to let you sleep in the dirt like an animal.”
“But—”
“No buts.” Silver flings back the corner of the blanket, urging Ria inside. “You’re human, like the rest of us. You deserve respect and consideration, and …” She hesitates to finish the thought.
“And what?” Ria longs to know, hoping for something subtly flirtatious.
“I want you in my bed.”
There’s nothing subtle about that, and Ria’s chest heaves under her clothing, the waistcoat suddenly feeling tight against her ribs. Determined not to let this moment slip away from her, she silences her concerns, removes her boots, and slithers under the blanket.
“That’s better.” Silver tugs the blanket up over her shoulders.
Tiny shivers of excitement vibrate through Ria’s body as Silver wraps the blanket around her, and she knows she’s flooded. She can feel her abundant arousal seeping through her underwear, and she longs to be touched. She would give anything for them to be alone, and for Silver to slip a hand inside her kicksies, lovingly caressing her wet, neglected flesh …
She’s so caught up in the fantasy that, when Silver clutches her hip and pulls her closer, presumably for warmth, she lets out a little moan.
“Sshhh.” Silver giggles. “People will think we’re up to something.”
“Aren’t we?”
“Not yet.” Silver keeps her hand on Ria’s hip.
Content with that, Ria fingers the dog tags nestled in Silver’s cleavage, inspecting them again. “I should’ve known you were military.”
“Why?” Silver rubs Ria’s hip, slowly trailing down her thigh and back up again. “Because of my attitude problem? My trigger finger?”
“Your combat skills.” Ria runs her hand over Silver’s well-defined biceps. “You’re very strong, and the way you killed that … that nasty thing today … it was impressive. You fight well.”
“Careful.” Silver smirks, letting her fingers wander lightly over Ria’s ass. “I’m very susceptible to flattery, and if you keep stroking me like that, my ego might start to swell.” She grabs Ria’s ass and squeezes.
At the sensation of an increasingly familiar rise of color on her face, Ria dips her head, nestling herself under Silver’s chin. “Do you miss it? The army, I mean.”
“I miss having a purpose.” Silver sighs. “I liked knowing that I was making a difference. I hated having to step down.”
“You resigned? Why?”
Not wanting to overcomplicate their developing relationship with the small matter of her pregnancy, Silver skirts the truth. “Medical reasons.”
“Are you all right?” Ria lifts her head back up, instantly concerned.
Silver nods. “I’m fine.” She strokes Ria’s cheek. “And the British military took my army anyway, so none of it really matters in the end.”
“Your army?” Ria picks up on her syntax.
“Oh, yeah. My army,” Silver boasts with a smile. “You’re in bed with an army general. How does that feel?” She waggles her eyebrows.
“Being in bed with you feels wonderful, but that has nothing to do with your rank.” Ria nuzzles Silver’s palm. “And for what it’s worth, you still do make a difference. I’ve only known you one day, and already you’ve changed my life.”
Feeling brave for a moment, she gives Silver a quick peck on the cheek, then rolls over so that they can spoon together.
This time, it’s Silver who makes an involuntary utterance of pleasure.
“Ooh.” She grips Ria’s hip, bringing their bodies together, something hard pressed between them. “Is that a gun in your pants?”
It is. Ria had forgotten all about Trevor’s gun tucked back there.
“Oops. Sorry.”
Silver pulls it out, reaching over Ria’s shoulder to deposit it on the ground. As she does so, Ria spies the other set of dog tags wrapped around her wrist. She’d seen them earlier, by the lake, and meant to ask:
“Who is this? Gabriel Maydevine,” she reads his name aloud.
“My father.” Silver lets her read them.
“He was killed in combat?” she assumes.
“Something like that.”
“My father was in the Russian army.” Ria hugs Silver’s arm around her. “He defected and went on the lam. That’s how my parents came to seek refuge in London.”
“Where is he now?”
“Dead.” It’s only one word, but Ria fills it with emotion.
“I’m sorry.” Silver huddles closer, spooning her bedmate.
Like the fire behind them, the conversation dies. They fall asleep in each other’s arms, the closeness between them feeling natural and comfortable.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN

 
 
By the time morning rolls around, Silver’s lying on her back with Ria snuggled in her arms, half on top of her. Dead to the world, and completely unaware of their intimate position, Ria’s using one of Silver’s breasts as a pillow, her cheek smooshed on top of it. Silver’s other breast is beneath her hand, and, under the blanket, one of her legs is draped over Silver’s hip.
“Get up.” Carmen taps Silver’s ribs with the toe of her boot.
Already awake, but not in the mood to move, Silver opens one eye and looks up at her. “I didn’t wanna wake Ria until I had to.”
“Well, now you have to.” Both hands go to her hips. “It’s time to leave.”
“Fine.” Silver yawns.
“And you should take her hand off your breast. People are staring.”
By people, she means Mason. While everyone else is busy packing up, he’s watching them from the other side of the campsite, probably hoping to get an erection.
Ignoring him—and far from complying with Carmen’s suggestion—Silver leaves Ria’s hand where it is. She holds Ria tighter and pats her arm, trying to wake her gently.
“Wakey-wakey, sleepyhead.”
Ria stirs and shifts, murmurs contentedly, and kneads Silver’s breast, gyrating her hips against Silver’s pelvis.
Silver breaks into a grin. “Even though I’d dearly love to lie here all day with you and let you hump me and fondle my breast like that, the others are getting restless. Are you ready to get up?”
Suddenly, Ria rises into full consciousness. When she sees where her hand is—and how freely and casually their limbs are entwined—she withdraws in a flash.
“Chyert voz’mi!” she blurts in Russian. “Shit, I’m so sorry.”
“It’s okay.” Silver laughs it off. “You can’t be held accountable for what you do while sleeping. It’s like being drunk: you get a free pass.”
Be that as it may, Ria notices Mason leering at them, and the unwanted interest leaves her feeling a hundred times worse.
“Oh, god.” Her cheeks start to burn. “He saw me touching you.”
“Forget about him.” Silver flips him off and returns his stare. “He’s not worth a second of your time.”
Mason spits in the dirt and meanders off, but his reluctant retreat comes much too late to alleviate the distress he’s caused.
Ria hides her face in her hands. “I touched your breast in public,” she whines into her palms. “I can’t believe I did that.”
“Public? It was only Mason.” Silver peels Ria’s hands away from her face. “Don’t worry about it. Do I look as if I mind?”
“I mind.” Ria swats at her lightly. “I’ve spent my whole life being so careful not to put myself in a dangerous position, and you … I’ve spent one day with you, and I groped your breast in front of others.”
“Don’t you think you’re being a little melodramatic?”
“You have no idea what it’s like.” Ria slithers out from under the blanket and puts on her boots. “You take it for granted that you can do whatever you like, wherever you like, with whomever you like, but I can’t.”
“Hey.” Silver slinks up behind her and pats her shoulder. “Calm down.”
“Stop. Please.” Ria shrugs away her hand. “I can’t do this.”
Silver can’t tell whether or not she’s crying. She spends the next few minutes by the edge of the lake, washing her face and obscuring her tears if there are any. She hardly says a word through breakfast—more venison, leftover from last night—and that sets the tone for the rest of the day.
They ride together, of course, but Silver keeps her hands to herself, and Ria offers nothing in the way of light banter. All in all, it’s a somber journey, and by the time they reach the compound shortly before sundown, they’ve exchanged only a few meaningless words about the weather and the price of polecat pelts.
As before, the facial recognition software at the D10 perimeter picks up the face of a complete stranger: Ria. She’s quickly labeled an unpermitted Russian Taint, and the perimeter guard draws his bow on her when he comes out to investigate.
“Your travel permit expired over a year ago.” His arrow is aimed at her head. “Whatchu still doing this far north?”
“I was kidnapped by the militia. Believe me, I never intended to be away from London this long, and all I want to do is return home.”
A year? Silver wonders if she heard that correctly. Could Ria have been away from home for over a year, held captive by the militia?
The perimeter guard motions for the others to pass through the gates on their horses, but keeps Fitch back. “Dismount.”
Silver does so first, helping Ria down after her.
“In.” He nods to Silver, indicating that she should lead Fitch through the gates.
She stays put. “What about Ria?”
“She ain’t welcome.”
“Are you fucking with me?” Silver squares up to him.
“We don’t want no trouble.” His eyes flit from Silver to Ria and back again. “No permit, no entry for the Russian. Thems the rules.”
“Go talk to Honey.” Silver folds her arms.
“What for?”
“Tit for tat. I brought Tomkin back, now you let my Russian rest here. For tonight at least. I’ll see to it that she gets on her way back to London.”
The guard looks conflicted, and finally lowers his bow. “Fine, I’ll ask. But the Russian waits here for now.”
“Then I’ll wait with her.” Silver stands defiantly by Ria’s side.
“Do what suits.” The guard takes Fitch’s reins and coaxes him inside.
“Silver.” Alex, now dismounted, is hovering at the gate. “I think you should—”
At the end of her tether already, Silver explodes with anger. “I swear to god, if I hear you say my name like that one more time, I will punch you out.”
Silence.
Immediately aware that her outburst was uncalled for, Silver takes a deep breath and quiets her rage, adding calmly: “I’m not leaving her alone.”
Done arguing with her, Alex snatches a blanket from Fitch’s saddlebag and chucks it at her. “Don’t freeze.”
The gates close behind him, leaving Silver and Ria alone at the side of the road.
“We might be out here all night.” Silver sighs, looking up at the darkening sky. “I’ll make us a fire.”
She tosses the blanket down beside a nearby rock and sets about it, while Ria, feeling the chill of the air already, pulls her sleeves down over her hands and looks for somewhere to sit.
“Why are you doing this?” she asks meekly, unsure why Silver still wants to stick by her after her morning panic attack.
“If nobody stands up for people who’re being mistreated, there’s no reason for the mistreatment to stop.” Silver starts gathering up sticks. “Sometimes people have to be forced to understand that they’re being assholes.”
Ria brushes forest debris off the rock and sits down. “They’re being kind, considering they’d be well within their rights to call the police and have me arrested. Thankfully, Deltas hate the law more than they hate my ilk, and they like to take care of their own business.”
“What about this whole gay thing?” Silver dumps the sticks down in a pile. “How did this country get so fucked up about something so innocuous?”
“It’s been this way for generations. Our government is unapologetically homophobic—and racist, among other things—and they exploited the end of the last epoch to legalize their prejudices.”
“Let me guess.” Silver scoops some dead leaves off the forest floor, snagging some moss along with them. “Their political agenda sounded something like: Repopulate, repopulate, repopulate. Get married, settle down, don’t use birth control, and whatever you do, don’t fuck someone of your own gender ‘cause that’s not how babies are made.”
“Exactly. The law they passed is called the Indecency Act, and I think the famous poster was: Homosexuality threatens the future of Great Britain; Homosexuality threatens humanity; Homosexuality threatens YOU.”
“Fucking bullshit.” Silver adds the leaves and moss to the pile of sticks and starts organizing it. “I don’t know how you can live like that.”
“It’s not so bad in Haringey, the Russian district in London. It’s decidedly more tolerant there than in the rest of the city. The only other place you can feel even remotely safe being gay is in Delta territory, but as you can see, I’m not exactly welcome here for other reasons.” She watches Silver intently. “Can you really make fire from nothing?”
“No”—Silver pulls out her gun—“but I can cheat.”
She employs her old trick of emptying the gunpowder from a bullet casing onto the moss and leaves beneath a crisscrossed tent of twigs, then searches for two palm-sized stones.
“So what makes Haringey different?” She grabs the first two stones she finds and sits back down. “Cultural differences, or what?”
“History.” Ria leans forward on her elbows, intrigued by Silver’s efforts to create warmth. “Many of the original Russian refugees moved to London when Russia passed an anti-gay law not long before the end of the last epoch. At that time, gay marriage was perfectly legal in England. Many gay couples and families, and parents with gay children, fled Russia to be in a more supportive environment. Consequently, the following generations grew up in very sympathetic households, even after the new law came into effect.”
Silver hits the two stones together and … nothing. The more she repeats this, the more skeptical Ria starts to look, but then …
Aha!
A spark jumps onto the moss and catches immediately. As the dry leaves around it ignite, Ria gives her a small round of applause.
“Strong and capable.” She smiles coyly. “You’re making me gush.”
Despite longing to find out whether or not that statement’s true, Silver pokes at the fire with a stick and keeps her eyes down. “Are you flirting with me again now?”
Ria’s insecure smile fades. “I’m sorry if I seemed frosty this morning.” She flicks an intrepid ant off her kicksies. “I wish you could understand how difficult it is for me, though. You’ve been able to love who you want your whole life, but I haven’t. I need to hide who I am. It’s awful, and I hate saying it, but it’s the truth.”
Oddly enough, Silver can relate somewhat.
“I do understand, actually. Not to the same degree maybe—the stakes are very different—but I get the gist of it.” She adds the stick to the fire and joins Ria on the rock. “In the Hunter Division, Commanders are forbidden to engage in personal relationships with other Hunters. It’s always been that way, and when I was first promoted, Alex said he’d tender his resignation.”
“But he didn’t?”
Silver shakes her head. “We had to sneak around like a couple of school kids hiding from our parents.” She reaches for Ria’s hand. “I know it’s not the same as what you have to deal with, but I do know how it feels to have to hide your feelings from the world.” She scoops up Ria’s other hand. “Geez, you’re icy cold.”
Silver rubs her hands over Ria’s, enticing warmth back into her fingers.
“I love how free you are with your affections,” Ria confesses, leaning against Silver’s shoulder. “It’s exhilarating. I don’t think you realize how you make me feel with every look and every touch.”
“So tell me.”
“I can’t.” Ria looks away, afraid of exposing herself too much. “You’d think me frightfully silly.”
“Try me.” Silver kisses her fingertips. “Please.”
At the sensation of Silver’s lips on her fingers, Ria’s heart flutters.
“You make me feel as though I’m worth dying for.” She looks briefly into Silver’s eyes, then retreats. “Like touching me is worth the risk of execution.” Aware of a tremor in her hands, she pulls them back into her own lap. “I know that’s not your intention, but for me—for someone who’s so used to being concealed and confined and hidden away—your open flirtation is dangerously seductive. I’m entranced by you, I’m aroused by you, and I’m so bloody petrified.”
“What is it that you’re afraid of?” Silver strokes her back. “Me, or the law?”
“Both.” Ria backhands a tear away from her cheek. “I’m afraid you’ll touch me in the wrong place at the wrong time—I’m afraid that I’ll let you—then the CPS will have us arrested and sent for a stretching.”
“A stretching?”
Ria nods. “That’s how executions are performed: public hangings.” She sniffs back more tears. “The short, sharp drop. Does it not frighten you at all?”
“The only emotion your stupid law evokes in me is anger, and I’m not used to rolling over and toeing the line with any government policy that violates basic human rights. Where I’m from, I’m known for bucking authority, no matter what the risk.”
“That’s admirable.”
“Maybe, but if my lack of respect for the rules of your country makes you feel uncomfortable, I’ll understand if you don’t want to get that close to me.”
Ria opens her mouth to object, but Silver puts a finger to her lips.
“I’m belligerent, stubborn, and self-destructively single-minded,” she continues. “Honestly, I think that’s partly why my marriage is circling the drain. Alex hates how I do things without considering my own safety first, and—”
“Why are you telling me this?” Ria cuts her off.
“Because I don’t want to hurt you. I am the way I am, and if that’s going to cause you grief …” Though Silver hates having to ask, she forces the question out. “Do you want me to stop?”
“Stop what? Courting me?” Ria appears hurt by the notion.
“If that’s what you—”
“No!” She doesn’t want to sound desperate, but it comes out in her voice anyway. “I’m very much enjoying being courted by you.” She rubs her arms up and down, still chilly, despite the fire. “It’s been so long since I’ve felt this desired. I like it.”
“You don’t have a girlfriend waiting for you at home, then?” Silver fishes.
“No.” Ria simpers, pleased that she asked.
Just then, Silver reaches an arm around her, leaning in close. Thinking she’s moving in for a kiss, Ria parts her lips and angles her head to one side, closing her eyes in expectation of intimacy. Unfortunately, she’s mistaken.
Silver picks the blanket up from behind the rock, then hovers within kissing distance, not knowing quite what to do.
“This is slightly awkward.” She states the obvious.
When Ria opens her eyes and sees the blanket, she realizes her blunder.
“Now I’m foolish.” She looks down into her lap, fidgeting with a broken fingernail.
“Not at all.” Silver pulls the blanket around her shoulders, warming her. “You just jumped one step ahead of me.” She lifts Ria’s chin, forcing her gaze up. “One very small step.”
Cupping Ria’s face in her hand, she trails the tip of her thumb over Ria’s bottom lip, admiring her soft, crimson mouth for a few seconds before leaning slowly forward and teasing her with the prospect of a kiss.
Their lips graze momentarily, then Silver swoops down to Ria’s neck, planting a chaste kiss below her ear, sending a surge of heat from head to toe.
Ria whines and tilts her head, baring her neck for more kisses, and Silver obliges. Cradling Ria’s neck in the palm of her hand, she presses her warm lips against Ria’s delicate, pale skin again and again, nipping and biting her gently.
Desperate for more, Ria slides a hand over Silver’s lap, tentatively exploring her upper thigh, reaching for the apex of her jeans …
Clank!
Ria breaks away from Silver at double speed. The gates to D10 open up in front of them, and the perimeter guard steps out.
“Honey says you’re welcome for tonight,” he announces to Ria, scratching at his dreadlocks. “But there are going to be a few restrictions.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY

 
 
Ria’s used to having her movements restricted. She’s used to being told where she can or can’t go, and having to ask permission for the simple things others take for granted. That’s what’s it’s like to be a Russian living in London: you need a permit to enter the borough of Westminster, you can’t vote, and it’s difficult to get a decent job. All of that, she’s learned to cope with. What she’s not accustomed to, however, is being handcuffed to someone else.
Standing at the edge of the courtyard, in front of at least half the village, Ria feels a swell of anxiety rise from the pit of her stomach. It’s dinnertime, and people are staring. Her right wrist is handcuffed to Silver’s left, keeping them within a foot of one another at all times, and she feels as though she’s on display.
“This is pretty much the exact type of situation you wanted to avoid, isn’t it?” Silver suppresses laughter, not at all put off by the many pairs of eyes on them.
“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.” Ria mopes, not sure what to do, or where to look. “I’ve had nightmares similar to this.”
“Well, look on the bright side: they handcuffed us together, so they obviously don’t care what we get up to.” Silver watches the Delta who handcuffed them consult with Honey, and waits to be told where to sit.
“I’m sure whoever came up with this ridiculous idea would’ve rethought it if they knew I was gay.” Ria twirls the handcuff around her wrist, accidentally tugging on Silver.
“Why?” Silver frowns. “I thought you said they weren’t like that?”
“They’re not, but I highly doubt they want to encourage a pairing between a Russian Taint and a beautiful, wiped woman of breeding age. They’ll want to keep you clean and add you to their numbers. They don’t want me stealing you away from them, and corrupting you with my exotic Russki wiles.”
“Too late.” Silver smiles at her.
Ria feels a blush coming, but it doesn’t get a chance to develop. The Delta, as instructed by Honey, ushers them over to one of the smaller benches and offers them a seat—just one seat—opposite Carmen.
“Really?” Silver glares indignantly at him. “There’s not enough room.”
The Delta slaps one plate of food down on the tabletop and points to a large dog bed on the ground at the end of the bench. “Your doggess can sit there, and if she wants to eat, she can have your scraps.”
He leaves laughing, but Silver has no intention of abusing Ria like that.
Before sitting down, she whispers some words of comfort to her ‘doggess’. “You know I’m not going to let them bully you, right?”
Giving Ria no opportunity for objection, Silver takes the seat on the end of the bench and pulls Ria onto her lap. The handcuffs make it difficult, but she manages to sit with her free arm around Ria’s waist, her handcuffed arm resting on Ria’s lap.
“Comfortable?” she asks, the question hollow, the answer obvious.
“Not particularly,” Ria replies honestly. “We’re the center of attention.”
“If you think this is bad, it’s about to get a whole lot worse.”
“Why?” Ria squirms apprehensively.
“I need you to feed me.” Silver demonstrates that she can’t reach the table.
Her heart pounding erratically, Ria examines the plate in front of them: toast, cheese, and hard boiled eggs. She tears a bite-sized corner off a piece of buttered toast and offers it to Silver’s lips.
“This is barmy.”
“More or less barmy than your nightmares?”
“Slightly less, but only because I’m wearing clothes.”
Ria tries to make the most of it, and they take alternate bites of food until the plate’s almost cleared. When they get to the final morsel of toast, Ria uses it to mop up some butter off the plate, then delivers it to Silver’s mouth.
Along the way, a dribble of butter escapes and trickles down her fingertip, but Silver catches it before it has a chance to form a drip. She presses the tip of her tongue against it, soaking it up, then wraps her lips completely around Ria’s finger, sucking her clean.
In that instant, all the blood in Ria’s body rushes to her cheeks, making them burn with an intensity she’s never felt before.
If the circumstances were different—and she wishes they were—she’d be left in no doubt that any romantic advances she might feel inclined to tender tonight would be hotly reciprocated. The way it stands, however, she fights the reflex to pull back her hand and deliver a sharp slap to Silver’s face.
Silver’s enjoying every minute of this show, and Ria feels like an unwitting participant in some war she intends to rage on the moral high ground here at the Delta compound. In this moment particularly, she suspects that Silver’s flirtation is intended to provoke more than it is to arouse, and that it’s aimed at their sneering, judgmental audience rather than directly at her.
In any event—whatever Silver’s intentions are, either consciously or otherwise—by the time Ria retrieves her finger from Silver’s hot, wet lips, she’s convinced that this little show is nothing more than a bold public statement, not the intimate, personal seduction she might wish it to be.
That being the case, she takes a deep breath and wills her anatomy to stop responding so readily to Silver’s overtly sexual teasing. The hungry flesh between her thighs is throbbing in rhythm with every beat of her heart, and she knows her knickers are damp already—as they were last night, when her body was pressed against Silver’s from head to toe.
“Are you all right?” Silver asks at last, sensing a downturn in her mood.
“Can we leave now?” Ria pleads, eager to go into hiding.
“Sure.” Silver strokes her lower back. “We’ll go take a nice walk somewhere quiet, okay? No more audience.”
Ria nods and slides off her lap.
Unfamiliar with much of the village, Silver takes her to the one place she knows will be peaceful: the grounds of Gwydir. With the exception of a few wandering peacocks, they’re perfectly alone when she offers up her hand to hold.
“I don’t want to hurt you by accidentally yanking on the handcuffs every five seconds,” she explains when Ria appears to hesitate.
Halfheartedly, and only because her wrists are still sore from the rope, Ria accepts.
“Dinner was utterly dreadful. I don’t know how you can possibly take pleasure in being made a spectacle of like that. Do you get a kick out of making people feel uncomfortable?”
Silver shows her to the rear of Gwydir, and to a bench that looks out on a massive stretch of manicured lawn, a small pond in the middle.
“I won’t shun you because of your bloodline.”
“I appreciate that—I really do. You have great strength of conviction, which is a rare and wonderful thing, but there’s no need to take such barefaced delight in the discomfort of others. In my experience, provocation only leads to escalation, and I don’t need these people to have any cause to treat me worse than they already are.”
“Fair enough.” Silver backs down a little. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”
Coming from her, that’s about as close to an admission of wrongdoing as you’re ever likely to get. Neither of them has any opportunity for further reflection, though. Alex rounds the corner of the building, heading straight for them.
“I didn’t come to fight.” He holds his hands up, bearing food. “I got you something extra from the kitchen.” He hands her a portion of cold chicken breast wrapped in tin foil.
“That wasn’t necessary.” She takes it from him warily, wondering what ulterior motive he has for being so nice all of a sudden. “But thank you.”
“You need it.” He lights a cigarette and backs away, adding casually but pointedly: “Our baby needs it.”
And there it is: the reason he made the effort. Silver fights the urge to hurl the chicken at his back, and doesn’t need to look across at Ria to know she’s been thrown for six.
A long, heavy silence ensues.
“You’re pregnant?” Ria asks finally, her voice cracking.
“A little.” Silver picks at the chicken.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
Silver looks apologetic. “Why do you think?”
Ria knows precisely why, and she’s not sure how incensed she can truly be about someone concealing something delicate for fear that it might change the way someone else thinks of them: she does it every day.
“Is it your first?” she asks then, trying to take it in her stride.
“My only, I hope.”
“You’re not enjoying it?”
“I don’t enjoy being vulnerable.”
“The way you killed that beast by the lake yesterday, I don’t think you have to worry too much about being vulnerable.” She picks at her fingernails. “Is your pregnancy the reason you were forced to leave the Hunter Division?”
Silver nods, fearing the pregnancy bombshell will shatter the burgeoning chemistry between them. “Does this change anything for you?”
“It could hardly be any more complicated, could it?” Ria laughs at her romantic misfortune. “You’re married—you clearly have some unresolved issues with your husband—and you’re carrying his child.” She closes her eyes and looks up at the sky, as if making a wish. “Why can’t I meet a nice, attractive lesbian who doesn’t have any heterosexual baggage?”
“I understand.” Silver finishes the chicken. “You deserve more than I can give you, and I shouldn’t be so selfish.” She gets up off the bench. “Are you ready for bed?”
Ria yawns at the thought of it, but shakes her head. “I’m not sure we should—”
“To sleep,” Silver clarifies. “How long’s it been since you’ve slept in a proper bed? Let me give you that at least.”
Ria succumbs to the lure of crisp bed sheets and a proper pillow, and lets Silver take her into Gwydir—to the bedroom she’s supposed to be sharing with Alex. Upon arriving there, they find Alex shirtless, fresh out of the bathroom.
Silver doesn’t need to say a word; Alex reads her expression perfectly.
“Are you serious?” He clenches his jaw. “You want me to leave?”
“What do you expect me to do, Alex?” Silver upturns both palms, declaring impotency. “The bed’s not big enough for three people, and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t want to sleep with both of us anyway.”
“Don’t worry, I know exactly which one of us she wants to sleep with.”
He retrieves his shirt and leaves the room, knocking roughly against Ria’s shoulder on the way out.
“I think your husband is tiring of me.” She avoids looking at the bed. “Does he know that you … I mean, that you’ve … been with women?”
“He knows everything about me, and that’s not why he’s being gruff. He has no issue with my liking of women.” Silver sits on the edge of the bed, pulling Ria with her. “Things haven’t been easy for us the past few months is all.”
“Is that why you’re seeking a mistress?”
“A mistress?” That word hadn’t even crossed Silver’s mind. “Is that what you think I want?”
Ria shrugs. “Well, you are married.”
“I suppose I am.”
“And you have intentions to bed me.”
Intrigued by the thought of it, Silver cocks her head and tries to read Ria’s mind. Is this what she’s been thinking all along?
“Do you want to be my mistress?” she asks outright.
Ria looks demure. “I assumed that was what was on offer: an extramarital fling and a bit of fun. Although, I do have to confess, I’ve never been someone’s mistress before.”
“Yet you say it so casually, like it’s a perfectly normal arrangement.”
“It is. Since prostitution was legalized, it became much more socially acceptable for married men to have illicit affairs—it destroyed the taboo of paying for sex. Once that became the norm, they started taking on proper mistresses: cavorting openly with women who are not their wives. To have one or two is fairly common, and no-one bats an eye. The wives expect it, and they’d rather their husbands keep mistresses openly than bed whores behind their backs. Mind you, it is highly unorthodox for a wife to be the one seeking a secondary romantic relationship.”
“Well, there’s a first time for everything.”
Silver removes her boots and waits for Ria to do the same, then she removes her weapons and her jeans.
Ria isn’t sure where to cast her eyes. “I thought you said we weren’t going to do this tonight? I don’t think I’m prepared for …”
“They’re uncomfortable to sleep in,” Silver explains. “I’m not trying to trick you.” She sits back down, eyeing Ria’s skintight kicksies. “You can do the same if you want.”
“Honestly?” Ria fiddles with the cuff around her wrist. “We should pick this lock and I should sleep on the floor.”
“You know how?”
Half hoping that Silver would’ve rejected the idea outright, it’s with some reluctance that Ria plucks a bobby pin from her hair and sets about releasing the locks on the handcuffs. She takes her time, but it still takes less than a minute to bend the pin into the perfect shape and pop both clasps.
“Where did you learn to do that?” Silver rubs her freed wrist.
“Come back to London with me and I’ll show you.”
Ria doesn’t expect a serious answer to that, and nor does she wait around for one. While Silver removes her shirt, softly giggling to herself, she sets the handcuffs down on the bedside table and heads for the door.
“Where are you going?” Silver stops her before she can turn the handle.
“I’ll find your husband and tell him it’s safe to return.”
“Don’t bother. He’s a big boy, and he can take care of himself.” Silver scooches over to the other side of the mattress. “Anyway, what kind of mistress are you if you won’t share a bed with me?”
Ria hesitates, not wanting to give her any false impressions. “You know I can’t stay here at D10, don’t you? This can’t be …”
“I know.”
It’s painful to say, but Ria forces the words out anyway, making her intentions clear. “I have to go back to London.”
“Not tonight.”
Ria turns back to face the bed, but it’s not Silver’s sheer cotton undies or tight camisole that catch her attention first: it’s her wounded shoulder. Blood is seeping through the bandage again, and that’s not a good sign.
“You’re still bleeding.” Her brow creases with concern. “You might need stitches.”
“We’ll see to it in the morning.” Silver pats the mattress. “Now get in.”
Ria doesn’t dare move. “Are you sure? Please be sure.”
Proving that she is, Silver beckons Ria to the edge of the bed and crawls over to her. When she’s within arm’s reach, Silver takes her by the hips and pulls her tight against the bed, then begins to unfasten the hook-and-eye closures on her bodice-style waistcoat.
Frozen to the spot, Ria stands silently, barely breathing as Silver’s fingers brush against her breasts, moving slowly lower.
One hook.
Two.
Another.
Another.
At the bottom, Silver releases the last clasp and peels back the waistcoat, swiftly discarding it to the floor.
“That’ll be more comfortable, no?”
Ria nods, speechless.
Still not done, Silver turns her attention to Ria’s belt. She unbuckles it, tugs it through the belt loops, and doffs it so quickly that Ria feels a flash of heat from the friction of leather against leather.
Silver drops the belt to the floor and hooks her fingers around the waistband of Ria’s kicksies, pinching the button undone with one hand while she pulls the zipper open with the other. Without hesitating, she maneuvers her hands around Ria’s hips, inside the kicksies, and shimmies them down.
They crumple at Ria’s ankles.
Satisfied with that, Silver flops back to the other side of the bed and lets her hair loose, shaking it out over her shoulders.
Ria remains motionless.
“What’re you waiting for?” Silver entices her.
Lacking a decent answer to that, Ria steps out of her kicksies. She finds herself sorely tempted by the thought of a soft mattress and a fluffy pillow, and plenty else besides, but tries not to let her eyes wander.
“If we were elsewhere, we could be hanged for this.” She climbs onto the bed, careful to keep her distance, leaving several inches of cool cotton between them.
“For sharing a bed?” Silver props her head up on her elbow.
“For much less.” Ria untwists her braid, releasing her long dark locks. “I’ve known women to face the gallows for looking at each other the wrong way.”
“What way’s that?”
Ria settles herself between the covers, curling herself up into a ball. “The way I’ve been looking at you since we met.”
“But I like the way you’ve been looking at me.” Silver tucks Ria’s hair behind her ear, stroking her cheek.
Desperate to believe that Silver’s not only interested in doling out lessons in social conscience and human decency, and that she’s keen for more than a bit of political reform, Ria compels herself to ask a question that’s been eating away at her mind all evening.
“Are you doing all this for show? Being so kind to me. Defending me. Flirting with me.”
“I do enjoy ruffling a few feathers,” Silver answers truthfully. “I told you that earlier.”
Almost imperceptibly, a faint sadness etches itself onto Ria’s face and she dips her head, hiding her eyes.
“But”—Silver hooks a finger under Ria’s chin, forcing her to look up—“nothing I’ve said or done has been a lie.”
At that, all trace of sadness and disappointment in Ria’s expression evaporates.
“Besides”—Silver edges closer, drawing her into an embrace—“no-one’s watching now.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 
 
The village is woken by a siren.
Loud and obnoxious, the dual-tone refurbished air raid siren emits a screeching and wailing sound identical to the warning shrills civilians would’ve heard during the bombings of the Second World War.
In Gwydir, Silver and Ria wake next to each other, Ria’s arm flung casually over Silver’s waist, their feet touching, playing footsie beneath the sheets.
Groggy, Ria wipes morning gunk from her eyes. “What is that awful racket?”
“Stay here and rest.” Silver rubs her shoulder affectionately. “I’ll check it out.”
Ria writhes on the bed, stretching and relaxing, then smiles up at her from the pillow. “Hurry back.”
As if there’s any doubt that she would.
Silver pulls on her pants, fastens her boots, and sprints to the courtyard. When she gets there, she finds a flurry of activity. Quite a few of the men are gathering by the stables, arming themselves with bows and arrows, waiting for further instruction, and the stable boys are frantically saddling the horses.
Something’s about to kick off.
On the hunt for a familiar face to query—either Honey, Bold, or even Mason—Silver spots Alex coming out from one of the surrounding cottages. His salt-and-pepper hair is ruffled from sleep, his face prickly and unshaven. He looks ruggedly handsome without trying. His tanned, bare chest is firm and muscular, and standing there with his belt unbuckled and the top button of his jeans undone, that perfect, kissable ‘v’ shape of pelvic muscle where his lower abdominals meet his hip flexors is exposed.
Silver’s stomach somersaults, the same way it has since she was fifteen years old and first laid her hormonal teenage eyes on him, but the feeling doesn’t last. Linx steps out into the sunlit courtyard behind him, wearing nothing more than a tank top and undies. Yawning and rubbing her eyes, she almost stumbles into him when he stops abruptly to pull on his t-shirt and buckle himself up.
All of a sudden, the mental imagery of Alex boning another woman causes Silver’s stomach to flip again, but in a different way. She fists her hair and promptly throws up in a nearby trash can—a sight which finally catches Alex’s attention.
“El, are you okay?”
He draws near her and reaches for the nape of her neck, but she recoils from him.
“Don’t touch me.” She wards him off, then spies Bold striding through the courtyard with a live pigeon in his hands. “Hey,” she calls him over. “What’s with the siren?”
“A gang from the Chester militia is raiding Clocaenog Forest, a few miles out.” He holds the pigeon up. “We just heard word from the Wrecsam outpost.”
Silver grimaces at the pigeon. “Are you fucking serious? This is what you use instead of phones?”
The pigeon lifts its tail and poops on the ground, cooing at Silver.
“What’s the purpose of the raid?” Alex prevents them from veering off-topic.
“We got herds of wild horses out there, and this ain’t the first time they’ve tried to rustle us. The wind turbines we use to generate power is all out that way, too, so it could be a malicious attack.”
“Do you want some help?”
Bold nods. “Saddle up.”
Both men start toward the stables, and Silver sets off with them, but …
“Not you.” Alex holds her back.
“Excuse me?” She folds her arms indignantly.
“You’re not coming.”
“Like hell.” She keeps her arms folded, resisting the urge to deck him. “You can’t exclude me from something like this.”
“You’re pregnant and injured. I don’t care which one of those reasons you pick, but either one alone justifies me leaving you behind.”
Silver has nothing legitimate to counter that with—it’s the truth. Nevertheless, she’s still in a bitter mood. For all she knows, Alex spent the night balls deep inside Linx, and now she can see a sleep deprived Luka stumbling out of another cottage looking far too proud of himself.
Like Alex was, he’s shirtless and fastening his pants. Two twenty-something twins with flowing blonde hair and flawless figures stand in the doorway, blowing him kisses and waving him off as he joins the rest of the men by the stables.
“Christ!” Silver throws her hands up. “Is everybody getting some?!”
“Apparently.” Alex is looking over her shoulder.
Ria, her long dark hair loose and wind-whipped, is entering the courtyard wearing a dress. It’s deep blue, calf-length, tight around the hips and thighs, flaring out at the knee. The low-cut front is cinched from belly button to bust with midnight blue silk ribbon, and a tantalizing glimpse of her corset is visible beneath while she finishes lacing it up.
Much to Alex’s annoyance, Silver makes no effort to conceal the fact that she’s looking, and nor does she hesitate to play up the fact that they’ve spent the night together.
“I thought you were going to wait for me in bed?”
Ria blushes immediately. “I got bored.” She loops her arm through Silver’s. “Did you find out what’s going on? I heard some people talking about the militia.”
“It’s not Slade or Luther,” Silver abates her concerns, quick to settle her mind. “It’s some people from Chester who’re after some horses, or some other shit. I wouldn’t really know.” She turns to glower at Alex. “I’ve been forbidden from taking part.”
“You blame me? Look at you.” Alex pulls back her shirt, revealing her oozing arrow wound. “The only place you’re going is the infirmary.”
Silver’s not one to take orders, but she falls silent anyway. In all honesty, if she absolutely wanted to, she could kick up a fuss and force them to include her. She knows it, Alex knows it, and he’s also well aware of why she’s letting it go: because of Ria.
The Russian’s been clinging to her like a tick on a dog, and she hasn’t exactly been pushing the mild-mannered beauty away. It’s been about a year since her relationship with Alice dissolved—following her repatriation to the Sentinel District—and this certainly isn’t the first time he’s seen her head turned by a pretty face.
The truth is, Silver’s always looked at women. For as long as they’ve known one another, her eyes have had a tendency to wander. Sometimes more. Over the years leading up to her banishment, there’d been more than a few drunken indiscretions, none of which bothered him because she was always off her face and never did anything behind his back. More often than not, she was doing it directly in front of him, which had its obvious benefits.
She never loved them, though. He was always secure in that. She’d bring them home, fuck them—often several times—then send them on their way. The only meaningful relationship she’d ever undertaken was with Alice, who, by Silver’s own confession, wasn’t very adept in bed and never once satisfied her adequately. Ergo, she was no threat. When Silver was repatriated, there was no question that her relationship with Alice would be terminated. If there was any shred of love, it wasn’t deep.
Once their life together had regained some semblance of normality, he’d often wondered if she’d be tempted to revert to her old ways, but she hadn’t even hinted at it, and he hadn’t cared enough to ask.
Perhaps she felt their marriage vows precluded it. Perhaps drunken one night stands no longer held any appeal. Whatever the case, she hasn’t been with a woman since.
Until now.
“Let the men go just this once.” Ria squeezes Silver’s arm. “If there’s an infirmary here, I can take proper care of your shoulder. You won’t be any good to anyone if we have to amputate your arm.”
“Meh,” Silver relents, turning her back on Alex and the others. “It wouldn’t be that bad. I’m ambidextrous.”
“Of course you are.” Ria laughs. “You’re strong, capable, ambidextrous, and considerate to a fault. Do you have any flaws?”
Silver treats that question as rhetorical and leads her to the infirmary.
After being told they’ll have to wait in line to be seen behind a woman in labor, and a woodcutter who needs to have the tip of his finger reattached, Ria offers to do the work herself. Grudgingly, a nurse—who’s too frazzled to argue with her—shuffles them off to a cubicle at the back of the room.
Content with that, Ria orders Silver to sit on the bed while she busies herself finding the supplies she needs to properly clean the wound and re-bandage it.
Watching her lay all such items out on a medical tray, Silver makes an observation.
“You really know what you’re doing.”
“I’m a nurse.” Ria snaps on some gloves, then reconsiders that statement. “Well, I was a nurse.”
“What happened?”
“Life.” Ria strips off the old dressing, finding it heavy with Silver’s blood. “You definitely need stitches. It’s not sealing at all.”
“I don’t know what’s wrong.” Silver looks down at her gooey shoulder, feeling betrayed by her body’s inability to fix itself. “I normally heal better than this.”
“With or without the virus?” Ria douses the wound with an antiseptic solution.
Silver hadn’t taken that into consideration. “Is that all it is?” She grits her teeth.
“Your body’s adjusting to healing itself without the extra help.” Ria inspects the level of internal damage. “Feeling pain like us mere mortals again must be fun, too. Do you want me to get you something for it?”
Silver shakes her head. “I can’t let you do that. For a number of different reasons.”
“I’ll find something that’s safe for the baby.”
“Would it be non-narcotic, too?”
Ria understands perfectly. “Best not, then.”
“You wanted to know about my flaws.” Silver looks apologetic.
“I want to know everything about you.” Ria preps a suture needle. “How long have you been clean?”
Silver laughs weakly. “I feel oddly compelled to lie.”
“Why’s that?”
“I’m afraid the truth might change the way you’ve been looking at me.”
Since actions speak louder than words, and she can see how much Silver needs to be reassured, Ria takes a quick look around the cubicle. She makes sure no-one’s spying on them through the curtain, then leans forward and presses a relatively chaste but lingering kiss against Silver’s lips.
When it breaks, Silver’s beaming. “What was that for?”
“Because I fancy you. You’re married, you’re pregnant, and I’m certain that any involvement with you is destined to be very complicated, but I’m absolutely mad for you. I’m not sure there’s much that could change the way I look at you … or the way I’m starting to feel about you.” She clears her throat and changes the subject. “So how long?”
“Eight days. Today makes nine.”
Ria makes the first stitch, curious about the apparent discrepancy. “How pregnant are you?”
“About eleven weeks.” Silver doesn’t wait for a follow-up question. “In my rather dismal defense, I didn’t know. I thought it was impossible for me to have a child.”
Ria recollects the enormous scar on Silver’s stomach. “Because of this?” She touches the back of her hand to it.
Silver nods. “My contact with the virus had some unexpected regenerative effects.”
“That must please your husband.” Ria keeps stitching.
“I think he’d be more pleased if he didn’t doubt that it were his.”
Ria puts two and two together. “He suspects your traveling companion?”
More nodding. “He’s always been jealous of Luka.”
“Have you given him any reason to be?” Ria finishes the last stitch, applies more antiseptic solution, then bandages her up.
“We’ve had our moments.”
“Do you love him?”
Silver’s not sure if she’s talking about Alex or Luka, but her answer’s the same regardless: “I love them both.”
“But you’re not satisfied with either?”
Silver doesn’t get a moment to answer.
Another siren sounds and she leaps off the bed, determined not to be left out of the action twice in a row. She gathers up her shirt, rushes to the courtyard with Ria on her heels, and accosts Honey near the main gates.
“What is it this time?”
Honey flashes Ria a contemptuous glance. “Your boyfriend left us a little present.”
She directs their attention to the gates as the on-duty perimeter guard drags a corpse through. Wrapped up in muslin cloth, all that can be discerned from the body is that it’s male and badly beaten. A pair of black leather boots are visible at the bottom, a mop of dark hair sticks out at the top, and blood is seeping through the thin white sheet.
The perimeter guard drops the corpse at the rear of a horse drawn dray: a simple, sideless cart meant for carrying light loads of hay or dung between farms, or to and from the village.
The dray’s driver and assistant swiftly heave the body up and onto the cart with little care or concern. In doing so, the muslin cloth becomes unraveled, revealing the face of the battered man beneath.
Ria gasps, the color draining from her face, her lower lip trembling slightly.
“You recognize him?” Silver infers.
Ria nods, feeling her skin prick with goose bumps. “He’s one of Luther’s closest men. He knew me.” Disgusted and ashamed by the memories his presence evokes, she dips her head and turns away. “Intimately,” she adds quietly.
“I’m sure many of the Arch Rogue’s henchmen do.” Honey clicks her tongue, disapproving.
“That’s not how it was.” Ria tries to preserve some of her dignity. “Luther liked to keep me for himself, but he wasn’t always around. When he was away on business, his men would sometimes … take advantage of his absence.”
Her stomach churns at the thought of it. More often than she cares to remember, Luther’s men—this one in particular—would summon her for their own gratification. It became so frequent that one look from him was all it would take. He’d come for her, and she’d know what was expected without the need for him to demand it.
She’d lead him to the bedroom, lie down on the bed, and let him take her however he wanted. She wouldn’t even look at him. She’d turn her head and close her eyes, powerless to stop him from forcing her legs apart and climbing on top of her. Then, she’d hear the release of his belt buckle, his zipper, and he’d jerk out his cock. He usually couldn’t be bothered to undress her—which she was thankful for. He’d just bunch up her dress and ram his already weeping dick inside her as fast as he could.
Fortunately, it was always over quickly. The anticipation of fucking her brought him to the brink of climax before reaching the bedroom, though that was due mostly to the enjoyment he got out of taking something from Luther, rather than the physical pleasure of the sex itself. The longest he ever lasted was fifteen quick, firm thrusts, and he always used a condom, lest he should be caught dipping in the honey pot.
Her cunt stinging with the memory of his ugly prick stabbing into her over and over again, Ria melts into Silver’s arms for comfort.
“He was one of the men who helped me escape,” she mumbles into Silver’s shirt. “Is that why he’s dead?”
“I should say so,” Honey answers her curtly, then locks eyes with Silver. “I need to speak with you privately.” She calls over one of her most trusted Deltas. “Escort the Russian to Silver’s room and guard the door,” she instructs him. “I see the handcuffs were ineffective.”
“Will you be all right?” Silver hesitates to let Ria go.
Ria nods, not far from tears.
Dying to console her more deeply, Silver caresses her cheek and presses a kiss against the side of her head. “I’ll be with you soon.”
Honey’s Delta grabs Ria’s arm and hauls her away, handling her much too roughly for Silver’s liking.
“Hey!” she yells at him. “Hands off.”
She keeps her eyes on his back until they turn out of sight, and Honey leads her off to a private office in the village community hall. The walls are filled with maps, and papers stuck to cork boards. The maps mark the locations of raids on their land, noting dates and precisely what was looted. The papers are important communications from the outposts, and some from the Mercian militia, recording details of various trades and agreements.
“Our dead rapist came with a message.” Honey sits at a small, cluttered desk and fishes a sealed envelope out from one of the drawers. “In order to prevent total anarchy, I think it’s probably best if we keep the details between us.” She passes it to Silver.
Addressed to ‘Honey Bear’, it’s smeared with blood where it was stapled to the dead man’s chest. Inside, there’s a handwritten note penned by the Arch Rogue himself:
It’s been brought to my attention that you have in your possession something belonging to me. Regarding this, you should know that anyone who attempts to thwart the retrieval of my lost property shall be guilty of conspiring to commit theft, and will be duly punished. For details on what this entails, please refer to the man who gave you this note.
Sincerely, Luther Hale.
“So you can see”—Honey perches on the edge of her desk—“Luther wants his favorite tail back.”
“Not gonna happen.” Silver tears the note in two and trashes it.
“Like it or not, you stole from him, and he wants his property returned.”
“She’s not property. She’s a human being, and she’s under my protection.”
“How touching.” Honey looks unimpressed. “But it’s not that simple I’m afraid. The militia cares little for budding romance, so make no mistake: if Luther wants the Russian, Luther will take the Russian, and he will kill you for meddling in his business.”
“If he’s such a great threat, why doesn’t he come here himself? Why doesn’t he try to take her back?”
“He’s not that stupid. Only one law prevails out here: the law of retaliation. You hurt me, I hurt you—lex talionis. As far as he’s concerned, we took the Russian from Slade as payback for Slade taking Tomkin from us—that makes us square with the Manchester militia. If he were to come onto my land and take the Russian now, that would instigate a further bout of hostilities, and it would make him look quite desperate.”
“How so?”
“Luther operates the main flesh smuggling route in and out of London, and he’s got no shortage of willing tail. If he were to commence warfare over a common whore, people might start to think he was going soft. Never mind which, he knows the Russian wants to go back home, and the only way she can get there is by traveling through Mercia. All he has to do is sit back and be patient.”
Honey hands Silver a tablet device with a West Mercia Police report up on the screen: a missing persons alert for Rianne Zykova, with a substantial reward offered for her safe return.
“Every Mercian from here to London is going to be eager to get their hands on that reward. Some Deltas might even be tempted by the offer if they learn of it. She’ll never make it, and I pity her, but I can’t keep her here any longer. Luther might not launch an attack on my land, but he can certainly make my life very difficult by meddling with our trade network. If he terminates his current contracts with us, my people will suffer.”
“What’re you saying?”
“I want her gone from here.” Honey crosses her arms sternly. “First thing in the morning.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 
 
Silver shoos the guard away from her bedroom door and returns to Ria, finding her sitting by the dresser, braiding her hair in front of the mirror. The bedroom window is wide open, a gentle breeze spilling through the room, bringing with it scents of lavender and calendula. Every little flutter ruffles the hem of Ria’s dress, until one sharp gust finally lifts it over her knee, exposing her stocking. At that moment, she catches Silver’s reflection in the mirror.
“How soon does she want me to leave?”
“What makes you think she wants you to leave?” Silver draws her eyes away from that tantalizing, milky splash of skin above the lace of the stocking and meets Ria’s eyes in the mirror. “How do you know we weren’t exchanging cupcake recipes?” She crosses the room and stands behind Ria, squeezing her shoulders.
“I brought one of Luther’s men to her door. Albeit dead.” Ria finishes the braid. “I don’t imagine she’s in the mood for cupcakes, and I certainly wouldn’t blame her for wanting rid of me.” She leans back, resting against Silver’s chest. “Nobody wants to be on the Arch Rogue’s bad side.”
“My bad side isn’t that much fun either.” Silver slips her fingers inside Ria’s dress, rubbing her shoulders and neck, half massaging, half exploring. “No-one’s gonna touch you again, I promise. I won’t let them.”
Ria closes her eyes and relaxes in Silver’s hands, soothed by such heartfelt words.
“That’s a lovely thought,” she murmurs. “But sadly, you won’t always be there to protect me.”
“Says who?” Silver glides her hands down, over Ria’s shoulders and collar bones, stopping before she reaches the mounds of her breasts.
“Reality.” Ria whimpers with longing, wishing Silver would go further. “Sooner or later, I’ll have to leave, and unless you’re planning on returning to London with me …”
She opens her eyes, looking up at Silver in the mirror, scarcely daring to believe that could be a possibility.
“We’ll be heading out first thing in the morning.” Silver works her hands back up to Ria’s shoulders and navigates a finger under one of the shoulder straps of the corset she’s wearing beneath the dress. “Together.”
She tugs Ria’s sleeve off that shoulder, sliding the corset strap down with it, baring her pale, silky skin.
“Why would you risk your safety for me like this?” Ria angles her shoulder so that Silver can pull the dress down further, undressing her upper arm.
“I think you know why.” Silver bends and kisses her shoulder, starting at the top of her arm and working inward.
“Tell me anyway.” Ria closes her eyes again.
Silver works her kisses all the way to Ria’s neck. “Because I fancy you,” she whispers, nibbling on Ria’s earlobe. “And I’m not gonna let anybody take you away from me. Not Slade, not Luther—not anyone.”
“But …” Ria struggles to concentrate on forming words, her senses overloaded with the sensation of Silver’s lips and teeth against her skin. “What about your husband?”
“He’s not a factor in my decision.” Silver sweeps her hands down Ria’s back, under her arms and around her ribcage, still kissing her.
“Your marriage …” Ria whines as Silver starts stroking her just below her breasts.
“It doesn’t change a thing,” Silver insists, tiptoeing her fingers over every inch of Ria’s body between her bellybutton and breasts. “Honey’s giving us Delta escorts to the Mercian border. We’ll be on our own from there, but I think we can—”
Ria turns in the chair. Kneeling on the seat, she flings her arms around Silver’s neck and engages her lips in an unexpectedly passionate kiss.
Everything about it is perfect.
Silver moans into Ria’s mouth, pulling her into a tight embrace, enjoying the softness of her lips, the taste of her lipstick, and the playful caress of her tongue. When it finally ends …
“Mmm.” Silver keeps her in a firm hold. “I knew that’d be worth waiting for.”
“Are you sure this is what you want?” Ria keeps her arms wrapped around Silver’s shoulders, tickling the nape of her neck. “There’s no telling what Luther might do if he catches us, and I don’t want to be the cause of any harm.”
“He’s not gonna give up easy, I know that.” Silver admires Ria’s ass in the mirror behind her. “You seem to have made quite an impression on him.”
“I don’t know why.” Ria looks sorrowful. “I didn’t do anything.”
Silver roams her hands over the curves of Ria’s waist, hips and bum. “If you could see what I see, you’d understand.” She pinches Ria’s lower lip between her teeth, biting on it gently. “I think I’d chase you to the ends of the Earth for the chance of a kiss.” She lays her hands firmly on Ria’s ribcage, moving slowly up to her chest. “Or more.” She rubs her thumbs over the undersides of Ria’s breasts. “I’d fucking kill for more.”
Ria quivers with arousal. “I wish we’d met under different conditions.” She feels her nipples tingle and stiffen inside her clothing, yearning to be touched. “You stir my heart and body in ways I can’t even begin to describe.”
Silver instigates another kiss, pinching Ria’s lips between her own … but it doesn’t last long.
Knock, knock, knock!
Someone raps on the bedroom door and Ria breaks the kiss, looking immediately sheepish as she slinks away from Silver and slides back down into the chair, willing the color from her cheeks.
“What is it?” Silver calls over her shoulder.
The door opens and a female Delta in a nurse’s uniform stands in the threshold, out of breath from running.
“I was sent to fetch you, Missus King.”
“Don’t call me that.” Silver scowls. “Who wants what from me?”
“It’s your husband, ma’am.”
Ugh. Ma’am sounds worse than Missus King. Both make Silver cringe.
“He can’t bring me his own messages now?”
“No, ma’am. There was some trouble at Clocaenog.” She takes a deep breath, trying to swallow though her throat is dry. “He’s in the infirmary.”
 
 

 
 
Alex never looks like Alex when he’s lying in a hospital bed. He looks vulnerable, and Silver’s always found it difficult to see him this way. He’s supposed to be her big, strong Hunter, and it seems so wrong for him to appear so weak.
The first time she saw him in hospital was after he broke his pelvis falling from some poorly constructed scaffolding. He’d taken her virginity the night before, and she’d always wondered if the accident was somehow her fault.
Was he distracted? Was he overtired? They’d barely slept. He made love to her all night, alternating between penetrating her and giving her head. She lost track of how many orgasms he gave her, and how many times he was able to release before he had nothing left to give.
Her crotch throbbed the whole day afterwards, burning from the repeated friction of his hard cock inside her tight, virginal body. She’d only ever had fingers before, and two of her slender digits—or those of whichever cute female classmate she’d been fooling around with—held no comparison to the girth of his fully engorged cock.
Standing in the infirmary entranceway, her starved sex pulses at the thought. Unfortunately, the pleasurable feeling doesn’t last long: Linx is sitting at Alex’s bedside.
Silver considers turning around and leaving, but Alex looks up and clocks her, making it impossible for her to sneak away without causing a fuss. So, instead, she approaches his bed with attitude, her target Linx.
“Scram, little girl.” Silver waves her off like one would an annoying cat. “He doesn’t need a sponge bath.”
“I was just checking on him.” Linx gets up, but seems in no hurry to scurry away.
“Don’t worry, I’m sure his dick still works. That’s the part you’re interested in, isn’t it?”
Thoroughly embarrassed, inexperienced Linx doesn’t have the confidence nor the mental dexterity to engage with Silver on this level, so she capitulates without a fight and dashes off with her head down and her tail between her legs.
“I didn’t ask her to come.” Alex strains to sit up, wincing as he bears weight on his right arm, bandaged from wrist to elbow.
Hating to see him suffer, Silver snatches another pillow from the neighboring bed and helps him to sit forward while she props it against his back with the others, giving him added support. In this position—kneeling on the bed, leaning over him, his forehead resting against her stomach—she can see down the slit in the back of his gown, spying a bandage that starts at his lower back and wraps around his waist.
“You’re all fucked up.” She settles him against the pillows, glimpsing the tip of a bloody bandage poking through the top of his gown on his left shoulder. “Is it really bad?”
Although part of him would like to blow it out of all proportion to manipulate her sympathies, Alex can’t bring himself to exaggerate the severity of his condition.
“Nah, I’ll be out of here in a day. You know how it is.” He points to his bright violet eyes.
“I know how it was.” She flops down onto the bed by Alex’s knees, glancing at her own bandaged shoulder, which is still angry from the stitches Ria gave her earlier.
“What? No kiss?” He feigns surprise.
“I’m here, aren’t I?” She avoids eye contact. “That’s gotta count for something.”
Alex reaches for her hand, but she keeps out of his grasp.
“Can’t you pretend that you still want to be my wife? Even for a minute or two while you’re here. Give me something—anything—remotely tangible. I’m not fussy.”
It hurts to hear him plead for affection so casually. She scoops up his hand and moves closer, dragging her fingers through his thick, graying hair the same way she does when they’re locked together in coitus. When you strip away all the bullshit and anger, and the unnaturally violet eyes, he’s still the man she fell in love with when she was fifteen years old.
“I’ve always wanted to be your wife,” she reminds him, holding that thought firmly in her mind as she bends forward and presses their lips together.
Taken aback by the sudden intimacy—but welcoming it without hesitation—Alex cradles her neck and prolongs the lip-lock, flicking his tongue into her mouth at the first available opportunity. He half expects to be rejected, but she reciprocates.
The kiss lasts for an easy thirty seconds, and when it ends—when both of them need to stop to draw air—Alex adjusts his position to conceal a small tent forming under the bed sheets.
“You taste like cherries.” He licks his lips.
Silver rubs her lips together, sucking off the last remnants of Ria’s lipstick, swiftly diverting the conversation. “So what happened out there today? And how come you’re the only one in a gown?”
“I fell off my horse.”
Silver stifles a laugh. “Seriously?” She snorts. “Here I was thinking you’d been gored by some three hundred pound militia man, but you did this to yourself.”
“Hey, the fucking horse saw a snake, reared up, and threw me down a gully. I could’ve died.”
“What gouged you?” Silver chuckles heartily. “A vicious tree root?”
“Stop laughing.” He spanks her thigh playfully. “I tumbled down the bank, broke three ribs on a protruding rock, and sliced myself up on some barbed wire left behind from a collapsed fence. That shit was rusty. I had to have another tetanus shot.”
“If other people ask, you should probably say you got gored by a three hundred pound militia dude. Jussayin’.” She pats his knee.
Things between them always used to be this easy. But this is nothing more than a mirage.
Wiping tears of laughter from her eyes, Silver sobers up her mood and prepares to risk crushing Alex’s rarely cheerful disposition by informing him of her impending departure. She has to do it soon: she’s leaving in less than twenty-four hours.
“Look, I wish I could wait to tell you this, but I can’t.” She strokes the back of his hand, twirling his wedding ring. “Something happened with Ria while you were gone doing your manly shit.”
“Oh, yeah?” He sounds suspicious, anticipating a sexual confession.
“Luther knows she’s here and he threatened Honey.”
“So?” Alex shrugs. “Send her on her way. That was the plan anyway, right?” He challenges her to say otherwise.
“Always.” Silver ignores the bait. “But things are more complicated now.”
“How so?” Alex leans back and stares at the ceiling, still waiting to hear Silver admit that she has feelings for the Russian.
“Luther reported her to the police as a missing person, and he’s offered up a reward for anyone who’ll bring her back to him.” Silver shakes her head, disgusted by the behavior of almost everyone she’s met since arriving in this country. “He’s acting like she’s his fucking pet.”
“What do you care? There’s nothing you can do about it.” Alex sighs, running his hands from front to back through his hair. “This isn’t our country, El. It’s not our fight.”
“She’s a human being, Alex. She’s a vulnerable woman who’s been taken advantage of and treated like shit. What am I supposed to do? Look the other way? Like everyone else seems to do.”
“What’s this leading up to, El? Feel free to come to the fucking point.”
“Okay: I’m escorting her to London.”
Silence.
After letting that sink in his thoughts for a few moments, Alex shakes his head vehemently. “You’re not doing this.”
“Yes, I am.” Silver’s eyes seem extra steely. “Carmen’s coming, too, and we’ll have Deltas with us till we reach the Mercian border.”
“Let the Deltas take her all the way.”
“They won’t go any farther than the border. It’s too dangerous.” She leaves out the fact that Luther will kill anyone caught aiding Ria’s escape. “Anyway, I don’t trust them with her, Alex. Given half a chance, they’d rape her, then trade her back to those brutes to claim the reward.”
“Fine.” Alex clenches and unclenches his fist. “When are you going? Wait a few days and I’ll go with you.”
Silver doesn’t waste a second putting the kibosh on that. “No can do. Honey wants her out of here tomorrow.”
“Why are you being so stubborn?” Alex rubs his hands over his face, groaning with frustration. “You really want to get away from me that badly?”
“I’m not trying to get away from you, Alex. I just want to make sure Ria’s safe.”
“Do you? Or are you looking for an excuse to go to London so you can execute the goddamn King?”
Silver refuses to answer. Happy to have the distraction, she spots Luka heading out from a private cubicle at the end of the room and ushers him over.
“What’re you here for?” She notices a bandage on his left wrist. “Are you injured as well? Serves you both right for not letting me come with.”
“Nope.” Luka holds his wrist out proudly, peeling back the bandage to reveal a fresh Delta brand on his skin. “I’m immune.” He grins. “They tested me.”
Neither Alex nor Silver can articulate an immediate response to that little revelation. Silver, knowing what she does now about the history of the Deltas in England, is thankful that they’re no longer in Amaranthe. What if people with immunity are going to be treated the same way there? Alex, on the other hand, veers off down another mental pathway entirely, and he’s still stewing on it when Luka excuses himself to have dinner with the nurse who gave him the brand.
“He’s such a hound.” Silver laughs.
Alex isn’t listening. In his distrustful mind, Luka’s immunity means only one thing: he can sleep with Silver no matter what. Back in Amaranthe, when Silver was still infected, the only reason Alex accepted her denial that an affair had taken place was because Luka remained uninfected. But this news changes everything.
“How come the baby’s a Delta?” he asks then, his conclusion already drawn.
The somber, accusatory tone of his voice raises Silver’s hackles. “Excuse me?”
“Luka’s immune, just like your child.”
“My child?” She confronts him on his syntax. “So it’s my child now?”
“You screwed Luka.”
“You’re out of your fucking mind.”
“When his eyes didn’t turn, I thought you were telling the truth.”
“I was telling the truth,” she snarls at him. “Why are you being like this? So that you have an excuse to spend another night with Linx?”
“I slept on her couch. Besides, you’ve got some nerve. You’ve been fawning over that Russian since we picked her up in Manchester. Did you fuck her last night?”
“No, I didn’t fuck her. And I haven’t fucked Luka either.”
“Do you want to fuck her?”
Silver can’t bring herself to lie, so she says nothing.
“Go ahead.” Alex shuffles his pillows around and lies down. “Get it out of your system.” He curls up under the sheets, kneeing Silver’s ass.
“Why?” Silver gets up, forced off the bed by his legs. “So you can fuck Linx and say it was justified?”
“Have fun in London,” he mutters, refusing to look at her.
“Fucking shitbag.” She pivots away from the bed and storms out of the infirmary.
In the lobby, she gets to the front door just as someone on the outside swings it inward. A coat peg on the back of the door slams into her injured shoulder, causing her to reel back toward the wall.
The pain is intense.
“Shit.” Carmen steps into the lobby, realizing immediately that she’s to blame. “Are you all right?”
Silver nods, despite the fire shooting down her arm. “What’re you doing here?”
“Visiting my friend, Seven.”
“Good.” Silver pushes herself away from the wall, eager to vacate the building and get back to Ria. “Say your goodbyes.”
“We’re leaving?”
“Tomorrow morning.” She yanks open the door. “I need to get the fuck out of this place.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 
 
Dinner is short and sweet. Silver demands that Ria be fed, and Honey orders the people in charge of serving the food—rabbit stew and bread rolls—to comply. After all, it’s her last meal here.
Ostracized from the Delta community by her association with Ria, Silver sits beside her at a small picnic table on the edge of the courtyard. They’re joined by Carmen, who, being a Taint, was never fully accepted into the community to begin with, and Luka, who’s trying to avoid the amorous attentions of a woman he claims is about a decade too old for him—which probably means they’re the same age.
When she’s finished eating, Silver slips her hand beneath the table and pulls Ria’s dress up over her knees, careful to do it slowly and without any sudden movements so that their table companions won’t notice.
Though Ria is desperately anxious they’ll be caught touching inappropriately, she doesn’t want Silver to stop. She feels Silver’s fingers edge over her thigh, trailing from her knee to the top of her stocking and tickling the bare skin above.
If they were alone, she’d spread her legs and move Silver’s hand up to her core. How good it would feel to have Silver’s fingers inside her. How easily she would come. How badly she wants to be fucked …
Fearful that her arousal might be evident—and it is—she looks down into the remains of her stew, trying not to make any noise as Silver moves her hand slightly higher.
Carmen glances at her flushed cheeks. “Are you feeling okay?”
Ria nods. “Perfectly. Just a little hot, that’s all.”
Silver battles a smirk. She’s eager to get back to the bedroom so they can spend some time alone together, but after dinner, Ria’s mood seems to shift.
While Silver discusses morning plans with Carmen, and assures Luka that his help won’t be required—indeed, that the journey would be too dangerous for a marked Delta to undertake in Mercia—Ria makes apologies and leaves the table.
Silver expects to find her in the bedroom, perhaps unclothed, hopefully ready for bed, but she finds the room empty. A quick search of Gwydir turns her up in the grounds, sitting on a bench, feeding sunflower seeds to a peacock.
“There you are.” Silver sits beside her. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”
Ria dries her cheeks, but it’s obvious that she’s been crying; her smudged eye makeup gives it away.
“What’s wrong?” Silver rubs her back, instantly concerned. “Has someone been talking shit to you again?”
Ria shakes her head, brushing teardrops off her eyelashes. “I’ve been thinking about tomorrow.”
“You don’t have anything to worry about.” Silver keeps rubbing her. “I’m gonna make sure you get home safe.”
That doesn’t seem to console her.
“How will you get back here after?” New tears form in her eyes.
“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”
“I don’t want to put you in any danger.”
The tears tumble free and Silver thumbs them away.
“I don’t know life any other way.”
Ria wishes she could be convinced so easily, but the truth is, Silver’s casual disregard for her own safety isn’t comforting, it’s frightening.
“I don’t think I can do this.” She turns away, scattering a handful of seeds for the peacock. “I can’t let you go with me.” She brushes stray seeds off her lap. “It wouldn’t be right.”
“What’re you talking about?” Silver sidles closer, driving her hand under Ria’s dress again.
“I’m being selfish.” Ria stays Silver’s hand before she gets above her stockings. “I can’t take you away from your husband.”
“You’re not taking me anywhere, I’m choosing to leave.”
“You’re pregnant …”
“I’m not an invalid.”
“Silver …” Ria bites on her bottom lip, trying not to cry again. “You have a husband. In a few months, you’ll have a newborn. Perhaps we met at the wrong time.”
“Does any part of this feel wrong to you?” Silver slinks off the bench and kneels on the stony ground in front of her.
“What’re you doing?” Ria can hardly breathe.
Silver doesn’t answer. She bunches Ria’s dress up, exposes her thighs and parts her legs, then reaches for her hips. Giving one firm tug, she pulls Ria forward on the bench, perching her ass on the very edge of the seat.
Ria clutches at the hem of her skirt as Silver leans forward and kisses her inner thigh.
“Nichego sebe!” she exclaims in Russian, then moans and throws her head back, trying to hold onto sense and reason. “Anyone could come!”
“No”—Silver kisses her again—“just you.”
“Oh, god.” Ria closes her eyes and gasps, Silver’s kisses moving closer to her loins. “Your kisses feel so incredible. This isn’t fair.”
She brings a hand to the back of Silver’s head, moaning again when Silver bites down on her tender skin, hard enough to leave a mark.
“Do you want me?” Silver drags her teeth along the top of Ria’s thigh.
“You know I do.” Ria presses her hand over Silver’s on her lap, entwining their fingers. “Very much.”
Silver lifts her head. “Then I’m coming with you to London.” She gets up off her knees. “Now let’s go to bed.” She holds out her hand.
Ria doesn’t take it. “We’re not handcuffed anymore. If people see you taking me to your room, there won’t be an excuse for it.”
“I wasn’t aware that I needed one.”
Silver nabs Ria’s hand, hauls her off the bench, and leads her upstairs to the bedroom—and Ria utters no objection. Her legs weak, she holds Silver’s arm for support, terrified and thrilled by the thought of spending another night with her new paramour. Sadly, the sight of Alex’s belongings bundled in the corner of the room brings her back to reality.
“Where’s your husband?”
“He’s still in the infirmary.” Silver strips off her shirt. “They’re keeping him in overnight.”
“Is he all right?”
Silver laughs. “Dumbass fell off his horse. He’s totally fine.”
Ria lingers at the foot of the bed, eyeing it longingly. “Does he know you’re sharing a bed with me tonight?”
“Does it matter?” Silver pulls off her boots.
“Of course it matters.” Ria fidgets with the end of her braid. “Did you discuss this situation with him at all?”
“We had a fight.”
“Because of me?” Ria assumes.
“Actually, his sights are firmly pinned on Luka.” Silver wriggles out of her jeans. “He found out Luka’s a Delta—like our baby is—and now he’s letting his imagination run away with him.”
Ria averts her gaze from Silver’s semi-nude body. “I don’t know that I’d blame him entirely. You know how insecure men can be when the physical relationship with their partner is compromised.”
“Do I?” Silver raises an eyebrow.
“I’m sorry.” Ria blushes. “I’m being too personal. It just occurred to me that since you’ve been wiped, and he’s still a Taint …”
“You’re right, we can’t boink anymore, but this is his own doing. He didn’t want to be wiped because he said it’d be easier to protect me and the baby if he were stronger.”
“That’s quite the chivalrous sacrifice.”
“Sure, but it’s a lie. He likes being a Taint, and that’s all there is to it.”
Ria sits on the foot of the bed and removes her boots. “It must be hard to stay connected to someone when you can’t … connect with them.”
“Now that you mention it, I’m curious.” Silver leans against the headboard. “How come you’re not contagious? The virus is in your blood, too.”
“I’m deactivated.”
She’s going to leave it at that, but the blank look on Silver’s face forces her to explicate.
“Remember how I told you the nanites can turn the virus on and off? Well, whether or not you receive any benefits of the virus at all depends upon whether or not you can afford it. To be activated, the government charges a monthly subscription fee, and it’s expensive. Most people—me included—can’t afford it. All the viral components in my blood are dormant, so I’m not contagious.”
Silver can’t help wondering if that’s the future of Amaranthe. First, the British military swoops in and gives everyone the upgrade. They let them enjoy the benefits of it for free, get them hooked on it, then deactivate everyone and tell them, if they want to be reactivated, they have to pay for it. They’re no better than drug dealers.
“You know”—Ria sits cross-legged at the foot of the bed, admiring Silver’s body in camisole and undies, wondering how long it’ll be before she loses that perfectly flat stomach—“many couples who want to have a child save up so that the mother can be activated during the pregnancy.”
“What’s the benefit?” Silver gets inside the covers.
“No stretch marks, no tearing during labor—lots of superficial things that benefit the mother, including helping to shed the baby weight. Internally, there are even more advantages. The developing baby is protected from virtually anything that happens to the mother: drug interactions, knocks and bumps, sickness. I’ve never known an activated mother to have any complications during pregnancy.”
“That’s good to know.” Silver files the information away and pokes at Ria with her feet. “Are you getting into bed or what?”
Ria sucks her lower lip into her mouth, pinching it between her teeth, thinking the proposition over. She knows she shouldn’t tempt herself, but she so desperately wants to fall asleep in Silver’s arms.
In time, she walks around to the other side of the bed and peels back the covers, never once breaking eye contact.
“Are you going to undress?” Silver entices her.
“Should I?” Ria toys with the bow of silk lacing at her chest.
“I’d like it if you did.”
Still holding the eye-lock, Ria unlaces the bust of her dress. When it’s unlaced all the way, she slips it off her shoulders and lets it fall to her ankles, revealing her stockings, knickers, and corset.
“Goddamn.” Silver roams her eyes up and down Ria’s body.
Her cheeks aflame again, Ria gets onto the bed and rolls down her stockings.
“You’re extremely beautiful.” Silver runs her index finger lightly up Ria’s leg, barely grazing her skin, all the way from her ankle to her thigh. “Just in case you were in any doubt about that.”
Reminding herself to keep breathing, Ria lets down her hair. As she shakes it out, Silver catches sight of a small tattoo on the inside of her left wrist.

“What does this mean?” She traces a finger over it.
“It’s … umm … sort of like a family thing.” Ria remains deliberately vague. “What about this?” She draws out Silver’s left wrist, exploring the scarring with her fingers.
“It’s not what you think.” Silver scratches at it, wishing the marks would fade. “Your country monitors people using the nanites. My city monitors people by putting microchips in their wrists.”
“But you have multiple scars.”
“Born, joined the Hunter Division, was banished, then temporarily reinstated, banished again, repatriated, and then rehired by the Hunter Division.” Silver wiggles seven fingers in the air. “Seven different tag insertions over the course of thirty-five years.”
Ria peers more closely at it, feeling around beneath her skin. “Is it still in there.”
“Yeah.”
“Do they track you with it?”
“I fucking hope not.”
Sensing this could be a heavy subject that’s best not broached at such a late hour, Ria kisses the mutilated skin, then works her way under the covers next to Silver, snuggling into her arms, loving how easy the closeness is for both of them.
Still, she can’t completely relax until she clears up one niggling issue …
“What’s going on with your husband?”
“I’m not sure he still wants to be my husband.” Silver hugs Ria’s waist, encouraging her closer.
“So what is this?” Ria weaves their legs together, making a tangle of bare skin. “Am I your mistress? Or your girlfriend?”
“Does it need to be defined?”
Silver drops her gaze to Ria’s lips, hinting at the prospect of a kiss, testing her reaction, to which Ria indicates her receptiveness with a subtle tilt of her head and the parting of her lips.
Pulling their bodies tight together, Silver flicks her tongue into Ria’s mouth and brings her into another kiss. It intensifies quickly, and Silver rolls her onto her back, maneuvering between her legs.
Ria clutches at Silver’s hair, twisting it up in her fingers. “Ya skhozhu po tebe s uma,” she purrs in her second tongue, pressing her chest against Silver’s, molding their bodies together.
“Huh?” Silver stops kissing her for a moment. “Is that a happy noise? I can’t tell.”
“Da.” Ria grins. “It means you’re making me crazy.”
More kisses.
Silver wraps her arm around Ria’s arched back. “This could be our last night together in a proper bed,” she whispers between kisses. “Shall we make the most of it?”
Ria whines again, the mere suggestion of sexual intimacy sending shivers of arousal from tip to toe, her cunt pulsing impatiently. “You have no idea how much I want to, but—”
She gasps and whimpers, Silver’s kisses trailing down her neck, her collar bone, and toward her chest. Closing her eyes, she feels Silver’s hand slide up to her breast, teasing her with the promise of fondling before tiptoeing to the middle of the corset to undo the lacing.
“Wait.” Ria halts her hand. “We shouldn’t. Not tonight.”
Silver doesn’t stop laying her lips all over Ria’s cleavage, hungrily licking, biting and kissing every bit of exposed skin. “Why not?”
Prevented from tackling the corset, she drives a hand down below the covers and up Ria’s thigh instead, pushing her legs further apart.
“Stop, stop, stop,” Ria begs faintly.
“I hate that word.” Silver scooches lower.
“No …” Ria strives to think rationally.
“I hate that one, too.”
Silver kneels between her legs, bending to kiss her inner thigh where she bit earlier. She touches the bruise softly before placing her lips directly over the gusset of Ria’s underwear, pressing her mouth to the damp fabric.
“Oh, fuck … ty mne ochen’ nuzhna.” Ria raises her hips as Silver reaches for the hem of her knickers, but she can’t quite go through with it.
She clamps her hand down over top of Silver’s, holding her in place. “Silver,” she pleads again. “Pozhaluysta … please listen.”
In that moment, something in her voice hits home hard for Silver. Not so many nights ago, she’d sounded the same, imploring Alex not to take advantage of her intense attraction to him and her thirst for sex.
“Shit.” She drops her forehead against Ria’s hip, defeated by her own conscience. “I’m sorry. What’s wrong?”
Ria cups Silver’s face and draws her upwards till they’re eye to eye. “I want you so much.” She brings her into a quick kiss. “But whatever happens between us, it shouldn’t start like this.”
She instigates another chaste lip-lock, then urges Silver to lie beside her.
“Your husband’s lying wounded in a hospital bed,” she goes on. “You can’t spend the night making love to me while he has no idea what’s going on.”
“I’m sure he assumes—”
Ria puts two fingers to her lips, hushing her. “That’s not good enough, Silver. I don’t want to have an affair with you.”
“Hey, you were the one who said you wanted to be my mistress.”
“That’s different.”
“Is it?”
“Very. I told you men take mistresses all the time. Extramarital relationships are an accepted part of a couple’s marriage, but an affair’s not like that. An affair is a sordid, dirty thing that’s conducted in secret and surrounded by lies. Men have relationships with mistresses and affairs with whores. I don’t want to be your whore, and I don’t want you to sleep with me because you’re angry with your husband. Sleep with me because you want me the same way I want you, and make sure you’re free to do so.”
“I’ve wanted you since I first laid eyes on you.” Silver flops onto her back, sighing at the ceiling. “Damn, it’s been so long since I’ve felt this way about a woman. I don’t wanna mess this up.”
“Do you even know what this is?” Ria rests her head on her elbow, tracing invisible patterns over Silver’s arm and shoulder.
“I know what I want it to be.” Silver captures her roving hand and kisses her palm. “I know that if we’d met in Amaranthe, I’d have taken you home with me in a heartbeat.”
“Is that so?” Ria does her best to ignore the deluge between her thighs.
“Within hours,” Silver proclaims assuredly.
“Then talk to your husband in the morning before we leave.” Ria leans in for a kiss. “I don’t have enough self-control to keep fending off your amorous advances.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 
 
Silver wakes with Ria in her arms, draped over her chest for the third morning in a row. She extricates herself slowly, careful not to disturb her, and rises to shower, dress, and pack. When she’s done, she returns to the bed to fawn over her new mate.
“You’re stunning,” she says to Ria’s unconscious form, not realizing that she’s awake.
“Dobroe utro.” Ria stirs, mooning up at her would-be lover. “Good morning.”
“What’s with the Russian all of a sudden? Not that I’m complaining, I like it. I’ve never heard anyone speak another language before.”
“I try not to in public, but it has a tendency to slip off my tongue when I’m around someone I feel comfortable with.” She notices that Silver’s fully dressed. “You’re up already?”
Silver nods, tucking loose strands of hair behind Ria’s ear. “I’m gonna go see Alex, I just haven’t been able to rip myself away from you yet.”
Ria hides her relief. She’d half wondered if Silver would change her mind come morning, with her emotions no longer fueled by endorphins.
“Ya tebya obozhayu.” She reaches for Silver’s face. “Give me your lips again.”
They kiss.
Shortly thereafter, while Ria enjoys a long, hot shower, Silver slips away to the infirmary, finding Alex embroiled in a fierce game of tic-tac-toe with Carmen’s hospitalized young friend, Seven.
“Damnit!” He loses again. “Best of thirteen?”
Seven giggles, but her lips downturn quickly when she sees Silver. Nervous on account of all the stories Carmen’s imparted, she shuffles back to her own bed, taking the pen and tic-tac-toe paper with her.
“I know what you’re gonna say.” Alex sighs, watching Silver pull up a chair.
“Do you?” She spins the chair around and straddles it, leaning her arms over the back. “If that’s true, you must be magic, ‘cause I don’t even know what I’m gonna say yet.”
Alex scoops his breakfast bowl off the bedside table—porridge with cinnamon and raisins—and picks at it with a child’s plastic spoon.
Then, “Are you in love with her?”
“It’s been three days, Alex.”
“So?” He cherry-picks the raisins out of his bowl. “I fell in love with you before I met you.” He reassesses that statement. “As an adult, I mean. I wasn’t in love with you when you were five. I was totally into thirteen-year-olds, back then. You know, ‘cause I was eleven and I thought older women were hot.”
Silver cracks a smile. “When did you fall in love with me, then? How?”
“You don’t remember? The entire Division was interested in you. Everyone wanted to know how good the Hunter General’s daughter was in combat.”
“Wanted to see if I could live up to my lineage?”
“Pretty much.” Alex digs in his bowl for more raisins. “Someone in the Hunter Division Academy’s records department would make copies of all your end-of-unit assessment videos and sneak them into the Hunter Division lounge. For a little money, that same person would make private copies for some of the more desperate Hunters to take home and jerk off to.”
“Ewww.” Silver wrinkles up her face.
Alex holds up both hands. “Not me, I swear, but I must’ve seen at least a dozen of your tapes in the lounge. I hated that watching you aroused me, but it did. You were fifteen years old, and I felt like a fucking pervert, but I wanted you so badly.”
“I bet you thought you’d hit the jackpot when my father sent you and your Hunter unit out to drag me home when I broke curfew to get shitfaced with my friends on a school night.”
“Hell, no.” Alex plucks a few grapes from a bunch on the bedside table and tosses them in his porridge. “I said I didn’t wanna do it.”
“Really? Why?” Silver’s stomach grumbles at the thought of food. “Surely that was your big chance to inject yourself into my life.”
“Are you kidding? I didn’t want to be in love with you. Of all the people in the city, I should’ve kept my hands off my boss’s virgin daughter.”
“But you didn’t.”
“I couldn’t. I took one look at you and realized I was completely head over heels.” He notices Silver eyeing his porridge and passes it to her. “I was in love with this reckless, punk-looking, drunken, cigarette smoking fifteen-year-old who had two fingers buried inside this whimpering hottie from the Medical Sciences Academy. So then I thought I was in love with a lesbian, which was just depressing.”
Recalling that night with perfect clarity, Silver laughs. “She was a complete stranger. I didn’t even know her name.”
“She knew yours. She was screaming it as she came all over your hand.” He plucks a few more grapes. “The point is: I know you like women. I think you like women more than you like men for the most part, and I’ve always let you have what you wanted.”
“This is different, Alex.” Silver talks with her mouth full.
“I know it is. She can go to bed with you and I can’t.”
“Don’t twist this around.” Silver jabs the spoon at him. “Ria isn’t our problem. She didn’t start this.”
“She’s exacerbating it.”
“Bullshit.” Silver digs in the porridge. “You’ve never been jealous of my dalliances before.”
“Is that what this is? A dalliance.”
Silver keeps focused on the porridge, refraining from giving him a direct answer. “You know our problems don’t stem from me wanting to go to bed with a woman. They stem from you thinking I screwed Luka.” She finishes the porridge in silence, sliding the empty bowl onto the bedside table. “I have to go.”
Alex nods. “I think some time apart might be good for us.”
“Since when?”
“We have issues, Silver.”
“No, Alex. We don’t have issues, you have issues.” She pokes at his leg. “You’re the one who thinks I cheated on you, you’re the one who thinks you’re not our baby’s father, and you’re the one who wants to remain infected with a virus even though it means you can’t fuck your own wife. So if you need some time alone to help figure that shit out, good luck to you.”
And that’s that.
She leaves without bothering to say goodbye.
In the courtyard, she finds Carmen and Ria all packed and raring to go. Carmen’s pacing back and forth impatiently, while Ria’s seated at a picnic table with their belongings beside her, eating a bowl of porridge. She’s wearing the dress again, her hair still damp from the shower, and Silver has to remind herself to remain at a socially acceptable distance.
“They’re readying the horses.” Carmen points toward the stables. “You’ve got about five minutes if there’s anything you still need to get done.”
Silver glances fondly at Ria. “I think we’re set.”
Detecting the obvious, Carmen bobs her eyes to and fro between them. “Are you shagging her now?”
“Not yet.” Silver pulls her eyes away. “Have you eaten?”
“Yes, mummy. I widdled, too.”
“Good girl.” Silver pats her shoulder. “Now go check on the animals.”
“Just say if you want to be alone with your girlfriend,” Carmen cracks childishly, walking away.
“Grow up.” Silver boots her lightly in the ass.
Watching from the picnic table, Ria sets aside her empty bowl and beckons Silver over. “So how did it go with your husband?”
“How do you say ‘everything’s going to be all right’ in Russian?”
“Vsye budet khorosho.”
Silver tries to repeat it, butchers it, and makes Ria laugh.
“Teaching you Russian might take a while.”
“Well …” Silver pulls her up and holds her waist, mindful not to bring her too close. “We’ve got time. We’re in the clear, and I’m all yours.”
“All?” Ria wants her to say it again, hopeful that she’s not misunderstanding.
“All,” Silver repeats. “Every little bit.”
Ria grabs fistfuls of her shirt, needing a kiss, but not brave enough to take it. “And you’re absolutely certain you want to do this?” She looks pained. “I don’t want to be the cause of any regrets.”
“Not going with you would be a regret.” Silver coaxes her an inch or two closer. “Are you absolutely certain you’ll be safe once we reach London?”
Ria nods. “Assuming I can get past the border without being arrested for traveling on an expired permit. That part’s tricky, but even serving a bit of prison time would be better than ending up back in bed with Luther.”
“Has he no control in London?”
“He wouldn’t dare set foot outside of Mercia.”
“Silver.” Luka touches her shoulder. “You weren’t gonna ride out of here without saying goodbye, were you?”
“Why not?” She fakes apathy. “Goodbyes suck.”
“Are you adamant you don’t want me to come with you?”
“Abso-fucking-lutely. Being a branded Delta puts you at risk.” She catches him looking at Carmen. “You only wanna go so you can drool over my little sidekick some more anyway.”
“Oh …” Ria tries to look sympathetic. “I think she’s gay.”
“Goddamnit,” Luka crabs. “How can you tell?”
Ria shrugs. “The way she looks at Silver. It’s different from the way she looks at you. It’s subtle, but when your life depends upon relying on faint clues like that, you get good at picking them up.”
“What do you care anyway?” Silver shoves Luka’s chest. “She’s going back to London, you big goof.”
“I could ask you the same thing.”
Ria looks at the ground, awash with guilt and uncertainty—neither of which Silver seems to share. Though she remains silent, her touch doesn’t weaken.
“Are you coming back, El?” Luka persists. “Or did Alex fuck it up really badly this time?”
Ria raises her eyes, quite interested to know the answer to that as well.
But she doesn’t get one.
Neither of them does.
“Hey!” One of the stable boys waves to them from the other side of the courtyard. “They’re ready for you!”
The first thing Silver notices is that there’s only one spare horse. Their two Delta escorts each have one, so does Carmen, and there’s one more: Fitch.
“Can you not count?” Silver confronts them. “There’s two of us.”
The stable manager—a gruff, round man in his early fifties—extends a chubby finger in Ria’s direction. “Your Russian can walk.”
“Fucking pricks,” Silver growls, ready to start a fight.
“Don’t bother.” Ria stops her. “I’d rather ride with you anyway.”
They start walking away together, but Luka catches Silver’s elbow.
“Be careful, okay?”
Silver never gets to make that promise. Straight away, two things happen: Luka is summoned by the twins he slept with the night before, and Silver inhales the scent of cigarette smoke.
Alex.
Sure enough, he’s watching them from the northern end of the courtyard. Back in civilian clothing, he’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, his arms bandaged. He looks out of place. Mind you—Silver takes a gander at her own jeans, white tank top and Hunter Division shirt—they’re all dressed like outliers.
“Your husband’s watching.” Ria strokes Silver’s arm. “Do you want to go over there? He’s probably worried about you.”
Silver doesn’t get a moment to consider it. No sooner have the words left Ria’s mouth and Linx materializes beside him. She looks like a cat that’s just been handed enough cream to drown itself in: she’s happy to see Silver go.
“I don’t think I have any more words for him.” Silver turns her back, refusing to gawp.
“He’s been spending a lot of time with that young girl.” Ria peers at them over her shoulder, letting Silver lead her away. “She seems very keen on him.”
Silver greets Fitch with a nose rub, making him nicker.
“Does it bother you?” Ria pushes the topic. “How close they are.”
“I don’t know if I’m allowed to be bothered by it.” Silver helps Ria up onto Fitch’s back, then climbs on behind her.
“What do you mean?”
“I tried to fuck you last night.” She settles into the saddle, wrapping her arm around Ria, their pelvises pushed together. “So I’m not exactly in a position to be uppity about his wandering eyes.”
“Speaking of eyes …” Ria cranks her head to take one more look. “Why are Linx’s violets always flashed? I understand why your husband’s are, because he was infected with a foreign strain of the Taint virus, but what happened to her?”
“I’m not sure. The militia infected her with some black market version of the Taint virus. I don’t fucking know. I didn’t give enough of a shit to listen.”
“Ya znal eto!” Ria grumbles, fuming quietly. “Svoloch’!”
Silver frowns. “I haven’t got the faintest idea what you just said, but I can tell those weren’t happy noises. What’s the problem?”
“I was told the back market Taint virus was a myth.” Ria rubs Fitch’s neck, distracting her mind by braiding a small section of his mane. “It’s not important now.”
Silver doubts that last statement, but this isn’t the time to get into it. She flashes Luka a last minute wink and a lopsided a smile as they walk their horses through the gates and out of D10, led by their two Delta escorts: Bentley and Chapin.
They’re twins. In their mid-twenties, both have naturally platinum blonde hair and blue eyes. Bentley’s appearance is pixie-like, with short tousled locks and prominent ears. He doesn’t look particularly strong, but Silver’s been assured that he’s a sharp aim with a bow and arrow. Chapin, on the other hand, has shoulder-length hair scattered with thin braids, and she might not be a great shot, but she’s a survivalist: an expert at finding edible berries and drinkable water, and avoiding predators.
Brother and sister are the same height and dressed similarly—each wearing the trousers and waistcoats that Silver’s come to expect—but Chapin’s clothing is tailored to hug her slender, feminine body, and she has a variety of hunting knives holstered at her waist. With her sleeves rolled up to the elbows, she looks ready for a fight at the drop of a hat.
She’s also the one in charge of plotting their course, and she leads them south, skirting the D10 boundary en route to the Delta outpost at Trefaldwyn, where they’ll cross into Mercia. Along the way, the land alternates from deep forest near Llanrwst, to wide open fields and barren, rocky mountains, back to denser greenery the further south they travel.
In places, there are paved roads. Elsewhere, they travel on dirt tracks, or directly through the grassland. Fields are divided into large sections by barbed wire fences, keeping sheep contained in certain areas. Shepherd’s huts have been erected in the wildest parts, so anyone out checking on the roaming flocks has shelter should the weather turn. All the while, though, Silver sees not a single person.
“Is all your land like this?” she asks the Deltas.
“What?” Bentley admires the lush landscape. “Green?”
“Deserted.”
Bentley laughs, shaking his head. “City folks.”
“Inhabited clusters are few and far between outside the compound,” Chapin explains. “Only a few scattered cottages.”
They come to a halt to let a herd of feral goats cross the paved road. One billy goat, appearing to be in no particular hurry, stands there staring at them, slowly chewing a mouthful of grass and urinating until Chapin shoos him on.
According to Bentley, goats are a big target for Mercian poachers. Their meat brings a good price at market, or they can be captured live and kept for their milk, and they’re small enough to transport easily. Otters and polecats are frequent victims, too. They’re caught in barbaric traps and butchered for their pelts.
At first, Silver is fascinated by these lessons in the local flora and fauna, and the geography of this rich land, and the Deltas are happy to brag about their home. After nine hours on horseback, however, everyone’s patience is beginning to wane.
The Deltas start to get cranky, so Silver stops asking questions, and Carmen isn’t interested in giving up any details about her personal life, so making small talk with her is difficult. Ria, too, is being unusually quiet.
“Are you comfortable?” Silver kisses the side of her head.
“With you? Always.” She sighs contentedly. “I feel very safe.” She notices Silver’s head is dipped. “Are you tired?”
“Enjoying the view.” Silver nibbles on Ria’s shoulder, watching her breasts bounce with every hoofstep.
To aid that venture, Ria leans back against her, making it easier for her to get an eyeful. “Better?”
“Much.” Silver tightens her grip around Ria’s warm body, but the closeness doesn’t last.
Up front, Bentley and Chapin laugh and joke with one another, glancing back at Ria two or three times before bursting out in laughter again.
“I wonder what they’re saying about me.” Ria leans her head on Silver’s shoulder and closes her eyes. “They keep looking.”
“Shall we give them something to look at?” Silver pinches the lower part of Ria’s dress between her fingers and pulls it up enough to slip her hand underneath.
“Stop it.” Ria slaps her hand away. “Don’t be a tease.”
Moving into thick forest again, traveling off the paved road, the serenity of the countryside is soon broken by the sound of hoofbeats thundering closer.
Bentley and Chapin come to a standstill and draw their bows, waiting for the source of the hoofbeats to come into view, but before it does, a teenage boy comes hurtling toward them.
When the boy sees the horses, he tries to stop and change direction, but he trips and tumbles onto the forest floor. He hasn’t any time to get up before a massive horse bolts out of the trees, a single rider on its back. Silver recognizes a red band on the rider’s upper arm and infers that he must be some kind of Delta border guard—and his bow and arrow is drawn on the defenseless young boy.
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“Mercian!” the Delta border guard yells, pulling back his arrow, preparing to shoot at the terrified boy. “Trespasser!”
“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” The Mercian boy backs himself up against a tree. “Please”—he hides his face—“I ain’t done nothing!”
He’s out of breath, wheezing, and shaking from head to toe. His trousers are torn and muddy, his shirt drenched with sweat. Unlike the Deltas, he’s wearing handmade leather shoes, with thin soles that are almost completely worn through. His mousy hair is wet and clinging to his scalp.
The angry, bow-wielding Delta is an older man with waist-length, braided gray hair. Sweat is starting to bead on his brow and he’s breathing heavily, but he hasn’t had to exert himself as much as the boy.
“Ne obizhay yego, govnyuk!” Ria shouts at him.
Don’t hurt him, shithead!
The attention-grabbing Russian insult works, and the Delta’s interest is diverted.
“Are you talking to me, Russki?” He lowers his bow.
“You can’t kill an innocent boy.” Ria pretends not to be afraid of him.
“Innocent? He’s Mercian, and he’s trespassing.”
Silver passes the reins to Ria and dismounts, digging a canteen of water out of a saddlebag before approaching the boy.
“Where are you from?” She passes him the canteen.
“Oswestry, mum.” He gulps the water.
“You’re six hours east of there, boy,” Bentley informs him.
“Poacher!” The aggressive Delta pulls back his arrow again.
“Hey!” Silver seizes the shaft of the arrow and yanks it out of his hand. “Does he look like a poacher to you? He’s got no weapons. What’s he gonna do? Sneak up on an unsuspecting deer and hug it to death?”
The boy sucks back the water so fast he nearly chokes on it. “The tree cover’s too dense.” He spits and sputters. “I lost my bearings, mum. I ent meant to be here—I knows that. I thought I’s running south. I been turned about.”
“See?” Silver smacks the Delta’s thigh with the arrow. “He’s no harm.”
The Delta snatches back his arrow. “So whatchu want to do with him?”
Silver glances up at Ria before answering.
All it takes is one flicker of her soft brown eyes to Carmen’s horse and back again, and Silver knows exactly how she wants this to play out.
“We’re headed to Mercia,” Silver informs the Delta. “We’ll take the boy with us.”
“Will we?” Chapin’s head is cocked, both eyebrows up. “Says who, missus?”
“Says me, and I’m not negotiating.” Silver picks the boy up off the ground, helping him to get steady on his weak legs. “What’s your name?”
“Oliver, mum.”
“Okay, Ollie.” Silver leads him to Carmen’s horse. “You’re gonna hop on here with my friend, Carmen, and we’ll take you back to Mercia. I think she’s PMSing, though, so watch yourself.”
Carmen slips her foot out of the stirrup and kicks Silver’s shoulder, begrudgingly accepting Oliver up into the saddle with her.
“Who the bloody hell do you think we are?” Bentley glares at Silver. “Search and fucking rescue?”
“No, but I don’t think you want to be ruthless child killers either.” Silver gets back in the saddle behind Ria. “He’ll be my responsibility, okay? If anything goes wrong, blame me.”
“With no hesitation,” Bentley carps, prompting his horse onward.
The next two and a bit hours pass in silence. Oliver falls asleep against Carmen within the first fifteen minutes—which she’s less than pleased about—and the Deltas ride on ahead, the grumpy border guard having gone his own way.
They could probably cover a little more ground before nightfall, but two things prevent them from doing so. One: they’re approaching a boarding house that can put them up in comfort for the night. Two: the weather turns violently against them. Dark, heavy rain clouds roll in, and Chapin smells a thunderstorm on the air.
“Thunder doesn’t smell.” Silver peers up at the sky.
“Sure it does,” Chapin insists. “I’ll admit, though, it is difficult to get a whiff of anything over the rotten stench of Russian.” She laughs.
Silver opens her mouth to fire something back, but Ria kisses her cheek and stands her down before any more harsh words can be exchanged.
“It’s late. Don’t kick off.”
Fair enough.
Everyone’s tired, irritable and hungry, and as the first drops of rain start to fall, the sight of the fifty-two bedroom hotel is a relief to them all. Built of gray stone and standing on the edge of a massive lake, Vyrnwy Hotel is an imposing, sprawling structure, with barns, stables, and a tavern.
Under an ongoing agreement with D10, the hotel’s owners—Gavriel and Memina—provide rooms to D10’s border guards free of charge on their travels back and forth from the Trefaldwyn and Y Fenni outposts. In exchange, they receive a cartload of meat and several cases of wine every month.
Silver halts Fitch and stares at the Vyrnwy Hotel sign in the driveway. “Seriously? That’s a word? It doesn’t even have any fucking vowels in it.”
At the hotel entrance, they’re greeted by Gavriel, Memina, and several stable boys. Bentley and Chapin—having obvious familiarity with the middle-aged couple, who fondly refer to them as Ben and Pinny—swiftly negotiate three twin rooms to be shared amongst them, and then offer to help the stable boys settle the horses for the night.
In the meantime, the saddlebags are nabbed by bellboys and distributed to the appropriate rooms, under the direction of Memina, while Silver, Ria, Carmen, and Oliver are shown into the dining room.
It’s at this moment that Ria takes a second glance at Gavriel and Memina, looking deeper, paying close attention to a few—admittedly ambiguous—clues about their lifestyle.
Memina drapes her voluptuous figure in a flowing dress, her graying hair pinned up in a bun. She looks motherly and gentle. Gavriel is in trousers, shirt and waistcoat—including a pocket watch—smoking a cigar, with a bowler hat perched on his short gray hair. His face is clean shaven, smooth, and starting to sag with age. He’s heavyset, roundish, and not very tall, his hands small, the nails well manicured.
He’s a she.
Ria’s fairly certain of it.
In a country where you risk the rope for being caught in a same sex relationship, it’s not uncommon for gay women to take on the outward appearance of a man. For some, it’s a matter of practicality. For others, it’s a matter of preference. In any case, Gavriel and Memina are a gay couple, and Ria steals an opportunity to speak privately with Memina about the sleeping arrangements.
“This is place is safe, yes?” She keeps her voice low. “Like a haven.”
The pair seem to share a secret understanding, and Memina nods.
“Aye, yes, indeed. Is there another sleeping arrangement you’d prefer?”
“A double, for myself and the American woman, if you would be so kind.”
“Discreetly, if you would be so kind.”
“Of course.” Ria smiles sweetly but sadly.
“Wait until the other guests have retired, and rise before they wake,” Memina advises her. “My boarding license could be revoked if there should be any complaints.”
“I understand.” Ria resists the urge to hug her. “Thank you.”
During dinner—a buffet of roast turkey and beef, which they arrived right on time for—Memina slips a new room key onto the table by Ria.
“There you are, my dear.” She winks and retreats to the kitchen.
“Hey, we’re neighbors.” Carmen dangles the key given to her by Gavriel. “Who am I rooming with?”
“Who do you think?” Silver indicates Oliver with a nod of her head.
“Ugh.” Carmen rolls her eyes. “Why do I have to share a room with a boy?”
“Because I wanna get—”
Ria’s not sure where that sentence is going, but she prevents it from getting there.
“Not in front of the Mercian,” she cuts Silver off sharply. “Please.”
“I can kip in the barn if you’d rather, mum,” Oliver offers sincerely, oblivious to the secrets at the table. “I ain’t meaning to impose.”
“It’s no imposition,” Silver assures him. “Is it, Carmen?”
Carmen pokes her tongue out in protest, but doesn’t argue. The subject soon dies, and the rest of the meal would be pleasant, were it not for Bentley and Chapin—who’re seated at a different table—becoming inebriated with wine and slinging insults at Ria.
Cheap Russki tart.
Luther’s whore.
Bentley says he’ll give her a quarter pound of chocolate for a blowjob.
The latter insult results in a handful of other men approaching Ria to enquire about the cost of her services, and her mood dampens with every recurrence. If they were anywhere else, she’d simply excuse herself and retire to bed early, but she doesn’t feel safe being away from Silver, and to leave the dining room with her would violate the promise she’d made to Memina. So, she stays put.
“We can go upstairs if you want,” Silver offers, unaware of her pledge.
Ria shakes her head. “We must wait.”
“Wait for what?” Silver places a hand over hers on the tabletop.
“Trust me, please.” Ria withdraws, speaking in a low voice so that Oliver won’t hear her. “You can have me tonight, but later.”
Later seems to be forever in coming. The downpour begins, thunder rumbles in the distance, growing closer, and as the lights flicker ominously, the last guests call it a night.
When the coast’s finally clear, Ria gets up from her chair in front of the fireplace in the drawing room and reaches out to Silver in the chair opposite.
“Shall we?”
“Nah.” Silver pretends to be disinterested. “I’ve grown bored of the idea.”
She waits for a telltale glimmer of uncertainty to surface in Ria’s eyes, then leaps up out of the chair and surprises her with a bear hug and an ass grab.
“As if!”
“Save it for the bedroom!” Ria wriggles free, giggling. “Come on.”
Silver lets her lead the way up the stairs and down the hall. “What’s all this about anyway? Are we doing something sneaky?”
“Sort of.” Ria pulls the bedroom key from her cleavage and unlocks the door, revealing a double bed, their belongings on top of a dresser by the window. “I modified the sleeping arrangements somewhat.”
“How?”
“Gavriel and Memina are sympathetic to our interests.”
“And you know that because … ?”
“Gavriel’s a woman,” Ria whispers.
“No shit?”
“She’s a Tom.” Ria lets her hair down, only offering up a further explanation when realizes Silver’s completely lost. “A woman who gives the impression of being a man.”
“Really?” Silver looks disbelieving.
“Uh-huh.” Ria nods. “So I asked Memina if we could have a room that was a bit more … conducive, and I promised we’d be discreet about it.”
Silver seizes her hips and pushes her up against the door frame. “I can’t guarantee that.” She closes the gap between them and brings their lips firmly together. “I’m gonna make you scream so loud you’ll wake up the whole damn building.”
At the sound of footsteps somewhere down the hall, Ria grasps Silver’s shirt and drags her into the bedroom, kicking the door shut behind them. She stands on tiptoe, hugs her arms around Silver’s neck, and what begins with a simple lip-lock soon escalates.
Silver twists her fingers up in Ria’s hair and pushes her further into the room—closer to the bed. When they bump into the footboard, the two break away from one another to stumble out of their boots, then swiftly reconnect. Ria unbuttons Silver’s shirt and discards it on the floor, her hands trembling with eagerness. When she’s done, she turns her attention to Silver’s belt.
They hold each other’s gaze while she unbuckles it and pulls it through, then she reaches for the lacing on her dress, keen to shed some of her own clothes … but Silver prevents her from untying it.
“Let me.” She brushes Ria’s hands away and tugs the bow undone.
Unlacing it all the way, she strips the dress off Ria’s shoulders and leaves her standing there in lingerie. She expects Ria to tackle her jeans next, but Ria breaks away from her and dives onto the bed, pulling the duvet up to her shoulders.
“Are you being shy?” Silver finishes undressing herself, stripping to camisole and undies.
“Cold.” Ria laughs, inviting her in.
Silver climbs under the covers and pounces on her in an instant. She plans on working her lips from Ria’s mouth to her cunt, but Ria has other ideas. While their lips are engaged, she drives her hand between Silver’s legs.
“Ty samaya krasivaya zhenshchina v mire.” She glides her fingers over Silver’s wet slit. “You’re the most beautiful woman in the world.”
They both whimper, Ria penetrating her without pause.
“You feel just like I imagined you would.” Ria closes her eyes and whines, pushing deeper, stroking the ridges of Silver’s tight sex, reaching for …
“Oh, fuck.” Silver almost collapses on top of her. “That’s it.”
“I know.” Ria plants another kiss on her.
Then …
The door opens.
Carmen—wrapped in her duvet—stumbles in carrying two pillows, causing Ria and Silver to freeze exactly as they are, not daring to move.
“I hate thunder,” Carmen grumbles, another clap sounding.
Groggy and overtired, her eyes half-closed, she dumps her pillows on a couch at the edge of the room and settles down to sleep. She’s completely oblivious to the fact that Silver and Ria are in the grip of intimacy.
“Fucking hell,” Silver mouths inaudibly.
“I’m sorry.” Ria removes her fingers slowly. “I can’t.”
Understanding, Silver flops down on the bed with a heavy sigh, then snags a spare pillow and chucks it at Carmen’s head. “You suck!”
“Ow!” Carmen flails. “I’m scared of thunder, all right? Plus, you roomed me with Oliver and he’s snoring like a steam train. I can’t hack it.”
“This is torture.” Silver groans at the ceiling.
Taking a little enjoyment in heightening the torment, Ria rolls onto Silver’s chest and locks eyes with her, slowly and very sensually sucking her sticky fingers clean.
“You’re so cruel.” Silver tries not to stare at Ria’s breasts pushed up against her chest. “Are you gonna let me touch you at all tonight?”
A few seconds pass, then—despite her much better judgment—Ria succumbs to the desire to be felt, shuffles forward, and takes Silver’s hand in hers.
“You want to know how much you excite me?” She pulls Silver’s hand down beneath the covers. “My knickers are damp. See?” She rubs Silver’s fingers over her drenched underwear.
“You’re so wet.” Silver pushes Ria onto her back, circling the firm nub of her clit, rubbing the cleft of her sopping vagina below it. “Are you sure you don’t want me to do anything?”
“Mmm, that’s too much already.” Ria conquers temptation and moves Silver’s hand away, licking the moisture off her fingertips.
“You have an unearthly amount of restraint.” Silver pins Ria’s arms above her head, making her squeal.
“I want our first time together to be special.” Ria’s eyes flit to Carmen and back again. “Or at least private.” She squirms beneath Silver, not making any serious effort to get free. “Is that desperately romantic of me?”
Silver trails her hand over Ria’s chest. She lets the back of her fingers brush against Ria’s breast, and as she does, Ria arches her back, a sensual quiver running down her spine.
“I need you.” Silver grips Ria’s waist firmly.
Ria gasps, her nipples tingling and swelling beneath her clothes. “Sil—”
“Wait.” Silver caresses her cheek. “Listen.”
Carmen is asleep, snoring lightly. Rain is pounding against the window, and the thunder’s becoming more frequent. Taking a chance, Silver repositions between Ria’s legs.
“We mustn’t,” Ria whimpers. “Not like this.”
“Sshhh.” Silver bends to kiss her. “I won’t touch you, I promise. I won’t do anything you don’t want me to.”
Squeezing Ria’s bare thigh, she angles her hip against Ria’s crotch and presses their bodies together. Then, watching Ria’s face closely, looking for any trace of displeasure, she rocks her hips forward, creating friction between them.
Far from being displeased, Ria moans. Taking that as an invitation to continue, Silver smothers Ria’s lips with her own and keeps moving, working into a gentle, steady rhythm. A few thrusts later, she feels the residual tension in Ria’s thighs completely dissipate.
Ria parts her legs wider and lifts her hips to match Silver’s movements, silently begging her not to stop. Despite the layers of clothing between them, her body is pulsing with arousal, her core throbbing and weeping for release. She grabs at Silver’s shoulders and waist, pulling her tighter.
“Oh, god, that feels so good.” She wraps her legs around Silver’s waist. “You’re going to make me come.”
“Do you want me to?”
“Yes! Ya tebya lyublyu! Make me come!” She follows that with a wail of delight that’s mostly obscured by a crash of thunder.
She’d been trying to hold back, but the sensations are too intense and she wants to let go. Her passions are fevered, her breathing labored, and her cries of pleasure are becoming more uncensored.
Suddenly reaching her peak, she clutches at Silver’s good shoulder, scraping her fingernails against Silver’s skin. “Unghh!” She wails once more as the crest of her climax hits, sending her body into spasms.
Feeling the tremors of Ria’s orgasm, Silver offers an involuntary, quiet whimper of satisfaction, her own body swiftly following suit.
“That was perfect.” She sighs contentedly, looking breathlessly down at Ria. “You’re perfect.” She strokes Ria’s bare thigh, resisting the urge to delve her hand northward to feel how hot and wet she is. “I can’t wait to make love to you properly.”
She instigates another long, amorous kiss. By the time it breaks, Ria is almost weeping.
“Aren’t you afraid?” She sniffles.
“Of what?”
“Of this.” Deliriously happy, Ria’s teary eyes release a few salty droplets onto the pillow. “Of how good this feels.”
“I’ve been so angry for so long. Almost everything I’ve ever done has been motivated by blind hatred or revenge. The way you make me feel doesn’t frighten me, it thrills me.” She lifts herself out from between Ria’s legs and lies beside her. “Honestly, I haven’t had a single homicidal thought since we’ve been together.”
Ria giggles, cuddling up to her. “I should hope not.”
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Silver wakes suddenly, a beam of morning sunlight breaking in through a crack in the curtains. She turns over in bed, hoping for a good morning kiss, only to find that she’s alone.
She sits bolt upright and looks around.
Ria’s not there, but Carmen is. She’s lying on the couch, bundled up in her duvet, awake, but too lazy to rise.
“Hey.” Silver rubs her eyes. “Have you seen Ria?”
Carmen leans over the side of the couch and pantomimes dry heaving, complete with a delightful array of sound effects.
“That’s me throwing up,” she explains, “because your infatuation with the Russian is starting to get really nauseating.”
Silver sticks up her middle finger.
“Wash that before you shove it in my face.” Carmen chucks the spare pillow from last night back at her, her aim lacking accuracy.
“Fuck you.” Silver bats the pillow away easily. “It hasn’t been anywhere.”
“Oh, please. I do have ears.” Carmen tilts her head back and performs an almost perfect—albeit exaggerated—rendition of Ria’s orgasm, including all the panting and heavy breathing. “That feels so good … you’re going to make me come … oh, oh, oh! Some nonsensical Russian crap … make me come! Yes, yes, yes!”
Silver smirks. “Believe it or not, I did all that without using my hands.”
“Hmm.” Carmen looks unimpressed. “So you tipped the velvet, then, yeah? You finally put that tongue of yours to some good use. Lord knows, it could use the exercise, since all you normally use it for is to spew out endless streams of vulgarity.”
“Jealous much?” Silver laughs.
“Ewww. No!” Carmen scowls. “Presumably you do remember that she’s Russian?”
“I remember, but I’m still not sure why I should care.”
“I’ll tell you why.” Carmen starts to get her dander up. “A few years back, a Russian was responsible for planting a bomb that killed a whole whack of secret service agents. A good friend of mine—a gaffer who just so happens to be the closest thing I have to a father—almost died that day.”
“So?” Silver shrugs. “That’s one Russian, not the Russians. If I planted a bomb somewhere, would you then hate all Amaranthians?”
“Whatever. She’s still a pinchcock. Not even that bothers you?”
“Luther made her do things she didn’t wanna do. That doesn’t mean she’s a whore, or a pinchcock, or whatever other word you feel like using, so stop calling her names.”
“Oh, no. I’m not having that.” Carmen swings her legs off the couch. “Luther didn’t make her a wench, she was already a wench when he found her. If she’s told you otherwise, then she’s been fibbing.”
“Bullshit.” Silver yawns and stretches. “You’re clutching at straws, trying to justify your twisted, xenophobic way of thinking.”
“You think I’m flapping my jaw?” Carmen unwraps the black silk ribbon around her left wrist, revealing a small tattoo. “See that? It’s a whore mark, and Ria has one, too.”
She gets up and practically thrusts her inner wrist in Silver’s face, showing off three small black hearts.

“It means she’s a case vrow—a tart who’s under contract with a particular Madam’s cathouse—and that red ribbon she carries around in her bag isn’t for tying her hair back, it’s for wearing around her neck. Red ribbons are for whores, and black ribbons are for whore runners,” she declares triumphantly. “Ergo, Ria’s a prozzie.”
“So what does that make you?”
There’s a brief silence. Suddenly realizing she’s painted herself into a tight corner, Carmen huffs and blurts out the truth.
“Fine: I’m gay. Feel better now? My girlfriend is a Madam.” She holds up the black ribbon to prove it. “This is one of her ribbons, and I bear the mark of her house.”
“Aha! I knew it!” Silver grins. “Was that so hard to admit? Poor Luka was starting to think he was losing his touch.”
“First of all, it’s not hard to admit I’m gay. The hard part is trusting strangers. Especially foreign ones with big yaps and no respect for the law. Second of all, I know he’s your mate and everything, but that bloke, Luka, is a total sleaze.” Carmen cringes at the thought of him.
“He’s been around the block a few times, that’s for sure.” Silver tugs her hair into a ponytail and gets out of bed.
“How many times with you?” Carmen wonders.
“None.” Silver looks around for her clothes. “Luka and I have never gone all the way with each other.”
“Yeah, right. You must think I just fell off the turnip cart.”
“Believe what you like.” Silver’s not in the mood to debate it. “He’s never put his dick inside me, and that’s all there is to it.”
She watches Carmen struggle to tie the silk ribbon back on her wrist by herself, concealing the tattoo again.
“Are you ashamed?” Silver helps her with it. “Is that why you hide it?”
“No, but Mercia’s not a place you want to walk about freely with something like this on your skin.”
“Because of Luther?”
“And other men like him.”
“Well, I won’t tell anyone.” Silver squeezes her shoulder. “You think I’ve got a big mouth, but I know when to keep it shut. I swear.” She retrieves her Hunter Division shirt off the floor and starts getting dressed, determined to hunt Ria down.
Genuinely confounded by her refusal to budge on any and all matters pertaining to the Russian, Carmen slumps back onto the couch. “Is there nothing about her you don’t like?”
“Not so far. Why do you want there to be?”
“I’m only trying to figure out how you tick.” Carmen curls up in her duvet again. “What if she’s using you to get back to London? Have you considered that?”
“She didn’t ask me to come—neither of you did. I volunteered.” Silver pulls on her shirt, wincing as she twists her injured shoulder to get her arm through. “Now, do you know where my woman is, or not?”
Speak of the devil.
Ria raps twice on the door and steps inside, noticing the unusually tense look on Silver’s face immediately. “What’s the matter?” She furrows her brow. “You look fraught. Is your injury still bothering you?”
Silver’s not thinking one bit about her physical discomfort. “Are you okay?” She stretches her shoulder out. “I didn’t know where you were.”
Touched by her concern, Ria smiles. “Are you always this protective?”
“Only when I find something worth protecting.”
Ria—wearing her kicksies, shirt and waistcoat again, her braided hair slightly damp—cuts across the room, greets Silver with a restrained peck on the lips, and starts buttoning the shirt for her.
“How did you sleep?”
Silver lets her tackle the shirt, more so for the physical contact than the help.
“With you beside me? Very well. Then I realized you’d skipped out on me, and that took away some of the warm, fuzzy feeling.”
“I’m sorry.” Ria looks dejected. “I would’ve been in no hurry to leave our bed, only I promised Memina I’d be up before dawn so that we wouldn’t be seen exiting the same room together first thing in the morning. I don’t want to get her into any trouble.”
“And I don’t want you in any trouble. So, from now on, you don’t leave my sight. Agreed? These Deltas haven’t exactly been hospitable towards you, and if they were prepared to execute a young boy for being lost, I dread to think what they might be willing to do to you if left to their own devices.”
“I shan’t argue.” She steals another kiss.
“Yuck.” Carmen covers her face with her pillow. “Can’t you sneak off and do that icky romantic shit somewhere else?”
“There’s no time.” Ria breaks away and scoops Silver’s jeans off the floor. “Bentley and Chapin have gone to saddle up the horses, so if you two sleepyheads want breakfast, you’d better—”
She stops mid-sentence. A forgotten bag of white powder falls out of Silver’s pocket and hits the floor with a light thud. She can’t take her eyes off it.
Silence descends, and Silver knows exactly what she’s thinking.
“Would you believe me if I said this isn’t what it looks like?”
“You are on drugs!” Carmen smacks her with another pillow. “I fucking knew it!”
“What is this?” Teary-eyed, Ria picks up the bag. “Is it cocaine?”
“It’s heroin, and it isn’t mine,” Silver states confidently.
Ria doesn’t believe that for a millisecond. “How could it not be yours? It fell out of your bloody pocket.”
Silver rethinks her prior statement. “Okay, I suppose it is mine, in the sense that it’s technically in my possession, but—”
“You said you were clean,” Ria bawls. “And I believed you.”
“I am clean,” Silver insists. “And even when I wasn’t, amphetamines were my drug of choice, not opiates. I needed the kick to counteract the copious amount of liquor I was consuming.” She takes a step closer, but Ria takes a step back.
“Then why do you have it?”
“Someone at D10 gave it to me—before Manchester—so that I’d have something of value to trade if I needed to.” Silver holds both hands in the air, showing that she has no intention of taking the drugs back. “If you don’t believe me, you hold onto it.”
“Why don’t we flush it?” Ria threatens to take it to the bathroom.
“Personally, I couldn’t care less, but we might need it.”
Ria dithers in the doorway, still unsure.
“Come on, Ria.” Silver snatches the jeans off her and finishes getting dressed. “We’ve been together almost twenty-four-seven. When have I had the chance to get high? And don’t you think you’d have noticed?”
“Aww, this is cute.” Carmen pokes fun at them. “You’re having your first fight.”
A fight. Is that what this is? If it’s not already, it certainly has the potential to become one, and Silver’s not about to let it escalate unnecessarily. She laces her boots and looks up at Ria from the foot of the bed.
“Do you trust me?”
Ria wants to, and honestly, Silver’s given her no reason to doubt. Slowly, she approaches the bed and perches beside her lover.
“Yes,” she croaks gingerly, handing over the drugs. “I believe you, but … ne obizhay menya.” She captures Silver’s eyes with her own. “Don’t hurt me.”
Silver leans forward to kiss her again.
“Enough already!” Carmen protests. “I’m famished. Let’s eat.”
The suggestion is a good one, and it makes Silver’s stomach growl. While she and Carmen grab a quick bite of breakfast, Ria drags Oliver away from the buffet table—where he’s been feasting like a king for the last hour—and makes him help her pack up their belongings and clear out their rooms.
They’re still upstairs when Carmen and Silver exit the hotel and head for the barn, where Silver is hoping to find Bentley and Chapin with four ready horses. Unfortunately, she finds nothing of the sort.
Brother and sister are standing at the other end of the barn, talking in hushed voices. When they become aware of her presence, they share one more glance, exchange nods, and Chapin strides toward her.
“Where’s that little toe-rag now, huh?”
“Toe-rag?” Silver dares her to say it again. “That’s a new one.”
“I ain’t talking about your Russki tart. I’m meaning your Mercian runaway, who’s only gone and done a bloody bunk with our horses. The way I see it, I reckon you owe us two mares.”
Two mares? Silver looks around the barn. Fitch, is there, and so is Carmen’s stallion, but Chapin and Bentley’s animals are conspicuously absent.
“My money’s on the Russian whore.” Bentley deepens his voice for effect and puffs out his chest, his eyes pinned on someone standing in the doorway.
Ria.
Aware that she’s being accused of something, but at a loss as to what, she steps sheepishly inside the barn, quickly seeking comfort and protection by Silver.
“What does he think I did?”
“He seems to be blaming you for letting their horses out of the barn.” Silver folds her arms, keeping a close eye on Bentley.
“Why would I do that?” Ria eyes Bentley in the periphery of her vision. “We need them to get to Mercia. More’s the pity.” She mutters the last three words under her breath.
“I saw you wandering about unsupervised this morning.” Bentley bolsters his allegation with ‘proof’. “Your hair was all wet like you’d been caught out in a downpour.”
“I had a shower this morning,” Ria defends herself. “Is that so farfetched? I certainly wasn’t traipsing around unfamiliar countryside in the middle of the night—during a thunder storm, no less—disposing of your horses.”
“I’m telling you: it’s the boy who’s done this,” Chapin maintains to her brother. “He stole our mares and buggered off back to Mercia to flog ‘em.”
She seems so confident in her proclamation, performing a double-take when Oliver stumbles into the barn. Wrestling with Ria, Silver and Carmen’s bags, he trips on a fallen rake and face-plants into a pile of hay.
Silver nudges Ria. “You couldn’t have helped the poor kid?”
“He didn’t want my help.” She watches his weedy body flail in the hay. “He wants to make himself useful so that you’ll allow him to travel with us all the way to London.”
He looks up at Silver from the floor, hay caught in his hair. “I appreciates what you’s done for me, mum, and I’m forever in your service.”
“I said I’d put a good word in.” Ria flashes Silver doe eyes. “He appears to think I have some sway over you.”
“That you do.” Silver resists the temptation to kiss her, instead diverting her attention to Oliver. “Get up, you wally.” She kicks him in the shins. “Why do you wanna go to London anyway?”
“I wants a job, mum. I wants to get meself established so as I can send money home and pay off me mam’s debts.”
Silver shrugs. “All right. Whatever.” She turns back to the Deltas. “When are we leaving? This horse crap doesn’t change anything, right? We’re still going to Mercia.”
“We can’t very well take you anywhere else.” Chapin sighs theatrically. “But we’ll have to make a detour to—”
“I knew it.” Carmen starts to laugh. “You two are so full of it. How long did it take you to plan this? Was it a spur of the moment thing? Last minute jitters? Or did you have this up your sleeves from the very beginning?”
“Whatchu gabbing on about?” Bentley glowers at her.
“You’re afraid of the Angau.” Carmen dares either one of them to deny it. “I’m not simple in the head. Honey told you to lead us on the most direct route to the Trefaldwyn outpost, and that means cutting straight through the Angau.”
“What’s the Ang-eye?” Silver matches Carmen’s pronunciation of the word.
“Coedwig o Angau: the forest of death,” Oliver answers on Carmen’s behalf, still sitting in the hay. “A place so dark you can’t tell north from south, and so quiet the thoughts in your head sounds like whispers of ghosts.” He looks pasty and fearful.
“Suicide forest.” Ria shivers involuntarily, goose bumps pricking her skin. “I’ve heard of it, and it’s a place we ought not to tread.”
“It’s fine.” Carmen barely conceals her annoyance. “I’ve made this journey once before don’t forget.”
“You traveled through the Angau?” Chapin, wide-eyed and high-pitched, looks and sounds disbelieving.
“Yeah, ‘cause I’m not afraid of ghoulies and ghosties and long-leggedy beasties.” Carmen heads for her horse’s stable. “I’m not veering a day off course to skirt around it just ‘cause you have some childish fright of the place.”
“It’s not childish.” Chapin tries to prevent her from opening the stable door. “Do you know how many people disappear in the Angau every year?”
“A bunch of superstitious nitwits who panic, get themselves turned around, and can’t find their way out—that’s all it is.” She greets her horse with a nose pat. “I’ll have us at the Mercian border before sundown, so you may as well fetch your horses from whatever pasture you’ve stashed them at and head back to D10. I don’t need your help.”
Prompted by Ria’s concerned expression, Silver feels it’s her duty to question Carmen’s judgment. The thought of riding through a forest, no matter how dark or quiet, doesn’t exactly have her quaking in her boots, but she does hope that a gentle prod might get Carmen to say something that’ll put Ria’s mind at ease.
Having a map would probably help.
A compass would suffice.
She’d settle for directions drawn on a napkin.
“Are you sure about this?” She looks skeptical. “If trekking around the Angau is only an extra day of—”
“I want to go home,” Carmen snaps at her, unlatching the stable door. “If you want to stick with these wet blankets”—she points a finger at Bentley and Chapin—“be my guest, but I’m going through the Angau.”
No map.
No compass.
Just blind hope.
Silver shrugs. That’ll do.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 
 
Two hours into their journey, they reach the entrance to the Angau. One dirt trail leads into the expansive forest, and a sign posted nearby offers information about its size and composition: forty square miles, of which approximately two thirds is made up of the dense evergreens responsible for blocking out much of the natural daylight.
The sign warns travelers to stick to the path, and outlines rather graphically what might happen to you if you should stray.
Dehydration.
Hunger.
A slow, painful death.
Another sign on the other side of the path warns against entering the forest with the intention of committing self-slaughter. It offers a brief motivational message letting you know you’re not alone, and that you should talk to someone about your troubled thoughts before making any drastic decisions.
For the first time, Carmen’s expression betrays a trace of uncertainty.
“Did you let your mouth run away with you?” Silver asks, wondering if she’s contemplating changing her mind about taking the shortcut.
Carmen shakes her head. “All we have to do is follow the path.” She urges her horse onward, feigning bravery. “No big deal.”
She doesn’t feel like telling Silver how her last venture in this forest ended: with a badly broken leg and a mild case of hypothermia. Given that she’s the reason they’re all here instead of taking the much more mundane—arguably safer—route around the Angau, she thinks it’s probably best to withhold the explicit details of her last trip. Including the fact that she and Seven had a run-in with a group of Mercian highwaymen who’d entered the forest to plunder the goodies often found on or near the corpses of suicides.
The broken leg came first.
The hypothermia came later, when the Mercians threw them into a river and they had to walk the rest of the way in wet clothes. Seven very nearly died from pneumonia before they reached D10.
Anyway, it won’t be like that this time, she tells herself. At a steady pace—with horses, and without a sickly, weakened Seven to slow them down—they should reach the other side of the forest in three hours.
Easy peasy.
She keeps repeating that in her head: easy peasy, easy peasy, easy peasy.
And, for the first hour, she’s right. Everything goes according to plan until they stop for a pee break, and Silver decides to stretch her legs. Handing Fitch’s reins to Ria, she saunters over to the side of the trail and peers out into the tangled mess of trees, undergrowth and debris beyond.
“Don’t go too far,” Ria cautions as she steps off the path’s edge.
The floor is covered with moss, which thrives in this perennially dark, moist environment, making the ground soft and spongy underfoot. Fallen, rotting tree branches have become slippery hazards after the recent rainfall, and the rough terrain—with rocks jutting out here and there, and potholes concealed beneath leaves—makes walking difficult, even under the best conditions.
Still, Silver presses on a few more yards, her ears and eyes straining for any signs of life. There aren’t any grazing deer, no prowling cave lions, no bears—nothing. All she comes into contact with is an enormous millipede crawling across the toe of her boot, and a massive, hairy spider clinging upside down to a tree trunk.
Below it, at waist height, one end of a piece of yellow plastic tape—a stream of ribbon—is tied in a knot. The other end trails off into the distance, weaving between trees and around rocky outcrops.
It goes so deep into the Angau that it disappears out of sight, and Silver’s curiosity is piqued. She extends a hand to touch the tape, wondering what she might find if she were to follow it all the way to its terminus.
Finished peeing, Carmen reads her thoughts. “Don’t even think about it.” She beckons Silver back to the trail.
“What is it?” Silver wraps her fingers around it and tugs, seeing if it has any give.
It doesn’t.
“They wasn’t sure.” Oliver watches from the trail, hugging his arms around his chest, not daring to leave the safety of the path.
“Who wasn’t sure?” Turning from the tree, Silver’s foot slips on something.
An empty whiskey bottle.
She kicks it away without thinking too much of it.
“People what are undecided about dying.” Oliver points at the tape. “They tie them ribbons up where they enter the forest in case they change their minds and has to find their way out.”
Silver can see how easy it would be to get lost without using markers.
“So at the end of this …” She runs her finger along a few inches of it, feeling how weatherworn it is.
“There’s always something,” Carmen says factually, keeping the profound sadness of this place at bay. “Either a body, or evidence that someone was there. The closer we get to Mercia, the more you’ll see.”
Reluctantly, Silver makes her way back to the trail. “Why?”
“Mercians are an unhappy bunch. Isn’t that right, Oliver?” Carmen mounts her horse.
“I dunno of a single family what ain’t been victims of the militia.” He follows close behind her. “That’s why I done a runner.”
He needs Silver’s help to get up on the horse behind Carmen.
“Did they hurt your family?” Silver boosts him onto the saddle.
“Naw. My mam sold me to the rent man in lieu of her arrears, and he were gonna trade me to the militia for a few months off dues.”
“Dues?” Silver settles herself behind Ria.
“Every Mercian household pays Luther monthly dues.” Ria commands Fitch to walk on. “It’s protection money. If you don’t want to get your home burgled, or your daughters raped, you’d better cough up the coin.”
“That’s extortion.”
“That’s Luther’s way.”
The next half hour passes in silent contemplation of that sobering thought, with Carmen and Ria both feeling lucky to be born Londoners. It also adds a sense of urgency, with both women desperately eager to be home and safe.
By the time they reach what must surely be the halfway point of their passage through the Angau, the sad reminders of harsh Mercian life are becoming more frequent—as Carmen warned they would. Ribbons of all colors are stretched out from tree to tree, criss-crossing one another, wrapped around one another, woven under and over the paths other lonely souls have traveled before.
Red.
Green.
Blue.
Orange.
Purple.
A rainbow of color in a sea of trees.
The stench of decomposition is faint, but pervasive. Each one of them smells it, but no-one wants to acknowledge it.
“Why here?” Silver asks at last. “Of all places, why this forest?”
“It’s peaceful.” Ria admires the untamed beauty of it, which would be serene, were it not tainted by death.
“Listen.” Oliver cocks his head. “There ain’t even no birds.”
He’s right. The forest is eerily quiet, and stays that way until the soft babble of running water becomes audible.
“Follow that sound,” Carmen instructs them, steering her stallion off the trail.
“I thought you said to stay on the path?” Silver holds Fitch back.
“This river flows straight to the edge of the Angau—it’s quicker.”
“How do you know? We’ve past three or four different water sources since we entered the forest.”
“I came in this way.” Carmen points to a large tree on which the letter ‘C’ is carved into the bark. “I know exactly where it goes.”
Somewhat apprehensively—and much to Ria’s mounting unease—Silver persuades Fitch to fall in behind Carmen’s horse, heading deeper into the artificial twilight. The further they go, the worse the smell gets, and not a hundred yards in, something cracks beneath one of Fitch’s hooves.
A human skull.
The crunch of the shattering cranium echoes like a gunshot in the silence of the Angau, and the more attention Silver pays to the forest floor, the more scattered human skeletal remains she finds.
This is starting to look frighteningly familiar.
It reminds her of a similar—though much smaller—forest in Amaranthe’s Fringe District. It’s dense, treacherous, and it’s been used as a body drop for decades. Populated by a colony of feral humans who eat raw meat—fresh or rotting, they’re not fussy—and walk on all-fours, communicating through a series of intricate grunts and squeaks, the place is best avoided at all costs. Silver half expects to see one of these Lurkers spying on them from the darkness of the Angau, but none emerge.
Small mercies.
Further still and there’s evidence of more despair and troubled thoughts. An Authenticard has been nailed to the trunk of a tree where yet another ribbon has been tied. Beside it, there’s a handwritten note: Don’t come looking for me.
This man, who entered the forest with uncertain intentions, clearly found clarity at the end of his ribbon and forged onward, deeper into the gloom. Silver can’t help but wonder where his body lies now, and if it’s hanging from a tree, or slumped by the roots.
Silver and Ria duck to avoid a noose left dangling from a branch, the rope cut.
“Do people come to remove the bodies?” Silver wonders aloud.
“Sometimes.” Oliver twists his torso to look at her. “If they has any family left who ent been killed or kidnapped by the militia, and if they’s can even find the one they’s looking for when they do.”
Another tragic thought.
Loved ones traipsing aimlessly through this unsympathetic landscape, looking for something horrifically recognizable.
While Ria closes her eyes and tries to focus on the warmth of Silver’s body, the now familiar peachy scent of her skin, and her steady, strong heartbeat, Silver finds herself scanning their surroundings, absorbing every little detail.
Personal belongings are scattered all around: items of clothing; shoes; empty liquor bottles; backpacks; and collapsed tents, disintegrating with age. For some people, the search for answers must take days. Weeks even. There are tubes of toothpaste, food wrappers, and empty water bottles littered everywhere.
Books.
Magazines.
Hairbrushes.
Makeup.
While the different fragments of life are innumerous and varied, the relics of death are all too alike. Hanging seems to be the method of choice. There are nooses suspended from branches, some cut, others not. There are coils of rope lying on the ground, and frayed pieces left behind where they fell after a body was hacked free. More often than not, though, the bodies are left dangling.
Some of them are partially mummified. Silver eyes one with desiccated skin clinging tight to the top of the skull, the skin around the face dripping downward, as if melted, having drooped there by the force of gravity when the head fell limply forward following death. Others are fresher, the skin green and puffy with bloat, maggots feasting anywhere and everywhere they can get access to the meat.
There seems to be very little predation, which goes hand in hand with the lack of animal life anywhere in the Angau. Corpses aren’t touched by anything more than feasting bugs and the occasional rat.
Now and then, Silver spots a body lying on the ground. One such body—that of a middle-aged man with a balding head and mutton chop jowls—is in a seated position, leaning against a tree, a bottle of water still clutched in his right hand.
Did he swallow pills? Silver hopes not. It can be difficult way to die. All too often, death doesn’t come smoothly. The person might end up incapacitated, and it can take days for the body to finally succumb. In this case, that’s days of sitting on a damp forest floor, immobile, suffering, and alone, with no hope of rescue.
A small patch of crusty, chunky, congealed vomit beside the body is perhaps evidence of a failed attempt to expel the stomach contents. Did he change his mind at the last moment? Did he want to live? Too late.
Silver’s stomach turns.
She blames her pregnancy.
Woozy and thirsty, she’s relieved when Carmen suggests they stop to let the horses drink, and to eat some of the rations given to them by Memina—if they have the stomach for it.
Oliver doesn’t. Carmen tries. Ria picks at half a sandwich, but ends up donating it to Silver, who’s the only one able to properly get anything down.
While taking a much needed gulp of water from a canteen in her saddlebag, she feels something break beneath one of her boots. Lifting her foot, she finds a woman’s compact mirror hidden under a layer of leaves and picks it up, a large fracture now running through the middle of it, warping her reflection.
The woman who last looked in it must’ve seen her own reflection the same way: distorted. Only it wasn’t the mirror that was broken, it was something in her mind, causing her to see imperfections where there were none. Did she shed tears? Was she frightened? Did she have doubts as the noose was tightening around her neck?
Ria peels Silver’s fingers away from the mirror and closes it up, shaking her head. “Don’t think about it, milaya. No good will come.” She places the mirror at the foot of a nearby tree, next to a woman’s umbrella.
“What did you just call me?” Silver asks, trying to distract herself. “You could be calling me all sorts of names, and I’d never know.”
“You’re safe this time,” Ria warrants. “I called you ‘darling’.”
“What’s ‘love’?”
Ria’s heart flutters.
Eto, she thinks. This.
Instead, she says, “The noun? Or the verb?”
“There’s a difference?”
“Uh-huh. If you want to say something like ‘this is love’, you’d say eto lyubov’. If you want to say ‘I love you’, you’d say”—she hesitates, catching her breath, wondering if Silver will recognize its familiarity—“ya tebya lyublyu.”
But not here, her mind screams. Please, not here. A suicide forest is not the place for a love confession. Especially not in the presence of a Mercian.
No need to fret, though. Whether one was about to come or not, she’ll never know. A few feet away, Carmen stumbles over a skeleton while looking for a place to pee, and she shrieks like a terrified mouse.
The bones are completely intact, still encased in clothing: kicksies, corset, and high heels. Like the rotting man, this woman is on the forest floor, lying supine, her hands resting on her stomach. Her clothes are covered with dried blood, which appears to have emanated from her wrists, and a blood-encrusted razorblade is still pinched between the fingers of her left hand.
If it were possible to see beneath her clothing, and if you knew what you were looking for, you’d find a collection of tiny, fragile bones lying on the ground directly beneath her abdominal cavity.
A fetus.
The reason for her woodland venture.
Carmen looks away.
The possessions left behind are almost as heart wrenching as the corpses themselves, and they tell stories of loss all on their own.
Photographs. Deceased loves ones maybe?
Dolls and teddy bears. Parents grieving dead children?
There’s a fresh bunch of flowers and a box of chocolates placed beneath a cut noose. An ‘I Miss You’ card is blown across the forest floor, carried on a wave of leaves by the wind.
There are many more Authenticards nailed to tree trunks and branches, along with suicide notes and morbid poetry which are either scrawled on whatever the person had to hand, or carved into the trees.
Disturbingly, Silver realizes, many of the hanged corpses have their feet touching the ground. They must’ve been determined to die. Hanging by a sharp drop is one thing—if the neck breaks, it’s quick and relatively painless—but to hang yourself at ground level …
Silver shudders. To slip a noose around your neck, tighten it, and let your body rock forward so that your own weight is the only thing putting pressure on your throat must be a terrible way to die.
It hurts.
It’s unpleasant.
It’s protracted.
It can take minutes to pass out, and much longer for death to occur.
Perhaps, for some, there’s simply no other choice. If you’re not athletic enough to climb a tree, you don’t have the stomach to slit your wrists, and you don’t want to risk taking pills and having the attempt fail, then a slow, painful death is your only option.
Unless you have a gun.
Shooting yourself in the face is pretty final.
They ride on anyway, and nearing the edge of the Angau, daylight growing slowly brighter, Silver’s shoulder brushes up against a fresh corpse that’s swaying from a tree branch. It’s not discolored and it doesn’t smell, and the reason for that soon becomes obvious.
It twitches.
It’s only a postmortem twitch, though. Nerve impulses are still firing intermittently, the cells dying. As they pass by, his bladder releases, urine trickling down his leg. His bowels will follow shortly, and blood will pool in his penis, giving him an erection. He may even ejaculate.
Since the bacteria in his gut are still very much alive, Silver’s not spooked when his stomach rumbles—she’s heard that before. On more than one occasion, she’s listened to the ghostly echoes of life coming from a dead Chimera’s belly. She’s also heard them gurgle, grunt, and squeak when rigor sets in and air is forced out through the trachea.
It’s grotesque, but stale air isn’t nearly the worst thing she’s ever witnessed coming out of a corpse. From her experience with Chimera, she knows that if a heavily pregnant woman should happen to end her life out here, the process of decomposition—specifically, the buildup and pressure of gases inside the body—could expel the fetus.
Postmortem fetal extrusion.
Yuck.
That might not be any more vile than what she sees next, though. Nearing the very outer edge of the forest, bodies at varying stages of decay are displayed in large metal cages suspended from tree branches. Some of the bodies are coated with black tar so that the process of decomposition might be slowed. Some are wrapped up in chains.
“What the fuck?” Silver stares up at one, the almost completely skeletonized corpse inside now slumped to the bottom, limbs dangling through the bars.
“Gibbeting,” Ria explains matter-of-factly, unfazed by the grotesque spectacle. “It happens in London, too. If a criminal is caught and punished with death, it’s not uncommon for the body to be put on view as a deterrent for others. Perhaps these people were highwaymen, or trespassers, left here to warn others of the fate that awaits them if they’re caught on the wrong side of the border.”
Oliver looks distressed.
This could’ve been him.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 
 
The next four hours roll by sluggishly, the somber feeling of the Angau staying with them for the rest of the journey. It gets dark, the air chills, and they could all use a hot meal and some rest. Oliver swivels round in the saddle so he can sit back to back with Carmen, and Ria falls asleep against Silver’s bosom, exhausted and hungry.
Her body is warm and soft, and Silver presses a hand to her chest, holding her firmly, feeling the steady, rhythmic beat of her heart. The wind catches wisps of her hair at intervals and blows it up into Silver’s face. Occasionally, she murmurs.
With every step Fitch takes, Silver’s bladder jars, reminding her of her need to pee. She’s had to go desperately for the last half an hour, but doesn’t want to wake Ria until it’s absolutely necessarily—and it almost is.
Thankfully, the glow of lights up ahead holds the hope of getting to use a proper toilet instead of squatting behind a bush, so she decides to tough it out. They’re back on a paved road now, hedgerows on either side, fields beyond them, and there can’t be more than a few minutes left till they reach Trefaldwyn.
Clip.
Clop.
Clip.
Clop.
They trudge on silently, finally passing a ‘Now Entering’ sign, a weathered crossbow bolt spearing the middle of it.
“Hey, pretty lady.” She rubs her hand over Ria’s ribcage. “We’re here.”
Ria rouses in her arms. She yawns, checking quickly to make sure neither Carmen nor Oliver are paying any attention before she twists awkwardly, laying a flurry of kisses all over Silver’s neck.
“Oh, shit.” Silver wishes she wouldn’t stop. “What did I do to deserve that?”
“I just had the filthiest dream about you,” she confesses, moving her body against Silver’s. “Actually, I think it was a premonition.”
“Yeah?” Silver nuzzles her. “What was I doing?”
“Groping me. On horseback.” She leans close, lowering her voice. “Right now.”
Holy fuck.
Silver glances to the fore of their tiny pack. Carmen’s in the lead, facing forward, and Oliver is slumped behind her, snoring. Seizing this opportunity to give Ria pleasure, Silver drops Fitch into a lower gear and puts the reins in her hands.
“Do you really want this?” She reaches around Ria’s hips, fumbling for her belt buckle.
“You tell me.”
Silver gets the kicksies undone and thrusts a hand inside, wrapping her other arm securely around Ria’s waist. Without hesitation, she navigates her way inside Ria’s underwear and slips between her legs as Ria grabs the pommel of the saddle and angles herself upward and back, allowing for better access.
“Jesus christ …” Silver’s fingers slip and slide over her saturated skin.
Her clit is rock hard, engorged with blood, her opening so slick that Silver pushes two fingers inside her with barely any effort at all.
“Damn, it’s so easy to fuck you.” She navigates deeper, Ria’s needy body gripping her, squeezing her, keeping her inside.
Ria bites on her lower lip, trying not to make any sound, the heel of Silver’s palm rubbing against her swollen clit, working her to climax in only a few more seconds—a peak so sudden and powerful it surprises both of them, her whole body shaking.
“I can’t believe what you do to me.” Ria shivers, Silver withdrawing from her.
“I can’t believe what you just let me do to you out in the open like this.”
“Neither can I really.” Ria hands her back the reins and fixes her kicksies. “But since I was about to come right before you woke me, I thought it was only fair that you should finish the job yourself.”
“Justify it however you want.” Silver grins, urging Fitch away from the hedgerow and back up to speed. “I’ve wanted to get my hands on you since Manchester.”
They reach the top of a little hillock in the road, finding Carmen waiting for them on the other side, at the edge of a residential area.
“I don’t want to know.” Carmen turns her horse onward. “Just hurry up.”
At first glance, Trefaldwyn seems serene and idyllic. It’s a quaint Welsh town a mile from the Mercian border, and it’s full of lovingly restored, centuries-old buildings, many of which are red brick or timber-framed. At second glance, however, the reality of life here becomes apparent.
Emerging onto Broad Street—the main drag—they ride past many of the town’s most popular shops. One specializes in arrow heads, while another sells an array of creatively designed knives. Plenty more cater to the making of bows, boots, grenades, and other minor explosives, as well as a hemp shop, and a pharmacy. The pharmacy has a sign in the window that advertizes Mercian prices for heroin and cannabis, and everything else in between.
At the end of the upwards sloping street, a two-storey, red brick building with blue painted doors and a central clock tower looms, lights on inside. It completely bisects the street, drawing all attention toward itself.
It’s the town hall, and it’s ten o’clock.
Ten o’clock and the whole town is deserted, except for a stable attendant—a teenage boy who’s dozed off at his post—guarding a public stable. A large sign on the front of the stable gives notice of the hourly, daily and overnight parking rates, while another limits the stable owner’s liability: Park at own risk.
“Well, this is a lively place.” Silver looks for faces in windows, but everything is shuttered up. “The height of excitement.”
“There must be a curfew in effect,” Ria surmises, as Silver directs Fitch toward the stable.
The attendant is sleeping on a horizontal wooden beam at the open front of the stable. The entrance is to the left, the exit to the right, individual stalls marked out inside, with feeding mangers and tethers for reins. Each of the stalls is numbered, and the boy is supposed to be in charge of a ticket machine that prints you up a receipt with your stall number on it after you’ve paid. But right now, he’s not in charge of shit.
The beam he’s lying on puts him at Fitch’s face height, so Silver walks Fitch right up to him and loosens the reins, allowing Fitch to lean forward and inspect him. In doing so, he gets his horsey lips and tongue all over the boy’s cheek and tries to munch on his straw-colored hair.
The boy wakes with a fright, screeches, falls backwards off the beam, and lands in a steaming pile of horse manure—much to Silver’s amusement.
“Stranger danger!” He leaps to his feet and starts blowing on a whistle kept on a chain around his neck.
Within seconds, a gang of Deltas—men and women, armed with bows—burst out from the town hall to investigate the reason for the alarm. Among them, Silver finds a familiar face.
Aiden.
He lowers his bow when he spots Silver, but eyes the rest of her party suspiciously, recognizing only Carmen. “I wasn’t told you’d be bringing friends.” 
 
 

 
 
After peeing out a volume of liquid that would rival the capacity of Fitch’s bladder, Silver sits down to eat, much relieved. According to Aiden, Honey sent word that she’d be arriving, but had only mentioned one Taint traveling companion: Ria.
So, while they congregate around a giant oak table in the main meeting room of the town hall and tuck in to a hot meal, Silver gets him up-to-date on events since their last conversation, including Bentley and Chapin’s premature departure.
He takes it all in silently.
Finally, “I understand why this is a difficult journey for you,” he addresses Silver. “You’re not a British citizen, and you don’t have an Authenticard. But what about you lot?” He sweeps his eyes around the table, landing on Ria last. “Why can’t you hop on a train at one of the southern Mercian cities and go straight home?”
“I’m Russian and unpermitted,” she admits. “I can’t take any public transport, nor go to the police for assistance. I’d be arrested immediately and sent to prison.”
“What about you?” Aiden addresses Oliver.
“I’m skint, sir.” He talks with his mouth full. “I ain’t got a penny. Any road, I can’t use my Authenticard ‘cause I’s wanted for running off the way I did. The man what bought me got every right to track my card and order my return.” He gulps down some water. “That’s why I’s going to London.”
“And you?” Aiden sighs, turning to Carmen. “What’s your story? Truthfully. People don’t just get up and leave their home to travel halfway across the country—braving Mercia no less—for the sake of a girl they hardly know.”
Knowing that’s not always the case, Ria shares a smile with Silver. Silver’s smile doesn’t stick, though. Carmen’s answer to Aiden’s question wipes it straight off her face.
“I’m sort of a fugitive.” She chases a pea around her plate.
“Excuse me?!” Silver glares at her, demanding an explanation. “What did you do?”
“I terminated a muck snipe in Canning Town for bumping off a bangtail.”
Befuddled and annoyed, Silver isn’t able to unravel any of that. “Speak English.”
“I killed a man for murdering a prostitute.” She doesn’t sound remotely apologetic about the fact. “I can’t use my Authenticard because I’ve been reported dead and the card was canceled.”
“For fuck’s sake.” Silver drops her head into her hands. “All this time you’ve been telling me I shouldn’t trust Ria because you don’t like the color of her blood, and yet you’re a murderer! That’s rich.”
“It wasn’t murder, it was justice.” Carmen sounds tetchy. “You understand that, dontcha?” She makes a pointed but subtle reference to Silver’s past.
“Hmm.” Aiden lets all this new information percolate in his brain. “So, let’s see, I’m harboring an illegal immigrant, an unpermitted Russian, a teenage runaway with an outstanding arrest warrant, and a dead murderer.” He massages his forehead. “Bloody fabulous.”
“It’s only for one night,” Silver assures him. “We’ll leave in the morning, but I’d love to know where I can get my hands on a fucking car. Not that Fitch isn’t an awesome animal or anything, but his top speed doesn’t exactly break the sound barrier.”
“You can drive?” Aiden looks perplexed.
“Yeah, duh, but I haven’t seen a single vehicle outside of Manchester.”
“You wouldn’t. Motors have been heavily restricted since the end of the last epoch, when gasoline was scarce. You need a special permit to obtain one, unless you can get your hands on one illegally, but the militia controls them all so it’s virtually impossible.”
“Virtually?” Silver presses him.
“Well, stealing a motor is always an option, but no-one here would bother because none of us knows how to operate the ruddy things. The only way we’ve ever come across them is by accident, and then we strip them for parts.”
Disheartened, Silver finishes her meal.
“Look”—Aiden checks his watch—“I’ll put the word out about a motor, but I can’t make any promises. In the meantime, it’s late, and I’m sure you could all use a good night’s sleep. I’ve arranged a room for you in one of our bed and breakfasts, but since I wasn’t expecting a quartet of strangers, it’s just that: one room. Ben and Pinny were going to be put up by a friend of theirs, but he won’t take Taints. I’m afraid you’ll have to make do.”
Making do isn’t such a problem. The bed in the charming, country-style room turns out to be king size, and will comfortably accommodate the three women while Oliver sleeps on the couch.
All the furniture is made from hand-carved wood—the bed, the couch frame, a trunk filled with spare blankets—and the fabrics are soft and luxurious. The antique rug is well-worn and threadbare in places, and the curtains are sun bleached. It’s perfect, and none of them could’ve hoped for better.
“Looks like we’re bundling tonight.” Ria can’t wait to leap into the cozy-looking bed, with its thick duvet and feather pillows. “Who’s going in the middle?”
Silver puts up her hand. “I call dibs. This has always been a dream of mine: sharing a bed with two pretty women.”
Ria thumps her arm playfully, the hit being little more than a tap.
“Kicksies stay on,” Carmen warns them both. “And no funny business.”
While Oliver takes his turn in the bathroom to get ready for bed, Silver eyes Ria optimistically.
“Are you taking anything off?”
“Probably not as much as you’d like me to.” She unfastens her waistcoat, smiling bashfully.
On the other side of the bed, Carmen shirks off her leather jacket, exposing the black silk ribbon tied around her left wrist.
“Why do you wear that?” Ria enquires, the question nagging to be asked since she’d first caught sight of the ribbon. “You’re much too young to be a whore runner, so who is it? Your mother? Your sister? You lover perhaps?”
“I live with a Madam,” Carmen replies curtly, disclosing little about her private life, remaining aloof.
“She’s in love with a whore.” Silver laughs. “I don’t know why she won’t just say that.”
It’s not Silver’s intention to sound disparaging, but Ria’s own insecurities lead her to imagine mockery where there is none. Is it so ridiculous to love a whore?
The rest of the conversation goes on without her, while she retreats into private thought.
“She’s not a whore, she’s a whore runner.” Carmen defends her lover. “A bawd, a procuress, a flesh broker. Take your pick.”
“Whatever.” Silver chuckles. “But wait a second, aren’t whore runners meant to be older? Like, experienced. Over the hill, used up, worn out, and—”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Carmen dismisses the stereotype. “Not mine. She’s only forty-two, and she’s never been put on her back for coin.”
“Forty-two?” Silver raises a questioning eyebrow. “Shit, she’s more than twice your age. That must be one hell of an ego boost for her.”
Carmen shrugs. “She’s activated, and the virus slows aging, so her biological age doesn’t mean diddly squat. I keep telling her that, but she’s still really sensitive about it.”
Spotting an opportunity for diversion, she twists that notion around on Silver, trying to get off the topic of her girlfriend’s maturity.
“To be honest, that’s why I don’t understand why you wanted to be wiped. I mean, you were infected without the nanites. That’s what people here dream of: a way to receive all the benefits of the human betterment package without having to be in a government database and pay for the privilege of it.”
“It made sense to me at the time.”
“But you must be in your mid-thirties, yeah?” Carmen persists. “Everything’s sort of downhill from there, isn’t it?”
Silver winds up to give her a dead arm, but she darts around the bed and avoids it. The conversation comes to a close then anyway, as Oliver returns from the bathroom, completely unaware that he’s sharing a room with three Sapphists.
Well, two and a half Sapphists at least.
After exchanging a few quick goodnights, they all settle down to sleep—something which proves elusive for Silver. Tired of lying on her back and staring up at the ceiling, she eventually rolls over to Ria.
“Careful.” Ria tenses, worried that Oliver will catch them in a clinch.
“It’s okay.” Silver snuggles against her from behind. “He’s sound asleep.”
Accepting that—the proof of it in his snoring—Ria relaxes and welcomes Silver’s warm embrace. They sink into a comfortable silence, Silver’s arm wrapped around her middle.
“What’re you thinking about?” Ria asks minutes later, stroking the back of Silver’s hand, aware that she’s still wakeful.
“Life, I guess. A week ago, I was the general of an army. My every waking moment was consumed with thoughts of violence: different, more elaborate ways to kill Chimera, and how to seek revenge against the people who destroyed my city.”
“And now?”
“Now …” Silver sighs deeply, kissing the back of Ria’s head. “I’m in a foreign country, away from everything I’ve ever known, and all I can think about is you.”
Ria rolls onto her back, looking up at Silver’s face. “Five days ago, I was a prisoner. I was being raped on a regular basis by Slade’s men, and by Luther before them.” She trails her fingers down Silver’s cheek. “I haven’t been this close to another woman in so long.”
Silver repositions, cradling Ria’s head in the crook of her arm, gazing down at her. “I hate thinking of you being touched like that.”
A single tear forms in the corner of Ria’s eye. “I don’t know how I can ever thank you enough for all the things you’ve done.”
“You don’t have to.” Silver catches the tear with the tip of her tongue and kisses it away. “I already told you that.” She moves her lips to Ria’s neck.
“I wish we were alone,” Ria coos against her ear, savoring every kiss and nip.
“Me, too.” Silver targets her mouth. “I’d give anything to taste more than just your lips.”
As those words hit the air, a surge of arousal ripples through Ria’s body. That very morning, she’d snuck away from Silver’s warm embrace before the crack of dawn—keeping her promise to Memina—and indulged in a private fantasy of having Silver plant tender, loving kisses between her thighs. She’d made herself come twice, both times in the shower, paranoid about making too much noise.
Fortunately, after spending four consecutive nights lying mere inches away from the object of her rapidly intensifying desire, her releases had come easily and swiftly. The first one in under thirty seconds, and the next in little more than two minutes.
She blushes at the memory of it, the need for another orgasm building. Silver’s massaging her ass, hip, waist, and thigh, kissing her all the while, and it’s making her head spin.
“Are you wet again?” Silver whispers, breaking the kisses for a moment.
“Konechno,” Ria whispers back. “Of course.”
Silver brushes her fingertips over the apex of Ria’s kicksies—so close to her sex—before sneaking beneath her shirt and over her stomach, up to her chest.
“I want another feel.” She traces her fingertips over Ria’s ribs. “Your cunt’s so perfect.” She tiptoes her hand back down to Ria’s kicksies, only to be stopped before reaching the waistband.
“Nyet.” Ria slaps away her hand. “You have less self-control than I do. I knew you wanted more than a cuddle.”
She giggles, Silver tickling her instead.
“Cut it out.” Carmen kicks Silver in the back. “Some of us are trying to sleep.”
Ria pinches her lips shut, stifling more laughter, and gives Silver one quick peck on the mouth before rolling over.
“Behave,” she warns. “You’re a bad influence.”
“You like me this way.” Silver nibbles on her earlobe.
“Sshhh. Spokoynoy nochi.” Ria closes her eyes, holding back a smile. “Goodnight.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 
 
Shortly after waking, Silver slips in through the partially open bathroom door and catches Ria in the midst of her morning routine. Her dress is on, but partially unlaced, her corset exposed while she untangles the ribbon to finish threading it the rest of the way up.
Eventually, she notices Silver spying on her.
“I didn’t take you for a peeping tom.” She smirks, finally getting the knot out of the ribbon and pulling it through the rest of the eyelets.
“It’s not peeping if you know I’m looking.” Silver sits down on a wooden chair at the edge of the room.
“What is it, then?” Ria spots a wicked, hopeful twinkle in Silver’s eyes, and her anatomy responds with a strong pang of desire.
“Foreplay.”
Pricking her ears for sounds in the neighboring room, Ria hears nothing but the hum of machinery, the banging of a blacksmith’s mallet, and the bustle of everyday street life streaming in through the open bathroom window.
She takes a step toward Silver, tentatively fingering the lacing on her dress, flirting with the thought of untying it again. “Where are Carmen and Oliver?”
“Foraging for breakfast.” Silver leans back, sliding her hips slightly forward, tempting Ria to sit. “It’s just the two of us.”
Her legs weak with nervous passion, Ria hikes up her dress and lowers herself onto Silver’s lap, straddling her thighs. Hoping her anxiety is imperceptible, she wraps her arms around Silver’s neck, hiding her trembling hands from view.
Scarcely breathing, she brings her lips against Silver’s, hovering a hair’s breadth away, lingering on the cusp of a kiss.
“Do you want to make love to me?”
Silver, characteristically calm and confident, slips her hands beneath Ria’s dress. Never breaking eye contact, she trails both hands up Ria’s thighs, around her hips, inside her knickers, groping her bare ass.
“Over and over again.”
Ria goes the final distance, leaning in for a kiss, gliding her slender fingers over Silver’s shoulders and chest. Sneaking beneath all the layers of clothing, she takes Silver’s naked breasts in her hands, fondling them for the first time, her caresses firm and self-assured.
Silver’s nipples harden at Ria’s touch and she whines. Ria’s hands are so delicate and soft; they feel unbelievably sensual and tender, like silk against her skin. In contrast, Alex’s hands are rough and manly, calloused from decades of blisters and cuts and scrapes. His forceful handling and the friction against her skin turns her on in its own way, but it’s not like this. The only friction in Ria’s fondling is caused by the deliberate scrape of her nails.
“Take me to bed,” Ria begs huskily, pinching Silver’s prominent nipples between her fingers.
Silver doesn’t need to be asked twice. She lifts Ria off her lap and pushes her into the bedroom. Were she still activated, she could pick her up and carry her there, throwing her onto the bed with gusto. As it is, she has to settle for a more restrained tumble, one on top of the other.
Their lips locked together, she unlaces Ria’s dress, pausing briefly to ogle the corset before reaching for the bow at her bust.
“You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever met in my life,” she mumbles between lip-locks, then pulls back to undress Ria’s breasts.
After tugging the bow undone, she eases the lacing through one eyelet at a time, baring Ria’s skin inch by inch. For Ria, the torment of having to wait to be touched is almost impossible to abide—but Silver’s not about to rush.
When, finally, she loosens the fabric enough to slip her hand inside, she plants her palm flat against Ria’s chest, sliding down between her breasts, touching her ever so lightly, making her whimper with anticipation.
She’s so eager to tear the corset off, but she keeps her lust at bay and bends to kiss Ria’s pale skin, working her lips from Ria’s neck down to her chest, planting kisses from top to bottom along her sternum.
“Pozhaluysta!” Ria gasps. “Please, darling, give me more.”
The words barely escape her lips before Silver responds, peeling back the fabric of the corset to cast eyes on her bare chest.
“Shit.” She scoops one of Ria’s breasts into her hand, finding the fullness of them to be no lingerie illusion. “You’re gorgeous.”
While she teases one of Ria’s nipples between her fingers, coaxing it into a firm pebble, she massages the other one with her tongue, sucking it into her mouth.
Ria fists Silver’s hair, moaning quietly. Silver’s mouth feels so good on her skin, arousing her to the point of frenzy. Her nipples are so stiff, so swollen, her body so desperate for Silver’s hot kisses to move south, and it’s not long before the incessant throbbing and flooding between her thighs becomes too intense to ignore.
“Kiss me,” she demands.
Without hesitation, Silver pinches Ria’s nipple gently between her teeth once more, then rubs it against her palm, lifting her head to satisfy the needs of her lover. But she’s rebuffed.
Ria presses her fingers against Silver’s lips, preventing the kiss. “Not on my mouth.” She guides Silver’s face down between her legs instead.
No argument.
Silver bunches the dress up around Ria’s hips and hooks two fingers over the hem of her undies. Wriggling down on the bed, she brings her face up to Ria’s starved core, breathing in the scent of her arousal, salivating at the thought of tasting her.
“God, you smell so good.”
Lunging forward, she nips the elastic waistband between her teeth, purrs softly, and prepares to yank them down …
Slam!
The bedroom door swings open so hard it hits the wall, rebounds, and almost flings back into the face of the person who opened it.
Carmen.
She bursts into the room without looking, Oliver in tow behind her.
“We’ve got a problem. There’s—”
Her mouth stops forming words as her eyes fall upon the bed. Ria’s breasts are almost completely exposed—though she’s now hurriedly covering them up—and Silver’s face is between her thighs.
Ping!
Silver parts her teeth, letting the elastic waistband of Ria’s undies snap back. “You’re damn right we’ve got a problem,” she snarls. “You’ve been cunt blocking me for two days, and you don’t know how to fucking knock!”
Realizing that Oliver’s ogling Ria, and not being in the least bit subtle about it—the split-second glimpse of her naked breasts now forever imprinted on his mind—Carmen covers his eyes with her hand.
“Well done,” she gripes. “You’ve warped his delicate virgin mind.”
“Pfft.” Silver rolls her eyes. “Now he has some new material to jerk off over.”
“Don’t be crude. It’s not funny.” Ria swipes Silver’s shoulder, turning her back on Carmen and Oliver to lace her dress. “What if he tells?”
Silver can hear the distress in her voice, and tries to relieve her concerns by addressing Oliver sternly. “Are you an idiot, Oliver?”
Carmen releases his eyes.
“No, mum.” His intonation raises at the end, like he’s posing a question.
“Good.” Silver slides off the bed and takes him by the shoulders, ensuring his full attention. “Then you know there’s nothing wrong with two women being together, right?”
“I don’t think we have time for this.” Carmen squirms on the spot, either dying for a widdle, or full of nervous energy. “The militia are here.”
“What?” Silver shares a look with Ria, then digs for more. “More worthless buffoons like Slade and his men?”
Carmen shakes her head. “I don’t think so.”
Her chest tight with fear, Ria peers out through the net curtains, sneaking a peek at the people in the street below. It’s a small group of militia: three men and two women. The women are wearing caps identifying them as drivers, and they’ve got two vehicles with them: a sleek black car, and a West Mercia Police van. The van’s probably been stolen, the old law enforcement logos spray-painted over.
While the two women and two of the men are unfamiliar to her, the third man—the leader of the bunch—is someone she recognizes.
“Oh, no.” She brings a hand to her breast, panic setting in.
“What is it?” Silver joins her at the window, slipping both hands around her waist.
“It’s Luther.” Ria holds Silver against her. “I mean, not him in person—he doesn’t do his own dirty work—but this isn’t just another militia faction like at Manchester. These are his men; they work directly for him.”
“Do you know who they are?”
“Only one.” Ria points. “His name’s Cutler.”
Like Linx, Cutler’s eyes are permanently flashed violet. It’s hard to discern his age, but he has the appearance of a man in his mid-thirties. Long brown hair is swept back into a neat, low ponytail, with no hint of gray. His trimmed goatee has a touch more red in it, the wiry hairs almost ginger. He’s deep-chested, his build hefty and muscular, and he clearly takes pride in his appearance.
His dress shoes are shined perfectly, his trousers neatly pressed, and his shirt and waistcoat haven’t a single crease. The long black coat he’s wearing is pure cashmere, and the top hat resting on his head is made from felted beaver fur: the finest quality money can buy. His tastes are rich.
“Are his eyes always like that?” Silver squints at his violets.
Ria nods. “I thought he was the only one until I saw Linx. He’s practically indestructible with that enhanced virus in him.”
Silver watches Cutler tap his foot impatiently, checking his pocket watch, waiting for something to happen. He says something to one of the Deltas—one of Aiden’s men—but Silver can’t make out the words.
“What do they want?” Silver looks over her shoulder at Carmen.
“How should I know?” She upturns both palms.
“Go back down there and find out.”
“Get stuffed.” She plants her hands on her hips, refusing to budge. “I’m not your slave.”
“Fine.” Silver groans begrudgingly, peels her hands away from Ria’s waist, and strides across the room. “Then stay with Ria.”
“I’m not your sodding babysitter either.”
Silver ignores that.
Spinning suddenly from the window, Ria takes a sharp draw of breath and begins coming apart at the seams. “Milaya! Where are you going?”
“Wait here.” Silver retrieves her gun and hunting knife off the bedside table. “I’ll find out what’s going on out there.”
“Nyet!” Ria dashes toward her, blurting a frantic string of high velocity Russian that Silver has absolutely no chance whatsoever of understanding.
“Whoa, slow down.” Silver holds her still and cups her face. “Speak English, baby. I haven’t got the faintest clue what you’re saying.”
“Izvinite.” Ria takes a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” She tries to calm herself, her heart thumping over a hundred beats per minute. “Please don’t leave. I need you with me.”
Sensing that she needs the comfort more than she cares about the demonstration of some affection in front of Oliver, Silver kisses her.
Afterward, “It’s okay.” She strokes Ria’s cheeks. “I’m not gonna let anything happen to you, I promise. I just want to find out what’s going on.”
“Cutler knows me.” Ria sniffles. “If he should find out I’m here—”
“Sshhh.” Silver puts a finger to her lips. “Vsee-yo boo-det hara-sho.” She tries her best to say that everything will be okay, then holds her hand over Ria’s chest, feeling her erratic heartbeat. “Don’t be afraid.”
Ria presses her hand over Silver’s and moves it down to her bust, trying anything she can think of to keep her lover in the room. “I won’t be if you’re close to me.” She coaxes Silver to fondle her. “Stay.”
With every intake of breath, her chest heaves against Silver’s hand, the warm mound of her breast pushing into Silver’s palm, her nipple tingling and stiffening beneath her dress, making it agonizingly difficult for Silver to pull away. But she does.
“I don’t need you to tempt me to take care of you.” She moves her hand to Ria’s waist. “I would do anything for you.” She puts emphasis on ‘anything’.
She’s never seen anyone so afraid. She kisses her once on the forehead, then leaves without looking back, knowing that if she takes one more look at Ria’s tortured expression, she’ll never make it out of the bedroom.
Her first port of call is the town hall, where she finds Aiden poring over some plans for a new public well, a tablet device on the table in front of him. He seems unconcerned, relaxed, and starts answering her questions before any of them have a chance to tumble from her lips.
“It’s routine,” he assures her. “Cutler’s here to collect his monthly prescription, that’s all. He’ll be gone soon enough.”
Prescription? Silver understands the double-speak perfectly: he’s on a drugs run. That explains the wealth of rare London goodies she’d seen being unloaded from the back of the police van as she walked up Broad Street: payment.
Of course, nothing ever does go quite according to plan. Upon turning to leave the room, she hears the soft dingle of an incoming message on Aiden’s tablet: an automated announcement from the West Mercia Police, sent simultaneously to every electronic device on the network.
Missing person: Rianne Zykova.
Reward increased.
Silver’s anxiety spikes. Ria!
She rushes back to the bed and breakfast and bombs into the bedroom, only to find it empty. The bed sheets are displaced, a chair knocked over, one of the curtains torn, the rail half pulled from the wall.
“Shit!”
Anger blooms within her, the pain and fury of having failed to protect Ria swelling in her gut. She strides downstairs and seizes the throat of the Delta who’s been on the front desk all morning. Forcing his diminutive five-foot-five frame up against the wall, she almost chokes him.
“Where’s Ria?” she growls, ready for violence.
“If the Arch Rogue wants her back, he can have her.” The Delta isn’t easily intimidated.
“No, he can’t.” Silver squeezes harder, asking again: “Where is she?!”
“There’s a reward.” The Delta refuses to comply.
“Don’t make me ask you again.” Silver draws her gun and puts it to his temple, but she doesn’t have to ask again, and he doesn’t need to answer.
Ria shrieks and yelps. One of the other Deltas is dragging her down Broad Street by her hair, pulling her toward Cutler. Her long braid is wrapped twice around his hand, her body bent at an awkward angle to try and prevent the pain of him tugging at her scalp.
“Let me go!” She thumps his arm.
“I’d do as she says if I were you.” Silver emerges onto the street, gun in hand. “‘Cause I swear, when I hit you, it’ll hurt a helluva lot more.”
“This is interesting.” Cutler steps closer, cocking his head to match the angle of Ria’s contorted body. “Hello, my lovely. It’s been a while.”
The Delta—whom Silver recognizes as one of the night security staff at the bed and breakfast—stands boldly between Cutler and his prize.
“Reward, yeah?”
“Oh, yes.” Cutler smiles. “Big reward for the Russian.” He makes his eyes wide on the word big. “But what are they?” He indicates Carmen and Oliver, both being held at knifepoint by two other Deltas.
“You can have ‘em for nuffink.” The Delta announces proudly. “A Northside murderer and a Mercian runaway.”
Wow. News travels fast in this town.
“You pathetic little shit.” Silver glowers at the night watchman, her gun raised on Cutler. “When I’m done killing the guy in the silly hat, I’m gonna beat your head into the sidewalk till your tiny brain oozes out through your ears.”
Cutler eyes her, then turns back to the Delta. “Who’s that woman? And why does she have a gun pointed at me?” He’s not at all fearful.
The night watchman shrugs. “Illegal immigrant. Has a soft spot for the Russian. I seen ‘em canoodling in the bedroom this morning while I was doing the rounds.”
“You filthy pervert.” Silver grimaces at him. “You were spying on us through the keyhole? You’re really not endearing yourself to me at all. I’m gonna kill you first.”
She’s not joking.
Bang!
Her bullet enters his head through his right temporal bone, slightly above his ear. It bounces around in his skull, tearing through brain matter, then lodges in his sinus cavity.
He drops to the ground.
Ria squeals, realizes she’s free, and attempts to run to Silver—but Cutler has fast reflexes. He captures the tail of her braid and yanks her toward him, reeling her in like a fish on a wire.
“Not so fast, Myshka.”
The second gunshot rings out a moment later, the sound echoing in the now silent street, yet … nothing happens. Cutler staggers back slightly, but doesn’t fall, and doesn’t loosen his grip on Ria. He looks down at his chest, a bullet having ripped cleanly through his waistcoat, right over his heart, shredding three layers of clothing.
But there’s no blood.
Damnit, Silver mentally chastises herself. Why hadn’t she considered the reason for his deep chest could be that he’s wearing a bullet proof vest? Fuck.
He fingers the hole and teases out the crushed bullet, pinching it between his thumb and forefinger to inspect it before flicking it away into the street.
“Shooting the Delta was clever,” he gives her a verbal pat on the back. “It saved me having to pay out the reward. But shooting me was a bad move.” He wags a disapproving finger. “Naughty girl.”
Silver lowers and holsters her gun, knowing that was her last bullet. She also knows that she’s not strong enough to defeat Cutler—not in her current state. She needs to level the playing field.
Realizing her weakness, Cutler goes about his business unhurriedly, ordering his two men to toss Carmen, Oliver and Ria into the old police van. He pays no more attention to Silver until he hears her withdraw her hunting knife from its sheath.
“Are you quite sure you want to do this?” he asks without turning round.
“Surprisingly, yeah.” Silver twirls the knife in her hand, preparing to launch it at him. “I want my Russian back.”
“Your Russian?” He pivots to face her. “Golly! The Delta wasn’t exaggerating; you do fancy her! Luther’s darling Myshka. My little Russian mouse.”
Before Silver can retort, he flicks his wrist and slings something small and metallic at her.
A shuriken.
By the time Silver realizes what it is, it’s too late. The snowflake-shaped throwing star strikes her left hand, gouging her palm along her old scar, causing the knife to fall from her grasp.
Blood gushes and she clutches her wrist, taken aback by the level of the pain.
“This is far too easy.” Cutler draws a gun from a holster at his waist. “It’s very disappointing.”
He marches over to her and strikes her with the butt of the gun, knocking her to the ground. As she falls, she turns, slipping her right hand briefly inside the pocket of her jeans, removing something small, unseen by Cutler.
He’s about to kick her in the stomach, but hesitates before his foot makes impact. Leaning over her, crouching, smelling the scent of her spilt blood, he presses his hand against her belly.
“Deary, deary me.” He pretends to care. “You’re all knocked up.” He rubs her stomach. “Allow me to demonstrate my good nature.”
“You’re not going to kill me?” she rasps breathlessly.
“Oh, no.” He retracts his hand. “I’m going to kill you, but I’ll do it quickly.”
In one swift motion, Silver whips her right arm around and slices his palm, her lucky Chimera talon pinched between her fingers. Before he recovers, she grabs his bleeding hand with hers, blood smearing between them.
Thinking she’s looking for mercy, or a hand up off the street, he shoves her away from him and shoots her in the chest, the bullet hitting her right where hers hit him: directly over her heart.
The last thing Silver hears is Ria’s heart wrenching scream.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY

 
 
Aiden presses two fingers against Silver’s neck, seeking out her carotid artery.
He feels nothing.
Bending down, he holds his ear above her mouth, listening for breath sounds, feeling for airflow, his hand resting lightly on her chest, hoping for movement.
Nothing.
Blood from the gash on her palm is all over her clothes, saturating her jeans where she’d reached into her pocket for the talon. Oddly, though, the blood on her chest is minimal. There’s only a small red blob on her camisole where the bullet entered. Did her heart stop beating so instantly that nothing was pumped out?
He pulls out a pocketknife and slices the camisole at her bust, stripping back the fabric to reveal the wound, finding the bullet lodged near the surface of her skin.
It didn’t pass through her sternum.
Confused, he uses the tip of his knife to dislodge the bullet from her chest, then prods the wound with the blade, startled to hear the sound of metal hitting metal. Digging in with his forefinger, he squooshes around in her flesh, scratching his nail against a metal plate.
Perplexed, he lifts open one of her eyelids to check for any dilatory response in her pupils and recoils instantly: her irises are shimmering with violet.
It horrifies him, but gives him hope. Could it be that the impact of the gunshot merely stopped her heart? Testing out that theory, he makes a fist and slams it down onto her chest.
She remains motionless.
He does it again, only harder.
Still no response.
“Come on, Silver …”
One more time.
Bingo! The thwack kick-starts Silver’s heart and she sits bolt upright, gasping for air. She draws in one lungful, then another, then rolls over onto her hands and knees, waiting for oxygen to get to her brain. She’s dizzy, lightheaded, and everything around her feels unusually intense. The sun seems so bright, sounds so loud, and aromas so vibrant. In a small crowd of curious onlookers, she can smell that one of the females is menstruating.
Gross.
Further down the street, she hears an old man letting out a squeaky fart.
“What happened?” She winces.
Aiden shows her the bullet from her chest. “It didn’t penetrate.”
Silver brings a hand to her chest, feeling where she was shot, and laughs.
“What are you?” He offers a hand to help her up from the ground.
“A soldier.” She refuses his help. “A two hundred pound Chimera landed on my chest and shattered my sternum when I was in my early twenties. Most of my ribcage was reconstructed with titanium implants. I’m fucking bionic.”
“It saved your life.” He hesitates. “That, and the other thing,” he adds, referring to her eyes.
“Did it work?” She tucks her lucky—now bloody—Chimera talon back into her pocket, retrieves her knife from the street, and looks at the reflection of her eyes in the blade, pleased with the results.
“You did that on purpose?” Aiden looks mildly let down. “Why? You were clean.”
“It’s the only way to fight Cutler, and right now, that’s a whole lot more important to me than the purity of my blood.” She stretches her shoulders and flexes her wounded hand, hardly noticing the pain. “How long was I out?”
“You weren’t out, you were dead.”
“Pesky details.” Her hand drips blood onto the ground at her feet. “How much of a head start do they have on me?”
“Minutes.”
“Do you know where they’re going?”
Aiden nods. “Not only that, but I can help you get there.”
 
 

 
 
The old, repurposed West Mercia Police van smells like cabbage. Either it was recently used to haul vegetables from a farmer who pays his monthly dues in goods, or the last occupant had a bad case of gas. Either way, it stinks.
Stripped of weapons and handcuffed, Carmen, Ria and Oliver slip and slide on narrow metal bench seats as the van veers left and right to avoid potholes, and speeds around corners. For the first time since being thrown in here, they’re silent.
Up until a few minutes ago, Ria was wailing, sobbing, and spewing profanity in Russian. Now, she’s staring at the floor, her face streaked with tears, her eyes red, her senses numbed by grief and heartache. She’s cried so much that her throat is dry and sore, her eyes stinging, her chest hurting.
Cutting through the silence, Carmen bangs on the small plastic window between their cage and the driver’s cab in front, her stomach churning with fear.
“Hey!” She beats on the window with her fists. “Where are you hoggish little shitsacks taking us?”
No response.
“Hey!!” She thumps harder, banging on the metal wall directly behind the driver’s head, trying to provoke a reaction. “I’m talking to you!”
Still nothing.
“They won’t answer you,” Ria croaks. “It’s strictly forbidden.”
Carmen settles back on the metal bench opposite Ria, sick with dread. “What’s Luther going to do with us?”
“He’ll probably sell you.” She glances at Oliver, then back to Carmen. “Both of you. People are always looking for young, fit domestic help.”
“What about you?”
Ria’s cunt cramps with the unpleasant anticipation of what’s to come, and she considers steps she can take to delay the inevitable. If Luther’s expected home imminently, she’ll be sent to ‘prepare’ herself to take company. Such preparation involves a combination of waxing, shaving, tweezing, and toying.
Luther likes her to arrive at his bedroom the same way he likes dinner to arrive at his table: hot and ready. He considers foreplay a waste of his precious time, and wants only to be able to ram his cock inside her as quickly as possible. Inching it in gently and loosening up her tight, protesting body is an annoyance to him, so she’s expected to give herself ample pleasure beforehand.
This should give her plenty of time to break open the hard shell of her razor, remove the blade, and use it to slice the delicate skin between her thighs so that, when the time comes and he calls for her, she can pretend to be unavailable. She’s known girls who’ve done that before. Some end up permanently scarred. Some slice too deep and end up dead in the bathtub.
Wondering if she even has the nerve for it, she sighs heavily and answers Carmen’s question.
“He’ll fuck me.”
 
 

 
 
Silver fidgets in the new clothes given to her by Aiden to replace her torn and bloodstained ones. The kicksies feel fine, though they hug her ass more than she’s used to, but the waistcoat’s taking some adjustment. She’s used to having a Kevlar vest strapped on over her shirt, not a form-fitting piece of hemp cloth that serves no real function and offers scarcely any warmth.
She rolls her sleeves up to her elbows, watching Aiden spread out a map on the table in an ironmonger’s workshop.
“This is where he’s taking them.” He taps a marked section of the map. “Birmingham.”
“A city?” Silver squints at it.
“Luther’s primary residence, Aston Hall, is on the outskirts. It’s a stately home, tucked away in the middle of some woodland.”
“How long will it take me to get there?”
“It’s about an hour by motor.”
“Motor?” Silver perks up.
“My men caught a poacher a few days ago.” He walks her to the other side of the workshop and unveils a rusty blue car hidden under a sheet of tarpaulin. “They hadn’t had time to strip it yet.”
It’s right-hand-drive, two of the doors don’t match, one of the wing mirrors has been smashed off, the paint’s bubbling and peeling all over, the rear windshield’s missing, and it smells like blood and guts, but it’ll get the job done.
“What’s all this?” Silver explores a nearby table that’s covered with weapons, acutely aware that she’s out of ammunition for her gun.
There are two rifles and a handgun—none of which is designed to fire bullets of any kind—an assortment of hunting knives, and some tranquilizer darts.
“The poacher’s tools,” Aiden explains.
“Tranquilizers, but no real guns?”
Aiden shrugs, the sight not uncommon to him. “Shooting an animal makes some of the meat inedible. Either this bloke didn’t want to waste a good steak, or he was after live animals for farming.”
Silver inspects one of the tranquilizer darts. “They’re empty.”
“Drained for veterinary use. We don’t have the means to produce Ketamine ourselves, but the Mercians synthesize it as a cheap substitute for heroin. It’s quite abundant across the border. Apparently the high’s akin to PCP.”
“Yeah, it’s not bad,” Silver comments absently, holding up one of the darts. “I need to fill these.”
Aiden shakes his head. “I can’t get the Ketamine back.”
“I don’t need Ketamine.” She pulls the packet of heroin out of her back pocket and slaps it down on the tabletop. “I need some water.”
 
 

 
 
Ria’s heart plummets when the van comes to a stop outside Aston Hall. She’d half hoped they’d be besieged by highwaymen, or get run off the road by a pack of rabid wolves.
No such luck.
She can’t stop picturing the jolt of Silver’s body as the bullet entered her chest. She can’t stop thinking of all the missed opportunities there’d been for closeness since their first meeting. She’d been so timid. Why had she been so timid? If they’d met in London, somewhere in her comfort zone, she’s certain they’d have fallen into bed together within hours of meeting. Their connection was so strong; so immediate; so fervent. She feels foolish not to have trusted her emotions from the outset.
And now it’s too late.
She steps out of the van in a zombie-like state, letting Cutler’s men drag her into Aston Hall through the servants’ entrance. The red brick, Jacobean-style, horseshoe-shaped building, with its private gardens to the left and stables to the right, is enormous and lavish and jaw-droppingly elegant, but she doesn’t give it so much as a cursory glance. She was hoping never to see it again.
Inside, the unhappy trio is led into a cold, dark kitchen and told to wait. The polished, stone slab floor is almost shiny enough to cast their reflections back at them. Pots and pans are hanging from hooks on exposed ceiling beams, along with some bunches of dried herbs. The antique stove has been ripped out and replaced with new, the large oak table set for lunch. Someone’s stomach rumbles.
“Argo!” Cutler booms, snagging a passing maid by the arm. “Where’s Argo?”
“In the drawing room, sir.” She keeps her head down.
“Fetch him.” He tosses her down the hallway. “And tell him to bring tethers.”
She does so without question, scurrying off at double pace, the starchy fabric of her Victorian-style maid’s dress—black, ankle-length, with a white apron—rustling and swishing against the petticoat underneath.
A minute later, a young man in his mid-twenties skips down the staircase into the building’s bowels, carrying a black leather briefcase. Clean shaven, and dressed like a perfect gentleman—the usual waistcoat, puff tie, and pocket watch—he looks more like a banker than a gangster. He’s attractive, too.
“Whaddya want, Cutler?” He strides down the hall, his thick, dark hair gelled into place so rigidly that not a single strand moves. “The hen house is full.”
“Look who’s back.” He invites Argo to see for himself. “Our beautiful Myshka.”
As Argo steps inside the chilly kitchen, his amber eyes completely bypass Carmen and Oliver and get stuck on Ria, a flash of quickly concealed tenderness and affection sweeping across his face.
“She’s made some new mates,” he observes, keeping his voice neutral, tension visible in his strong jawline. “What’re we supposed to do with them?”
“Shove ‘em in the hen house with Myshka till Luther gets back.”
“What’s he gonna do with them?”
“I’m sure the scraggy gawkey’s tougher than he looks.” He flaps a hand in Oliver’s direction. “He’s got a stable boy air about him, dontcha think? We can get rid of that old codger who keeps pissing in the water trough and put this young lad up in the barn.”
“And the other?”
Cutler shrugs. “She ain’t got much in the way of curves, but I’m sure he’ll think of something.”
Getting down to it, Argo opens his briefcase on the table and withdraws three identical, tamper proof electronic monitoring bracelets—the tethers. Familiar with this process, he uncuffs the somber trio and fixes the tethers on their wrists, starting with Ria.
“I’m sorry,” he mutters under his breath.
She acknowledges the sentiment with a fleeting upwards turn of her lips.
“Fancy something to eat?” He takes his time putting the tether on.
She shakes her head, certain that she is hungry, but even more certain that she wouldn’t be able to keep anything down.
He moves on.
Carmen’s next, and while putting on her tether, he spies the somewhat defaced CPS emblem on her jacket. “Have you seen this?” He pinches the emblem between his fingers, showing it to Cutler. “She’s a fucking Magistrate.”
Cutler isn’t concerned. “Whatever she was, she ain’t no more.”
“What the hell is this?” Carmen picks at the tether.
“An alternative to keeping you in a cage.” Cutler laughs, slipping out of the room to harass another passing maid into fetching him a drink.
“It allows you free run of the house and some of the grounds,” Argo explains, fixing Oliver’s tether. “But go too far, or try to mess with it, and it sets off an alarm.”
“So we’re your prisoners now?”
Argo face shrugs. “That depends on what my brother decides to do with you.”
“Brother?” Carmen sounds intrigued.
Argo ignores the question, turning back to Ria, his eyes almost imperceptibly softer when he looks at her. “You can show them to the hen house, yeah?”
“But …” Ria looks nervous and uncertain, glancing briefly at Oliver. “He’s a boy.”
“The hens will love him.” Argo winks. “And I’m sure he won’t have any objections to being surrounded by a gaggle of half naked tarts.” He pats her arm. “Off you go now, old girl.”
Nodding submissively, accepting her fate, Ria tugs Carmen’s sleeve, encouraging her to follow, and takes Oliver by the hand, pulling him along with them. All she wants is to get inside her old bedroom and cry into her pillow, but when she steps into the hallway and finds Cutler waiting for them, his fingers hooked over his belt buckle, her heart sinks. If Luther’s away, that means …
“I’ll walk you there,” he offers.
“I know the way.”
She tries to move past him, but he forces himself into the space beside her.
“Maybe so”—he adjusts his trousers—“but what kind of upright gent would I be if I didn’t escort you?”
“You’re not a gent.” Ria pushes him away from her. “You’re a nasty brute.”
Incensed by her audacity, he grabs her elbow and wrenches her toward him, then wraps his hand around her throat, holding her firmly, but not choking her.
“Did you come back brave, Myshka?” He clamps down on her neck, putting pressure on her carotid arteries. “Did my precious little Russian mouse forget her place?”
Ria tries to shake her head, feeling faint from the force he’s exerting on her.
“Good.” He releases her. “Hen house. Now.”
The hen house, Carmen soon learns, is a covey of bangtails: a harem of sorts. It takes up one full wing of the house, where Luther’s hens—a collection of handpicked prostitutes—are kept in luxury, wanting for nothing. Their only obligation is to open their legs on command, and to do so cheerfully, always being at the sexual beck and call of Luther’s men.
Red-ribboned and tethered, they turn to look at the new arrivals being shoved into the hen house by Cutler. Laughter and giggles die, curiosity piquing.
All are wearing petticoats, corset dresses, negligees, or undies—no outwear here. Silk and lace abounds, and intimates fresh from the laundry are left to air dry, draped over clothing racks in the den: a massive room filled with couches, enormous beanbags, and a variety of sex chairs.
Designed to enhance the stimulation of certain sexual positions, these chairs, cushions and pillows—ranging from firm triangular wedges and ramps to full chaises—are made to hug and cradle your body, no matter what angle you’re being fucked from. Their undulating curves raise the woman hips, making sure all her entry points are easily accessible, enhancing deep penetration.
Some are shaped so that they rock back and forth with the motion of sex, while others contain pockets for the attachment of dildos, so that the tarts might enjoy themselves while they wait for their services to be requested.
Atop the mantle is an array of dildos, lubricants, and a small dish full of different cock rings and mini vibrators. The glass dildos are kept in a cabinet, lest they should get accidentally damaged. A rack on the wall holds various whips and paddles, and an assortment of spreader bars are bundled together in an umbrella stand in the corner of the room.
So far so normal for Carmen; she’s used to the whorehouse environment. The stench of female arousal and perfumed lubricants reminds her of adolescence, and of her lover.
“Clean yourself up,” Cutler instructs Ria. “The Arch Rogue won’t want you looking like this, and he’ll be back soon enough.” He gives her a shove toward the hallway. “You’ll find your room exactly how you left it.”
As if her return was inevitable.
The other hens natter and scowl when she walks past, jealousy seething among them. One hen in particular grunts, snatches a silk chemise off a clothes hanger, and locks herself in her bedroom down one of the long hallways, the door slamming behind her.
“What’s her issue?” Carmen keeps to the edge of the room, hesitant to penetrate the flock of tarts.
One of the younger whores—petite, with ruffled blonde hair, wearing a white negligee and stockings—approaches her, hugging a bowl of strawberries.
“Carla’s been taking Luther in Myshka’s absence.” She munches casually on a strawberry, her lips moist with juice. “He won’t want her no more.”
“And she’s maggoty about that?”
“Course!” The tart picks a seed out of her teeth. “Myshka’s so lucky.”
“Lucky?” Carmen almost snorts with disbelief. “To be taken away from her family and forced to shag Luther?”
“Umm, yeah.” Those words come out with all the attitude of ‘duh, obviously’. “We’d all kill to give ourselves to the Arch Rogue, but he only wants the Russian. He worships her.” The tart picks another strawberry out of the bowl, then offers them to Carmen. “Want some num-nums?”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 
 
Silver speeds out of Trefaldwyn in the ugly blue car, following Aiden’s directions. A mile out, she passes a wonky metal sign that reads ‘Mercia’. It’s small, nondescript, and has a blackberry bush growing over it. In her rearview mirror, she sees the sign into Delta Territory is equally understated: the Delta symbol in black on a white background, the signpost bent where something heavy slammed into it and caused it to buckle.
In addition to these signs, the same slur has been painted all over the road surface, and scrawled on various handmade placards: Taints Keep Out. The gibbeting found in the Angau is also present here, but in a much simpler form: severed heads impaled on spikes and left to rot. It reminds Silver of the bridge to the Fringe District in Amaranthe, where the banished will often display the heads of the Police Division Agents they’ve killed.
Different country, same rebellion.
 
 

 
 
After a long soak in the tub, and many minutes spent twirling a razorblade between her fingers, Ria chickens out. She tosses the blade in the trash, dresses and preens, and returns to the den wearing a black and red sweetheart bodice—black lace over red satin—cinched up at the back with silk ribbon, and fastened at the front with hook-and-eye closures. Her breasts are pushed together and upwards, offering maximum cleavage, and her layered, lace ruffle skirt ends where her stockings begin, showing off her thighs.
Admiring the bodice, Carmen feels a flutter of homesickness. Her girlfriend wears corsets and bodices just like it, her full, soft breasts tightly bound within. She can still remember the thrill of unlacing her bodice for the first time, releasing her pale mounds, sucking on her sensitive pink nipples …
Aware that she’s staring, and that her cheeks are flushed from having such erotic thoughts, Carmen looks away. She wants to go home. She needs to go home. Being surrounded by a room full of tarts only brings that more firmly to the forefront of her mind.
Oliver doesn’t seem in such a hurry to leave, though. The hens are fussing over him like fruit flies on a sandwich. Lounging with him on an enormous beanbag, two are rubbing his chest, one is massaging his crotch, and yet another is whispering sweet nothings in his ear.
These women are nothing like Ria.
In Carmen’s experience, there are two types of whore: those who were driven to the work by circumstance—be it rent arrears or drug addiction—and those who simply enjoy earning money on their backs, or on their knees.
The latter can spot a virgin from a mile away, and take great pride in the act of defloration.
These tarts are sexual predators who would be labeled rampant nymphomaniacs if they weren’t given a legitimate outlet for their carnal proclivities, and Carmen highly doubts that Oliver’s going to make it through the night with his innocence intact.
Ria sits beside her on the chaise, sharing the same thought. “I think our young Oliver is about to be made a man.”
“Yup.” Carmen picks at the black ribbon around her wrist, thinking of home. “At least one of us gets to experience a little bit of happiness.”
“You’ll get back home.” Ria identifies her melancholy thoughts perfectly. “I’ll make sure of it.”
“How?”
“Luther can be quite generous when he’s content.” She fiddles with her freshly painted fingernails. “I’ll make sure he’s content.”
Silence.
Carmen isn’t sure how to respond. Does one say ‘thank you’ when another woman offers to put in extra efforts to please the man who’s raping her so that you can get home to see your girlfriend? Feeling the need to say something—anything—to break the silence, she changes the subject completely.
“Why do they keep calling you Myshka?”
If it’s possible to get Ria to sink into a more miserable mood, that does it.
“It’s a nickname Cutler gave me.” She picks at the hem of her dress, feeling self-conscious about its length—or lack thereof. “I hate it. He thinks he’s clever because he knows a few Russian words, but they’re all derogatory.”
“Like what?”
“Whore, slut, bitch, cunt—all the words he likes to use in bed. He doesn’t know how to say anything nice. It’s all ‘Suck my cock’, or ‘Get on your knees’. Basic, vulgar language that most Russians wouldn’t ever use with their bedmate. It’s a tender language, and he brutalizes it.”
“What does Myshka mean?”
“Little mouse.”
Carmen shrugs one shoulder halfheartedly. “That’s not so bad.”
“Isn’t it?” Ria stares off into nowhere. “The timid little mouse who won’t ever tell you to stop; won’t scream when it hurts; won’t complain when you demean her; and always remembers her worthlessness. The quiet little mouse who won’t ever forget how lucky she is to be shown any attention at all, and how grateful she should be for it. Because, in the end, she’s just a poor little Russian girl who won’t ever be loved by anyone but Luther.”
Carmen is speechless.
After a long pause, “You don’t actually believe any of that shit, do you?”
Ria’s hesitation to answer speaks volumes about her fragile state of mind.
Then, “Do you think Silver loved me?”
Carmen knows better than to answer a question like that bluntly, so she keeps the cynicism locked up inside her head. Instead of saying ‘I don’t know’, which would be truthful, or ‘You’d known each other less than a week’, which would be factual, she says precisely what Ria needs to hear.
“She died trying to help you.” Carmen pats Ria’s knee comfortingly, but awkwardly. “I don’t know too many people who’d give their lives for someone they don’t love.”
Ria doesn’t get a moment to reflect on that. Cutler returns to the hen house, eyeing her from the edge of the room. Like a doll on a wire, she rises from the chaise.
Carmen tries to hold her back. “What’re you playing at? Don’t go to him.”
“I have to.” Ria pulls herself free. “This is my life.”
As she approaches him, he rubs his chin, feigning deep thought. “Hmm, there’s something missing … oh, yes!” He plucks a red ribbon out of his pocket and ties it in a bow around her neck. “That’s better.”
Without saying a word, she leads him down the hallway to a bedroom with her nickname, Myshka, on the door, and they disappear inside.
 
 

 
 
Silver makes herself comfortable on top of the unsightly blue car, now parked less than a hundred feet from the front entrance of Aston Hall, almost at the mouth of the horseshoe. She’s certain she tripped an alarm on her way up the driveway, and that Luther’s men are arming themselves at this very moment.
In preparation, she lays out her only weapons on the roof of the car: a selection of multiple and single shot tranquilizer guns, loaded with darts full of lethal doses of heroin.
“Come on, boys and girls.” She checks an invisible watch on her wrist, impatient to get the carnage underway. “I haven’t got all day.”
At that moment, she spots movement behind the ornate window panes that look in on the grand foyer, framing the massive front doors. Bodies shuffle from left to right, eventually coordinating their simultaneous emergence from two smaller doorways in the inner arms of the horseshoe: one to Silver’s left, and one to her right.
It’s a good job she’s ambidextrous.
 
 

 
 
Everything is pink. Ria’s bedroom is decked out like a typical tart’s boudoir: pink walls, pink carpet, pink bed sheets, and pictures of hearts on the walls—all different shades of pinkness, from baby to fuchsia. Even the lightbulbs are pink.
Cutler takes off his jacket and flings it over a pink dresser, setting his weapons down on top of it. He never takes his eyes off her, his lustful gaze pinned to her heaving chest. Next, he removes his waistcoat and untucks his shirt, getting ready to hit the sheets.
“You have the nicest tits I’ve ever seen.” He moves her hair out of the way so that it doesn’t obscure the view of her cleavage, then he starts to fondle her breasts over the bodice, his sliced palm already clotted and healing. “Better than any of the other hens.”
Ria clenches her jaw, determined not to bawl. He’s too rough with her, and the bodice pokes and pinches her breasts with every clumsy grab and squish. Thankfully, it’s over soon enough.
“That loony foreigner loved you, didn’t she?” he asks, unzipping his trousers, making her put her hand inside. “Did you shag her?”
His cock is limp and clammy, and she winces as she wraps her hand around it. At first, she tickles him, teasing the underside with her fingertips till she feels his shaft start to swell and stiffen.
“Tell me.” He grunts when she tugs on him. “Did you let her eat your pussy?”
He doesn’t want the truth, he wants a fantasy.
“Yes.” Ria closes her eyes and daydreams. “I let her put her mouth all over me.”
 
 

 
 
Nine bodies—those of seven men and two women—are scattered around the bowl of the horseshoe, Silver’s hideous blue car at the center of it all.
Luther’s well-armed militia hit the gravel before they realized they’d been shot at. The tranquilizer guns made little sound, the darts injecting lethal amounts of heroin instantaneously, and directly into the blood stream, bringing on the deadly asphyxia of overdose in seconds.
Silver waits a minute or two, giving time for any other militia persons to appear, but none do. Taking advantage of being underestimated—the silent slaughter going undetected for the time being—she leaps off the roof of the car and slips into Aston Hall through one of the side entrances, quickly finding herself in the servants’ quarters.
Navigating her way through dimly lit hallways, her empty gun drawn for show, she treads carefully on the stone floor, trying to limit the squeak of her rubber-soled boots. Upon hearing female voices in the kitchen, she hastens her stealthy advance and swings into the open doorway, catching the women off-guard, her gun raised like she’s ready to shoot.
Three maids—all three in their early twenties, all three attractive—are sitting at the kitchen table, wearing the black dresses and white aprons of domestic staff. They leap up from their chairs, backing against the far wall, huddling together like cornered mice, and Silver catches sight of whore marks on their left wrists.
Electronic bracelets are clamped around their right wrists, and Silver can imagine what their purpose is: to contain and control.
In Amaranthe, whores—or Jades, as they’re called—are made to wear electronic collars so that their Handlers can keep track of them. If they stray too far from their brothel, they receive a warning jolt of electricity. If they try to tamper with them, or remove them, the jolt is deadly. Compared to that, these women have it easy—even with a stranger’s gun aimed at their heads.
Silver pulls the hammer back on the gun, purely for effect. “Who wants to give me some directions?”
 
 

 
 
Fully erect, Cutler is throbbing in Ria’s hand. Thinking she might be able to get away with a hand-job, she starts wanking him faster, trying to make him come.
“Oh, no.” He yanks her hand away, wise to her tricks. “Not like that, missy.” He shoves her toward the bed. “Get on there and turn around.”
She does as she’s told. Kneeling on the mattress, she reaches for the bedside table to get a condom, but he tears it out of her hand and chucks it across the room.
“Nyet, suka.”
No, bitch.
 
 

 
 
Silver strides into the hen house den, her useless gun now holstered. At the sight of her, some of the hens dart for their bedrooms. Others stare. On the giant beanbag, Oliver has his second orgasm of the night. He’s whimpering like a kitten while one of the tarts jerks him inside his trousers, causing another little damp patch to appear in his lap.
They’ll build him up like this all evening, gradually increasing the stimulus, working out one fast orgasm after another until he can control himself better, then they’ll take it in turns to ride him till he’s completely empty.
“What the shit?!” Carmen leaps up off the chaise. “How did—”
“Where’s Ria?” Silver cuts her off, no time for explanations.
Her mouth hanging open, Carmen points to the door marked ‘Myshka’, her hand shaking slightly, not daring to envisage the horror going on inside at this very moment.
“Myshka?” Silver frowns, recalling that’s what Cutler called Ria in Trefaldwyn.
“It’s a horrid nickname.” Carmen tries to get in her way, trying to give her some warning of what she’s about to walk in on. “But wait, Ria’s not alone in there, she’s—”
Too late.
Silver barges in.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 
 
Intense discomfort and a blinding light are the only two things Ria’s aware of as she kneels on the bed, her face pushed down into a pillow. Cutler is pounding her from behind, his balls slapping rhythmically against her with every thrust.
It hurts.
He’s too big, pushing too deep, and she’s too dry to feel anything but an extreme burning sensation coursing through her insides, the pain of the friction becoming almost unbearable when he starts to move harder and faster.
Wincing, she clenches her fists around the bed sheets, her knuckles white with tension, and she squeezes her eyes tightly shut, her lips pinched together so that she doesn’t make the slightest sound.
Then, the door bursts open.
Blinded by the glare spilling in from the hallway lights, Ria opens her eyes, but can’t make out any more than the vague silhouette of a female form standing in the doorway. A second later, she feels Cutler withdraw from her, a thick, globulus string of pre-ejaculatory fluid clinging to her labia, forming a bridge of ooze between the tip of his cock and her body.
He stumbles off the bed, snapping the bridge, having to look twice at the unwelcome visitor to make sure his eyes aren’t playing tricks on him.
They’re not.
It’s the barmy foreigner from Trefaldwyn.
“Asshole!” Silver barks, the sight of him balls deep in Ria triggering an ingrained primal reflex to defend, protect, and avenge.
“You’re tougher than you look.” Cutler pulls up his trousers, tucking away his now flaccid manhood.
“Thanks to you, I’m about as tough as you look.” She draws her hunting knife and reconsiders that. “Actually, I’m tougher, since I have a knife in my hand and all you have is a limp dick between your legs.”
He contemplates lunging for his weapons on the dresser, but Silver’s perfectly positioned to drive her blade into him before he has any chance of reaching his gun. He stays where he is.
“You were dead.”
Silver puts a hand over her heart, checking for a heartbeat, becoming exaggeratedly relieved when she finds one. “Not anymore.”
Ria might not be able to make out the face of the person standing in her doorway, but the voice is unmistakable. Heartbroken, ashamed, and horrified that Silver should’ve seen her in such a state—being penetrated like a doggess—she curls up into a tight ball and hugs one of her pillows, crying uncontrollably.
Distracted by Ria’s distress, Silver takes her eyes off Cutler, giving him a chance to spring at her and catch her off-guard. Unfortunately for him, she’s already a lot stronger. Her reflexes are much improved, too, and he’s not even able to disarm her.
Their strengths now matched, her expertise and formal training in hand-to-hand combat give her a distinct advantage.
Thud.
Bump.
Smash!
Ria huddles against the headboard, her eyes closed again. She can’t bear to watch, too afraid that she might witness Silver getting hurt. Or worse, watch her be killed for the second time in one day.
She hears heavy bodies throw one another into furniture, knocking things over, smashing ornaments. She hears clothing rip, sliced by a blade. Which one of them has the knife? She dreads to think.
One of them grabs hold of the crumpled duvet, pulling it clean off the bed as they fall to the floor by the footboard, making the mattress jiggle.
Ria’s toes curl, her whole body rigid with fear. She tries to distinguish between Silver’s breath sounds and Cutler’s, but she can’t. Cutler groans and grunts, exerting force against something, those noises quickly followed by a female utterance of pain.
Some words are exchanged: hatred, annoyance, and frustration from both parties. Something falls to the floor. The knife? Something cracks. Bone? Cutler roars, his guttural rumble vibrating through the room.
Metal tears through flesh.
Metal grates against bone.
There’s a throaty gurgle, and then …
The rasping breath sounds are reduced to one, and Ria feels someone move. Shaking all over and choking for air, she feels the presence move closer.
“Ree.” Silver crouches by the edge of the bed. “Look at me.”
Relief flows through Ria, but she keeps her eyes closed and shakes her head, whimpering faintly. The trauma of the last few minutes renders all manner of logical thought impossible, her synapses firing chaotically.
“Please say something.” Silver tries to solicit some kind of acknowledgement from her, but receives nothing back.
She reaches out to touch Ria’s face, but realizes her hands are covered in blood. Looking around for a rag, she snatches Cutler’s shirt off the floor and wipes the sticky red goop off her hands and forearms, then bunches the shirt up and throws it over his glassy-eyed face, hiding his ugly, dead mug from view.
“Ria,” she tries again. “Pah-zhah-loo-stuh.”
Her attempt to say ‘please’ in Russian has the desired effect: Ria opens her soft brown eyes, teardrops clinging to her eyelashes.
“Look at you …” Her voice is whisper quiet. She extends a hand and tickles her fingertips down Silver’s cheek. “Your eyes …” She looks over Silver’s body, admiring her new outfit. “And your clothes …”
“I’ve had a makeover.” Silver smiles, trying to lighten the heavy atmosphere in the room, the stench of nonconsensual sex still pervading it.
But it’s going to take a lot more than that. Ria’s emotionally whiplashed, having gone from the sheer ecstasy of this morning’s attempted lovemaking, to the utter devastation of watching Silver die, only to have her lover returned to her while she was in the midst of forced coitus with the man who just kidnapped her.
It’s more than she can cope with, and she stares vacantly at violet-eyed Silver, not knowing what in the world she’s supposed to say. She blinks, causing one or two of the trapped teardrops to cascade down her face.
“I thought you were dead,” she says at last.
“I was.” Silver strokes Ria’s stockinged calf. “For a few minutes.”
“How did … ?” Ria isn’t sure how to ask the question.
“Old war injuries.” Silver taps her chest. “I’ve got armor on the inside, so if you ever want to kill me, you should aim for the head.”
Her humor’s not doing anything for Ria.
Struggling to control her shaking limbs, she scooches to the edge of the bed and reaches for Silver’s waistcoat. She undoes the top two buttons, fumbling dreadfully, then does the same with the shirt beneath, exposing Silver’s bare chest down to her bust.
Her fingers cold and trembling, she glides her hand between Silver’s breasts, seeking out the place where she was shot, finding only a small clotted wound.
“You were willing to die for me.” She keeps her hand there.
“Don’t sound so surprised.” Silver seeks out Ria’s other hand and clasps it between hers. “You are worth dying for.”
The bandage on her damaged hand catches on one of Ria’s fingernails, drawing the young nurse’s attention there magnetically, the sight of another wound triggering her reflex to tend and mother.
“You’re hurt more.” In the panic and the kerfuffle of Silver’s tussle with Cutler in Trefaldwyn, she hadn’t seen it happen.
“Didn’t your mother always say a kiss makes everything better?” Silver prompts her toward closeness.
Needing very little in the way of enticement, Ria brings Silver’s hand to her mouth and kisses the bandage, then turns her lips on Silver’s chest. The kiss there lingers, leaving behind the perfect imprint of her lips in crimson lipstick before she tugs Silver’s sleeve off her previously injured shoulder, finding the stitches removed, the gash now sealed with fresh pink skin.
She kisses it anyway, her lips then trailing up to Silver’s neck, the comfortingly familiar smell of peaches and lavender luring her closer. Pushing Silver back on her heels, she slides off the bed and onto her lover’s lap.
“Derzhi menya.” She wraps her arms around Silver’s shoulders. “Hold me.”
Silver readily obliges, holding her so tightly she can hardly breathe.
“I’m so sorry I didn’t get here sooner.” She rubs Ria’s back from shoulders to tailbone. “I could’ve stopped him from—”
“Why do you want me?” Ria wails, beginning to sob again. “Your affections are so unflinching, and I don’t know how I deserve you. You make me feel so good, even when things are so wretched and awful.”
“You deserve to feel good, Ree.” Silver keeps holding her.
“But I lied to you.” She sobs harder. “This isn’t a family thing at all.” She holds up her tattooed wrist, keeping her face buried against Silver’s neck. “It’s the mark of a case vrow: a prostitute tied to a—”
“I know.” Silver kisses her wrist, smothering the tattoo with her lips. “And I don’t care.”
Ria sits upright to better capture her eyes, certain that once the truth’s explained properly, Silver’s devotion will diminish.
“I don’t think you understand. Luther didn’t make me a whore, I was a whore when he found me.”
“I know,” Silver assures her.
Ria sniffs, her tears momentarily stemmed. “How long for?”
“A while.”
“And you don’t think less of me? You don’t find me vulgar? Or cheap?”
“A job’s a job—it’s not who we are. Nobody understands that better than me.” The memories of her past as an executioner are never far from her mind. “We’ve all done things we’d rather not do because we need the money. It’s survival. Besides, you know the worst things there are to know about me, and it doesn’t change the way you look at me.”
She nuzzles Ria’s cheek, clammy with tears, and rubs their noses together, inching toward her mouth to steal a tender, chaste kiss from her soft lips. The loving contact works magic, opening Ria up to spill her heart’s deepest secrets—the truths she’d found too shameful to admit before.
“We did need the money very badly—my younger sisters and I.” Ria lays her palm flat against Silver’s chest, feeling her lover’s steady heartbeat, deliberately avoiding the sight of Cutler’s leaking corpse. “Our mother died when we were children, and our father became very ill. He couldn’t work, and we fell behind on the rent. There were too many mouths, not enough food, and the hospital only paid me minimum wage. I didn’t have a choice.”
“You don’t have to explain yourself.”
“I want to.” Ria wipes her eyes on the corner of a pillow and continues. “My father had a warrant out for his arrest. He was going to be sent to debtors’ prison, where he’d surely have died, and I couldn’t let that happen. I’d heard that the militia had found a way to override the CPS control of the nanites in our blood: a way to activate the deactivated. See, if he were activated, the virus would’ve destroyed the cancer that was killing him. It would’ve saved his life.”
“So you took him out of the city?”
Ria nods. “On a temporary permit. I told the border guards I thought the country air might do him some good in his final months.”
“But you brought him to Birmingham instead.” Silver can see where this is leading.
More nodding. “I didn’t have any money, so I offered myself to Luther in exchange for the black market virus.”
“What happened? Wait, let me guess: he was the one who told you it was a myth?”
“Uh-huh.” Ria sighs.
“But it’s clearly real.” Silver points in Cutler’s direction.
“I didn’t meet Cutler until much later. When I did, I confronted Luther about it, but he said Cutler was an anomaly. He said the infection couldn’t be transferred.”
“But—” Silver points to her own eyes.
“I know.” Ria looks forlorn. “I knew that was a lie when I first saw Linx. It was all too late anyway. Luther denied me help, and I should’ve gone home right then, but my father was too weak to travel. We couldn’t go back to London together, and I wasn’t going to leave without him, so I stayed and nursed him till the end.”
“What about your travel permit?”
“It expired. I needed a way to smuggle myself back into London.”
“So you went back to Luther,” Silver pieces together the series of unfortunate events that led to her captivity.
“I didn’t know what else to do. He said I could work off the fee for returning me to London, but …”
“He didn’t hold up his end of the deal,” Silver completes the predictable sentence for her.
Ria shakes her head. “Months went by, and before I knew it, a year had come and gone since I’d left home. I got desperate.”
“So you escaped.”
“I had no idea where I was going, I just kept walking. I barely slept or ate for two days, and I didn’t know Luther was looking for me until Slade’s men picked me up outside of Manchester.”
“Then I found you.” Silver rubs noses with her.
“I reckon we should’ve left you there in that rat infested tunnel.” Carmen is standing in the doorway, glaringly grimly at Cutler’s cadaver. “This is all your fault.” She kicks the bottom of his foot, making sure that he’s properly dead. “Luther’s going to flip his lid when he finds out we’ve killed his best mate.”
“It’s not Ria’s fault Luther’s a psycho,” Silver sticks up for her lover. “Anyway, if you want to start pointing fingers, you’re the one who’s really to blame for this.”
“How?” Carmen challenges her to follow that accusation through with an explanation. “What did I do?”
“If we’d have gone with Bentley and Chapin, and taken the longer route around the Angau, we’d have arrived in Trefaldwyn a day later. Cutler would have come and gone already, and we’d be off on our way to London by now.”
“No, she’s right,” Ria flatly defends Carmen’s condemnation of her. “It is my fault. I should never have let you travel with me. I knew there was a reward out for me—Slade told me so—and I knew then that Luther would never stop looking. He’s relentless.”
“Wait.” Carmen processes that. “You knew there was a price on your noggin and you didn’t bother to say anything? The whole of Mercia was on the lookout for you, and you didn’t think that was worth a little mention?”
“I was afraid. I—”
“I knew.” Silver astonishes them both. “I knew before we left D10.”
Overwhelmed by the depth of Silver’s commitment to her, and by the fact that nothing seems to sway her from the desire to seek romance and intimacy, Ria chokes on the air in her lungs, finding it difficult to breathe.
“Milaya, if you knew the danger, why did you come?”
The answer should be obvious.
Ria’s bum is cradled in Silver’s lap, her porcelain thighs peeking out between skirt and stockings, her slender waist cinched into a steel boned corset, her plentiful breasts spilling out of it—she’s spectacular.
Unable to resist, Silver sneaks a furtive hand beneath the skirt. “Because I wanted you.” She caresses Ria’s bare ass.
Carmen huffs. “Oh, please. Don’t make me upchuck. You know as well as I do that you’re only coming with us ‘cause it suits your own needs.”
“That’s not true.” Silver shoots her a threatening glance, hoping to shut her up before she reveals something unflattering.
“Bollocks.” Carmen doesn’t back down. “I overheard you yakking to your husband about it. You do still remember that you have a husband, don’t you? He’s that rather gruff bloke who tried to talk you out of going to London to bump off the King.”
Aghast, Ria pushes Silver’s groping hand away. “That’s why you want to go to London?”
“She used you,” Carmen cuts in, giving Silver no opportunity to explain herself. “You’re the excuse she fed her hubby so he wouldn’t stop her. She was going to use me, but then you came along and I s’pose you’re more her type. What with you being all buxom and sexually available and whatnot.”
“You were planning on going to London all along?” Ria is devastated, her eyes pleading for Silver to deny it. “You let me believe …”
She begins to pull away, scrambling to get off Silver’s lap and back up onto the bed, but Silver keeps hold of her, seizing her hips.
“I’ve never lied to you.” She makes Ria look at her. “Everything we’ve shared is real, I swear.” She tugs Ria forcefully back onto her lap.
Ria’s naked butt cheeks slap against Silver’s leather kicksies, causing her to emit an involuntary, pleasantly surprised ‘oof’ when their bodies come together.
“So you’re calling me a fibber, then?” Carmen crosses her arms, wholly unaware of Ria’s sudden flare of arousal. “Why would I make something like that up? Huh?”
“Things were very different when I first made that deal with you.” Silver tries to concentrate on Carmen, despite the very unexpected and powerful realization that she can smell Ria’s body seeping moisture. “I had my own reasons for wanting to go to London,” she says, speaking to Carmen, but looking at Ria. “And I thought we could help each other.” Her voice drifts slightly as she and Ria lock eyes.
The musky scent of Ria’s sexual excitement fills her nostrils, stirring her own carnal needs and electrifying her other senses—and Ria can tell.
She’d heard that the black market virus enhances certain sensory perceptions beyond the limits of what normal activation can achieve, and the thought that Silver is now able to identify the very faintest hint of her weeping cunt has her body surging with another wave of lust—this one stronger. She watches Silver’s eyes widen in response, her head slightly tilted, her lips parted in wonder.
Holy fuck.
Feeling her passions trickling between her labia, Ria’s face floods with color and she averts her gaze, lifting her hips slightly, worried that she might leave a telltale damp patch on Silver’s kicksies.
“Bozhe moy,” she mutters under her breath.
My god.
“Listen”—Silver tries to avoid sensory overload by bringing the conversation back on track—“your people came to my city and destroyed everything I’d ever worked for. My father is dead because your government’s idea of social reform involves a pair of fighter jets and a few gallons of napalm. So yes, I did have ulterior motives when I first made up my mind to go to London, but I let all of that go the moment I realized I was falling for you.”
Ria’s eyes zip back to hers like magnets. “Say it,” she pleads, her heart aching for the words. “I need to hear you say it.”
Silver opens her mouth to speak, but a sudden flurry of shrills and the scurrying of frantic hens disrupts and dissolves the declaration before she gets to breathe life into it.
Uh-oh. The tarts are in a tizzy.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 
 
Cutler’s blood swills down the plughole, his glazed eyes staring lifelessly at Silver from the bathtub in Ria’s private bathroom, his right foot dangling over the edge, brushing up against her leg.
She kicks the foot into the tub with the rest of him, keeping all of his dead limbs and leaking bodily fluids contained. When she’s done cleaning the blade of her hunting knife, and making sure all the blood’s out from under nails, she dries herself off on a towel, then drops it over his vacant face.
“Stop staring at me, you ugly prick.”
In the bedroom, Carmen covers Cutler’s bloodstain with a rug, adjusting it this way and that, trying to make it look like it belongs there. Meanwhile, Ria wriggles into a clean pair of knickers and investigates the fuss in the hen house.
She returns to the bedroom less than a minute later, immediately zeroing in on Silver.
“It’s you, isn’t it?” She looks frazzled, her eyes full of tears and uncertainty, hopelessness invading. “Luther’s security staff are searching the house and grounds looking for an intruder, and they’re on the their way to the hen house.” She buttons up Silver’s shirt and waistcoat, still undone from her earlier explorations. “How many people saw you come up here?”
“Enough.”
“What’re we going to do?” Ria grapples with the buttons, her co-ordination suffering, her body surging with adrenalin and fear. “There’s a dead man in my bathtub.”
“Does anyone else come in here?” Silver inspects Cutler’s handgun and knife, holstering both to her belt alongside her own weapons.
“Not usually. It’s strictly forbidden for the men to come in here uninvited. But did you hear me? They’re going to search the hen house looking for you. Unless the hunt’s called off before they reach my bathroom, they’re going to find Cutler dead, and I’m going to be blamed for it.”
Under the correct set of conditions, that might not be a bad thing. Silver banks the information.
Sooner or later, someone’s going to notice that Cutler’s missing, and it probably won’t take them long to figure out where he might be. The discovery of his body is inevitable, they simply have to make sure the reveal is played out to their advantage.
“What happens if you try to make a run for it?” Silver draws out Ria’s right wrist, baring the tether affixed there, noting the absence of any prongs that might be used to deliver an electric shock. “Does this hurt you?”
Ria shakes her head. “It’s a tracking device, that’s all. If we stray too far from the house, or try to tamper with it, it’ll set off an alarm.”
“How did you remove it last time?”
“I didn’t. Argo did.”
“Ha! I knew there was something dodgy going on there.” Carmen plonks down on the edge of Ria’s bed, abandoning her efforts with the rug. “He totally had a twitch in his trousers over you earlier.”
“No, it’s nothing untoward like that.” Ria tuts disapprovingly. “Argo’s not that kind of man. He’s a proper gent, with a kind heart. He knows I’m gay, and—”
“You told him that?” Carmen’s voice is an unapologetic combination of dismay and judgment. “Have you gone completely round the bloody twist?! He could’ve turned you in to the law!”
“I had to confide in someone,” Ria defends her actions plaintively. “Do you have any fucking idea how ugly it feels to accept a man’s body inside yours day after day, even though the very thought of it repulses you? I never wanted this.” She points to her tattoo. “Argo knew it. He saw how unhappy I was and didn’t like seeing me held here against my will, so he told Luther I only liked women. He thought if Luther knew I couldn’t enjoy being with him—that I couldn’t love him that way—then he’d lose interest and let me go.”
“But Luther was too selfish,” Silver concludes disdainfully. “He wanted you regardless.”
“He thought it was funny. He told Cutler, and they teased me about it relentlessly. They said it was best that I stay here, where I’d be safe from the CPS and the rope. Saving me from myself they called it.”
“And where does this Argo guy fit in with them?”
“He’s Luther’s younger brother.” Ria fidgets with her tether. “He’s in charge of security, so he’s the one you need to coerce if we’ve any hope of getting out of here.”
“Can you take me to him?”
Ria shakes her head. “His men are everywhere, and they’ve been told to shoot you on sight. We’d never make it out of the hen house.”
“That’s why I need your help,” Silver insists, encouraging her with shoulder rubs. “You know this place like the back of your hand, and there has to be a way to get me in front of him without us being seen.”
Ria is about to object without giving the matter any thought, but then has a spark of an idea. “We could use the servants’ passages. This house is full of hidden staircases and hallways, with concealed doorways and such. The hens use them to sneak into the pantry at night, stealing food or booze, or rendezvousing with Luther’s men.” She takes Silver’s hand, some of her hope renewed. “And I know where Argo will be.”
“What about me?” Carmen upturns both palms.
“You stay here and keep an eye on Oliver.” Silver shows little concern, Ria tugging her toward the door.
“Alone?”
To that, Carmen receives no answer, except for the affirmation of her assumption by way of being left in exactly that state: alone.
Acting swiftly, and with as little noise as possible, Ria shows Silver into a concealed servants’ stairwell that leads from the hen house to the ground floor, into an unlit, narrow hallway, trailing through the bowels of the building toward the kitchen area.
Here, she brings Silver to a room that was once a butler’s private office, and is now used exclusively by the servants to play late night card games. At this moment, the sounds of copulation are coming from within: various grunts and groans, one male approaching climax, and one eager female.
“Fuck me, Argo!” the woman cries out. “Fuck me harder!”
Ria peeks through a small window in the door, a grin taking over her lips. “Oh, it’s Jess! She and Argo have been having it off for months. They’re trying to get pregnant so that Argo can marry her.”
“That seems backwards.”
“Luther doesn’t approve.” The grin fades, misery returning. “Whores are for fucking, not marrying, but if Argo can put one in her, then there’s not much Luther can say about it. Marrying her would be the decent thing to do.”
“Your country is so weird.” Silver surveys the room through the tiny window.
At the center of it, the circular table normally used for cards is now a perch for the ass of a maid—Jess. Her apron is abandoned over the back of a chair, the top buttons of her black dress undone, her front-hook bra hanging open, her breasts exposed and bouncing as Argo—his loaded gun resting on the table beside them—thrusts between her legs.
“I’m so close, baby.” He slams into her, grinding his shaft in her sex. “You want me to come inside you?”
“How else are we gonna get pregnant?”
He stops moving for a moment, sighing with frustration. “That’s not the point, Jess. Just say it.” He resumes thrusting. “I want to hear you say it.”
“Come in me, Argo,” she obliges him. “Fill me up.”
He grunts, his peak imminent. “Say it again.”
Silver turns away from the window. “I don’t think we should be watching this.” She grimaces, wishing her hearing wasn’t so acute. “Does he really have a soft spot for you?”
Ria keeps watching. “I think so. Why?”
“Do you trust me?”
“With my life.” Ria finally diverts her gaze.
“Good.” Silver pulls out her hunting knife. “I want to make an impressive entrance in case he tries to draw his gun on me. Is that okay?”
Ria eyes the blade, nodding cautiously and a little fearfully, wondering what ‘an impressive entrance’ might mean.
“Relax.” Silver steps behind her and places a hand on her throat. “You’ll be perfectly safe.” She keeps Ria’s head tilted back, holding her firmly. “I won’t let the blade touch you.”
Saying that, she brings the knife up to Ria’s neck, her thumb pressed between the flat edge of the blade and Ria’s skin, making sure it won’t slip.
Ria whimpers softly. Were it not for the deadly weapon resting a mere inch or two away from her jugular vein, the way Silver’s manipulating her head and neck would be erotic. She’s so strong and forceful, positioning her like a doll. Even the light pressure of Silver’s fingers on her carotid artery feels mildly pleasurable.
“I love you,” she blurts out then, angling her face at Silver’s neck. “So much.”
Silver’s heart thrums.
“You choose now to tell me this?” She rubs her thumb back and forth over Ria’s jawline. “While I have a knife to your throat?” She tilts Ria’s head tightly against her shoulder, chin up and turned to the side. “How romantic.”
Ria’s brow creases with regret. “I’m sor—”
Silver kisses her, smothering the unnecessary apology before it touches the air. Her tongue finds its way between Ria’s lips, probing and invading, eliciting a soft whine.
“Ya teb-ya loo-bloo,” she says slowly to her ravishing Russian lover when the lip-lock breaks. “Did I get that right?”
Ria nods—as best she can with Silver’s hand constricting her chin and neck—and nestles close to her. “I’m sure you’ll be practically fluent by the end of the week.”
Silver nuzzles Ria’s hair, kissing and nibbling on her, and Ria feels the hand with the knife slacken, starting to fall away from her.
“No, don’t let me distract you.” She grabs it and moves it back up to her neck. “Let’s get this over with.”
She reaches for the door latch, Silver’s boot impacting the paneled wood as soon as the latch lifts free, the threshold breached in an instant.
Their sudden arrival completely ruins Argo’s orgasm. He starts to spurt, then the door flies open and he withdraws from the maid in a panic, spraying his load all over her clothes and the tabletop.
“Sonofabitch!” His cock finishes draining onto the floor at his feet. “Ria?!”
His head swirling with endorphins, heart thumping and cock pulsing with climax, it takes a while for him to register precisely what he’s seeing: Ria with a knife to her throat, a strange woman holding her neck in a vise-like grip.
“Who the hell are you?!” he growls at Silver, stuffing his cock back into his trousers while Jess, the terrified maid, squeals and takes cover behind him.
“Remove the clip from your gun, toss it over here, then empty the breech,” Silver instructs him from the other side of the table. “We need to talk.”
She watches him eye his gun, considering the possibility of drawing on her.
“Or you can try to shoot me,” she adds a second option. “Then I’ll cut Ria’s throat, and you can explain to your brother why he’s not getting his cock sucked by a beautiful Russian woman tonight.”
Ria winces, the words painful to hear, despite their emptiness.
Unwilling to risk her life—not confident enough to call Silver’s bluff—Argo complies without further hesitation.
“Now siddown.” Silver bobs her eyes between Argo and Jess. “Both of you.”
More compliance.
Argo sits opposite Silver, Jess to his left.
The situation now under control, Silver releases Ria, banishing the threatening knife back to its holster, but Ria doesn’t pull away from her. She doesn’t behave at all like a woman repulsed by her captor—quite the opposite, in fact.
She stays close, reluctant to let the physical contact drift completely, seeking the reassurance of a tender touch; a silent affirmation of their love.
As Silver takes a seat at the table, Ria drags the fourth chair nearer and sits beside her, seeking out her hand to hold, kissing the fingers that were wrapped around her neck moments ago.
Argo knows he’s been conned.
“Blagger.” He purses his lips and folds his arms, leaning back in his creaky wooden chair. “What if I’d called your bluff?”
“Argo”—Ria tries to rein his focus in on her—“I can explain. She’s—”
“Oh, no.” He holds up his hand, silencing her, never taking his eyes off Silver. “I know exactly who she is,” he proclaims confidently, wagging a finger in Silver’s direction. “You’re the muff diving foreigner that Mancunian twat, Slade, keeps banging on about.” His lips twist into a small, tight smirk. “I half thought he’d made you up to save face when Ria slipped through his clutches.”
“Sorry to disappoint.”
“On the contrary.” Argo loosens his posture, relaxing, sending Jess to fetch something to drink from the kitchen. “The fact that you’re real is a very great relief to me. The fact that you couldn’t keep Ria away from my brother is a bit of a letdown, though.” He sighs dramatically. “I expected so much more from the woman who dared to abscond with his favorite plaything.”
“I’m not done yet.”
“Aren’t you?” He lacks faith in her, one eyebrow raised. “You can’t possibly expect to get out of here alive. You killed nine of my staff!”
“Ten,” Silver amends the total. “Cutler’s dead.”
Her confession sparks a worried whimper from Ria, who fears it might cause Argo’s temper to flare. Instead, he takes the news in his stride, digesting it in silence as he gets up to hold the door open for Jess.
She returns to the room carrying a tray of four glasses and a bottle of white rum. In maid mode, running on autopilot, she sets the glasses down on the table and uncaps the bottle, pouring four equal measures. Ria waits for Silver to decline, but it doesn’t happen.
“Sorry, we’re all out of vodka.” Argo pushes one of the glasses toward Ria.
Accepting the glass, she sticks her tongue out at him. “Knob.”
The racial stereotype of Russians and vodka is completely lost on Silver, but she’s not listening anyway. Her heightened sense of smell zeroes in on the enticing scent of the rum, drowning out every other aroma in the room—including that of Ria’s smoldering libido, which she’s been acutely tuned into since they left the bedroom.
The bedroom where Cutler’s corpse is going slowly into rigor.
“Cutler got in my way.” Silver reaches for a glass and swirls the liquor, making its fragrance drift up into her nostrils. “He was—”
“I know what he was doing when you found him,” Argo cuts her off. “He had about as much respect for women as my brother does.”
“You and he don’t get along?” she fishes for weakness.
Eyeing her warily, Argo takes a large mouthful of rum. “I’ll spare you the long and ugly tale of our lifelong enmity toward one another, but I will say this: the militia could be so much more if it weren’t run by a hedonistic misogynist whose main concern in life is having a ready supply of whores.”
“So why don’t you kill him?”
Argo shakes his head, the notion absurd. “His men are loyal and they’d turn on me like a pack of dogs. They’d never accept me as the new Arch Rogue under those conditions.”
Silver shrugs, the solution obvious. “Then I’ll kill him for you.”
Argo laughs heartily. “How? If it were that simple, don’t you think someone else would’ve done it already? Plenty of people hate him enough, but no-one can get that close.” He finishes his drink and pours another. “I’m his sodding brother, for god’s sake, and he won’t see me without half a dozen armed men present. He’s never alone.”
“He is when he’s with me,” Ria pipes up, downing her drink in three gulps, its heat making her wince, burning her throat.
Perfect, Silver thinks, an idea building.
“Where does Luther take you?” She pushes her glass of rum in front of Ria, switching it for the empty one.
Ria smiles appreciatively—more thankful that Silver’s not going to compromise her sobriety than she is for the second measure of alcohol—but the delightful arc of her lips doesn’t last. Uncomfortable discussing the details of her former employment, she hesitates to give Silver an answer.
“I don’t want to think about that, much less talk about it with you.” She takes a sip of Silver’s donation. “It’s bad enough that you saw … that you had to …”
“Please, Ree.” Silver’s fingers slip beneath the hem of Ria’s short skirt, rubbing her thigh. “It’s important.”
“In his room.” Ria stares into the bottom of her drink, about to cry. “But Silver, I don’t want to—”
“Hey, hey, hey. No more tears.” Silver strokes the fragile brunette from her knee to the top of her stocking. “I’m not gonna let him touch you, I promise.” She kisses the corner of Ria’s mouth, tasting rum on her lips. “I love you, and I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
“Are you honestly going to do this?” Argo stares incredulously at her.
“When’s Luther due back?” Silver demonstrates that she is. “And how long do we have before he requests Ria’s company?”
Argo drinks slowly, not sure if he should be horrified or amazed. “An hour or two, but my men are going to find you long before then.”
“So call off the search.” Silver sets Ria’s right wrist on the tabletop. “And take care of this.” She fingers the tether. “For Ria, Carmen and Oliver.”
“Sure.” Argo finishes his drink. “After you do your bit.”
“You don’t think I can pull it off?”
Argo sets his glass down, neglecting to answer. “I’ll send my men off on a wild goose chase. I’ll tell them you were spotted in the gardens to the north of the property, and I’ll get them out of the house. If you do what you say you can do, then I’ll remove the tethers.” He eyes Cutler’s weapons on Silver’s belt. “You have Cutler’s gun. As far as anyone will know, Ria held me at gunpoint and made me do it—just like last time.”
“So she has a history of violence,” Silver muses. “That’s good.”
Ria starts to see where this is headed. “You’re going to make it look like I did it, aren’t you?” Her lower lip trembles, looking up at Silver. “Cutler and Luther both.”
“It’s perfect, Ree. The whore kills the man who’s raping her, then kills her captor, then forces his brother to release her and her friends.”
“And how do you get into London?” Argo throws a wrench in. “That is what you’re trying to do, isn’t it? Get Ria home?”
“You’re the human trafficker.” Silver expects this to be the easy part, and hasn’t given it a great deal of thought. “You tell me.”
“I don’t understand.” Argo seems genuinely perplexed. “We smuggle stuff out of London, not in. People pay good money to get away from the city without having their Authenticards swiped—mostly people on the run from the CPS—and we provide a service for them. If it was that easy to send things in the other direction, don’t you think I would’ve put Ria on the first train home instead of turning her out into Mercia alone? I did the best that I could.”
“Train?” Silver queries.
Argo nods. “Freight trains go in full, delivering legitimate goods: corn, wheat, and plenty other things. When they leave, they’re supposed to be empty so they rarely get searched. Security’s not so tight on the way out, and the border guards can be easily paid off. They care a lot less about what leaves London than they do about what goes in.”
“So when does the next train leave?” Silver perseveres.
“Tonight. I can get you on it, but I can’t make any guarantees. If they search it at the border …”
“We’ll chance it.” Silver gets up from the table, pulling Ria with her. “Now call off your dogs. I’ll stay with Ria in the hen house until Luther’s ready to receive her.”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 
 
Carmen is lying on Ria’s bed, biting at her fingernails, curled up in the fetal position. She’s expecting armed militia to barge in at any moment, and she’s so primed to respond to the intrusion that, when the door does eventually open, she leaps off the bed like she’s been shot.
In her haste, she gets tangled in the bed sheets. Her foot catches in the duvet, pulling her off her feet, causing her to collapse on the floor, a thrashing mess of arms and legs.
“Ow,” she grumbles, frowning up at Silver and Ria, getting a clear shot up Ria’s skirt from her vantage point on the floor. “I thought you were militia.”
Silver blocks her eyeline, well aware that she’s peeking. “They’re not coming here for me anymore.”
“How come?” Carmen disentangles herself.
“I’m gonna get us into London.”
“How?”
“Ria’s going to kill Luther.” Silver pauses for dramatic effect. “Well, that’s how it’ll appear.”
“Why?”
“Trust me, will you?” Silver isn’t in the mood for twenty questions. “All we have to do is hang tight until Luther gets back.”
“And do what in the meantime?”
Ria’s first thought is sex. She can’t help it. The desire for it comes crashing down over her like a tidal wave, overwhelming her and arousing her. Will Silver be able to smell it through her underwear? Hell, yes.
Still, on the off-chance that Silver needs a little more encouragement before acting on the reflexive, olfactory invitation, Ria makes the first move. Standing with her back to Carmen, she unhooks the top fastening of her bodice, causing her weighty breasts to bulge forward.
Without wasting another second, Silver opens the door and motions for Carmen to leave. “Go find Oliver.” There’s a hint of urgency in her voice. “Fill him in on the plan.”
“Why me?” Carmen pouts.
“Ria and I have some grownup business to take care of, and we don’t need an audience.”
Scowling, Carmen flicks a vee on her way out, well aware of how they’re intending to pass the time until Luther’s return.
Before she gets clear of the room, Silver snags the lapel of her jacket, almost hoisting the slight girl completely off her feet. “If you even so much as touch this door,” she says under her breath, “I will kill you.” She enunciates the last four words slowly, then lets Carmen go.
“You can smell me already, can’t you?” Ria asks when they’re alone, her eyes locked on Silver’s, reaching for the second hook on her bodice.
“I know how much you want this.” Silver sweeps her into an embrace, kissing her, tasting rum. “But are you sure this is the right time for—”
The question doesn’t need to be asked.
Answering it preemptively, Ria sheds her bodice and slips out of her skirt, letting it fall to her ankles with her knickers.
“Shit.” Silver admires her almost completely naked body, from her firm breasts to that trimmed patch of dark hair at the apex of her alabaster thighs. “You’re so beautiful.”
“I should’ve let you touch me in Vyrnwy.” Ria steps forward and unbuttons Silver’s waistcoat. “It’s all I could think about when I thought you were …” She can’t bring herself to say the word ‘dead’. “I don’t want to waste anymore time.”
She drops the waistcoat to the floor, then removes Silver’s shirt, finding her torso covered with minor scrapes and bruises from her two brawls with Cutler.
“Are you in any pain?” she wonders, laying kisses all over Silver’s purple skin.
“Not anymore.” Silver disarms herself, then suggests Ria over to the foot of the bed.
There, she prompts Ria sit while she kneels between her stockinged legs and divests her of those last vestiges of clothing. Rolling them down one by one, she tenders kisses from thigh to ankle, stealing glances up at Ria’s bared womanhood.
When she’s done, the stockings cast off and forgotten, Ria peels away and scoots up the bed, lying down on top of the sheets, waiting.
The curves of her body are exquisite: the rise of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the arc of her hips. Her nipples become rigid under the attention of Silver’s eyes, and she parts her legs expectantly.
Rising to her feet, Silver takes off the rest of her clothes and clambers onto the bed, watching Ria’s eyes roam hungrily from north to south and back again. Slowly, she positions herself between Ria’s thighs and leans over her body for a kiss.
“I want you all over me.” Ria bucks her hips into Silver, mashing groin against groin.
“First things first.” Silver undoes the red ribbon around Ria’s neck, flinging it off the side of the bed with a flourish. “You’re not my whore.”
“What am I, then?” Ria fishes for compliments.
“How do I say it in Russian?”
“Moya devushka.” She keeps thrusting her pelvis upward, harder each time. “My girlfriend.”
“What else?” Silver starts kissing her neck, fondling her breasts, rubbing their bodies together.
“Moya zhenshchina—my woman.” Ria groans at the ceiling. “Make love to me.”
Silver creeps down the bed, letting her eyes fall again upon that perfect patch of glistening pink skin between Ria’s legs. She’s visibly aroused, seeping with fluid, her swollen clit begging to be kissed and touched.
But Silver takes her time. She slides her hands up Ria’s inner thighs, caressing her smooth skin, preparing to explore what lies beyond.
“Do you like looking at me?” Ria lifts her legs up and outward, spreading herself.
That would be a massive understatement. Silver parts Ria’s delicious folds with her thumbs, smearing the copious wetness over her fingers, worshipping every glorious inch.
Moving forward again—positioning their bodies nipple to nipple—she grazes Ria’s clit with her fingers, sliding all over the sensitive, slippery skin beneath it and around it.
“There aren’t any words—in either language—that could ever describe how perfect you are.” She teases Ria’s opening, edging one fingertip inside, moving it in swift circles, tickling and exciting her.
Ria whimpers, raising her knees so that Silver can penetrate her deeply. She wants to feel full; she wants as much of Silver as she can take, and then more.
Responding in perfect harmony with that need, Silver pushes two fingers all the way inside Ria’s body, making her cry out.
“You’re close already.” Silver delves deeper, the walls of Ria’s canal squeezing her fingers tightly.
With absolute precision, she seeks out that special, engorged button, making Ria throw her head back against the pillow, begging madly for release.
She keeps targeting it, tapping and stroking it, pressing her fingertips back and forth and from side to side, her touch firm and assured. In minutes, Ria’s breathing becomes labored and she digs her nails into Silver’s back, her body trembling with climax.
“Ne ostanavlivaysya!” Don’t stop!
In case the translation isn’t obvious, Ria presses her hand completely over Silver’s, preventing her from withdrawing—not that she would anyway. She knows there’s a good chance she can piggyback another, stronger peak onto the first one.
And she does.
Ria’s inner sex tightens around her fingers again, the tremors of her body continuous, her breathing now heavy and irregular. The sensations building even higher, she starts to shake from head to toe, fluid gushing between them, soaking the bed sheets and Silver’s hand.
In the wake of her climax, her cheeks turn red with embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” she whispers breathlessly. “That doesn’t happen often.”
“What the hell are you sorry for?” Silver beams proudly. “You came all over me.”
After a reassuring kiss, she repositions between Ria’s legs, admiring her drenched flesh up close.
“I bet you taste sweet.” She flicks the tip of her tongue quickly and lightly from perineum to clit, getting a brief but intense sampling of Ria’s saturated cunt.
“Your tongue is so hot.” Ria whimpers.
As Silver holds her open and laps her up, Ria feels a tendril of fire snake across her skin.
“Mne nuzhno bol’she.” She weaves her fingers through Silver’s hair. “Bol’she.”
Silver needs help with that particular burst of Russian, having never heard it before, and she picks her head up, waiting for a translation.
“Bol’she,” Ria repeats, pushing her head back down. “More, pozhaluysta.”
Eager to deliver, Silver presses her mouth back to Ria’s plump, parted labia, sinking into her core with full abandon.
Sucking.
Licking.
Nipping.
Utterly devouring her, Silver works Ria so vigorously that she gets nudged up the bed inch by inch until she hits the headboard. Moaning loudly, Ria lifts her arm above her head and grips one of the bars on the metal headboard, anchoring herself.
“Bozhe moy!”
Silver’s taking her so fervently and so aggressively that the pressure on her clit is almost painful. Flashes of hypersensitivity shoot through her nerves at intervals, making her tense and twitch, but she’d never dream of making Silver stop.
She loves being wanted this aggressively, and pleasured so enthusiastically that her body’s screaming with sensation. Her head’s spinning, her whole abdomen tingling and stinging and throbbing, the stimulation so intense she feels like she might pass out.
Silver’s mouth is so determined, her fervor so energetic and fierce that Ria finds herself trying to delay her orgasm, intent on prolonging the euphoria of this moment.
All the same, the crest of her orgasm continues to rise, its onset inevitable. The wave’s about to break and she can’t hold it back. Seconds later, she cries out and convulses into Silver’s mouth, one contraction after another rippling through her body.
When her orgasm subsides, she’s panting heavily, her hand cramping around the bed rail. Everything between her legs is pounding, her muscles still in spasm, and when Silver flops onto the bed beside her, she can only articulate two words.
“You’re incredible.”
“I wasn’t too rough?” Silver draws her into an amatory, sex-flavored kiss.
“No-one’s ever taken me that forcefully.” Ria tastes herself on Silver’s lips. “You just gave me the most intense orgasm I’ve ever experienced.”
“Good.” Silver pulls Ria on top of her. “I can be restrained when necessary, but I prefer it when I don’t have to control myself.”
Silver learned a long time ago that there’s no room for timidity in bed. If you’re going to do something, you’d damn well better throw yourself into it with abandon. Otherwise, what’s the point? If your touch is weak, tentative, or uncertain, your partner will surely feel it, and nothing kills arousal more than sloppy, halfhearted oral sex.
Generally speaking, if a woman tells you to stop giving head and fuck her before she’s reached climax, it’s not a compliment. She’s not desperate for your dick, or your fingers, or anything else, she’s merely trying to put you both out of your misery because you’re doing a terrible job. That’s Silver’s take on it anyway.
Regaining coordination of her limbs somewhat, Ria wiggles between Silver’s legs. “I hope I can please you as much as you please me,” she coos, her abundant wetness smearing over Silver’s hip. “Ya tebya lyublyu vsem serdtsem.” She trails kisses down Silver’s body, moving lower and lower.
“What does that mean?” Silver parts her legs wider, allowing Ria to look at her.
“You already know.” Ria starts kissing her inner thighs, stroking anywhere and everywhere but where she wants it most.
Silver hooks a leg over Ria’s shoulder. “You added an extra bit that time.”
“With all my heart,” she says, planting a kiss directly on Silver’s wet slit.
The instant her mouth makes contact, Silver groans. She holds the back of Ria’s head, weaving fingers through her tresses.
“Oh, my god.”
It’s been such a long time since she’s received this kind of gratification from a woman. Not only that, but the last female who gave her head was Alice, and Alice had never been able to get her all the way.
Whether that was because she was still deeply in love with Alex and mourning their separation, or because Alice was a lazy lover, she never did know. In either case, she can’t remember how long it’s been since anyone other than Alex has made her come.
She’s grown used to feeling the prick of Alex’s stubble against her delicate skin, and of having the pleasurable sensations of his avid tongue and lips peppered with twinges of mild discomfort.
But things are different now.
Ria’s mouth is soft, her ministrations slow and deliberate, and there’s nothing to make Silver wince as she draws her face tighter, fisting her hair.
“Oh, fuck.” She closes her eyes and groans again, feeling herself close to peaking already. “Your mouth feels so good.”
Ria’s working her in every way possible, alternating and experimenting with different sensations. While she penetrates Silver with her tongue, she lightly thumbs the edges of her clit, keeping her orgasm building. Then, she feels Silver’s clit harden and swell so she sucks it into her mouth, swirling her tongue around it.
“Shit …” Silver holds her breath, overcome by the shivers cascading through her. “I’m going to—”
Too late.
Not that Ria needs the warning anyhow. She feels Silver’s pelvic muscles clamp down, ready for climax, then the contractions start. Slipping two fingers inside, she’s able to feel her convulse and pulsate, and savors every second of her orgasm.
When it’s over, she keeps her fingers exactly where they are, working her mouth back up Silver’s body.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say it’s been a really long time since you’ve been touched the way you like to be touched.” She instigates a kiss.
“Oh, yeah?” Silver sucks her sticky lips clean. “How can you tell?”
“I just can.” Ria pushes her fingers deeper. “Either the men in your life don’t pay enough attention to your cues, or …”
“Or?” Silver urges her.
“Perhaps it’s not a man that you want.” Ria moves her fingers in a ‘come hither’ motion, tickling the ridges of Silver’s cunt, making her whine.
“Maybe it’s just been a while since I’ve been touched so tenderly.” She wraps a leg around Ria’s waist. “Or maybe it’s you.” She cups her face. “You’re amazing.”
Ria pulls her fingers out and pushes them back in again, simultaneously thrusting her hips forward, simulating phallic penetration.
“I want to give you more.”
Eager to come again—to be fucked deeply and firmly—Silver wraps her other leg around Ria’s waist and squeezes her ass, encouraging her to carry on moving like that.
“Yes,” she spurs Ria on. “Fuck me.”
Ria thrusts into her again, adding a third finger to make up for lack of length and substance, stretching Silver to the limit of what she’s capable of comfortably taking, and then … she withdraws.
“Please, don’t stop,” Silver whimpers. “I want you inside me.”
Curling her lips into a lopsided smile, Ria reaches for the second drawer of the bedside table and retrieves a strangely-shaped dildo.
“Is this what you need?” She dangles it in the air, cocking one eyebrow.
The L-shaped, silicone dildo is a solid eight inches of cock with a contoured bulb ‘handle’, giving both partners simultaneous stimulation without the need for a bulky or clumsy harness.
“Would you mind?” Silver asks, her body flooding liberally at the thought of having Ria fuck her with it. “Is it a very hetero thing for me to want?”
“It’s a very natural thing for you to want.” Ria rocks back on her heels and angles the bulb end inside herself. “Wanting to bed a woman doesn’t change the way your body responds to certain stimuli.” She clamps her muscles around the bulb and maneuvers onto her knees between Silver’s legs. “Your vagina doesn’t care if you’re gay or straight, or somewhere in between.” She leans forward, letting the tip of the cock rub against Silver’s core. “It can’t tell the difference.”
She uses Silver’s arousal to lubricate the rubber shaft, then rocks her hips against Silver’s pelvis, bottoming out with one sure thrust.
Buried up to the hilt, she feels resistance as the head of the cock hits Silver’s cervix, filling her completely, and she’s rewarded with an involuntary squeal of delight.
“Does that feel good?” Ria coaxes kisses from Silver’s lips, building up a steady rhythm. “It’s been a while since I’ve done this, so forgive me if I—”
Silver shushes her concerns with another kiss, groping her breasts for a while before forcing her down so that their bodies are pressed together, changing the angle of her thrust. In this new position, she grabs Ria’s ass and drives her a few precious millimeters deeper.
Enjoying the feeling of fullness, Silver rests like this for a minute or two, then starts to direct Ria’s pelvic movements. She grinds their hips together gently but firmly, stirring the dildo inside herself.
Ria’s trying to concentrate purely on Silver’s enjoyment, but she’s getting so much stimulation from his position—what with the bulb inside her, and the thick ridge in front of it that’s designed to rock against her clit with every thrust—it’s difficult to think clearly.
“Is this for your pleasure, or mine?” She gasps when Silver’s hips raise unexpectedly, crushing up into her as she bears down.
“Both.”
The next few minutes are filled with various pants and whines while they thrust and gyrate into and against one another until Ria can’t take it anymore.
“I’m nearly there.” She breathes heavily against Silver’s ear, scarcely able to speak.
Staying in tempo, Silver growls her approval. “I want you to come.”
That tips Ria over the edge.
At Silver’s command, she lets herself go, whimpering into the pillow beside Silver’s head—and Silver follows her into climax. Clutching at her ass and shoulders, she pulls them together one last time, their limbs becoming a tangle of sensual shudders and vibration.
Sated beyond belief, having had no less than four orgasms since they climbed into bed together, Ria collapses on Silver’s chest.
“I’m dying of happiness.” Her voice is muffled against the pillow.
Silver embraces her, content to lie like this for a while. “Ya tebya lyublyu.”
I love you.
Ria raises her tousled head, touched by Silver’s absorption of her second tongue.
“Ty takaya laskovaya.” She kisses her lover. “Ty lyubov’ moyey zhyzni, i ya khochu byt’ s toboy vsegda.”
Silver stares blankly at her. “I think you might be overestimating my proficiency.”
Giggling, Ria translates. “You’re so sweet. You’re the love of my life, and I want to be with you forever.”
For the briefest of moments, Ria fears her confession might’ve come off a little too strong, but she needn’t worry. Silver soon brings her into another kiss, the motion causing the toy embedded in them to move, reminding them that they’re still locked together.
“Mmm.” Silver tugs Ria tight, burying all eight inches of the dildo.
“Snova?” Ria grins. “Again?”
“How about the other way round this time?”
They barely have a chance to get uncoupled before a sharp knock at the door brings reality crashing back to the loved-up pair.
“Who is it?” Ria calls out, already knowing what to expect.
“Myshka,” a hen squawks from the other side. “The Arch Rogue’s back.”
Ria flashes Silver a look of sheer panic, pleading for there to be another way. “I’m scared, Silver.”
“I know, but you have to trust me.”
“What if this doesn’t work?”
“It will.”                            
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 
 
Ria—with everything between her legs tingling from her energetic and enthusiastic lovemaking with Silver—is ushered into Luther’s bedroom by two armed men and told she has five minutes to get ready. That’s five minutes to calm herself, lower her heart rate, and stop her hands from shaking.
Fat chance.
In preparation for the reunion of captor and whore, the room has been cleaned and dressed by one of the maids. The four-poster bed is adorned with freshly laundered silk sheets, and a bottle of lubricant is set on the bedside table alongside a sizable dildo. Sometimes, he likes to watch her play with herself before or after they have intercourse.
She adjusts her breasts in her bodice and flattens some creases out of the lacy ruffles in her skirt. Having dressed in a hurry, she hadn’t bothered to check her appearance in a mirror. Does she look like she’s just been fucked? Too late to do anything about it now.
Thieving a grape from a bowl of fruit on a table beside the balcony, she casts open the doors and steps outside, inhaling a shallow breath of pre-rainfall air, another storm lingering on the horizon. Her bodice is so tight her lungs are only able to expand to a third of their normal capacity. Or maybe it’s nerves.
She wishes the storm would break. She wishes the dark, pendulous clouds would open up and spill their burdens, unleashing a fury onto the earth. In the distance, the first low rumble of heavenly discontent cascades across the sky, the preceding flash of lightning almost completely obscured by the heavy cloud cover.
Right now, she should be fingering herself on the bed, getting herself warm for Luther. Instead, she’s leaning against the balcony railing, listening for sounds, hoping Silver can follow her directions.
She needn’t worry. A few seconds later, there’s a scuffle of boots against stonework, and Silver swings onto Luther’s balcony from the balcony above.
“Piece of cake.” She dusts off her hands.
Ria barrels into her arms, hugging tightly, spewing a long stream of seamless Russian that comes out so fast Silver can’t tell where one word ends and another begins. She only manages to pick out a few words in the jumble: love, darling, need, want, please, please, please, happy, forever. No matter the meaning of all the words in between, it all adds up to one simple thing: fright.
“You’re panicking.” Silver caresses her waist and hips, inhaling the sweet scents of her shampoo, her perfume, and their combined sex. “There’s no need to panic. I’ll be with you the whole time.”
Ria forces a smile, dodging the issue at hand. “I’m so grateful to Argo.” She runs her hands down Silver’s arms, feeling the crisp cotton shirt and the firm muscles beneath it. “If it weren’t for his actions last time I was here, you and I would never have met.”
“Are you deflecting?” Silver grasps her restless hands. “Vsye budet khorosho.” She kisses her fingers. “I promise.”
Ria can’t help but be comforted by the words, falling off Silver’s tongue with an ease and inflection that’s becoming almost native, even though the promise itself—that everything will be all right—is one that it’s impossible for her to make.
“You’re a darling.” Ria cuddles against her. “I hope you’re right.”
“I’m your darling.” Silver gives her a kiss of encouragement. “Don’t be afraid.”
“You promise you’ll be right there with me?” A hint of anxiety returns.
“Konechno.” Of course.
Ria blushes. “Do you remember everything I say to you?”
“I try.”
“Well, you’re doing very well.” She kisses Silver’s neck, fondling her breasts over her clothes. “Need I remind you that your attentiveness is so very seductive? I can’t wait to take you home with me.”
“That’s why we’re here,” Silver reminds her, lifting her gaze. “That, and payback for your father.”
“My father?” A faint crease of confusion sweeps across Ria’s brow.
“Luther lied and denied you help.” Silver cups her cheeks. “If you need courage, find it in knowing that this is no less than what he deserves.”
Ria half nods, failing to completely commit to it. “He’ll be here soon.”
“So come on, then.” Silver urges her inside. “Put me where you want me.” She looks around the lavish bedroom, pulling Cutler’s gun from its holster. “And take this.” She holds it out. “You said you know how to use one of these, right?”
More nodding.
“Good.” She slips the gun inside a pile of fresh towels on the dresser. “It’s here if you need it. I want you to feel safe.”
“It’s you who makes me feel safe, not the gun.” Ria shows her into the adjoining bathroom. “Listen for your cue.”
She closes the door just in time, turning to find the bedroom door opening and Luther breezing through it.
In his late thirties, he’s still youthful enough to be dashing, his dark hair thick and gelled firmly into place, his beard and moustache well-groomed. Like so many men of means, he’s wearing a tailored suit, complete with waistcoat and silk puff tie.
Tall and muscular, he’s the type of man many women would trip over their own feet to get near—but not Ria. She doesn’t care how much he can bench press, or how many consecutive push-ups he can do. His manliness does nothing for her libido, and she remains frozen in place, the sight of him striking no small amount of dread into her.
Disarming himself, as per his usual routine, he stashes his weapons in a locked safe beside the bed and sheds his jacket before showering her with attention.
“Ty takaya krasivaya, my dear Myshka,” he compliments her beauty, running his hands over her shoulders. “I’ve missed you a great deal.” His hot hands suddenly grasp her neck, tilting her head up, bringing his lips to her ear. “I’ve missed your tight little snatch.”
His hands are so big they completely encircle her neck, fingers overlapping, his thumbs pressed against her throat. Watching through a crack in the door, Silver’s all too aware of how easily he could snap her cervical vertebrae, or crush her hyoid bone and choke her to death. The balance of power is too much in his favor.
“Tell me you want me, Myshka.” He moves his thumbs up to her jaw, his hands below her ears, keeping her head angled upward. “Tell me you need to fuck.”
Ria can hardly swallow, her head contorted awkwardly. “I want to—”
“In Russian.” He reprimands her by tightening his grip and depriving her of air. “Speak to me in your own tongue.”
He still finds her exotic. For the first few months of her captivity, she could get away with slinging insults at him as long as she purred them out like lustful advances.
You’re a pathetic little cocksucker.
I wish I’d never met you.
Your dick is small and strangely shaped.
I want to kill you.
But her sly fun didn’t last. He soon taught himself enough Russian to know when she was being disrespectful, and would punish her with violence, or by forcing her to perform degrading sexual acts that caused her pain.
With that in mind, she struggles to draw breath and please him. “Ya khochu tvoy khuy,” she compels herself to say, injecting no emotion whatsoever into the ugly words. “Seychas.”
I want your dick. Now.
That seems to suffice for the time being, and he relaxes his grip, letting her hands find his belt and the zipper of his trousers. Ria knows she has to get him undressed; she has to make him vulnerable.
Despite feeling bile rise into the back of her throat, she gets down on her knees, tugging his trousers and underwear down, releasing what she expects to be an already rigid—and very modest—six and a half inches of cock. Instead, she’s slapped in the face with a ten-inch monster.
His hard dick springs out of his undies and sticks straight out, the moist tip leaving a trail of pre-ejaculatory fluid on her cheek.
Uck! She yelps with fright, moving away a short distance to glare at the enormous, purple, mushroom-shaped head atop the repulsive, veiny rod.
“Surprise!” He grins proudly, his eyes shimmering with violet flecks.
The altered hue of his irises reminds Ria that he’s activated—he can certainly afford it—but that doesn’t explain how he’s gained almost four inches of manhood.
“I … I … don’t understand,” she stammers, terrified by the thing in front of her.
“Male enhancement.” He kicks off his trousers and moves onto the bed. “Isn’t the progression of science wonderful?”
Ria stands up, backing away slowly. “You paid someone to manipulate the effects of the virus to make your dick bigger?”
“I know what you’re thinking.” He leans back on his elbows, tensing his pelvic muscles to make his erection twitch. “How selfless of me.”
Ria grimaces and stumbles into the dresser, knocking the stack of towels.
Cutler’s gun!
“You told me the virus couldn’t be altered,” she says, slipping her hand between two fluffy bundles. “You lied to me.”
“It’s an experimental procedure, and it requires hacking into the CPS network—a dangerous business.” He begins unbuttoning his shirt. “Why? What do you want? Bigger tits? A new hymen? We can work on that next.”
“All I want is the truth.” Ria slips her fingers around the gun and pulls it out, quickly turning it on him. “Why did you let my father die?”
Luther hesitates, his hairy chest partially exposed, his eyes fixed on the weapon, having never seen one in her hands before, finding the sight of it unexpectedly stimulating.
“Myshka …” He sounds disapproving, not at all afraid.
“Truth,” Ria demands, shaking the gun at him. “No more shit.”
“I didn’t let him die.” Luther seizes the base of his cock in his hand, determined to keep it at full mast until this little spat passes. “He had cancer.”
“But you could’ve cured him.”
“Kroshka moya …” He tries to appease her with a tender endearment, unwilling to concede that intimacy might be delayed. “I didn’t have access to—”
“Don’t ‘baby’ me,” Ria snarls, keeping the gun aimed. “If not the viral manipulation, then what about Cutler? You told me he wasn’t infectious. You said the black market virus couldn’t be transmitted.”
“It can’t.” Luther takes a deep sigh, his whore pipe deflating, despite the valiant attempt to prevent it from doing so. “Why are these angry words back on your tongue?”
“Because you’re a liar! I’ve seen it for myself.” She tears up, her vision blurring, her aim wavering. “You could’ve saved my father! You chose not to.”
“This is nonsense, Myshka.” Luther massages his brow, unfazed by the deadly weapon not six feet in front of him. “He couldn’t be helped.”
“I don’t believe anything you say.” Ria shakes her head, refusing to listen. “Why should I? You’ll spin any tale to get your end away.”
“Don’t push me, Myshka. I will have you tonight, whether you’re feeling in an amiable mood or not. I don’t need to toss you any kind words.” His voice takes on a sharp edge, losing patience with his best girl. “That being said, it wasn’t horseshit. Cutler can’t infect anyone who’s already been infected with the human betterment package—the nanites override it.”
He can see that Ria’s digesting this new information, weighing up the truth of his words.
“How do you know all of this anyway?” He leans forward, scrutinizing her. “Who else have you seen infected with his strain?”
Silver’s so taken with the vision of power and femininity standing in front of her—Ria, all stockings and lace, a loaded gun in her hands—a moment passes before she realizes this is her cue to make her presence known.
“Me.” She steps into his periphery from the bathroom behind him, Cutler’s knife in her hand. “The beautiful Russian is referring to me.”
“And who the hell are you?” Luther covers his now wilted dick with a pillow. “How did you get in here?!” He looks around, checking to make sure there aren’t any more strange people lurking in his private bathroom.
“Ria let me in,” Silver gloats. “I think she might like me.”
“Idi syuda, milaya,” Ria implores, beckoning to Silver to convey her meaning: come here, my darling. “Pozhaluysta.”
“You know this woman?!” Luther shoots daggers at his disloyal tart.
“She’s my woman,” Ria answers assuredly.
“Oh, aye?” Luther’s becoming disinterested. “And what is it you want? Permission to keep her as a pet? Permission to fuck her?”
“I’ve already fucked her,” she says rebelliously, purely to irk him.
Luther makes a tiny mental leap and grins at Silver, blood rushing back between his legs, his cock pushing against the pillow in his lap. “Are you in love with my whore?”
“It’s mutual, and I’m not leaving this house without her.” Silver twirls Cutler’s knife in her hands, making a silent threat. “I’m taking her home to London.”
“How gallant.” He slaps both hands over his chest. “You’re tugging at my heart strings, you really are. The trouble is: you’re an insignificant little woman, and I’m Luther fucking Hale. I don’t see how any of this is gonna work out in your favor, do you?”
Silver shrugs. “I don’t see it being much of a problem.” She points the tip of the knife at the gun. “Ria’s got a loaded weapon in her hands, and the only thing you’re armed with is that chubby snake between your legs.”
“And it could go off at any minute.” Enjoying himself far too much, Luther sneaks a hand beneath the pillow, beginning to stroke the upright beast while he eyes Ria’s cleavage. “She’s extraordinary, isn’t she? I think I fell in love with her after she sucked me off for the first time.”
“Stop it!” Ria steps closer, finger on the trigger.
“Why? What’s the matter?” Luther taunts her. “Doesn’t she know how much cock you’ve taken?” He whips the pillow aside, grips his hard plug-tail, and shakes it at her.
“Zatknis’!” Ria yells at him. “Shut up!”
Afraid that she might actually put a bullet in him—the noise drawing attention from his armed guards who won’t be too far away—Silver eases Ria’s finger off the trigger, but doesn’t change her aim.
“No bullets.” She loosens up Ria’s arm, nudging her out of what appears to be an experienced shooting stance. “Too noisy.”
“Noisy, messy, and a very bad idea,” Luther concurs, looking up at Silver. “Clearly, we share impeccable taste in whores, but as magnificent as Myshka is, she’s not worth dying for. So get her to hand over the gun and—”
Crack!
Silver lunges toward the bed and elbows the bridge of his nose, snapping his cartilage and causing an instant and profuse nosebleed.
“She said be quiet.”
“Bitch!” Luther pinches the bridge of his nose. “I’m gonna kill you.”
“Nope.” Silver rolls up her sleeves. “Other way around. I’ve already died once today.”
To Ria, the next few minutes pass in a blur. Perhaps it’s only seconds, but they drag on. How long does it take to stab someone anyway? How much strength does it take to drive a blade through the ribcage to puncture the heart in one thrust?
Luther’s agile, but not agile enough. He’s strong, but lightheaded from the erection he’s been massaging, and Silver overpowers him easily.
Ria hears another crack, the blade of Cutler’s knife shattering a rib or two on its way into Luther’s pleural cavity en route to his thumping heart. As the steel blade passes through the left ventricle, a surge of blood rushes into the spongy tissue of his lung, choking him. With every attempt to draw breath, the blood is forced into his trachea, soon gurgling up into his throat.
While Silver slides off the bed, careful not to get any blood on her clothing, Ria lowers the gun and peers down on her former captor.
“You should’ve let me go, you stupid twat.” She leans over him, jabbing his shoulder with the barrel of the gun. “Why didn’t you just let me go?”
That’s as much of an apology as he’s going to get in his last moments. He tries to speak, but can’t, his eyes conveying a sad mixture of confusion and disbelief—still no fear. He looks almost pathetic.
Ria slaps his cheek, keeping him conscious a few more seconds, which is long enough for him to hear her whisper:
“Zhri govno i zdohni, mudak.”
Eat shit and die, asshole.
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 
 
Oliver’s nearly unconscious when Silver hauls him out of a hen’s bedroom and forces him to put on his clothes. His flaccid cock is enflamed and red, sore from the sudden onslaught of sexual activity, and he groans as it chafes against his underwear.
Carmen, on the other hand, is raring to go and eager to leave Ria’s bedroom.
“Cutler shit himself,” she grumbles, her mouth and nose covered with a silk scarf from Ria’s wardrobe. “It stinks in here.”
Using the servants’ passages for convenience and secrecy, the foursome sneak downstairs into the kitchen and meet up with Argo. On the way, they hear a scream: Jess ‘discovering’ Luther’s corpse, Cutler’s knife still embedded in his chest, his meat still warm.
The con is underway.
Jess’s scream not only alerts Luther’s men—that is, the few armed security staff who remain in the building and aren’t still out searching the north of the property for Silver—but also lets Argo know that Silver’s fulfilled her end of the bargain.
Keeping his word, he releases Ria, Carmen and Oliver from their tethers while the security staff head for the hen house in search of Ria—the only person who could’ve been alone with Luther. They’ll search her room and find Cutler dead, then they’ll expand the search to the rest of the house. When they get to the kitchen, they’ll stumble upon nothing more than three tethers discarded on the tabletop.
So far, so perfect, even if Carmen is still a little skeptical.
“Have I ever steered you wrong?” Silver tries to cheer her up, following Argo down a secluded path toward the Aston train station.
“I dunno, let’s see.” Carmen counts things off on her fingers. “In the week that we’ve known each other, I’ve been held at gunpoint three times; captured twice by the militia; almost nommed on by a lake monster; and I’ve had to listen to you having it off with your new tail—more than once! I’ve watched you put an end to people without batting an eye, and you have such a blatant disregard for your own wellbeing that I’m certain it’s only a matter of time before a stray bullet strikes one of us instead.”
With no warning, Silver spins around, grabs her by the neck and holds her still, checking both of her eyeballs in turn.
Carmen squeals. “Whatchu doing?”
She tries to break free, but can’t. When she opens her mouth to speak again, Silver snatches her tongue and pulls it out, examining it crudely before letting go of the slippery, wet muscle and pressing two fingers against her carotid artery instead.
“A heartbeat!” she declares triumphantly, beaming with glee. “That confirms it: you’re alive!” She pushes Carmen away from her. “That means I must be doing something right, so quit complaining.”
“Ughh!” Carmen spits on the ground, trying to clean off her tongue with her own saliva. “Where’ve your fingers been?! I think I can taste Ria’s girl parts!”
“You’re welcome, kid.” Silver ruffles her hair. “That’s the closest you’re ever gonna get to hot Russian pussy.”
Scowling, Carmen flicks her a vee and hangs back to let Oliver catch up with them.
“Hurry up, Ollie.”
He’s walking awkwardly, wincing, holding an ice pack against his groin. “Is my nethers s’posed to burn this much? I’s been rubbed raw by clunge.”
“How many times did you do it?”
“Careful.” Silver laughs. “Don’t ask questions you might not wanna know the answers to.” She helps Ria over a stile at the edge of the path.
On the other side of the stile, an embankment leads down to the railway line, the freight train already idling there. Too long to fit neatly along the station platform, freight cars—those filled at previous stations—extend much further down the line, well out of the way of the workers on the platform.
Argo shows them to one of these full cars and yanks open a little side door. “In you get, then. Bugger off.”
Silver peers inside the metal box: stacks of wooden crates to the right, reams of fabric and rolled up carpets heaped to the left. The floor is smattered with dry dirt, probably leaking out of the cracks in the boxes. A digital screen on the side of the freight car notes various things, including the number of boxes contained therein, the number of fabric rolls, and the total weight of the compartment.
Oliver clambers inside, and the weight raises a hundred and fifty-seven pounds.
Shit.
When they reach London, the weight of the car’s going to give them away, and she knows it—but she’s the only one. No-one else gives it a glance, so Silver says nothing. Ignorance is bliss.
She helps Carmen in next, and as their bodies brush together, she catches on to a scent she’s never noticed before—and it’s one she can’t quite put her finger on.
“Do you smell weird?”
Carmen makes a face at her. “No weirder than you,” she says pointedly, then slips inside, finding her way by the dim lights running along the walls.
It’s Ria’s turn next, but before she boards the train, she throws her arms around Argo’s neck and sets upon him with a hug.
“Thank you, Argo. Again.”
“Don’t come back this time,” he chides her tenderly. “And where’s Cutler’s gun?” He holds his hand out. “I need it.”
“What for?” Silver complies, removing it from her belt.
“Ria forced me to escort you all out of Aston at gunpoint. Once we were clear of the grounds, there was a scuffle, and we fought for control of the gun.” He checks the clip, making sure it’s loaded. “I fire one shot, I kill her, and this problem dies.”
Ria presses a hand to her chest, her heart fluttering at the prospect that this might all finally be over. “No-one will come looking for me?”
Argo shakes his head. “You’ll be cold meat.”
Smiling gratefully—and a little fondly—Ria climbs inside. Silver gives her rump a helpful little shove, then offers Argo a handshake and wishes him good luck. In turn, he tells her to take care of Ria, and they part ways.
A series of bells and whistles indicates the train’s imminent departure as soon as the car door is slammed closed, and the first chug of the engine is swiftly followed by a gunshot. They’re off!
By the time they hit their stride—top speed being rather modest, on account of the length of the train—Oliver is already asleep on the floor, the ice pack inside his trousers.
Silver elects to sit atop the pile of rolled up fabrics, knees bent and spread, and pats the soft space between her legs, inviting Ria to sit. It’s clearly the most comfortable spot in the freight car. Not only are the fabric rolls thick and cushiony, but Silver’s parted legs are undeniably tempting.
Ria accepts the invitation and settles down, enveloped by Silver’s warmth, her bare arms chilled from their outdoor excursion.
“Damn, I’m sorry.” Silver runs her hands up and down Ria’s arms, her cool skin a sharp contrast to hot fingers. “We should’ve grabbed you a jacket or something.”
“Don’t worry.” She snuggles close, hugging Silver’s thighs around her. “You can keep me warm.”
“Gladly.” Silver bundles her up tight. “But I need to strip you of something else first. You won’t be needing this little thing anymore.” She tugs on a tail of the red ribbon around Ria’s neck and pulls it free.
“She might.” Carmen plants herself on a crate, legs dangling over the side. “Are you still under contract with your house?” She eyes the tattoo on Ria’s wrist.
“I suppose I am.” Ria fidgets with her whore mark, wishing she had sleeves to cover it. “But I’m not going back there.” She adds that for Silver’s benefit.
“I might be able to help you. I know a Mad—” Carmen reminds herself that she’s in safe company, and that the truth need not be feared. “My girlfriend, the whore runner, could probably talk to the Madam of your house and find a way to release you. She’s been in the business a long time, and prides herself on helping women out of sticky situations.”
“Who’s your girlfriend anyway?” Ria enquires, intrigued. “I wonder if I know her.”
“Madam Emmeline.”
Ria’s jaw drops slightly, the name striking more than a bell. “Not Madam Emmeline MacKinsey of Tredegar Square?” She turns pale.
“The very same.” Carmen looks suspicious. “Why? You’re familiar with her?”
As fast as the color fled from Ria’s cheeks, it flares back into a burning blush that she has no hope of concealing. “You could say that.”
Carmen doesn’t need a magnifying glass to read between those widely-spaced lines. “You’ve shagged my girlfriend?!”
“On a number of occasions. One of which was particularly memorable.” Ria giggles. “She took my virginity when I was nineteen.”
Carmen looks horrified: eyes narrowed, jaw clenched, lips pinched together, arms folded.
“Not to worry.” Ria keeps giggling. “It was an ardent affair—a consummation of mutual lust, little more than a fling—and it happened a very long time ago. I’m sure she doesn’t even remember.”
Silver pulls her tighter, butt to crotch, back to boobs, shoulder to shoulder.
“I’d remember banging you.” She pinches Ria’s earlobe between her teeth and tugs on it. “How could I forget the best lay I’ve ever had?”
“You flatter me.” Ria welcomes two strong arms around her waist. “But I was dreadfully inexperienced back then, so I was hardly any good.”
“Was she?” Silver keeps nibbling.
“Absolutely. Very … thorough.” Ria smirks at Silver over her shoulder. “Very much like you actually.”
“Oh, really?” Silver arches an eyebrow. “How’s that? Do tell.”
“Enthusiastic.”
“And?” Silver’s nibbles turn to kisses, her intent to arouse.
“Hungry.” Ria lets Silver kiss her hard enough to leave a mark.
“And?” Silver persists.
“Passionate.” Ria’s nipples are stiff and tingling. “Intense,” she goes on. “And extremely good at—”
“Okay, that’s enough.” Carmen spins around on her crate, turning her back on them. “Please stop using my girlfriend’s sexual prowess as fodder for your foreplay.”
Ria would be quite happy to cool things off until they can be alone again, but Silver has somewhat fewer qualms about escalating their intimacy in front of such a small, inattentive audience.
“Keep talking,” she encourages Ria quietly, still gnawing on her neck. “I like it.” She caresses Ria’s thigh, sliding a furtive hand beneath her skirt.
“Give it a rest.” Ria slaps her hand away. “What’re you trying to do to me?”
“What do you want me to do to you?” Silver is undeterred. “Spread your legs.”
“Nyet!” Ria giggles again, the heat from Silver’s breath sending a shiver down her spine. “Don’t!” She glances at Carmen and Oliver, worried that they might see. “You’re such a dreadful tease.”
Silver doesn’t stop.
Despite Ria pulling her legs together and trying to prevent it, Silver wriggles a hand in between her thighs and explores her knickers, finding the clean pair she put on earlier already soaked through.
“You’re still damp.” Silver runs her fingers back and forth along Ria’s cleft. “I wish I could taste you again right now.” She bites on Ria’s neck. “I’d lick you right here.” She rubs her index finger deeper into Ria’s valley, making her squirm.
“Damn you,” Ria whispers under her breath.
Becoming aroused beyond her own self-control, she checks to make sure that neither Carmen nor Oliver is paying attention. Carmen has her back turned, messing with a frayed thread on the black silk ribbon tied around her wrist, daydreaming of home, and Oliver is still sound asleep on the floor, snoring.
Satisfied with that, she adjusts her position, angling her body so that Silver can properly reach between her legs.
“Ya tebya ochen’ khochu,” she mumbles. “I want you so much.”
She instigates a kiss, one of Silver’s hands teasing her throbbing cunt over her knickers, the other groping her breast over her bodice.
“Promise me you won’t go back to D10.” She pants breathlessly, starting to move her pelvis against Silver’s hand. “I want you to stay with me.” She holds Silver against her. “I want you to be mine.”
“I am yours.” Silver slips her hand inside the cotton knickers.
“Completely?” Ria purrs with pleasure as Silver touches her bare, white-hot skin. “Tell me you’re mine completely.”
“I love you.” Silver circles her forefinger around Ria’s clit, tickling the slick skin of her sex before slipping lower and pushing inside. “I couldn’t be any more yours.”
Ria leans her head against Silver’s shoulder, biting her lip to stifle a moan. Closing her eyes—trying to pretend that she’s anywhere other than inside a freight train in full view of two potential spectators—she starts to buck her hips, writhing and gyrating on the silk pile, causing Silver’s fingers to slip in and out of her in a steady rhythm.
Silver’s barely moving, letting Ria fuck her hand.
“Bol’she,” Ria murmurs, holding Silver’s arm around her torso, thrusting harder.
Silver recognizes the word from earlier: more.
She eases in a third finger, Ria soon working herself back into a comfortable pace, offering soft utterances of satisfaction with every draw of breath.
After a few minutes of this slow, gentle fucking, Ria starts to move faster and harder, practically slamming her pelvis onto Silver’s fingers, her climax building, her raptures becoming less easily contained.
She tries, rather unsuccessfully, to muffle herself against Silver’s neck and slams harder still, forcing Silver’s fingers deeper. “Unghh!” She grabs Silver’s wrist and pushes firmly inward as she thrusts her hips forward, grinding into Silver’s hand, rubbing Silver’s palm all over her swollen clit. “I’m coming!”
And she does.
The noise of the chugging train drowns out most of it, and Carmen ignores the rest, Oliver oblivious to it all. Her spasms are so strong, Silver’s fingers are pushed out millimeter by millimeter with every contraction until, finally, she’s ejected from Ria’s shuddering body completely.
“I’m so deeply in love with you.” Ria lets her body go limp, curling like a cooked noodle into Silver’s muscular arms. “Ya ne khochu byt’ bez tebya, milaya.” She sighs blissfully. “I don’t want to be without you.”
“You won’t have to be.” Silver kisses her cheek. “Now see if you can get some rest.”
Even as Silver utters the words, she’s not sure if they’re true. The car’s going to be searched at the border—that she’s sure of—and she spends the rest of the journey in silence, running through scenarios in her head, playing each one out for best and worst. In the end, there’s only one thing to be done.
The train comes to a dead stop. Oliver jolts awake, his loins cold and numb, and Ria stirs in Silver’s embrace, wishing it didn’t have to end. But it does.
Silver can hear border guards working their way down the train, yelling ‘clear’ every time a car passes inspection.
Taking a deep breath, she extricates herself from Ria and gets to her feet. “You know what guinea pigs do when they’re attacked by a predator?”
Three pairs of anxious eyes turn on her.
“No,” Carmen says at last, sliding down from the crate she’s been perched on for the whole journey. “Is this the start of some weird joke?”
“They scatter in different directions.” Silver takes her empty gun in her hand. “Aim being: the predator has to make a choice about which guinea pig it’s going to go after. Will it be the harmless-looking young lad, the half-naked woman, the skinny girl who could probably outrun a horse, or the tough-looking bitch with the gun?”
“No … oh, no, no, no.” Ria shakes her head vehemently, any excitement she might’ve felt at being so close to home now jaded by concern for Silver’s safety. “We’re sticking together.”
“They’re going to check this car.” Silver positions herself close to the door. “And when they do, we have a few seconds of surprise on our side. The weight discrepancy could be a simple loading error for all they know, and they’ll be caught off-guard.”
“So we run together,” Ria insists, trying to take Silver’s hand.
Silver evades her. “I’m stronger than all of you, so you run and I cause hell—that’s how this is gonna work.” She readies her useless gun. “I’m the biggest threat, and they’ll stick to me like glue.”
“But—”
Silver stops her with a kiss. “I know where you live. I’ll find you.”
There’s no time for argument. The voices get closer, and Silver hears the click of weapons, the weight difference noticed.
“I feel like I should thank y—” Carmen starts.
“Save it.” Silver’s not interested.
There’s a short, painful silence, then the door swings open and a cacophony of ugly noises fills the air.
Yelling.
Threats.
Plenty of whistle-blowing.
An alarm is triggered.
A shot is fired into the side of the freight train.
Silver’s plan works about as well as she expected it to. Carmen is wily and fast, and she knows the terrain well: she disappears in a flash. Oliver is slower, but perceived to be the least threatening of the group: he’s not even pursued. Ria, though tormented by the thought of leaving Silver there, on the barren, concrete platform of the freight station, manages to elude the grappling hands of a border guard, weaving her way through freight containers until she finds her way through a gap in a chain-link fence and slips unseen into an alleyway, her fading voice calling out some parting words.
“Ya tebya ochen’ lyublyu.” I love you so much.
“Ya tebya budu zhdat’.” I’ll be waiting for you.
In fact, that’s the last thing Silver hears as she hits the ground—everything else is a blur. Being the only person wielding a weapon, she draws the attention of the border guards like a magnet, and they converge on her like a swarm of blow flies on a corpse.
First, they disarm her with a gunshot to her right arm, the bullet severing her brachial nerve, making it impossible to retain a grip on her gun. It clatters to the ground, and she’s brought to her knees by a blow to the back of her neck and a rush of electricity coursing through her chest.
She’d know that feeling anywhere.
Her muscles are cramping, there’s intense pain, and a complete loss of all motor skills. Yep, she’s just been hit with a stun gun.
The blow disorients her and blurs her vision, almost knocking her unconscious. The five-second electric jolt does the rest, rendering her completely incapacitated.
After that, she’s only mildly aware of being kicked in the ribs and thrown onto her back, the barrel of a shotgun pressed against her throat.
They check her for an Authenticard, but don’t find one. Failing that, they prick her finger for a sample of blood, hoping to locate her file in the Crown Prosecution Service’s extensive database of British citizens.
Unfortunately, when the information comes up on their law enforcement PDA, her citizenship record is incomplete, only the highlights available.
Name: Ella ‘Silver’ Cross.
Birth date: 27.08.2314.
Nationality: Amaranthian.
Citizenship status: Pending.
Notes: Immigrant, landing approved, current whereabouts unknown.
Viral status: Unlicensed human enhancement detected. Detain immediately.
“What shall we do with her?” one guard asks another.
“Send her to Bedlam,” is the reply.
 



EPILOGUE

 
 
Omega Detainment Corridor
The Sentinel District
Amaranthe, 2349 CE
— present moment
 
 
The cells smell like piss and desperation. Usually the last stop before a Sentinel District resident is banished to the Fringe District, or sent for enforcement, the detainment corridor in the basement of Omega headquarters is dark and dingy, the stench often unbearable.
The whole place—little more than a concrete, dead-end tunnel—is cleaned out once a week with a pressure washer, the remnants of urine, fecal matter, vomit, and blood all swilled down the gently sloping floor toward a centrally positioned drain.
Immediately after cleaning, the corridor smells so strongly of bleach it feels as though your lungs are disintegrating with every breath. By the time the end of the week rolls around, it’s difficult to be in the corridor without expelling your stomach contents.
Today is day six. It reeks.
In one of the cells, a sixty-something-year-old man perches delicately on the edge of a metal bed, trying not to touch the stained, damp rectangle of foam that passes for a mattress. Some of the staining is obviously urine: yellowy-orange, with a rank odor and a slightly sticky consistency. Some of it is semen: white, crusty, and splattering the mattress in small dollops. Other stains might be a combination of sweat and poorly cleaned vomit, while yet more are clearly blood: dark brown, and soaked all the way through the foam.
The man, his jet black hair grayed with age, his sideburns completely white, sighs and raps his fingers on the handle of his walking stick. There’s no clock in the detention corridor, so he might’ve been stuck in here for one hour or three. He started to lose track after the first twenty minutes.
His permanently violet eyes watch a lone cockroach crawl out of the drain in the middle of the room and trundle along the drainage gully on a search for a midday snack of stale vomit and poop.
Crunch!
Its exoskeleton shatters beneath a high-heeled, slip-on shoe, its guts exploding left and right, life extinguished instantly.
The woman in the shoe approaches the man’s cell, her starchy pant suit rustling with every step, long auburn hair bouncing over her shoulders. She’s slender, her face angular and symmetrical, pleasingly feminine. Her lipstick-coated lips twitch with the beginnings of a smile when she casts her violet eyes on him, but she suppresses it.
“When they told me a man claiming to be the former Hunter General Maydevine was at the city gates asking for me, I didn’t believe them.” She steps up to the cell bars, peering closer, as if she can’t quite believe her shimmering eyes. “I didn’t see how a man in senior years could survive the destruction that occurred with the napalm and the British fighter jets.” She locks onto his violet eyes. “But now I do.”
The man, Maydevine, stands stiffly and positions himself squarely in front of her, limping slightly, using the walking stick for support. His clothes are tattered and stained, his white dress shirt torn and covered with dried blood, his trousers blackened with soot.
“I didn’t see how a former Hunter with an exemplary record could suddenly turn her back on her friends and betray them by swearing allegiance to a foreign military.” He glances down at a pin fastened to the lapel of the woman’s jacket. “But now I do.”
The pin, a small Amaranthe flag, marks her new position as the Governor: the leader of this small, once isolated city.
“How were you infected?” She studies his eyes. “Did Silver know when she left you for dead in the Fringe District massacre?”
Maydevine shakes his head. “She had no idea.” He takes a step closer. “Where is she, Rachel? I want to see her.”
“That’s Governor Jenkins, if you don’t mind.” Rachel puts him in his place, not liking the informality of her first name on his tongue, even though he was once her boss.
“Don’t be pompous,” Maydevine growls at her, no time for her newly found airs and graces. “Where’s my daughter?”
“She’s not here.”
“So fetch her,” he demands.
“Impossible.” Rachel shakes her head. “I sent her away for her own protection.”
“Away where?” The lines on Maydevine’s brow make deep furrows when he frowns.
“To England.”
“Alone?” The lines turn to valleys, the frown deepening, his tone accusatory.
“Of course not.” Rachel folds her arms, exasperated by the insinuation that she’d be so cruel as to send Silver off to a foreign land all on her lonesome. “She was accompanied by Alex, and the seat I reserved for you was taken by Luka. By way of apology for your unintentional demise—which I accepted was partially my fault—I also made sure she received a cure for the virus she so desperately sought to be rid of, if only for the baby’s sake.”
“Baby?” Maydevine looks blank.
“You didn’t know?” Rachel peaks an eyebrow.
Maydevine dips his head, pinching the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, wishing he had a cigarette. “Silver’s pregnant?”
“You’re going to be a grandfather.” Rachel’s lips twitch again, a genuine smile desperate to escape. “Congratulations.”
“You have to let me join her.” His mind starts to race, endless possibilities firing between synapses. “You’ve no use for me here.”
“You’re right on the latter, but so wrong on the former, Gabriel. I don’t have to do anything.” She pauses, letting those words hang in the air, cementing her authority. “But I will,” she adds with a caveat. “On one very small condition.”
“Name it.”
“Silver left something behind at my apartment, and I don’t want it.” She motions for a guard—one of her personal security services officers—to step up from the entrance of the corridor. “Please return it to her.”
Maydevine watches warily, wondering what could be so important—or repugnant—that she’d agree to send him overseas in order to be rid of it.
Rachel’s officer holds a cardboard box out to her, and from it, she rather tentatively withdraws a squirming bundle of calico fur.
Meow.
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