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CHAPTER ONE




‘NO,’ KULIKA SAID, crossing her arms over her chest.


‘Kulika—’


‘Sir, with respect, you’re a bastard for even asking.’


‘With respect?’


Kulika cringed; bastard might have been putting it a little strongly.


Kulika Yadav owed her life to her boss. Before he’d come along, her tortured existence had been worse than death. This life that she had now in England, full of freedom and laughter and actual friends, that was the life that she owed to Killian Drake, Baron of Oxford. Yes, they were both immortal Silver – vampires, for the uninitiated – and practically indestructible, so it wasn’t as though she’d been at imminent risk of death when he’d found her in that Charleston mausoleum. But she hadn’t been living either.


In every way that mattered, he’d saved Kulika.


She never took that for granted. She’d die for him, she’d kill for him, and then she’d bury the bodies where no one would find them. In fact, if you’d asked her yesterday, she would have told you she’d do anything at all for Baron Drake, but that was only because she’d never imagined that he’d send her back to the very hell he’d pulled her out of a century ago.


‘Sir, I can’t,’ she pled. ‘You know what’ll happen if I do.’


‘And you know what will happen if you don’t.’ He said the words softly. They weren’t a threat, they were a statement of fact.


Kulika knew the truth as well as he did: if they didn’t find a solution to this problem, and soon, then Baron Drake was going to die. Really die.


‘There must be another way,’ Kulika said desperately.


‘I can’t think of one,’ he said, then he sat down in his chair, rested his elbows on his desk and put his head in his hands. ‘It isn’t as though I haven’t been thinking about it. I never stop thinking about it. If she doesn’t come back to me…’


She was Jack Valentine, the unlikely love of Baron Drake’s life. Unfortunately, she was also a chaotic mess of a person who made terrible decisions in every sphere of her life, including those that involved her personal preservation. Long story short: she’d managed to infect herself with a poison, and now she was slowly burning to death from the inside out. There had been an antidote in production, but to make it they needed the blood of one particular Silver – Dr Jahan Khalyed – and he’d recently burned to death himself, along with every remaining trace of his blood.


Basically, Jack was fucked.


There was a muffled little tap. It was so quiet that Kulika wouldn’t have noticed it at all without her Silver hearing. She couldn’t be sure, since the baron still had his head in his hands, but she thought it might have been the sound of a teardrop hitting the blotter on his desk.


If Kulika had still been the delicate waif she’d pretended to be in her youth instead of the body-building badass she’d turned herself into, she might have fainted from shock.


Baron Drake was an island. He was a model of self-containment. If he had any vulnerable feelings at all, he never expressed them, at least not in front of other people, and he absolutely, positively didn’t cry. In all the centuries of their acquaintance – friendship, even, if that wasn’t too presumptuous – Kulika had never known him to loose a single tear. And now, seeing him raise his face from his hands again and rearrange his hair into its former tidy state, she saw no trace of tear marks on his face.


Perhaps she had been wrong.


But there had been that tiny tap.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, shuffling some papers around on his desk. ‘You’re right. I shouldn’t have asked. I’ll let you get back to work.’


‘Doesn’t Dr Ross have any other ideas?’ Kulika asked.


‘This is her idea. We’ve traced the bloodlines, we’ve done the testing, and Dr Khalyed’s only possible viable descendant went missing in Charleston in December.’


‘One living descendant?’ Kulika said incredulously.


‘That’s right,’ he confirmed. ‘Just one.’


Bugger.


Kulika had been so hoping there would be another option. Dr Ross thought it was possible – not likely, but possible – that the blood of one of Dr Khalyed’s human descendants could be substituted for his to make the antidote Jack needed to survive. That descendant would have to be turned Silver before their blood was usable, and even then the genetic similarity might not be sufficient, but it was the only hope Jack had. It was a long shot, either way, but there was at least some hope.


But why did the only viable candidate have to be in Charleston, of all places?


‘And you’re sure Bartholomew took her?’ Kulika asked. ‘If she went missing over six months ago, then—’


‘No. I’m not sure of anything.’ Baron Drake pulled a file from the top drawer of his desk, then pulled a photograph from the file and stared at it for a moment.


‘That’s her?’ Kulika asked.


‘It is.’ He swivelled the picture so it faced her way.


The photo showed a dark-haired, red-lipped, brown-skinned woman. She looked about thirty, maybe a little younger, and she was standing in a park, squinting into the afternoon sunshine, next to a pale-skinned woman of about the same age who was only half in the photo. The half-there woman had the kind of orangey red hair that glowed in the sunlight. It reminded Kulika of countless sunsets across the water of the open Caribbean seas. The image took her back to memories she both avoided and longed for, often at the same time.


‘Perhaps I can talk to Bayly,’ Baron Drake said, interrupting her reverie. ‘Perhaps he might recognise her.’


‘Sir,’ Kulika said discouragingly. ‘Job Bayly won’t even talk to me most days. He’s definitely not going to talk to you.’


‘Then what do you suggest?’ the baron replied, desperation edging his tone into anger. He pulled himself together quickly and said, ‘You’re right. I’m sorry, Kulika. This isn’t your problem. You just… Carry on.’


It was a dismissal.


Kulika should have taken it. Frankly, Jack had brought this on herself. She was reckless, and impulsive, and it had only been a matter of time before she’d landed herself in the shit. If it had been just Jack’s life on the line, then Kulika might have been inclined to wash her hands of the whole business and walk away.


The problem was that Baron Drake was in love with Jack, and when the Silver fell in love, it had frankly terrifying consequences. The moment he fell for Jack, Baron Drake’s life became bonded to hers. If she died, then through the operation of that bond, the baron would die also.


Kulika struggled to understand why any Silver would engage in romantic shenanigans at all when the stakes were that high, particularly a Silver as powerful and important as the baron. It seemed entirely too risky to be worthwhile. As the baron’s head of security, Kulika avoided those kinds of entanglements on principle, so it seemed particularly unfair that she’d become embroiled in this debacle regardless. Through no fault of her own, she was now in the unenviable position of having to protect Jack, someone who tended to hurl herself headfirst into trouble, all in order to protect the baron, her sworn master. Apparently, that also required Kulika to walk voluntarily back into her own personal hell.


‘Give me the photo,’ she said with a sigh.


‘No, Kulika,’ the baron said, covering the snapshot with his hands. ‘You’re right. I can’t ask you to—’


‘Just give me the damn photo. Sir.’ Kulika snatched it from under his fingers and took a picture of it on her phone before returning it to him.


‘I can’t ask you to do this,’ he said.


‘And you’re not asking, sir. But if I’m not back in a week, send Hugo, will you?’


‘Kulika, I… I don’t know what to say. Jack and I—’


‘I’m not doing this for Jack,’ she said, then she turned and left the office before she could change her mind.


If it were just for Jack, Kulika would have told the baron to go swivel. Not in so many words, perhaps, but she would truly rather have let Jack die than go back to that dark-cornered, godforsaken mansion in South Carolina.


But for Baron Drake, after all he’d done for her, after all the pieces of himself he’d sacrificed to give her this life that she loved…


She couldn’t just let him die.










CHAPTER TWO




PATIENCE QUICK COULD claim neither of the attributes that formed her full name. She’d never understood the point of delaying gratification, and although she was a keen runner, she rarely paced above a jog, particularly in the heavy heat of a Charleston summer. Impatience Steady would have suited her better. Really, she had no idea what her birth parents had been thinking.


It could have been worse, she supposed. At least she wasn’t called Chastity or, god forbid, Temperance. Neither would have served her well in her current situation.


‘Get you another?’ the bartender offered.


‘Why not?’


He took Quick’s empty glass, then smiled at her in a way that made her feel a little floaty. Or maybe that was the two pints of beer she’d already sunk.


‘Here you go,’ he said, setting another beer on the bar with another of those smiles.


Quick’s cheeks heated, even though the room was blissfully air-conditioned. She idly wondered how soon she’d be able to get him back to her hotel. Then she reminded herself that he was barely old enough to be tending bar, and certainly too young for Quick, who was fast approaching thirty and feeling every year of it, particularly after the fruitless heartbreak of this last one. But he was also inhumanly gorgeous, with dark hair and dark eyes, mid-brown skin that shone like gold, and the most alluringly friendly voice Quick had ever heard. It wasn’t just his accent, either. Quick had been in South Carolina and its surrounding states for nearly six months now and had developed some immunity to it, but then the bartender looked her right in the eye and called her sugar, and she was lost.


Faced with that kind of seductive artillery, any English woman used to stiff upper lips and cold shoulders could be forgiven for melting a little, even one whose resistance hadn’t already been shattered by grief.


‘Hot out, huh?’ he said, smiling again as he leant on the bar.


It was, indeed, hot out. It was the kind of hot that made Quick grateful for chub-rub shorts and breathable cotton, but somehow she didn’t think that was what he was talking about.


He gazed at her intently, still smiling that smile, and she gazed right back.


The confidence of the man was infectious.


‘Yeah,’ she replied dreamily. ‘Hot.’


It wasn’t her best work, flirting-wise, but then she’d already put in the groundwork. They’d flirted before, though not as intensely as this. The circumstances had been different earlier in the year, but now… Well, now she had nothing left to lose.


Quick hadn’t come to Charleston for pleasure. Her best friend had gone missing on a work trip before Christmas, and this bar was one of the few places her bank records confirmed she’d been. Over the past half year, as Quick’s search efforts had become more and more impatient, she’d linked up with the families of other missing people and the bar had become ground zero for coordinating the search parties. She’d been here enough times that the guy always recognised her when she walked in, and said, ‘Hey, you’re back. How are you doing, sugar?’ in a way that made her feel completely welcome.


Quick hadn’t given him more than casual consideration until now, because she’d been focused on more important things, but now that her money had run out, she’d been forced to abandon her search. She was flying home tomorrow, and she felt like burning some bridges on the way.


The bridge in question leaned over the bar towards Quick, then lowered his voice to say, ‘So. What are you doing later?’


Quick laughed. Everything in her life had gone wrong, over and over again, but sometimes things just lined up perfectly. Shame it never happened when it actually mattered.


A patron at the other end of the bar called the beautiful young man away, but he gave Quick a look as he left that told her to stay put, so she did. She paid another server for her shrimp dinner, then sat at the bar playing patience with the deck of cards she always carried in her handbag. She liked the game, despite the unfortunate name, and it had become a frequent habit this year. Tonight, though, on the day before she left the country, the game felt symbolic. It was a way to say farewell to each of the cards before she left her unsuccessful six-month-long mission behind her and retreated back home as a failure.


She shuffled and dealt out the cards on the bar.


King of Clubs, Jensen Mardh.


Three of Hearts, Danny van Brugen.


Eight of Diamonds, Mairead Carlisle.


They hadn’t found a single one of them, or any sign of the forty-nine other missing people whose photos and descriptions adorned the cards in the deck.


She dealt them. She flipped them. She built her columns of beautifully descending suits. And then, staring up at her from the latest card she’d turned onto the bar, there was the reason she’d come out here on sabbatical in the first place: Jack of Spades, Evita Khalyed.


Quick played one round, then another, and another, but Evita’s photo was always a shock when it first appeared, and once her card was face-up, Quick’s gaze kept being drawn back to it. She knew it was only her imagination, but the more she played, and the more she drank her beer, the more she felt like Evita’s dark eyes were watching her sadly, with disappointment.


Why didn’t you find me? Quick could almost hear the straightforward, irritated tone of her voice. It’s only been six months. Are you really giving up so soon?


‘What are these?’ the barman asked.


His sudden return made Quick jump, though a decent amount of time must have passed while she was playing and getting lost in her farewells, because there were no other patrons demanding his attention now.


‘Cold case cards,’ she said, shuffling the pack quickly back together.


‘What, now?’


‘You haven’t heard of them?’


He shrugged and smiled, but then his gaze narrowed on the pack, trying to get a peek as she collected the cards.


‘The cold case squads here in the States print them up with details of missing people or unsolved murders,’ Quick explained, ‘then they give them out to inmates in local prisons. The idea is that one of the prisoners will see someone they recognise, or hear about a case from a cellmate or whatever, and then they’ll snitch.’


‘Interesting strategy,’ he said, plucking the King of Clubs from between her fingers and looking hard at the face of Jensen Mardh.


‘This is a special deck we had made,’ said Quick uncomfortably. ‘You must have heard about all the disappearances in and around Charleston, right?’


The barman furrowed his beautiful unlined brow and shrugged. Apparently he hadn’t paid much attention during her previous visits here.


‘Well, yeah,’ said Quick, taking the King of Clubs back and shuffling it into the pack. ‘That’s sort of the problem. The missing people are all tourists, most of them moving through Charleston rather than planning to stay here, and no one’s found any evidence that anyone’s actually been hurt, so there’s been hardly any press. But I swear it’s happening. People really are going missing. Some of us clubbed together and had these cards made for the local prisons and police departments, trying to get the word out.’


‘Us?’ the barman asked.


‘Friends. Relatives. Loved ones of the missing. You know.’ Quick tried to order her thoughts at the same time as she shuffled the unruly deck back into a shape that would fit in the card box. ‘Thing is, back in December—’


She stopped herself. She didn’t want to talk about this tonight. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t, that for one night she’d have some fun without thinking about what had happened. It was a downer, and she and the beautiful barman been getting along so well that she didn’t want to dampen the mood.


‘That’s why you’re here?’ he asked. ‘I thought you were just… I don’t know. Seeing the sights.’


‘Let’s not talk about it.’ She pasted a smile on her face.


‘Okay,’ he said, with more readiness than she’d expected. ‘Want another beer?’


‘Sure,’ she replied, glad of the subject change. She’d expected intrusive questions about the things she was trying to forget tonight, but there was none of that from the barman. Probably it came with the job, that pleasant superficiality. When she mentioned Evita, most people wanted to get right into it and start digging, so it was refreshing when he just presented her with a new beer and another of those smiles, then disappeared into the back room to fetch a box of bottles to refill the bar fridges.


Was he closing up?


‘Um… Barman?’ she called, which felt rude, but she had no idea what else to call him.


‘Yeah, sugar?’ he replied, emerging with another box.


‘I’m sorry, I don’t know your name,’ she said awkwardly as she got off her barstool.


‘Well, Monteiro’s my surname,’ he said, smiling, ‘so everyone just calls me Monty.’


‘You can call me Quick.’


His eyes twinkled at her. ‘Sounds exciting.’


‘It’s not.’


He smiled again. God, that smile. Those eyes. And actually, now that Quick came to look at them more closely, those lips. She could stare at them for hours. As she watched, he licked them deliberately, and Quick just about melted to the floor.


‘I didn’t realise how late it was,’ she said, picking up her handbag, wondering whether he’d bite. ‘I should really go.’


‘Why?’ Monty asked. ‘You got somewhere to be? Got a boyfriend?’


‘Nope,’ she laughed. ‘But you’re casting your net a little narrow, there.’


It took a moment for him to work that one out, then he asked, ‘Girlfriend? Other exclusive romantic relationship?’


‘Not right now.’


‘Then stay,’ he said, coming out from behind the bar. ‘A friend of mine is having a party tonight at his place, and it’s amazing. There’s a pool, and this huge old house. Let me finish up here, and we can go together.’


‘I don’t know, Monty. It’s late.’


I’d rather take you back to my hotel, is what she was thinking. She couldn’t party all night. She needed to get some sleep, then fly home fresh and sober tomorrow, so she could get back to work the following day. The university had been very understanding about the sabbatical, but they wouldn’t keep her position open forever. She needed to show them she hadn’t been broken by Evita’s disappearance, or she’d risk losing the confidence of the faculty.


But the past six months had been hard, hard enough to make her hesitate. She’d had her eye on this beautiful man for months. It was her last night in this beautiful city. Hadn’t she earned a night of abandon? Even, perhaps, a one-night stand?


‘I’ll make it worth your while,’ Monty promised, then he leaned down and kissed her.


She was drunk, and she wasn’t quite ready, but all things considered it was a pretty good kiss. Good enough that she was willing to put in the effort to try for a better one.


‘Just give me five minutes,’ he said a little breathlessly. ‘Will you wait? Let me settle you down here.’


She hadn’t said yes, but somehow she was sitting at a low table by the door in a soft chair, with a beer at her elbow and the buzz of alcohol numbing its way along her veins. She really should say no, but Monty was back behind the bar now, clanking around as he talked to someone on the phone. She couldn’t hear the words, but after a moment he raised his voice in a kind of pleading tone that made her feel uncomfortable. He sounded like a kid asking his parents to let him go out and play, which for all she knew could have been exactly what he was doing.


He was so young.


Abruptly, Quick didn’t want to be here anymore. She gathered her things as quietly as she could, then made her way to the door, but it wouldn’t open. She rattled the handle, but it was locked tight. 


That was worrying.


Quick started panicking, but she vaguely remembered Monty fiddling around over in that direction as he sat her down. Of course he would have locked up for the night. Perfectly normal. There was nothing weird about that.


He was laughing in the back now, whatever disagreement he’d been having on the phone forgotten, but the incident with the door had made Quick reassess her situation. As he ended the call and swaggered back to the door to fetch her, she was already preparing her excuses.


Then he said, ‘Look, I didn’t want to say anything and get your hopes up if I’m wrong, but you know the guy on that card?’


‘The card?’ Quick struggled to pick up his train of thought. ‘You mean the King of Clubs?’


‘Yeah. Jensen… Jensen whatever.’


‘What about him?’


‘I think he’ll be there. At the party.’


For a moment, Quick thought she’d misheard. ‘You know Jensen?’


‘He’s not calling himself that, and I might be wrong, but yeah. I think so. Maybe.’


‘Oh my god. I need to call his family.’ Quick started fumbling in her handbag for her phone. ‘I need to get his mum and—’


‘The thing is, I’m not sure,’ Monty said, stilling her hands. ‘I don’t want to get their hopes up, if… Look, just come to the party.’ He started guiding her through the restaurant. ‘My car’s parked out back. I can drive us.’


Quick laughed. She might have been a little drunk, but she wasn’t an idiot. She knew she shouldn’t get into a car with a virtual stranger, in the middle of the night, in an unfamiliar city from which tourists had been disappearing with shocking regularity over the past six months. She knew it was dangerous.


But then, Monty wasn’t dangerous. He wasn’t just a random stranger, he was the guy who worked at the seafood bar, the same guy she’d seen there every time she’d visited. He had roots in this place.


And Quick knew Jensen’s parents. She’d met them, and his sister, and his boyfriend. They’d been one of the most active families in the search party group, working around the clock to find their son, but also never hesitating to contribute their time and support to all the other families who were trying to find their missing loved ones. They were kind, and generous, and so open that the thought of raising their hopes unjustifiably twisted her stomach. Someone needed to check this was real before getting them involved.


But she didn’t know exactly where Monty was proposing to take her, and it was late, and she’d already drunk more than enough, and she had a flight to catch tomorrow, and a hangover over the Atlantic would be brutal…


Then Monty took her face in his hands and kissed her again, and she forgot to care.


Maybe she was an idiot after all.










CHAPTER THREE




KULIKA FOUND JOB Bayly at a beachfront bar in Jamaica overlooking the sunken pirate city of Port Royal. The term beachfront bar might conjure up images of white sand and palm trees and sun loungers, but this particular bar was a stark breeze-block box surrounded by rickety metal chairs and tables, set on top of the concrete promontory that reclaimed the edge of old Port Royal from the sea.


Great view, though.


‘I wouldn’t have thought you’d want to come back here,’ Kulika said as she took a seat at the table beside Bayly.


‘Wouldn’t have thought you would either,’ he replied, then he took a long drink from his bottle of beer, his eyes trained on the sunset out over the darkening turquoise water. ‘You picked your moment, didn’t you? Can’t even allow an old sailor a little holiday.’


‘You don’t get shore leave unless you’re sailing, and from what I hear you’re not doing much of that these days.’


‘And you are, are you?’


‘Not unless you call punting on the Cherwell sailing.’


‘I do not,’ Bayly said, looking affronted.


Kulika just laughed. They sat quietly side by side for a moment as she tried to find the right words to get him to open up, which was always a challenge with Bayly.


‘Look,’ she said, ‘I didn’t want to come to the mansion.’


‘And I can guess why.’


‘You don’t have to guess, Bayly. You know.’


‘Hmm,’ he grunted.


They’d been stuck in that vile place together, at the end. Bayly had made it out before she had. He hadn’t come back for her, and she’d never blamed him for that. If she’d got out first, she wouldn’t have gone back for him, either.


But now…


She’d done some asking around. She knew Bayly had been living at the mansion for months now, even though he’d always sworn he’d never put down roots on land, not unless someone forced him. And to go back to Bartholomew… Well, that made no sense at all.


‘I heard you’re living there,’ she hazarded.


‘Hmm,’ he grunted.


‘I heard you’re running errands in town, like a lackey.’


This time, Bayly made no sound at all, he just stared at the water as though he was out there riding the waves instead of sitting here, baking on the concrete.


‘Why are you even involved? That’s what I don’t understand. You hate him as much as I do. You hate the mansion. You hate dry land. You hate all of it.’


‘Maybe,’ Bayly hedged. ‘But I know enough that I can feel which way the wind is blowing.’


‘Don’t give me that.’


A kid came out to clear the table and move them on now that the dinner rush was coming in, such as it was. Bayly got a pack of beers to go, then headed down towards the harbour wall to walk along the waterfront. Kulika followed him, though she was sure he’d prefer she didn’t. After a few minutes, Bayly cracked a couple of the beers open and handed one to her. They walked for a while in silence, out towards Fort Charles, and Kulika waited. Bayly would talk when he was ready, she knew, and soon enough he was.


‘I have someone now,’ he said quietly. ‘He’s involved.’


‘How involved?’


‘Too involved to come out here with me, even for a day.’


‘Fuck. Well, that’s not good.’


‘And now you’re here, getting yourself involved in something I know you’d rather be well clear of, which I’m guessing means that the playboy buccaneer you choose to work for—’


‘Baron Killian Drake is not a playboy,’ Kulika said. Then she thought for a moment and added, ‘Anymore.’


Bayly scoffed. ‘Killian now, is it?’


‘Yes. It is.’


He scoffed again.


‘Come on, Bayly. You, of all people, should understand the need to leave your past where you buried it.’


‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Bayly said, taking a swig from his bottle.


‘Denial.’


‘Says you.’ They reached a makeshift bench at the waterfront and Bayly took a seat, putting the cardboard carrier of beer bottles down on the ground at his feet. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘don’t you think you’d better tell me what exactly your baron thinks you’re doing here?’


Kulika sat beside him, stretching her long legs out in front of her in the evening sun. It warmed her in a way the sun in England never seemed to manage, seeping into her joints and sinking into her skin.


‘You remember Dr Khalyed,’ she said.


‘Old Jekyll?’ asked Bayly.


‘He died.’


‘I thought the poison from that lab accident of his killed him decades ago,’ said Bayly.


‘As it happens, no.’


Bayly sat up a little straighter on the bench. ‘But he was a monster. He was biting and killing other Silver. Burning them up to ash.’


‘Only because of the way the poison mutated his blood. It wasn’t his fault, Bayly. He wasn’t a bad man, and he’s dead now, anyway.’


‘Well,’ Bayly said, settling down again. ‘Good.’


‘Not good, actually. Before he died, someone… else was infected with his blood,’ Kulika said, deciding it would be best to leave Jack and the baron’s connection to the problem out of it entirely. ‘We can cure them, but to do that we need to track down Khalyed’s last living human descendant, turn her Silver and use her Silver blood to… I don’t know, do something clever and scientific. We’ve got a team for that. I just need to track the girl down, turn her and get her back to Oxford. As quickly as possible.’


‘And that’s why you’re here?’ Bayly asked.


‘Yes,’ Kulika replied. Then she noted the suspicious look on his face and said, ‘You were expecting something else?’


‘No,’ he said, but he didn’t elaborate.


‘Her name’s Evita Khalyed,’ Kulika said, showing the photo on her phone to Bayly. As she did so, she caught a glimpse of Evita’s half-there companion and confirmed that she’d been right about the colour of the woman’s hair: it was the exact same shade as the fiery reflection of the sunset on the water in the bay.


Bayly looked at the screen for a moment, looked away, looked again, then looked away for good. ‘Hmm.’


‘Well?’ she said. ‘Have you seen her?’


‘Seen her?’ Bayly shook his head. ‘She’s familiar, perhaps, but then her face isn’t unusual. She could be any number of women.’


‘But she isn’t. That’s the point, Bayly: she’s the only one of her kind. I need to find her, and her specifically, and I need to do it now. She came to Charleston for a speaking engagement in December, her university says.’


‘I wasn’t even here in December,’ Bayly replied, fixing his gaze back on the waves. ‘I came through earlier this year and got… stuck. But not in December. It was just Bartholomew here then. Him and a couple of his pets.’


‘That’s what I was afraid of.’ Kulika sighed. There was no getting around it: she would have to speak to Bartholomew himself, which meant digging up all the memories she’d hoped to keep buried for good. ‘The things we did back then, Bayly,’ she whispered. ‘The things Bartholomew did at Whydah. The things he buried in that mansion.’


‘I haven’t forgotten,’ he said tersely. ‘I was thinking maybe you had, if you were planning to go back there.’


‘But you’ve already gone.’


Bayly was quiet for a moment as he finished his bottle of beer, then he put the empty back in the cardboard carrier and screwed the top off another. ‘It’s too late for me,’ he said. ‘I don’t have a choice anymore. It’s not too late for you.’


‘I’m not sure I have a choice, either,’ Kulika said quietly. ‘We’ve exhausted all our other contacts. We’ve called in all our favours. This is our last chance.’


Bayly took a long swig of his drink, then he said, ‘He won’t let you go again, you know.’


This wasn’t news to Kulika, but if she acknowledged it then she’d never be able to make herself go back to Charleston, so she pretended she hadn’t heard.


‘What surname is he going by these days?’ she asked.


‘Roberts, sometimes. Mostly he doesn’t bother with it.’


‘Ah,’ Kulika said. ‘A man who doesn’t exist has no need of a name?’


‘Precisely.’ Bayly finished his bottle in several large swallows, then returned the empty to the box with its friends. ‘Returning to the mansion will be… an adjustment.’


Kulika knew what he was saying. The baron was a modern vampire, but Bartholomew was the kind of old school that the modern ones left behind, over time. Baron Drake’s mansion and Bartholomew’s mansion were separated by more than just the Atlantic Ocean. In terms of their rules and attitudes, they were whole worlds apart.


‘It’s more crowded than it once was,’ Bayly said.


‘We’ve heard rumours,’ Kulika replied. There’d been whispers for months about the rising number of new Silver in Charleston, but that wasn’t the only spot they’d been multiplying. There had been more in London lately, too, and elsewhere on the continent. All the Silver in the world seemed to be preparing for something, and Kulika had a good idea what it was. ‘Bartholomew always wanted to come out of the shadows, didn’t he?’ she said.


‘But your ruler, Solomon,’ Bayly said. ‘He doesn’t.’


‘The Primus, you mean,’ Kulika corrected him, using his proper title. Solomon was somewhere between a king and a god for the Silver of the UK and beyond, so she wasn’t about to go around disrespecting him.


‘He’d still prefer we all stayed hidden from humans?’ Bayly said, ignoring the correction.


‘Until someone forces his hand.’


‘Well, that’s going to be a problem. Does the Primus know what Bartholomew has been doing? Does he know how many Silver have been turned this year alone?’


A thought occurred to Kulika then. ‘Is that why you thought I was here? To… what? Negotiate an alliance with Bartholomew?’


Bayly shrugged as he twisted the top off his penultimate beer. ‘If anyone was going to mutiny against the Primus, it would be your baron,’ he said. ‘He never took kindly to being ordered. He likes giving orders himself too well.’


‘That doesn’t mean he’s stupid enough to ally himself with a psychopath like Bartholomew.’


‘But he is stupid enough to send you right back into Bartholomew’s cage?’


Kulika couldn’t defend Baron Drake without spilling his secrets, secrets that she couldn’t trust with Bayly, so instead of replying she sat quietly and finished her beer as the sun dipped beneath the sea.
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