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CHAPTER ONE




IN THE MANSION on the Cooper River, Patience Quick was sleeping off a belly full of blood in the big four-poster bed of the grandest guest suite the house had to offer. It was occupied currently – and for the foreseeable future – by Kulika Yadav. The guest herself sat in an armchair by the bed and stared at the resting Silver she had just created.


She’d done the best she could for her. She’d bitten with all the gentleness she could offer, she’d caught Quick in her arms when the exhaustion of the turning and the covenant began to break her, then she’d stepped outside to find a human to drain into a glass so Quick wouldn’t have to do any biting of her own.


Bartholomew decreed that all his crew drank from the vein, but…


Not yet.


Let her take it slowly, just this once. Let her not tear her way wildly into this new life the way Kulika had been forced to do, with hungry teeth and flesh beneath her fingernails.


Kulika watched the gentle thudding of Quick’s pulse at her throat as she slept peacefully, counting every beat as a gift.


One thousand, eight hundred and fifty six. One thousand, eight hundred and fifty seven. One thousand, eight hundred and fifty eight.


Still her heart beat, thud after gentle thud, and Kulika’s heart beat with it.





In the master suite next door, Bartholomew Sometimes-Roberts was flicking through the ledger of signatories to his Articles, counting each life as his due.


Two hundred and fifty six. Two hundred and fifty seven. And there on the final page – two hundred and fifty eight – the blood-inked signature that had finally brought Kulika back to him and sealed her place at his side forever.


Patience Quick.


With Quick bound to his covenant, and Kulika bound to Quick, she would never be able to leave him again, and that was everything his dark heart desired.


At least, it had been, until six months ago when she walked into his life and—


But he had vowed to himself that he would not remember that day, and didn’t he have a solution to that particular problem right here at his fingertips? So instead he directed his mind back to the page, and forced a smile onto his lips. After a couple of seconds, it was not so very hard to keep it there.


Let Kulika have a few hours with the girl. Let her reflect on what she’d gained, and what she stood to lose at his merest whim. Let her have just enough time to realise how much was she was entirely in his power, then he’d demonstrate it in a way she would not forget.


His smile widened.


Over two hundred and fifty signatories, and Kulika besides. With that many Silver at his beck and call, he would have his war, and win it too.





On the Palisadoes – the narrow strip of land that connected Port Royal to the rest of Jamaica – Job Bayly crouched beside the road in an unremarkable spot and counted his buried treasures.


This stretch of sand had been a graveyard once, back before the earthquake of 1692 had sucked the old pirate capital under the sea. The island was sand all the way down, and that was what had doomed it. When the earth had shaken sand and water together, rocking and roiling on the join of two tectonic plates, it liquified the land until the whole peninsula was nothing but a gurgling morass of quicksand, swallowing everything in its path and spitting out only the bits it couldn’t chew.


Bayly wouldn’t have believed it himself if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. When he looked out now along the dark expanse of the new quayside and closed his eyes, he could still remember exactly how it had looked more than three centuries ago. Port Royal hadn’t just been a ramshackle collection of pirate huts and taverns along the shore, not like some of the old Caribbean settlements. Instead, its buildings had been raised ill-advisedly high on floor after floor of fine stone, with wharves and storehouses, churches and synagogues, and not just one but five stone-built forts to guard the harbour. The place had teemed with British soldiers and ships, both military and merchant vessels, and besides that the streets had been filled with buccaneers and privateers of every kind. It had been a bustling and licentious paradise, catering to every secret desire a pirate might harbour in their breast, or their belly, or below their belt. The locals used to brag that there was one tavern for every three residents, and the papers afterwards were full of stories about heavenly punishment, crowing that their god had seen fit to swallow Port Royal into the earth as a judgement on its wickedness.


Bayly thought that probably wasn’t far from the truth. His own days in that port had been filled with drinking and debauching, but he’d been wickeder than most and yet here he was, still walking the earth in whatever kind of soulless form the clergy would condemn him and the rest of the Silver as inhabiting. Bayly didn’t care much for their opinions either way. He’d never been one for moralising.


He liked the sunken city. He’d always been drawn here, enough that he came back often, and not just to check on his treasure, either. The place called to him like the ghost of a life half-lived, echoing through the centuries with memories of what might have been, pulling on him like an anchor tethering a ship to the sea floor. He dragged it along behind him in the sand, but it dug in deep, caught and held.


This graveyard called to him most of all. It had once been the final resting place of buccaneer supreme Henry Morgan. The gravestones were gone now, along with every other marker that might have led Bayly to the right spot, but he didn’t need any guide beyond his own senses. He knew well enough where the ‘X’ was, no “digs” required.


He chuckled to himself at the private joke.


They were still down there, his secrets. He could sense them. Hear them, almost. They were fifteen feet under the sand, locked away in a lead box that had been dug up three times since it was first buried here, and only once by Bayly himself. That was the problem with treasure: everyone was always going hunting for it, like they had a right to what wasn’t theirs. These treasures, though, Bayly would guard with his life – had guarded, in fact – and with good reason. One of them was enough to buy Enzo out of Bartholomew’s covenant, if he reckoned it right, and that was a bargaining chip he wouldn’t be surrendering to anyone.


Ever.


No matter who they were.


In the darkness, the sea looked like blood. Everything reminded Bayly of blood these days. The tide was gentle that night, each wave rolling in across the sand as softly as a breath, but when it withdrew it left the scrubby beach stained in ways that called unpleasantly on Bayly’s more recent memories.


Not that he minded the bloodshed. He’d never flinched, not once. What he minded was the way the captain used that bloodshed to tarnish his crew, then polish them up afterwards into something that was shinier to his eye, more valuable.


Kulika saw the way of it clearly enough. Bayly had seen it just as clearly himself, but Bartholomew had tied him up in knots just the same, the way he did with everyone. There was no escaping it, no way except by blackmail and bribery, which was the way he’d got out the first time, or by overwhelming force, the way Kulika had.


It was her own damn fault that she was stuck there again. He’d warned her, more than once. She was the one who’d chosen to come back. Let her find her own escape hatch, because he wasn’t giving up his. He had a neat solution to his own problems, and he was keeping it.


But oh, he did so hate it when things got messy.


Bayly laid a hand against the scrub-pitted, rocky sand and felt the pulsing call of the treasure beneath his fingertips. It would be time to dig soon. Soon, but not yet.


First, he had to do what he had been unable to accomplish in all these long months trapped in Bartholomew’s net: convince Enzo that it was time to cut free.










CHAPTER TWO




IT WAS STILL dark when Quick was dragged unceremoniously from Kulika’s bed and thrust out into the corridor beyond, where Monty was waiting for her. She got only a brief glimpse of Kulika’s outraged expression and Bartholomew’s dark smile before the door was slammed in her face.


She blinked the fog from her mind, trying to get her thoughts in order.


She’d been turned by Kulika, as evidenced by her overwhelmed senses.


She’d been marked by Bartholomew, as evidenced by the tattoo on her palm.


Then…


What?


She remembered the room spinning, and there’d been a glass of something she’d rather not think about at her lips – which she must have drunk mindlessly for all she could recollect it – and now here she was, bewildered in the corridor. There’d been no time to talk, or to ask any of the hundreds of questions she needed answered, right now.


What’s going on in this mansion? What’s going to happen to us now? And, pressing on her with an urgency that Quick couldn’t deny, Does this mean that there is, in fact, an us?


She wasn’t going to get any answers from Monty, either, because the only thing he would say to her was, ‘Back to the block,’ before shoving her on ahead of him and falling into a sullen silence. When she started to talk, she just got another shove between the shoulders.


She could have run. She had the power now, didn’t she? But then, where would she have gone? She couldn’t just abandon Xiaoyu and the others in the blood cellar. Besides which, she needed to be here to find out what had happened to her best friend.


Kulika was looking for Evita too, she’d said. And whatever Xiaoyu said, Quick was sure she’d been trying to get her and the others out of the cellar. That meant Kulika was on their side, didn’t it?


Then there was the covenant to consider. She’d signed the book, but she had no idea what any of it actually meant. It wasn’t as though she’d been given the opportunity to read the terms and conditions, or to refuse them if she’d objected. None of it had been presented as though she had any choice in the matter.


It all came down to this: Quick had too little information and no plan at all. She obviously wasn’t going to get anything out of Monty, so she decided she might as well do as he demanded and go back to the block. With any luck, she’d find someone there who was feeling more talkative.


But once Monty had directed her to the twenty-bunk dorm room she would apparently be sharing, initial signs weren’t good.


‘Here she comes,’ a girl whispered quietly into the expectant hush.


Quick wasn’t sure she would have been able to make out the words twelve hours ago. Now that she was one of them, with her senses turned up to the maximum, every sound pinged around in her head like an angry scream of static. Her own footsteps sounded as harsh as a snare drum, even barefooted, and her heartbeat was so distractingly loud that she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to ignore it.


And the scents. Better that she didn’t think too much about them, or she’d be dragged back into the memory of the fresh rush of Kulika’s perfume through her sinuses when she took her first breath as one of the Silver, and forget herself all over again.


Kulika.


The few brief lucid moments they’d had together were torture to remember. Quick wanted so much of her, and she’d been allowed barely a taste. Now, with no idea when she’d see her again – if ever – she wondered if it might be better if last night had never happened at all.


‘Who is she?’ one of the girls asked, looking directly at Quick as she stood hesitating in the doorway where Monty had abandoned her.


‘I’m Quick,’ she spoke into the dim light. It probably should have been more than dim, perhaps entirely dark, but Quick could see better now, too.


‘Not you,’ the girl said again. ‘Her. The one who turned you.’


‘Kulika?’ Quick asked, and a sigh went around the room.


Kulika.


Quick knew she’d been hedging her bets when she’d chosen Kulika at the Casting, but she hadn’t appreciated quite how much she’d overreached until that moment.


‘I told you it was her,’ a voice said from over by the window, then so many conversations started up that Quick lost track. She caught snippets: pirate code… ran away and broke the covenant… definitely going to choose her.


They recognised Kulika’s name, that much was clear. What any of the rest of it meant was beyond Quick’s comprehension, and she wasn’t comfortable enough with her audience to start asking questions to clarify, or any questions at all. Instead, she made her way over to the first unclaimed bed she could find – a bottom bunk – and sat there, wondering what the hell she was supposed to do now. When they’d been climbing the stairs to this floor, Monty had said, ‘Training starts later. Sleep now or don’t sleep.’ Those were the only words he’d spoken to her since leaving the mansion, so she should probably have taken them seriously, but the dorm was loud – everything was loud to her new senses – and she was haunted by memories that wouldn’t leave her alone.


A kiss.


A bite.


A blissful moment of joyful release, like the surging chords of an anthem reverberating in her chest, then Bartholomew had stamped his covenant into her hand and the dream had ended.


This was the nightmare, now.


She stroked the black tattoo that sat in the centre of her palm. The skin had already healed, another ability her new being possessed, but the ink was trapped in there now.


She counted fourteen of them in the dorm room, including herself, and they all seemed to have the same mark. She recognised a few of the others from the Casting, but there’d been so many people in the hall that she couldn’t be sure they were all new, like her. One of them she was sure about, though: by some miserable twist of fate, she’d ended up sharing a bunk with the girl who’d chosen Monty to turn her. Apparently, he’d been more successful with her than he would have been with Quick. She was hanging over the edge of the top bunk now, staring down at Quick with huge, brown, silver-threaded eyes. She had sharp cheekbones, tan skin, and long, straggly brown hair pulled into a messy ponytail that was draping straight down into Quick’s face.


‘Hi,’ Quick said tentatively, brushing the girl’s hair away. ‘I’m Quick.’


‘Oh, I know,’ the girl said, ‘Monty didn’t stop bitching about you the whole way over here from the house.’


‘Oh,’ said Quick, because what was she supposed to say to that?


‘Seriously,’ the girl went on. ‘I’m the one who chose him. I’m the one who finally gave him a win. You’d think he’d be a little grateful or, I don’t know, flattered at least, but oh no, he’s all pissed off about you leaving him hanging instead.’ She paused for a moment with a peevish look or her face, then added, ‘I’m not, by the way.’


‘Sorry?’ Quick asked, having lost the thread entirely.


‘Pissed off with you. I mean, obviously. I got what I wanted out of it. No complaints. About you, anyway.’


‘Sorry?’ Quick said again, still feeling like she wasn’t really part of this conversation.


‘I came here to turn Silver, and now I’m Silver, so even if Monty’s going to obsess over you and ignore me like we didn’t spend the past week fucking each other’s brains out, then whatever, right? His loss.’


The girl’s face disappeared and there was a flump from above, the bunk shaking as the girl settled onto the mattress. Apparently she was done talking, along with the rest of the dorm. They were quiet now, which gave Quick the distinct impression they’d been listening in to the conversation she’d just had.


It was an inauspicious start to Quick’s time in the dorm, but she had an ominous feeling that things were about to get much worse.










CHAPTER THREE




THE MORNING AFTER Kulika turned Quick Silver, the news broke. It started in Oklahoma, but it wasn’t more than an hour before the rest of the country picked it up and ran with it. Now video of Cara Alton’s Silver-speed abduction was playing nonstop on news channels, websites and social media worldwide.


The first clips hadn’t given Kulika much cause for concern. The comments said it all.


I thought you were serious journalists, and now you’re falling for crappy AI deepfakes? Give me a break.


Who’s got their finger on the fast forward button?


Usain Bolt goes slower than this.


Nice try. Jog on.


But now, less than an hour later, speculation was surging out of control. Someone reputable had analysed the tape and declared it genuine. Look, one commentator said, you can see vehicles moving in the background and they’re going at normal speed, so how do you explain that if there’s no doctoring?


Then someone put Cara’s parents in front of a camera. They’d already been badgering the local media to pay more attention to their daughter’s abduction, which they’d always claimed was the result of a supernatural event. They’d been right there, they said. They’d seen it all. Or, rather, they hadn’t seen it. One minute she’d been there and the next: nothing. Just her lemonade glass smashing on the paving and an empty space where she’d been standing just a millisecond before.


They were crazy, everyone had said. But now, four days later, with video evidence to back up their story, people were finally starting to take them seriously.


Bartholomew’s opening volley had hit its mark.


Kulika was staring at the videos on her newly-returned phone when Bartholomew summoned her to the library. It wasn’t a surprise. She’d been expecting the summons ever since he’d breezed through the connecting door between their rooms while it was still dark that morning and ushered Quick out with a brisk, ‘Take her, kid.’


Kulika had protested, of course. She’d screamed and fought, for all the good it had done her. As Bartholomew had already demonstrated recently, he was more than capable of overpowering her.


‘Settle down,’ he’d said as he pinned her to the wall by her throat. As she’d thrashed hopelessly against his grip, her gaze had been drawn irresistibly to the copper coin he wore around his neck, the glinting token a shiny version of the tattoo that now scarred Quick’s palm.


She’d stilled, then.


‘You see how it is.’ A gloating smile had tugged at Bartholomew’s lips. ‘You could have been my queen, Kulika,’ he’d said, as though he were the one who’d been disadvantaged by her failure, and not Kulika. ‘I would have been your slave,’ he’d said. ‘But instead…’


He’d let Kulika fill in the blanks.


‘So fragile, these new Silver,’ he’d said sadly. ‘One little slip of the wrist, and—’ Then he’d slammed his empty fist against the wall, punching a hole right next to Kulika’s head. ‘You understand the delicacy of the situation, don’t you?’


Swallowing against his grip, Kulika had nodded awkwardly, her eyes fixed on his.


He’d released her, then. There would have been no point in holding her any longer; he’d already got her under control, broken and trained to his word.


‘Stay here for the time being,’ he’d said, as though it were an invitation rather than an order. ‘I’ll call for you in a while.’


The phone was a consolation prize, and a reminder: everything you have is mine to give or take away.


The photo of Evita Khalyed was missing from it now, along with every other bit of information Kulika used to have stored on it. He’d wiped it clean. She could still access the internet, though, so at least there was something to distract her while she waited for his next move.


If only the distraction hadn’t been quite so cataclysmic in its implications.


Oklahoma Teen Snatched into Thin Air!


President Denies Military Tech Responsible for Teen’s Disappearance


Supernatural Creatures in Our Midst?


The Silver were coming out, whether they wanted to or not. Maybe that wouldn’t have bothered Kulika so much yesterday, but now that the Silver included Quick, she felt the threat of it jumping in her chest.


There was a knock at the door and a voice called, ‘Bartholomew wants you in the library.’ It sounded like the guy Bartholomew called “the kid”, and everyone else called Monty. Kulika raced to the door, hoping to find out where he’d taken Quick, but the corridor was empty when she got there.


The coward had run away.


‘Kulika,’ Bartholomew greeted her as she walked into the library without knocking. ‘How nice to see you, even if your arrival is a little… abrupt.’


‘You were expecting me,’ she argued in her defence, but even to her own ears the words sounded petulant.


Bartholomew’s face softened into that look of paternalistic tolerance that she so hated, the one that said, This child of mine is such a trial, but I am a caring and gentle parent, so I will weather it. Kulika knew very well what Bartholomew really was, and she resented the gap between the persona he projected and the one he inhabited. She could see the width of that gulf, even if none of his followers would acknowledge it.


He was no father to her.


‘Sit,’ Bartholomew said.


Kulika made her way to one of the leather armchairs she’d occupied during their last discussion in this room, but Bartholomew stopped her before she could sit with an, ‘Ah-ah-ah. I don’t think so. Do you?’ He raised an eyebrow at her, then held her gaze for a moment before looking regretfully at the bare floorboards.


This was how it would be, then. He’d welcomed her back into this house as a peer, and he’d offered her more than that besides. Now he wanted her to feel just how far she’d fallen, as though her loss of status were an unfortunate result of her own decisions instead of a punishment he was inflicting on her.


You could have had all this, he was saying, if only you had appreciated what I offered you.


Kulika reminded herself that he held Quick’s life in his hands.


She sat on the damn floor.


Bartholomew sat in the armchair and looked down at her like a master looking down at his dog, then he grinned his shit-eating grin.


Kulika wanted to punch it off his face, but instead she breathed deeply. She had borne this before. For Quick, she could bear it again.


‘Can I see her?’ Kulika asked.


‘The crew are training until this evening,’ Bartholomew replied dismissively. ‘In the meantime, I’ve got a job for you.’


‘You said no orders,’ she reminded him, as ridiculous an assertion as that was while she was sitting on the floor at his feet. ‘You said I could complete the mission I started for the baron.’


‘Those were the terms of a different bargain though, weren’t they?’ he said condescendingly. ‘As things stand, our deal has been completed, and we have no bargain at all between us now. But then we don’t need one, do we?’


‘No,’ she agreed. They both knew she’d do exactly what he asked, whenever he asked, so what was the point in denying it? ‘Would you let us leave?’ she asked desperately, trying not to let her voice break over the words.


‘Of course, you may leave,’ he said magnanimously. ‘You’re not a member of my crew. You haven’t signed the Articles. You’re free to go whenever you wish.’


Kulika sat in silence, waiting for the rider she knew would inevitably follow.


‘But why would you want to go when your heart is here?’ he asked.


‘Will you let her leave?’


‘Why would she want to, when her crew is here? It’s been too long, Kulika,’ he said, sitting back in his chair as though he were an old man reminiscing over fond memories, instead of a youthful immortal counting his victories. ‘You’ve forgotten how strong the ties between a crew can be. Our Patience doesn’t want to leave, does she?’


Kulika wanted to object to the our, but the truth was that, right now, Quick belonged more Bartholomew than she did to anyone, perhaps even more than Quick belonged to herself. That was what the covenant did, as Kulika knew from personal experience: it erased you and replaced you with the person Bartholomew wanted you to be.


‘She refused to go with you last night, as I recall,’ he added. ‘When you wanted to leave?’


Even though Kulika knew he was twisting the event to his own purposes, she felt that barb land sharply in her chest.


‘Only until she’s found her friend,’ Kulika argued weakly.


‘Is that what she told you?’ Bartholomew asked, with what sounded like pity. ‘Did she say she’d be willing to go with you afterwards, or did you simply assume so? My dear girl, does she even know how you feel?’


‘Yes,’ Kulika insisted, but it sounded like the lie it was. They hadn’t had the time to talk. There’d been the bite, and then she’d tried to get Quick to leave, and then Bartholomew had been there with his covenant stamp and she’d had to rush out to get blood for Quick to drink before she went feral and then…


Then it had been too late to tell her anything at all. ‘If you’d just let me talk to her, then—’


‘As it happens,’ Bartholomew interrupted, ‘I am willing to let you complete that little mission of yours.’


That had Kulika sitting up a little straighter, which irritated her; in her head she imagined herself as a pointer pricking up its ears.


But it was suspicious. Why, when his position was so strong, would Bartholomew grant her any concession at all? She was almost afraid to ask, for fear that the question would chase his generosity away, but she knew him better than that. If he was offering her even the tiniest crumb of consolation, there was a reason for it.


‘Why?’ she asked. ‘Why do you care?’


‘I care for all of my crew.’


‘And Evita Khalyed was part of it? You didn’t tell me that before.’


‘Because you weren’t crew before.’


‘I’m not crew now. You just said so.’


Bartholomew just smiled at her.


As good as, she thought. She’d come back to this mansion swearing she wouldn’t sign her life away again, and she hadn’t. She’d let Quick do that for her, in ignorance of what her blood on the page would mean, and in ignorance of what would follow afterwards. She was still ignorant, in fact. She didn’t know that Kulika had silvered for her. She didn’t know that Kulika’s life was now bonded to hers, or that Kulika was tied to Bartholomew just as surely as Quick was. More so, because he knew she’d do anything to protect Quick, even if it cost her everything in the world: her freedom, her pride, even her life.


Kulika was in love, and that love would be her undoing.


She couldn’t say Bartholomew hadn’t warned her. Back on the Royal Fortune, he’d always stressed that Article six was the most important one.


No boy or woman to be allowed amongst them. If any man shall be found seducing any of the latter sex and carrying her to sea in disguise he shall suffer death.


‘Women, they’re nothing but trouble,’ he’d said to her. He’d said it loudly and often, not least every time they’d executed another crew member for breaking the code; more times than she could count. ‘Let them under your skin and they’ll sink you.’


And she’d nodded along, hanging on every word, believing to her bones that they were true.


No wonder he was crowing now.


‘Tell me the rest,’ she said now with a sigh.


‘You asked me about Jane,’ he said.


Kulika remembered. She’d heard the name from Quick, and—


‘I told you she was one of the new Silver here at the mansion,’ Bartholomew went on. ‘And that’s true, but the notable thing about Jane was that, unusually, she lost her memory when she was turned.’


‘I’ve never heard of that happening before,’ Kulika said, curious now.


‘Me neither, but there it is. Apparently she had a sense of humour about it, though, because she called herself Jane Doe. She couldn’t remember her real name, or where she’d come from, or how she’d come to turn Silver, but there were other things she could remember, like the geography and history and Charleston, especially as it related to the lives and deaths of the pirates who raided it.’


‘That was Evita Khalyed’s area of study,’ Kulika said.


‘Exactly.’


It was a subject Kulika had researched before she left Oxford. The whole reason Dr Khalyed had come to Charleston in the first place was to make a presentation to a bunch of academics and pirate fans about her research on the sinking of Port Royal. The 1692 disaster had happened before Kulika’s time – she hadn’t even been born to her human life back then – but she’d heard about it from Bayly and some of the others they’d sailed with. Apparently Dr Khalyed had a theory based on relics recovered from the ruins of the sunken city. She theorised that some pirates were taking aliases throughout the buccaneering days of the late seventeenth century and the Golden Age of piracy that followed, reinventing themselves as new characters to evade capture. It was a pretty insightful theory, though she’d missed the essential detail that most of the pirates who did so were Silver, and they were reinventing themselves so no one would notice they weren’t aging or dying like they should.


Now she’d lost her memory, she’d never know how right she’d been.


‘So Jane and Evita Khalyed are the same person?’ Kulika asked.


‘It seems that way,’ Bartholomew replied.


‘And she was crew,’ Kulika said.


‘Yes.’


That made sense of so many mysteries that Kulika had puzzled over since arriving at the mansion. She’d known from Bartholomew’s reaction to Jane’s name that she was important to him. She’d also suspected from her snooping in his desk that he was keeping the missing person card with her picture on it somewhere close to him. And then there’d been that moment in the breakfast room when Quick had thrown herself at Kulika, saying, I need to ask you about Jane. She must have worked out that Evita had been going by that name while she was at the mansion.


So much made sense now.


‘And she’s already Silver?’ Kulika asked.


‘Yes,’ Bartholomew replied.


‘Since when?’


‘She arrived here at the beginning of the year.’


‘When exactly?’ Kulika pressed, ‘And how exactly?’


But Bartholomew just shrugged, as thought it were irrelevant. Kulika didn’t like that. It left too many questions unanswered. Maybe Bartholomew just hadn’t paid attention, and he was certainly trying to give that impression, but it wasn’t like him not to notice everything that happened on his property. It wasn’t like him at all.


‘The point is that she’s gone,’ he said. ‘And you’re going to find her.’


‘Where did she go, then?’ Kulika asked. ‘Who saw her last?’


‘Those are questions that no one seems capable of answering,’ Bartholomew replied, with more than a little frustration. ‘She was here, and then she was not.’


‘When?’


‘A few weeks ago.’


‘That recently? Was she living in the house, or over at the block?’


‘In the dorms,’ he said. ‘The others can show you her things. I don’t know the details.’


He was becoming dismissive now, as though he wanted her to go away and do the task she’d been set instead of sitting here asking more questions, but he didn’t tell her to go. Maybe he didn’t want her to notice his discomfort, but she did. She noticed every glance away, every twitch of his fingers, every tiny slip of his smile. Those little observations were the only reason she’d survived as long as she had in this house the first time around.


She’d learned her master well, and she knew him well enough to know that if she threw him off his guard, she might provoke him into revealing more than he intended.


‘Do you think she’s dead?’ she asked abruptly.


There it was: a slight widening of his eyes. It was evident for only the tiniest fraction of a second before he covered it, but Kulika saw it.


‘She means something to you,’ she said.


‘I don’t know what you’re implying,’ he replied calmly. 


Kulika didn’t know, either. She knew from the photo she’d seen that Dr Khalyed was a beautiful woman, but she also knew that her beauty would have had no effect on Bartholomew. In all his long centuries of celibacy, not a single person of any gender had raised any kind of romantic feeling in him. The question then became: what did she have that he wanted?


‘Is it something to do with her research?’ Kulika asked.


‘Her work was of no consequence,’ he said dismissively. ‘I lived those years, along with the centuries before them, as well you know. I don’t need some academic to tell me what pirates were like through the lens of three centuries of romanticisation. We were pirates, Kulika. Or have you forgotten?’


As if he would ever let her.


‘Then why is she so important to you?’


‘She’s a missing piece,’ Bartholomew replied with an innocent shrug. ‘She’s part of the crew, and when she left she took a piece of their power with her.’


Kulika raised her eyebrows at him.


‘You might disbelieve it, but they can feel it,’ Bartholomew insisted. ‘They’re part of each other, and they aren’t complete when they’re separated. Why do you think they all stay here? Her absence is like an ache in their blood. Either she needs to return to us or, if she’s no longer alive, we need to recover her body.’


‘So you can eat it?’ Kulika asked, remembering the spectacle she’d witnessed earlier in the week.


Bartholomew gave her a disapproving look that made her reconsider her tone. She was pushing it, and the line he had drawn was not a flexible one.


‘You disdain them without understanding their pain,’ he said. ‘Ask our Patience when you see her next, and she’ll tell you. It eats at them. It drives them. You could let it drive you, too, if you would only surrender to it. You could join us, properly. It could be just like it was before,’ he said, reaching down to caress Kulika’s cheek. ‘The two of us, together again.’


Kulika was confused, no longer understanding what place Bartholomew had ordained for her in his plan. Why, if he intended to elevate her, did he have her grovelling on the floor in front of him? He’d wanted to humiliate her, that was clear enough, but she’d assumed that humility was all he’d want from her now. He had Quick. He could give Kulika nothing but the dirt on his boots and he knew he’d have her at his command.


But he seemed to be offering her more than that: a place on the crew, as his first mate, at his side.


‘Is that what you want?’ Kulika asked.


‘Of course,’ he said softly. ‘When I told you I wanted to give you rein to fulfil your darkest desires, that was more than just words. You have such unrealised potential, bottled and corked by Drake and the repressive mansion he runs back in the old country. Old indeed. Old-fashioned. Outdated, Kulika. All I’ve ever wanted is to set you free you from him, and now that you’re home… I have so much to offer you, if only you would embrace your true self again.’



OEBPS/images/RecapsQRcode.png
SERIES RECAPS

[m] < [m]

L

[=]

www.josiejaffrey.com/series-recaps





OEBPS/images/CWsQRCode.png
CONTENT WARNINGS

www.josiejaffrey.com/content-warnings





