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CHAPTER ONE




IN THE COLD stillness of the wine cellar beneath his mansion, Bartholomew Sometimes-Roberts stood looking at seven zombies that wouldn’t die.


God knew he’d tried to help them along, as the three broken figures on the floor amply demonstrated. He’d dismembered, decapitated and disembowelled, but all he’d got for his troubles was a slightly shorter pile of zombie pieces, moving in that eerily hypnotic way of theirs, like waves across the sea, synchronous and undulating. They flinched away from him as he chained the ones that hadn’t been reduced to puddles back up against the cellar wall, as though they recognised the threat he presented to them. They shouldn’t be clever enough to react with fear, even after he’d cut a couple of them down, but they’d been flinching from the moment he’d walked into the room.


That wasn’t just abnormal, it was fascinating.


There had always been the zombies. They went hand in hand with the Silver, the failure that resulted whenever someone tried to turn a new Silver and got it wrong. The zombies were the remnants, the dregs that remained once the potential Silver evaporated, or at least that was how Bartholomew had always thought of them.


Waste products.


But these new creatures that Bella had somehow created with Dr Ross’s serum? He wasn’t sure what they were.


Across the cellar, someone moaned.


‘Oh, good,’ said Bartholomew. ‘You’re awake.’


Bayly looked at Bartholomew, then at his lover Enzo lying unconscious beside him, then at the zombies, and finally at the chains around his wrists.


‘You drained me?’ he asked.


‘Didn’t have to,’ said Bartholomew. ‘Your old friend Digs did that for you.’


Bayly raised an eyebrow stoically. ‘Kulika told you about that?’


Bartholomew tutted, then surveyed Bayly disapprovingly. He leaned back against the stone plinth in the centre of the room. ‘She didn’t need to say a thing. What am I always telling you, Bayly? There’s no point trying to hide from me. I see everything.’


Then he pushed the lid of the plinth, sending it crashing onto the brick floor. There was a moment of utter silence, followed by an exhalation that sounded like paper flapping in the wind. A black, twisted thing that might once have been a hand hooked itself over the edge of the open plinth – sarcophagus, more properly – and tightened its grip on the stone.


Bartholomew grinned. ‘I thought the two of you might like some time to catch up,’ he said. ‘It’s been so long.’ Then he put his hands in his pockets and hummed to himself happily as he climbed back up the brick stairs to the kitchen, accompanied by a symphony of screams.





Several storeys above, in the suite next to Bartholomew’s, Kulika Yadav was flicking restlessly through her phone.


By now – the early hours of Wednesday morning – the discovery of Cara Alton’s body was all over the news. She’d been found by a jogger, propped up against a tree in a suburban neighbourhood just fifty miles from her parents’ house in Oklahoma. And how she’d been positioned…


If the jogger hadn’t taken photos before the police arrived and sold them to some disreputable online “journalists”, the world would never have known how she’d been positioned, but he was a scumbag, so he’d done both of those things.


Kulika had a suspicion that Bartholomew was somehow responsible for the scumbag. He’d always had a talent for bringing out people’s baser impulses. But whether it was his fault or not, the whole world now knew that Cara Alton had been sitting with her legs crossed, shirtless to display the silver handprint on her stomach, with her short skirt bunched up around her hips to display the bite mark on her femoral artery. There had been no blood in her body, which had been so cold that when the jogger touched her – because of course the little pervert touched her – he’d left some of his own skin behind on hers.


Served him right.


But Kulika was worried.


The rumours were churning more quickly now than they had when Cara first disappeared: it was aliens in the beginning, then it was special effects, but already the media was starting to report the girl’s death as a vampiric mystery. It was as though they wanted to believe there was something paranormal going on. At this rate, by the time the autopsy was finished no one would be able to deny it, and with the current level of public outcry, no one would be able to cover it up either. Then the stage would be set for Bartholomew’s grand revelation. He had been right: it was a good plan.


Kulika wished like hell that she didn’t have to be part of it, but she’d made a deal with the devil to keep the woman she loved safe. Soon, it would be time for her to pay up.





In the room next to Kulika’s, Evita Khalyed woke before dawn to find her best friend kneeling at her bedside with her head pillowed on Evita’s hand. She was fast asleep.


That was a shame. Evita didn’t want to involve Quick in what she had to do next, and Quick had always been a light sleeper. Now that she was one of the Silver, with all the enhanced senses that came along with it, Evita had no doubt that Quick would wake up the moment she tried to move.


Bugger.


Then she noticed Xiaoyu, lately of the blood cellar, occupying the room’s other bed. The human was on a drip, which was enough to give Evita pause. Since when did Bartholomew give enough of a shit about any of the humans on his property to bother nursing one back to health?


Strange indeed.


But there’d be time for questions later. First, Evita needed to get out of this bed, track down Bartholomew fucking Roberts, and nail him to the wall. Through the heart, for preference.


The crew would kill her, of course. She wasn’t naïve enough to think that she could get away with murdering their captain without repercussions, if she managed to do it at all. That’s why she needed to give Quick the slip first, so she could do it alone. Then she could free them both, even if she had to die to do it.


Later, though, when the time was right. If the past few weeks she’d spent trapped in a coffin with a blood-starved pirate had taught her nothing else, Evita Khalyed had at least proved one thing to herself: she was good at waiting.





On a property abutting the Cooper River, the Charleston Historical Society was preparing to unveil its greatest accomplishment to date. Funded generously by an anonymous private donor, and requiring an army of rare and specialised craftsmen to build, the replica of the fourth-rate frigate the Royal Fortune was truly a sight to behold.


Aloysius Truman, Society Chairman, was obsessed with it. He’d spent his long, dull life dreaming of pirate ships, and now he had one right in front of him. And not just any old pirate ship, but the flagship of the most successful pirate captain of all time, Bartholomew Roberts. The ship on which he’d died, no less. As Aloysius stood in the shipbuilding hangar, watching the painters stroke the last letters onto the prow of the incredible vessel, he could almost hear the clash of blades, smell the gunpowder, feel the sea spray on his bare forearms. Lord, what a rush.


He could almost see her too, the woman who haunted his dreams.


The original Royal Fortune had started out its life as a British Royal Navy frigate called Onslow, before being captured and repurposed by Roberts as his flagship. There had been women on board that ship, Aloysius knew. Those women had become captives of the crew, and they had been mistreated in ways that even the court transcripts had balked at reporting. Most were released. One, a blonde-haired waif, had disappeared without a trace. That disappearance had preoccupied Aloysius all his life, both mightily and thrillingly. Perhaps she’d dressed up as a man and joined the crew, or perhaps – more enticingly – Roberts had fallen in love with her and decided to break his own code to keep her close to him as he pirated his way from one side of the Atlantic to the other.


Perhaps.


Driven by every tantalising mention he’d uncovered in his amateur investigations – a blonde woman reported seizing a ship off the Ivory Coast, a fleeting reference in Captain Johnson’s famous compendium of pirates, an eighteenth-century artist’s sketch of a windswept woman on a ship’s prow annotated with the letters “KUL” – Aloysius had diverted the society’s attention increasingly towards the woman known to history only as Kulika.


That had become a source of resentment amongst the society’s membership. It was bad enough that Aloysius had become chairman without proper academic credentials, but now they had to suffer his fanciful ideas as well? But they didn’t have much choice. Suffice it to say that Aloysius’s money was as old as the central Charleston Rainbow Row house in which he lived, and running the society was a surprisingly costly enterprise.


But really. Crossdressing women? Love affairs on the high seas? These were the artefacts of tacky films and bad novels. If Aloysius’s money hadn’t been keeping the society afloat for the past decade, that kind of bull crap would never have been tolerated.


Then he’d brought them this commission, and suddenly the society members had been willing to tolerate a lot more. They’d happily let Aloysius reconstruct an elaborate ladies’ boudoir in the cabin next to the captain’s to sate his fantasy, because it allowed each of them free rein for their own particular specialisms, and there were a lot of those amongst the society. Several years and several fortunes later, all forty cannon were now in working order. The glass for the windows at the stern of the ship – glazing the captain’s cabin, state room and ward room – had all been hand blown in local workshops using traditional methods appropriate for the period. The history department head at the local university had gone wild with period furnishings and armaments, at astronomical expense. The donor hadn’t batted an eyelid as the costs soared. In fact, he’d let all of them put their own stamp on the project, making just one stipulation of his own: the ship was to be called the Primus’s Fortune.


Aloysius fully intended to use it to make his.










CHAPTER TWO




‘GREETINGS!’ BARTHOLOMEW CALLED into the pre-dawn air, addressing the hundreds of Silver who were gathered on the riverbanks at the edge of his property. ‘And welcome to the Golden Age of my Primacy!’


The younger ones didn’t get the reference to the Golden Age of piracy, but Kulika and the other Silver did. She wondered then if the reason Bartholomew had dragged them all down here in the dark had less to do with the dramatic silhouette he would shortly cast against the sunrise, and more to do with their proximity to the water. When the frigate rounded the turn in the river, sailing on the morning breeze, her suspicion was confirmed.


‘What the…’


‘Impressive, right?’ said the man beside her, an older Silver Kulika didn’t recognise. ‘I helped draw up the plans. Replica of the Royal Fortune. I used to be a shipwright, you know,’ he added with some pride.


‘Hey, don’t you know who that is?’ the man next to the shipwright said to him, speaking in a horrified, hushed whisper as he shepherded his friend away.


Kulika didn’t stop them. She was still picking her jaw up off the floor. Good thing the river here was both wide and deep, because otherwise the frigate wouldn’t have fit down the channel. It was enormous, but simultaneously smaller than Kulika remembered it being.


The sight of it made her sick.


‘We’re not all going to fit on that,’ someone muttered from behind Kulika.


‘That’s not the point, dumbass,’ someone else replied. ‘We’re not supposed to. It’s a symbol. Don’t you get it?’


A symbol. Well, they were right about that.


The Onslow.


The Royal Fortune.


Same ship, same shit: bloodshed, fire, death.


Of course the vessel sailing their way was a replica, because Kulika would have been able to smell the real ship from miles away. Its decks had been swabbed with gore, its hold filled with coffins full of treasure. It had been a ghost ship, inhabited by the living dead.


Bartholomew wanted to relive those glory days. Kulika just wanted to burn them from her memory, and from the memory of the world.


‘I’ve gathered you all here for a momentous occasion,’ Bartholomew continued, as the dawn breeze picked up long locks of his glossy brown hair and played with them. ‘Today, not only are we celebrating the launch of the Primus’s Fortune, but also the launch of the reign of the Silver!’


Cheers erupted from the riverbanks with an enthusiasm that Kulika couldn’t share.


‘We used to be gods on this earth,’ Bartholomew continued, gesturing widely at the crowd. From the way they nodded along, it was clear these were words they’d heard before. ‘We used to rule. But what are we now? Rats and cockroaches, forced into the shadows where they can’t find us, feeding on scraps. Well, not anymore. By this evening, the details of Cara Alton’s autopsy will hit the news, and tonight we are hosting the biggest party this mansion has ever seen. There will be journalists here to cover the unveiling of the Primus’s Fortune, with live feeds around the world. Then we’ll show them what we really are, and exactly how low they should bow.’


The ship came in to dock behind Bartholomew just as the dawn broke over the horizon, bathing him in an eerie red glow.


‘Tonight, my crew,’ he said, ‘there will be blood.’





Apparently dawn wasn’t too early – or too late – for a party at the mansion. The part of the crew that had sailed the ship downriver had all eagerly disembarked, heading for the pool. Someone was behind the bar before the cheering that followed Bartholomew’s speech had even died down, and the crew were all either carrying on drinking from the night before or getting an early start on the day. It didn’t seem to matter one way or another; everyone was joining in.


Everyone except Kulika, that was. She’d left the kids to it and taken a single bottle of beer down to the dock, where she could dangle her feet off the end and fish for gators. It was a beautiful morning, which made Kulika feel worse somehow. The sun glinted off the river in sheets of blinding light, its warmth soaked into the marshland, and the whole place smelled of green things breathing heavily in preparation for the heat the day would bring.


She had come here to be alone, but she didn’t stay that way for long. She was only halfway down her beer when a confident tread on the creaking wood of the dock behind her heralded Bartholomew’s approach.


‘What do you think of her, then?’ Bartholomew said, gesturing at the ship that loomed over them both. ‘Beautiful, isn’t she?’


‘She’s a bad memory,’ Kulika muttered.


‘Oh, don’t be like that.’ He sat down next to her, pulling off his shoes so he could dangle his own feet in the water. ‘She’s a marvel. Some of the craftsmen had to relearn techniques from scratch. She’s a feat of un-modern engineering.’


‘She’s too big for the dock. Too big for the river.’


‘Then it’s a good thing I’m not planning to keep her here long.’ He leaned back on his hands, tilted his face to the sun, then gave Kulika an assessing look. ‘You don’t like her.’


‘I just don’t see the point of her,’ Kulika argued. ‘It’s the twenty-first century, not the eighteenth. Why would anyone need a sailing frigate?’


‘To make a promise,’ Bartholomew said. He looked up at the shining new wood, smiling gently to himself.


Kulika couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Bartholomew look genuinely contented. Had she ever? But here he was, beaming at an inanimate bunch of wood and sails in the same way a parent might beam at their child.


‘What kind of promise?’ she asked him.


‘Hmm?’ When he turned to her, the vague smile was still warming his face.


‘What promise?’ she said.


‘To the crew, of better things to come. You’re not the only one who misses our pirating days.’


‘I don’t miss them at all.’


Bartholomew scoffed emphatically; they both knew that was a lie. Kulika might be resisting it as hard as she could, but she felt the pull of the sea just as strongly as she ever had. More, even, now that she was losing Quick. She wanted to leave the land behind her and run away to the waves. She wanted to be free again, but she knew the cost of that freedom too intimately to admit the depth of her desire.


Kulika could see the future in that moment, and she hated it as much as she yearned for it. Bartholomew would play on her ambivalence, as he always had, and before long she’d be up to her elbows in blood and treasure once more. That’s what the Primus’s Fortune represented to her: total relapse.


‘None of the old crew are here anyway,’ Kulika pointed out. ‘Except Bayly, wherever Monty’s put him.’


‘Somewhere safe.’


‘That’s what he said,’ Kulika replied sceptically.


‘And the others are coming tonight, for the launch. You’ll see your old crew again.’


‘Most of them were human,’ Kulika pointed out. ‘They’re all dead.’


‘But not Wolfrie. Not Phinchas.’


Kulika’s mouth dropped open. Hearing the familiar names in Bartholomew’s voice made her ache with nostalgia.


‘They’re coming?’ she whispered.


‘They are.’


Kulika eyes were filling with tears. God, why was she welling up? She hadn’t cried when she’d signed over her life to Bartholomew in return for Quick’s. She wasn’t crying about Quick now, even though she was about to say goodbye forever and her heart was breaking. It made no sense that she should respond to the news of Wolfrie and Phinchas’s return with such emotion, but it had been so long. Maybe this was just the final drop of water that had overflowed the vessel where she held her pain.


She tried to hide her reaction from Bartholomew, knowing he’d use it against her – but what motivation would he have for that now? Why bother threatening her when she had already given herself entirely into his power? On the other hand, if he wanted nothing he couldn’t already take from her, why would he trouble himself to offer her such a gift?


Phinchas and Wolfrie.


Besides Bayly, they were the only true friends she’d had in Bartholomew’s crew, and the only reason she’d hesitated to leave. She loved them like siblings, but she’d spent the past hundred years trying to forget they’d ever existed, because of what they represented to her.


‘If you’re messing with me—’


‘This is my promise to them,’ he said, waving up at the ship. ‘And they’re my promise to you.’


‘Of?’


‘Crew. Real crew. I’m not completely unfeeling, Kulika. I know you need more than these new Silver, who look at you with more reverence and fear than kindness. They’re just your army. Wolfrie and Phinchas can be your generals.’


‘And Bayly?’


‘Will serve his sentence. After that… we’ll talk.’


There would be an after, though. That was more than Kulika had dared hope for.


Phinchas and Wolfrie.


Last she’d heard, they’d been causing havoc on the west coast in the entertainment industry. They could be sharks, those two, when they got together. It was the perfect playground for the pair of grifters, and one she hadn’t thought they’d ever want to leave.


‘What did you have to offer them to get them back here?’ she asked.


‘Not much,’ he said, that contented smile returning to his face. ‘Just you.’


‘Me?’


‘They missed you, Kulika. We all missed you. After you left… Well, I told you I would hold us together, and I will. The new crew with the covenant, and the old crew with something stronger still.’


Kulika’s blood ran cold. She looked at Bartholomew, waiting for the word she knew was coming: blood. She waited despite knowing, because that’s what Bartholomew expected, but in the end he didn’t deliver that word. Instead, he tilted his head, letting his hair tumble over his shoulder as he assessed her.


‘Honestly, if I didn’t know better,’ he said, ‘I’d think you were already regretting our deal.’


‘No backing out,’ Kulika said sharply. ‘We made a bargain.’


‘I haven’t forgotten.’ He reached out and took her hand in his, rubbing his thumb gently over the new covenant mark that nestled in her palm. ‘Have you?’


‘I’ll keep my side,’ she promised. ‘If you keep yours.’


‘Well, then.’


A heron came to land on the far side of the river, then strode through the shallows in search of morsels to snap up in its beak. Until the music started up, sending it flapping off into the sky once more.


Kulika turned to look over her shoulder at the pool. Someone had dragged a tower of speakers out from the block and was using them to blast thudding beats towards the party, but not all of the crew were joining in; some of them were getting ready for tonight’s press conference. Silver were carrying lights and rigs and boxes in a never-ending procession from the driveway to the riverbanks. At this stage, Kulika couldn’t work out exactly what they were building, but it looked like they were preparing for a performance and a half.


Kulika found her gaze dragged back towards the house, to the window next to her own. With any luck, Quick and her friends would still be asleep behind it, despite the noise. The blinds were drawn and dark.


‘I’ll send the kid to give them their marching orders,’ Bartholomew said, following the direction of her gaze. ‘Our Patience—’


Kulika scowled at the possessive pronoun, just as she was sure Bartholomew had planned her to. Even now, with all the assurances he had, he was still trying to get a rise out of her.


And succeeding.


‘Just Patience, then,’ he corrected himself, with a smile. ‘She and her friends will be out of here this morning. You have my word.’


‘So soon?’


‘You wanted to draw it out? Kulika, our deal was clear.’


‘I know that.’


‘The kid’s arranged a car to take them to the airport. It’ll be here shortly.’


Kulika looked at him in disbelief for a moment, then pulled her feet out of the water, dried them haphazardly on the cuffs of her trousers and shoved them back into her boots.


There was a tinkling noise, and she looked over to see that Bartholomew was holding a set of keys out to her. A set of very shiny keys, with a distinctive high-end sports car logo on them that matched the emblem on Bartholomew’s personal vehicle.


‘I suggest you absent yourself,’ he said. ‘I’m planning to do the same.’


‘And leave the crew here on their own, unsupervised?’


‘They’re not children.’


‘No, they’re worse: they’re immature, untested Silver.’


‘They’ll manage. You don’t need to be here to watch Patience leave.’


Which was the real problem, of course. He wanted Kulika out of the way, so there was no risk of her reneging on their agreement.


‘But…’ she said, grasping for closure. ‘I thought if I just said goodbye, then at least—’


‘She won’t take it any easier,’ Bartholomew said, pretending sympathy that Kulika was certain he didn’t feel. ‘And in case you’ve forgotten, you gave up your claim on her. She’s leaving the mansion today, just as you wished. We have a blood bargain, Kulika. Do you expect me to honour my part of it, or…?’ His eyes drifted upwards, to the window behind which Quick and her friends were sleeping.


‘No,’ Kulika said quickly. ‘No, I’ll…’ She snatched the keys from his hand. ‘I’ll go and check on Dr Ross at the lab. She was going to work through the night on the formula.’


‘Then you can send her on her way back to Oxford and say goodbye to Drake once and for all,’ Bartholomew said pointedly as he got to his feet. ‘I’m going to inspect my new ship, take her for a test float. I’ll be back before long, and then we’ll talk. We have much to talk about, you and me. Don’t we?’ He reached out and tugged gently at the strand of hair that was hanging over Kulika’s eye, almost playfully. That was, she knew, a bad sign; the things that put Bartholomew in a playful mood were not most people’s idea of fun. ‘Say, midday?’ he added. ‘The library, I think.’


Kulika just nodded numbly. She couldn’t refuse him.


Not now. Not ever again.










CHAPTER THREE




IT WAS MID-morning when Quick woke to find herself drooling on her best friend’s hand.


‘Oh god,’ she said, wiping the moisture away with the bedsheet. ‘I’m sorry. Are you okay? I didn’t mean to get spit on you.’


‘You snored, too,’ Evita said. ‘Loudly. As bloody usual.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Then Quick blinked as the implications of that last comment sank in. ‘You remember me,’ she said.


‘Of course I remember you, Impatience.’


Quick laughed at the familiar nickname. It had been so long. ‘I mean, you got your memory back. Kulika said you’d lost it when you turned Silver, and no one knew who you really were.’


‘Right,’ Evita agreed, but her expression flashed into anger, just for a moment, for reasons Quick didn’t understand. ‘I was Jane Doe for a while, but I had time enough to remember myself while I was locked in Bayly’s treasure chest.’


‘His what?’ Quick said, horrified. ‘Kulika told me he’d taken you, but she didn’t say anything about—’


‘Forget it.’ Evita laughed. ‘I’m just glad to see you.’


‘God, yes. Me too.’ Quick perched on the edge of the bed and pulled Evita gently into her arms, squeezing her as tightly as she felt was safe.


‘I’m not made of glass,’ Evita said. ‘You can hug me properly.’


Quick did.


After six months of searching and finding nothing, and after a week stuck in this hellhole of a place battling vampires and zombies and potential emotional attachments she’d rather not dwell on right now, she had Evita in her arms. It felt good, but surreal, and a little scary given that they were both still stuck here in this hellhole of a place with vampires and zombies and all the rest. That might have been why Quick was crying, or maybe it was the relief of finding her best friend, but Evita couldn’t judge her because she was crying too, even if she was trying to hide it.


Evita had never been very good at emotions, which was saying something, coming from Quick.


‘You look better,’ Quick said, holding Evita at arm’s length while her friend pretended to have something in both eyes simultaneously.


‘Allergies,’ Evita sniffed. ‘Terrible pollen in this place.’


‘You don’t get hay fever,’ Quick said dismissively. ‘Are you feeling better?’


‘I’m fine,’ Evita said, brushing Quick’s solicitous hands away. ‘I’m Silver. It’s her we have to worry about.’ Evita nodded towards the other bed, where Xiaoyu was just beginning to rouse.


Someone had hooked her up to a drip, which must have happened in the early hours because Quick had sat up awake most of the night and no one had come in. Xiaoyu tugged the cannula impatiently out of the back of her hand and sat up in bed. That felt miraculous enough, given the state Quick had found her in when she’d rescued her from the blood cellar, but that wasn’t the only thing that had changed. Xiaoyu’s eyes were brighter, her skin less pallid, her face less gaunt.


‘You look better,’ Quick said, looking her up and down.


‘Couldn’t have got much worse,’ Xiaoyu commented.


She swung her legs off the side of the bed and got unsteadily to her feet. Quick managed to catch her before she fell, but only with the benefit of Silver speed.


‘I’m fine,’ Xiaoyu said, batting her away.


‘No, you’re not. You fell over. When I found you last night, you were practically dead.’


‘Dehydrated,’ Xiaoyu said dismissively, pushing Quick away. Quick let her, but the woman was wobbling.


‘You’re both fine, then?’ Quick said irritably, glaring at the two of them.


‘Yes,’ they chorused, with equal irritation.


‘You can’t stand up straight,’ Quick said, jabbing a finger in Xiaoyu’s direction as she fell back onto her bed, ‘and you’re crying for the first time in maybe forever,’ she added, jabbing a finger at Evita. ‘You are neither of you fine.’


There was a knock at the door, and Monty poked his head around it. Monty, of all bloody people.


‘You can leave now,’ he said.


Quick sighed. ‘Maybe Evita and I can go back to the dorm, but Xiaoyu can’t go back to the cellar. Not like this.’


‘You’re not understanding me,’ Monty said, slowly and loudly, as though she was hard of hearing. ‘I mean you can leave. As in, go away. All three of you. You two are released from the covenant, officially.’ He pointed at Quick and Evita. ‘Your car will be here in an hour, for the airport, or wherever you want to go. If I were you, I wouldn’t keep it waiting, or Bartholomew might change his mind.’


‘But…’


Quick had so many questions that she didn’t know where to start. Why was he letting them go now, after everything? Why them? And how?


But most importantly: what about Kulika?


‘We can’t just go,’ Evita pointed out. ‘We signed the covenant. We’re crew. If we leave, the crew will feel it. It’ll hurt them. It’ll hurt us.’


‘That’s what these are for,’ Monty said, pulling a couple of plastic-wrapped tubes from his pocket as he approached Evita’s bed: vacutainers for collecting blood. ‘Come on,’ he said to Evita and Quick. ‘Arms.’


Evita rolled up her sleeve and let Monty sloppily extract a vial full of blood from the vein in the crook of her elbow.


‘You’re not very good at this, are you?’ Evita said as he pulled the needle back out.


‘Did you want to do it?’ he challenged.


‘Yes, actually. Here.’ She snatched the last vacutainer from Monty and waved Quick closer. ‘Roll up your sleeve,’ she said, then she applied pressure around the top of Quick’s arm and gently slid the vacutainer’s needle into Quick’s vein.


‘You’ve done this before,’ Quick said, with a hint of accusation in her tone.


‘A lot happened in the past six months,’ Evita murmured. She expertly extracted the needle and sealed the vial, then passed it to Monty, saying, ‘What now?’


‘Now we’ll do the same ritual we do when people die. The crew will forget you soon enough.’


‘But what about us?’ Evita asked. ‘We’ll still hurt for the crew, won’t we? And we’ve got these stupid tattoos,’ he said, showing him the black spot in the centre of her palm. ‘How do we break the covenant without hurting ourselves?’


‘Look, do you want to leave or not?’ Monty said impatiently.


‘Yes,’ said Xiaoyu from the other bed. ‘Definitely yes.’


‘Well, then. Cut out the tattoos, if you want. The pain’s your problem.’


Then he left, at speed, before Quick had screwed up the courage to ask about Kulika.


‘Dick,’ Evita commented.


But Xiaoyu was laughing. ‘See?’ she said. ‘Ladies, it’s our lucky day.’


Quick wasn’t so sure, and from the look on Evita’s face, it was obvious she had her own misgivings.


‘I’m going to get cleaned up,’ Xiaoyu said to the others, looking down at her filthy clothes. She was still wearing the dirty jeans and ripped top she’d had on when Quick had carried her out of the cellar the night before, and her skin was streaked with blood. Evita didn’t look much better, though she was at least wearing clean grey sweats that covered up the worst of the grime.


‘Like the kid said,’ said Xiaoyu, ‘let’s get out of here before Bartholomew changes his mind.’


‘I should wash too,’ Evita said as the ensuite door closed behind Xiaoyu. ‘Are we cutting these out, or…’ Evita spread her fingers to show her covenant stamp.


Quick ran her fingers over her own, feeling the way the skin had healed right over it, without any texture at all, as though it had always been there. The skin would heal just as cleanly if they cut them out, she supposed, but she hadn’t forgotten the pain from the initial stamping. It was going to hurt like a bastard.


Still, she really, desperately wanted it gone.


‘I’ll do yours, you do mine?’ Evita suggested.


‘What are best friends for?’ Quick said darkly.


Quick tried to get through the whole thing without thinking, because if she thought too hard about it, she was going to chicken out. She fetched a knife from the kitchen, and alcohol for antiseptic. They went as fast as they could, cutting shallow and sure, but by the time they were done, the sheets of Evita’s bed looked like a crime scene, even if the wounds had already healed beneath the blood.


Quick had been right. It had hurt like a bastard.


But she was free. They were both free.


‘There’s another bathroom along the corridor,’ Evita said shakily. ‘Do you mind if I…?’


Quick kept forgetting that Evita had lived in this place for months before she’d been been taken captive by Bayly. She knew the mansion much better than Quick did, and had clearly held a much higher rank than Quick had managed in her short tenure here if she’d been up on this floor before. Other than her brief visits with Kulika, Quick had never made it above the ground floor, and she’d certainly never had permission to explore.


‘You go ahead,’ Quick said, then she watched as Evita extracted herself from the bedsheets, alert to any sign that she might need help. She moved easily, and she looked strong, but she couldn’t hide the dried blood covering her bare feet.


‘Vee,’ Quick said, with shock.


Evita followed her gaze to her gore-painted toes.


‘It’s fine,’ Evita said dismissively. ‘I’m healed. Anyway, don’t you have stuff to fetch from the dorms? Goodbyes to say?’


Quick felt like her best friend was trying to get rid of her. After so many months apart, that stung a little, but with everything Evita had been through, she knew she had to tread carefully. Evita tended to get spikier when she was hurt, not softer. That wasn’t uncommon for kids with their kinds of histories; your protective instincts kicked in and you coiled in on yourself, lashing out to push people away rather than opening up to pull them close. It was only natural, Quick knew, but still.


Six months.


‘We’ve only got an hour,’ Evita added pointedly. ‘Less, now.’


‘One goodbye, maybe,’ Quick admitted, thinking longingly of Kulika’s sea grey eyes.


‘Then I’d go now. This might be your only chance.’


With that, Evita shoved her bloody toes into a pair of socks that had been left on the floor by the bed and padded out into the corridor, with every appearance of health.


Left alone in the room, Quick felt strangely deflated. She’d come here looking for Evita, and she’d found her. Not only that, but she’d found Xiaoyu as well. Now they were all leaving together – changed, certainly, but safe. That was a triumph in the circumstances.


So why did Quick feel so empty?


If she’d been a better person, the answer would have had something to do with all the humans who were still stuck down in the blood cellar, but that wasn’t it. The real answer was this: the idea of leaving Kulika behind made her ache.


Quick returned to the dorms to clear out her bunk, passing all the other Silver in the middle of a colossal pool party. There was an electricity in the air that made Quick glad they were leaving now, a sense of anticipation that sharpened the miasma of hopelessness that generally hung around the mansion. The excited tension was palpable, pulling the atmosphere until it felt so tight it might shatter.


Bartholomew was about to press the big red button. Quick and her friends were getting out just in time. She should be grateful for that.


And yet.


Kulika wasn’t at the house, or in the block, or anywhere else on the property. As far as Quick could tell, Bartholomew wasn’t either.


‘Did you find her?’ Evita asked when Quick returned to the suite at the house with her packed handbag.


‘No. Did you?’


‘No, but I found that little shit Monty,’ said Evita. ‘He said they went out, Kulika to do this formula thing and Bartholomew to go do whatever he does with his free time. Setting things on fire or torturing animals, probably.’


‘Without even saying goodbye?’ Quick said. It came out as a whine.


‘Probably to avoid it, definitely in Bartholomew’s case,’ Evita said bitterly. ‘He knows that if I ever get my hands on him I’m going to fucking murder him.’ She gathered up her own meagre possessions and said, ‘Home, then.’


‘Home,’ Quick repeated.


The word felt unaccountably big.





Their cab was late.


Quick kept thinking it was fate, that Kulika would come rushing around the corner at any second to sweep her up in elaborate goodbyes and promises of being reunited in future, or maybe she’d even ask to come with them back to the UK. They were childish fantasies, she knew, but she wished them true anyway.


Of course Kulika hadn’t come. Other people had, though: Penny, Brandon, and other Silver Evita knew from her days at the mansion whom Quick had never met. They didn’t seem to come out of fondness, but more out of boredom, inebriation, and a vague fascination about whatever had happened to make Bartholomew release them from his covenant.


They were all gone now, though, back to their party. The cab was twenty minutes late and Quick was sitting under her parasol on the mansion’s front steps with Evita, looking out onto the drive as they waited for it to arrive. They’d all had to pick new clothes out of the wardrobe at the block so they’d have something to wear that wasn’t dirty and covered in holes. Quick had dug out a copper-coloured, long-sleeved cotton dress and Evita had found some jeans and a T-shirt that fitted her, which was easier at her size. Quick just had to take what she could get. They each had a small bag of items with them too, the scavenged remnants of what they’d brought to this place, and they were lucky to have that. Xiaoyu had nothing at all.


The only human in their party had been nervous all morning. She wanted to look as nice as she could for her return home. As they’d been sitting there in the sunshine waiting for their ride, she’d seen a speck of blood on her inherited jeans and rushed to the mansion’s bathroom to rinse it off. She didn’t want her kids to see it.


It seemed like whatever they did, blood would follow them. Unfortunately, Quick and Evita still needed it to survive, a fact Quick was trying her hardest to ignore. They were already painfully underfed. Quick had maybe one or two short bursts of speed left in her, but Evita had nothing in the tank at all. She’d used everything they’d given her just to heal her wounds.


‘We might have to grab someone in the airport before we leave,’ Evita murmured the moment Xiaoyu left for the bathroom. ‘For the blood.’


Quick gave her a horrified look.


‘I know, okay?’ Evita continued. ‘But if we touch down in the UK blood-starved like this, and if Bartholomew’s already done his grand revelation, we might have to fight our way through on the other side. A pair of sunglasses isn’t going to fool people for long once they know to look for the silver in our eyes, and when they see your parasol’ – Evita flicked the handle – ‘people are going to get suspicious.’


‘And your solution is to attack someone at the airport? Don’t you think that’ll make people even more suspicious?’


‘Not if we do it carefully. In the bathrooms, maybe, when no one else is around.’


Quick considered the offhand way Evita was talking and the fact that she already had a plan, and came to a conclusion she didn’t much like.
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