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CHAPTER ONE




A METALLIC click roused Pitch from the depths of heavy slumber. He fought back a dart of panic, one that always came with waking in a room shrouded in rich shadows.

He blinked into the quiet dark, his thoughts racing against a rush of fear. This was not the asylum. They had escaped the Fulbourn.

Nor was this Arcadia. He had not returned to the blackness of the abaddon.

He was safe, for now.

Pitch lay in a stranger’s bed in a modest country house somewhere in the eastern sprawl of the British Isles. The home belonged to an acquaintance of Nancy and Ada, a gentleman who was very conveniently abroad, with no plans for a return in the foreseeable future. Old Bess had approved of the location, suitably isolated in the countryside, and set about forming it into a Sanctuary. One that would not, preferably, collapse in on them and present them with an array of horrors.

Pitch released his lip from between the clasp of teeth, relaxing a little beneath the weight of the bedcovers. It was near on a week since the debacle of the Fulbourn. Since Edward had spoken of the Holy One. Since the lieutenant, a purebred, had cast divine magick.

Pitch’s throat squeezed.

Fuck.

It was so very unlike him to be…afraid…this afraid. But then, he’d had no reason to be so unsure of himself before. He was the spawn of a daemon king. He was Dominion. He was created to destroy the enemies of Arcadia.

But that was before he’d been handled by a Seraphim.

Breathe, gods damn it.

Breathe.

With a few measured inhales, the tightness of his muscles eased, as focusing on his breath, like Silas so often espoused, worked its gentle magick.

Pitch steered his thoughts away from the Fulbourn.

Edward was still unconscious. The man was seriously unwell, despite Sybilla’s care. The toll of the Fulbourn, and the pendant watch, had fallen hard upon him. And Pitch, rather ungraciously, relished the fact. For now, he could remain in a happy no-man’s-land between what had occurred and what was to come. A land where the turbulence of the wildness, for once, did not find him. There had been scant sign of that unbridled power since Edward’s touch in the collapsing asylum had subdued the beast, as Pitch’s flames sought to burst into uncontrollable wildfire.

The Fulbourn had been a nightmare of a place. Pitch did not understand so much of what had happened in that labyrinth. And was not sure he wished to.

Perhaps he’d experienced a madness there. Everyone else in the infernal place certainly had. Perhaps he’d not heard Seraphiel’s voice at all, nor seen the angel’s familiar intolerance in elements of Edward’s behaviour. Perhaps the lieutenant, the prophet, might never wake up and Pitch would never need to learn what the fuck all this meant.

He could just stay here and ignore Lalassu and Sanu when the Lady finally deemed it safe enough to send them. It was not as though anyone knew where to ride off to. The location of Seraphiel’s Sanctuary was known to Edward alone, and Edward was dribbling and thrashing in his sleep right now.

Pitch would stay here, quite happily.

Once he’d thinned out the number of residents, of course. This Sanctuary was far too overcrowded. Silas and his privates could stay, but Pitch would evict Nancy and Ada at once.

In the rush to secure a hiding place, and Silas stubborn in regard to the security of Tilly and her mothers after their involvement in the Fulbourn, Old Bess and Mr Ahari had agreed they were safest here in the immediate aftermath. But a week later, they were still damned here.

Pitch was driven to distraction by Tilly and her obsession with bringing him trinkets. He’d stepped on more piles of rubbish than he cared to count. And with the Fulbourn having left him bone-weary and unable to sleep a full night through, having his feet stabbed by Tilly’s latest assortment of found items– everything from saplings to hairbrushes– whenever he stepped from his bed or armchair was testing the limits of his barely-existent patience. Gods forbid if he left the amber earring on a dresser or tried to hide it in a drawer. Tilly had cried – cried, for crying out loud– when she’d found it down the crease of a couch cushion two days ago. A right bloody fuss that had Silas’s face bunch with concern, and seen Pitch do something ridiculous in order to stop the flow of tears. He’d pierced the earring’s pointed clasp through his right earlobe, there and then, ignoring the sting of such a penetration.

‘There. I shan’t lose it again.’ He’d glared at the snivelling child. ‘Happy?’

The smile that shone from her had made his chest feel odd.

Pitch slipped his fingers between the pillow and his ear, touching at the earring that had seen him and Silas found at the Fulbourn, when even the ankou’s hound had been fooled into believing they were not hidden in its depths.

It was six days since he’d woken upon the window seat downstairs, feeling rather the worse for wear, only to find himself perking up, in all ways, when the ankou suggested they bathe together.

Six days since Silas’s attempt at bravery in the shallow waters of a copper tub had gone horribly awry. What should have been a luxurious, well-deserved descent into debauchery began rather less outstandingly. Silas’s bone-deep fear of being submerged, even with one of his heads still above the surface and a naked daemon between his legs, had proved too much.

Pitch might have been gravely insulted that his cock didn’t provide a suitable distraction had he not known how set-fast this fear of Silas’s truly was. He knew how valiantly the ankou fought to get himself into that tub, and how utterly mortified he was when at last he had to admit defeat and clamber out in haste, his body shaking, his legs too weak to hold him as the fear, the old and burdensome fear of the water, overruled all else. It left him an apologetic, near-to-tears mess upon the pale yellow Savonnerie carpet.

Pitch sighed into his feather-stuffed pillow. He had not trusted himself to find the right words to soothe. So instead he did what he knew himself best at, and the blow job he bestowed upon Silas had replaced one type of trembling for another.

That memory had much of Pitch’s bleariness vanishing now. His appetite for sweet things had taken a severe dive since the Fulbourn, but that was not to say all his desires were subdued.

Surely it was not too early to roll over and nudge the ankou awake? Silas lay behind him, somewhere in the ridiculous amount of coverings and throws the bed was piled with. The bed was enormous, enough so that even the ankou with his heft and spread could stretch out or curl up to one side and disappear beneath the blankets. Pitch listened for sign of breathing, but Silas was remarkably quiet when he slept and did not toss and turn anywhere near so much as Pitch. He knew himself to be a terror to sleep with– actually sleep with– which was why, normally, he’d have his lovers vacate the bed as soon as they were done.

He exhaled, grinning. His preference for sleeping alone had taken on a mighty transformation of late.

Pitch rolled onto his back, his head slipping between two of many pillows, blocking his view of Silas’s side of the bed. The sheet clung to his naked body like the wrappings on a damp gift, teasing at a half-roused cock that saluted the morning. Pitch touched himself, a quick slip of fingers along hardening flesh.

‘Sickle,’ he whispered. ‘I have quite the stiffness that needs tending.’ Pitch’s mood was light despite his tiredness. His dreams had been so dull as to be forgotten already, with no nightmares of burning angels to speak of. ‘I wish those hands of yours upon me…mouth too, if you’d like your breakfast in bed.’

He expected a snort at that, a chuckle even, but no sound came from the ankou. Pitch spread his leg, stretching pointed toes, searching for sign of the oaf beneath the copious, heavy coverings.

‘Did you hear me?’ He rolled to his side when his reconnaissance turned up nothing of note: no solidity, no give of flesh or grunt of irritation at being disturbed. ‘I have need of you, Mr Mercer.’

For carnal pleasure of course. That was all. Silas could cuddle him and whisper silly things as he was wont to do, if he must. Pitch did not care either way.

He wriggled from beneath his pillowy confines, blinking into the dullness. The curtains were a burgundy so deep as to appear black in such light, and well suited to holding back the day.

A day likely wet and miserable, thanks in no small part to Matilda. The elemental had added her damp touch to their fortifications, for visitors were far less likely to come knocking in such inclement weather.

Pitch propped himself onto an elbow and saw at once that he was alone.

His gut swirled with unpleasantness, but he could not pretend the silent wildness was to blame for this ill-feeling. The emptiness of the room swooped in at him, and he pulled the covers closer to his chest.

So it was the click of the door that had woken him, the ankou doing his best to be quiet while he slipped away. The same thing had happened yesterday, too. Silas gone, the cool sheets telling Pitch he’d been abandoned for a while before he woke.

He admonished himself for being so bothered, but need Silas be so damned furtive? Not so much as a pat to the backside and a good morning? For Pitch knew Silas liked touching his arse. It was an established fact. The ankou liked to do other things to it as well, though he’d showed his full appreciation for Pitch’s fine entrance only once since they’d arrived here in this overcrowded place.

Tilly’s love of a game of hide-and-seek had the all-too-sensible Silas fearing she would be scarred for life should she decide the cavernous space beneath their bed was a prime location for concealment.

Yet another reason the dryad brat and her family should leave as soon as possible. Pitch was craving a repeat of the languid, slow fucking that had come the night after the debacle of the tub. A lavish affair, unhurried and thorough, exploring every inch of each other. The exact opposite of the whirlwind of the Crimson Bow, but each encounter as superb as one another.

Feasts for an incubus.

But he’d not fed on Silas at the Bow, nor had he here. Sating his incubus blood might see Pitch rid himself of his exhaustion, but the Alp daemon’s marks ran deep. He could not bring himself to take… as he’d been taken from. Knowing first-hand that to feed upon another was to dominate, to possess, to steal control. He’d not do that to Silas. Not again, at least. No matter how willing he knew the ankou to be.

Pitch punched at Silas’s pillow as his mood tugged him downward.

‘He could have at least brought me a coffee before he found better things to do,’ he muttered. ‘He’s probably brewing a fresh pot for the vagabond as we speak.’ Pitch pushed the pillow away and sat up, scowling at the unlit hearth. Silas fretted too much over Charlie, who had not left the lieutenant’s sickbed in days, insisting on sleeping in an overstuffed armchair at his side. ‘Didn’t even stir the bloody fire. Selfish bastard.’

If Silas wasn’t with the lad, fussing and bothering, he was probably out walking his ugly, drooling hound. Throwing the skriker a ball when he should have been handling Pitch’s.

Now he was slipping into a downright foul mood, and even though he knew his thoughts and grumbles not entirely reasonable, he let them overtake him. He threw back the covers. Surly or not, his morning glory had not eased: a fine tent pole of pink and rose hues, dashed with the faint trace of blue-green where veins ran close beneath the skin.

‘Fine. I shall deal with this myself.’

Pitch lay back down and took hold of himself with an irritated hiss, cursing the ankou for a serious neglect of duty. He gave himself tight, angry jerks that bordered on unpleasant but, admittedly, only roused him further. He cleared his mind, focusing upon one need alone. Pitch arched the small of his back, grunting up at the canopy which shuddered a little as he worked himself, his breath coming in shorter and shorter gasps. The seeing-to would be brief.

Pitch bent his knees so as to allow for more violent jerks of his hips, finding an urgent motion that had his balls ready to burst.

‘Ah, oh gods…fuck…’ The rest of his words melted into incoherent groans as Pitch soared high, where a base fire burned his belly, spreading desirous flames towards his cock.

He cried out, bracing for the unstoppable release.

Two sharp raps on wood and the door swung open.

Suddenly, abhorrently, he was no longer alone.

‘Tobias, you must…oh sweet Jesus!’ Charlie shouted. ‘Oh god, I’m sorry…oh god.’

Pitch rolled to face away from the door and balled up as tight as one of the akaname who had fed on the Gu. But it was too little, far too late. The torrent spilled from him, making his body pulse with fracturing jerks.

The door slammed, the lad still uttering frantic apologies from beyond the barrier. ‘Tobias…I…I’m so sorry…’

Not sorry enough to leave, evidently.

‘What the fuck is wrong with you?’ Pitch grabbed at the blankets, breathless, heart pounding, his belly slippery with a mess he’d have preferred to avoid.

‘I need to talk to you,’ Charlie fairly squeaked.

‘I was fucking busy.’ His body tingled, but the bliss was already fading.

‘I know…’ The lad’s voice was small and, oddly, came from the bottom of the door, as though he’d buckled with the horror of what he’d just seen. Good. Pitch hoped it gave him nightmares. ‘Tobias…it’s Edward.’

He considered telling the vagabond to piss off. Pitch inhaled. ‘What about him?’

‘He’s calling your name.’

There was no brush of concern at hearing Charlie’s words. Just a numbness.

‘Tobias? Did you hear me? Would you please come and see him?’ Charlie’s request wobbled from him. ‘I know you’ve been avoiding him, but please. Perhaps it will help for him to see you. I don’t know…I don’t know how else to help him.’

Any pleasure that had come from spending all over himself whittled away. Charlie sounded as exhausted as Pitch felt, and as despairing.

He slid from the bed and padded across the pleasingly thick carpet over to the elaborate Indian rosewood wardrobe. It had been empty when they arrived, but Old Bess had set up a clandestine Melusine delivery service between here and Harvington Hall. A way of moving inanimate objects, food and clothing, from one Sanctuary to another, delivering them into a trunk in Bess’s chambers. Which meant Pitch had, at least, a suitably lovely selection of clothing to choose from.

‘Once I’ve wiped myself down,’ Pitch said. ‘I’ll consider it.’ He heard the hitch of the lad’s breath, but Charlie made no further protest. Pitch reached for a pair of pale lemon trousers that had arrived yesterday. ‘Is Silas with him?’ Now it was Pitch who held his breath, awaiting the reply.

‘He’s not with you?’ The lad’s voice rose with surprise, but he was quick to smother the moot question. ‘No, no. I’ve not seen him since last night. Perhaps he’s gone for a walk. You know how he is with the garden.’ Pitch certainly did. It had not stopped raining for days, the ground was sodden, the December air was punishing, but Silas walked every day. ‘He won’t be far, I’m sure. Tobias, please, will you come and see Edward?’

Pitch slammed the wardrobe door closed and was faced with his own reflection in the mottled mirror. A calamitous sight, for sure. His hair, with its ever-encroaching waves of gold in the natural mousier brown, stood haphazardly, as though Matilda had struck him with her damned lightning. There was no denying the smears of grey beneath his eyes, nor how his emerald irises did not shine so brightly as before the Fulbourn.

Pitch dragged on his trousers with a fierce wrench. ‘I’ll be along momentarily. Now piss off.’

‘Thank you. Thank you.’

The quick, dull padding of bare feet upon the hall runner declared Charlie’s departure.

Pitch dressed slowly, taking his time to decide between shirts, deciding on a white affair with voluminous sleeves and a collar trimmed with light blue lace. So far there had been no sign of the corsets he’d requested, despite Bess’s insistence he’d ordered them from the Hall. Pitch bent to put on his shoes, their polished black leather gleaming. His belly rumbled. But it was just simple hunger. Not appetite, just the basic need of a body for nourishment.

He was too distracted for appetite.

The wildness was quiet, slinking so deep in the shadows of Pitch’s innards that he wasn’t sure if he imagined its faint stirrings or if it was real.

The fear that simmered inside him fed on the silence.

He touched the dangling earring, smoothing his thumb over the amber before untangling a strand of his hair from around its fastening and heading downstairs.








CHAPTER TWO




THE DRIZZLE was his only companion as Silas made his way to the back of the garden. The expanse of untended rose gardens and waning orchards was not inconsiderable. To reach the pond at the outer perimeter meant losing sight of the squat Georgian house they were currently calling home, with its chocolate-coloured slates and white-paned windows, a low parapet around the eaves to create the distinctive square shape of the era.

By the time the neglected groundsman’s cottage he’d discovered on a stroll the day before came into view, his greatcoat was double its weight thanks to the saturation of the woollen weave. And his hair, which had grown at a fast clip since Tyvain had cut it for the soirée at the Charters’ household, was plastered against his skull. A firm shake of his head sent water flying in all directions. He swiped his hand across his chin, grateful for the ever-increasing length there too. Not least of all because Pitch had told him a few evenings ago, as they lay beside one another, in a room that had become theirs, that he enjoyed the roughness against his skin.

If not for the circumstances which made them both unable to sleep readily, Silas considered those hours of idle chitchat and comfortable silence to be among the most perfect he could recall. Certainly far more pleasant than his appalling loss of control the first evening here, when he’d been puffed up with relief, bravado, and lust, only to step foot into the warm waters of the tub and make an absolute tit of himself.

Silas wiped at his nose, freeing ice-cold droplets from the tip. He shrugged, against the rain, his embarrassment, and the swaddling of worry that had not left him since the Fulbourn.

The constant niggle of dread plagued him, an itch he could not reach, a worm of reticence that was intent on burrowing deeper. But there was something more to the sensation than circumstances might dictate. Of course their situation was dire, their task mammoth, their enemies formidable. But this dread he could not shake…this despair…sat upon him strangely.

Silas did not feel quite connected to his mood. As though his mind had forgotten something he was terribly morose about but his heart had not. He flicked his fingers in annoyance, sending droplets scattering.

Every single resident of this house was not quite themselves. They were all frightened. Unsettled. Why should he be any different?

Silas pushed on towards the cottage, a basic wooden structure that could not seem to decide if it was meant for storing gardening accoutrements or housing a living soul. Inside, he’d found piles of discarded gardening equipment, empty wooden crates, and some crudely carved furniture: an impressive dining table, though with only one chair; and a bed frame with the sad remains of a straw-stuffed mattress. The rustic nature reminded him of Ottelie’s forest home, sadly without the fantastical floral carpeting or her wonderful cider.

Silas pushed against the swollen door and stepped inside.

He took off his greatcoat and frock coat beneath. The greatcoat was courtesy of the absent owner of the residence, but the forest-green frock coat, which fit him perfectly, had come via Old Bess’s marvellous magick. The Child of Melusine, as different to his dastardly sister Palatyne as light was to dark, had transformed a steamer trunk he’d found in one of the rooms into a mailbox of sorts. Clothes and necessities for the empty larder had been appearing in the trunk for the past few days. A secure system of delivery, Silas was assured. No living creature could travel between the Sanctuaries this way, and even if Harvington Hall was found and then breached, the passageway between the Sanctuaries had been described by Old Bess as a combination lock, and he the only one who knew the sequence.

Ronin, Old Bess’s dour but handsome tsukumogami, was keeping constant watch for any signs of trouble beyond the boundaries of the hall and its village when he was not seeing to the lists of requirements Old Bess was sending. The poor chap must be run quite ragged by now. Silas managed to find some sympathy for him, even though he recalled very well how the tsukumogami had thrown himself into the task of convincing Pitch to bed him at the hall. Ronin had been waved beneath the daemon’s nose like a treat when Sybilla and Bess were trying to persuade the ailing incubus to feed and restore his strength.

Silas was foolishly grateful they’d not returned to Harvington Hall.

He set his greatcoat on the solitary hook by the door and draped the frock coat over the lone chair. He removed his socks and boots and stepped back out into the drizzle. With a suck of the air against his teeth Silas traipsed bare feet along the haphazard lay of a stone pathway that was mostly swallowed by fallen leaves and creeping weeds. Mud oozed between his toes, raindrops scurried between the collar of his shirt and his skin, and a blackberry bush tried to lay claim to his trousers and the skin beneath.

Silas moved through the leaning ghost-white timber of a rose arch. Several paces later he found himself staring down on the pond. Its size was unpleasantly similar to that of the pond he’d been forced into at the greensward. It blotted the garden like smudged paint on a watercolour.

Just the mere sight of the body of water set a wave of trepidation rolling through him, and he swallowed against an appalling whimper.

‘Get ahold of yourself, man,’ Silas hissed. ‘You are no use to him if mere pond slime renders you catatonic.’

They were headed to a place called Blood Lake, for goodness’ sake. What choice did Silas have but to quash his marrow-deep fear?

The water had stolen the sky’s dull grey hue and mingled it with a tinge of green. The colour matched the skin of a sailor roiling on a monstrous sea.

Silas curled his fingers but could barely feel the tips against his palms. Bloody hell, it was cold.

‘This water is a home for eels and frogs,’ he muttered, to keep his lips from freezing shut mostly. ‘Nothing more. Now get in there, Mercer.’

It was very unlikely an insidious panlong hid in the murky depths. Old Bess would have noticed that surely when he wove the Sanctuary’s walls about this place.

Silas nodded to himself. ‘Certainly he would have noticed.’

He continued closer to one of the few gaps in the wreath of bulrushes surrounding the pond, where the ground sloped and the water lapped at the drenched soil. He was unprepared for how slippery it was there. He lost his footing, only just managing to halt his slide where the shallows lapped the edge with a thin film of liquid that could not have drowned a mouse. He set his jaw, teeth grinding hard to stop their infernal chattering, and took a step forward. Then another. Until his feet were covered entirely, barely seen through the heavy silt, the icy-cold water encircling his ankles.

He bent to roll up his trousers. A senseless act really, considering the entire point of this was to get himself soaked.

The pond’s surface was a patchwork of waterlilies and duckweed and floating pennywort, each fighting the other for space. The pennywort was winning the battle for the most part. Fortunate, he supposed, for it was a much finer plant, with delicate tiny leaves that should cause little bother to push through. He shuddered. Damn, this idea of his was terrible.

The rain dimpled what clear surface there was, giving the water a life he’d rather it didn’t have. The downpour came from a sky streaked with stormy colours reminiscent of Lalassu’s coat. He faltered, with the water lapping at the bottom of his knees. He hardly needed another concern right now, but there it was. The absence of his horse, of Sanu too, tugged at him daily. If Sybilla knew why they were absent, she wasn’t saying. But then the Valkyrie wasn’t saying altogether much these past few days. She was as distracted as the rest of the household by her concerns. They were anchorless, drifting as they waited for Edward to wake and give them direction.

Silas’s resolve faltered. Between forcing himself into dreaded water and the heavy settling of gloom that would not leave him, he felt bloody wretched.

He pulled at his shirt, wincing as the material drew off his nipples, which were so hard from the cold that they could have cut glass. The rub of the material was painful in a not-so-pleasing way. Though Pitch would disagree, he was sure.

He closed his eyes.

And took himself to a much more pleasant place.

Silas took another step. Another followed. The ground sloped beneath him, and he fought back the stirring of a very familiar terror. He drew back his shoulders and pushed on.

One step after another. The weeds beneath the surface rather unsettling against his legs. But onward he went. The same act repeated over and again, until the water encased Silas’s thighs, caressing them with cruel hands of melted ice.

No matter how lovely his thoughts, the cold could be ignored no longer. He halted, shivering hard, his teeth dancing against one another behind lips that must surely be blue by now.

The pond was roughly the length of four rowboats. A swimmer would take a handful of strokes to move from one side to the other, but it seemed much deeper than he’d imagined. There was no letting up of the slope of the ground, and he was still a decent way from the centre. He crossed his arms and shoved his hands into his armpits, where there was no more warmth than anywhere else on his body, but at least embracing himself felt more fortifying. Something soft brushed at his inner thigh, and his shivering burst into a jerky movement that unsettled the water lilies about him.

Pond weed. Nothing more.

‘Go in, Silas. Don’t be such a dolt.’

Hidden frogs croaked their agreement. Apparently a crowd of them had gathered to watch this show.

Silas shook himself, prepared to move. ‘He’ll not see you lose your senses again over a tub. I’ll not have it. Now bloody well get in and get it over with.’

Certainly, he’d rather eat one of those raucous frogs than allow the daemon to see him brought to tears again by a harmless body of water.

Harmless body of water? Good god, who was he kidding?

Silas swallowed hard.

He did not truly see a weed-laden pond or, the other night, a copper tub filled with steaming water. What Silas saw was a massive, frightening, churning body of water. A loch. A grave.

His fear was a tattoo set beneath his skin by hundreds of years of pressure. Christ almighty, of all the memories he could have lost, why not the one that contained his death? 

But resenting his lot would not protect Pitch. The Morrigan were many things, but Silas doubted they were foolish enough not to understand Pitch was the Horseman they should fear most.

That the prince was their nemesis.

‘Finish this, man,’ he hissed at himself as something splashed further out in the pond.

Pitch was coveted. By the Morrigan. By the Seraphim who still plagued him. And by the Order.

None of them wished him any peace. None loved him. So far as Silas could see, he was alone in that.

He put one foot in front of the other. The water rose, crept up his belly, played at the bottom of his ribs.

His fears darted about, swift as minnows, but he was not yet paralysed by them.

‘You are braver than a fish, you fool,’ he muttered. ‘And they don’t mind the water. Move your grand arse deeper.’

The silt was disconcerting, thick in an unpleasant way, like he’d stood in a heap of fresh dung.

Another splash. This time closer to where he stood. The strangled croak of frogs lifted higher. Silas paused.

He should not have done so.

The hesitation gave his fear a place to settle its claws, rousing the murderous weight of a thousand deaths. 

‘Fuck.’ Cold as he was, he grew colder still. The type of chill that only the mind could muster. ‘No. No.’

Silas dug his feet into the silt, desperate to ground himself somehow. The chorus of the frogs grew in unison with the rise of his terror. The rain drummed a shallow beat upon his skull. Hammering him down.

Memories, as brutal as the Dullahan’s whip, tangled about him. Over and over they wove.

His brother pushing him from the boat.

His cries that tore his throat to shreds.

The knowing that he would not be saved.

Oh god, he couldn’t do this. He was failing.

Silas bit his tongue so hard his mouth filled with copper and heat. A scream built in the middle of his chest, and the water shook as he began to rattle himself to pieces. Silas closed his eyes tight. Staring straight into the monstrous eyes of his fear which roared up to meet him.

He was sinking, but not in the way he’d intended.

The choir of frogs hit their high notes. A piece of the real world seeping into the darkness he was drowning in.

The real world, where he stood waist deep in a harmless body of water.

Where his true enemies were not the shades of a past that couldn’t be changed.

He grabbed at the stem of a nearby water lily, anchoring himself.

With a sharp intake of breath Silas let his knees buckle, and sank into the water.








CHAPTER THREE




EDWARD’S ROOM held the unpleasant tang of the ill. The room was a small one on the ground floor, tucked behind the kitchen and larder. It was clearly for house staff, considering its undressed walls, plain linens, and thin curtains, but Charlie had decided upon it, pleased with the firmness of the mattress and the view out onto a neglected kitchen garden.

The lad shared Silas’s barbarous love of the outdoors. Which was not irritating at all, of course.

Mutual interests and an ancient history. Wonderful.

Pitch’s sour mood curdled a little further.

Now he not only must endure Charlie’s company but a sickroom ripe with the scent of sweat and unhappiness. The window was cracked open, the chill reaching Pitch where he hesitated in the corridor. He was not fond of the human body’s propensity for illness. He himself was not prone to the more severe ailments of the purebreds, of course: the colds and influenza and debilitating diseases that felled them by the cartload. But he knew what it was to be unwell while in human form. The Gu had made him party to that delightful experience, a fucking dreadful few days made worse by Silas’s insistence on coddling him, despite the disgusting mess Pitch had been.

His gaze shifted to the window, beyond where Charlie whispered to the lieutenant while mopping his brow with a damp cloth. There was a considerable downpour outside, the sky low and heavy. Where the blazes was Silas? Surely even the garden-obsessed ankou would not consider this a good day for a damned stroll?

There’d been no sign of him as Pitch made his way through the sleeping household. No clomp of boots to suggest he moved anywhere about. The only other living soul awake at the ungodly hour seemed to be Forneus, the hound lying upon the window seat in the parlour where Pitch had first woken after the Fulbourn, opening one red eye to watch him pass by. 

‘Please come in, Tobias.’

Charlie’s quiet summons drew Pitch back to the room.

He laid his hand against the doorframe but could not quite find the wherewithal to step across the threshold.

Charlie selected a bottle from the plethora set upon the tilted pine bedside table and squinted as he allowed a few droplets onto the cloth. The liquid spewed a bitter scent, a mix of the gods-knew-what Old Bess and Sybilla had deemed necessary. The bottles on the tabletop were joined by a clutter of floral posies, dried and curled but their scent still evident and mingling with that of the lieutenant’s overheated body: lavender, a tight bundle of sage, and another clump of something Pitch couldn’t name, bergamot perhaps. Silas would have known.

He watched as the lad tended the lieutenant. Charlie was painfully gentle with the ailing man, who muttered at his touch but did not open his eyes. There was a second cloth across his forehead. The pendant watch that Lucifer had delivered, the fine gunmetal trinket that had changed everything in the Fulbourn, was pinned to his nightshirt, its gold accents and swirling metalwork ludicrously out of place there. Edwards’s eyelids were a discomforting hue of blue, one that matched the shade of his lips, as though he were freezing despite the layer of sweat that coated his equally grey-tinged skin.

‘He does not look well.’ Pitch stated the bloody obvious, for lack of anything better to say.

‘His fever will not break.’ Charlie swapped over the cloths and dunked the one that had just been against the lieutenant’s skin in a basin of water balanced on the bedside. As he wrung it out, the trickle of water seemed to bother Edward, who groaned and rolled his head side to side. His pillow was patched with damp blots where his sweat-dampened hair stained the cream-coloured material. ‘No matter what has been tried, we cannot seem to ease his temperature. He’s suffering nosebleeds too, but Sybilla’s tincture helps with that at least. He’s not eaten properly in days.’

There were fine cracks in Charlie’s words. The lad looked almost as wretched as the lieutenant, worn out and in great need of a hairbrush through his curled auburn strands. How he was not shivering himself to pieces in this room, Pitch had no idea. The bite of the December morning slithered in through the opened window, managing to find even a fire daemon, who so rarely felt the cold.

Pitch shivered, regretting his decision not to dress more fully. ‘Perhaps his eyelids are frozen in place. It’s awfully cold in here.’

‘He becomes more restless when I close the window. I think he feels too closed in without it open. Tobias, you will need to come closer,’ Charlie urged. ‘He does not say much, and when he does, it’s not much more than a whisper.’

‘Yes, yes. I’m coming.’ He tried for an air of comportment but doubted the act was convincing. If Edward suddenly opened his eyes, Pitch was not sure he wouldn’t screech like a maid sighting a mouse.

Charlie sighed. ‘Today? Or are you waiting for me to escort you in?’

‘I don’t wish to catch what he has.’

‘Tobias, please.’ Charlie blinked bright blue eyes, steely with impatience. ‘I may not understand all that is going on, but that does not make me a fool. Edward’s illness is connected to you…don’t you dare turn away from him now. You’ve not once come to see him. How can you treat a friend so?’

The lad was quite forceful by the end, and Pitch did not like what he had to say at all. Mostly because the accusations were not without merit.

‘Careful, boy.’ He glared. ‘You have seen what I can do. I could turn you to ash before you could turn a heel to run.’

‘Perhaps, but you won’t.’ Charlie’s hand tightened around the cloth, but he held Pitch’s gaze. ‘When it comes to those close to you, your bark is far worse than your bite.’

‘You overestimate yourself in my considerations,’ Pitch said. ‘I care not a whit for you.’

‘But you care deeply for Silas,’ Charlie cast right back. ‘And he and I share a friendship. I know I am quite safe with you because of that…if nothing else.’

Care deeply? Just because he enjoyed Silas’s hands on him, the rumble of his laughter when the ankou somehow found Pitch amusing, did not mean they should find the nearest vicar and get wed.

‘No one is quite safe with me, little boy.’ He thought the threat sufficient, but the lad rolled his eyes and returned to his lieutenant.

Pitch reaffixed his collar for the seventh time. Damning his feet for not moving. Glancing one last time up the hallway. Searching.

Clearly the ankou did not care deeply for him, or else he’d be here right now, instead of poking at moss in the rain. With his irritation rising, Pitch crossed the threshold and strode to the bed.

His eyes fixed on the pendant watch.

Pitch had not given any specific instructions that it be kept with the lieutenant. Charlie had simply done so. On one of many failed attempts to visit Edward’s bedside, Pitch had overheard an exchange between Bess and Charlie.

‘No. It needs to stay with him.’ Charlie had been firm.

‘Are you quite sure?’ Old Bess had returned.

‘It is the only thing I am entirely certain of. The watch must stay with him.’

Pitch reached Edward’s bedside now far too quickly. He’d hoped he might escape the uncomfortable prickling beneath his skin that came with being near the watch, but a touch of it arrived as he came to stand behind Charlie’s chair.

The sensation tapped at the back of his neck but in truth it was not nearly so horrid as it had been in earlier days. With some effort, he might forget it bothered him at all. That should have pleased him, but it bothered him instead. First the wildness being subdued, now this? Pitch was so used to being uncomfortable that the absence of any pains was as close to troublesome as pain itself.

‘Well then,’ he said curtly. ‘I’m here. Speak up, Lieutenant.’ Pitch frowned. ‘I thought you said he was awake?’

‘I said he called your name,’ Charlie said.

‘Well I don’t hear it now. I should go.’

The lad sighed, again, rising from the chair. ‘Here, have my seat. Take his hand.’

Pitch recoiled. ‘No. I don’t want to touch him.’

‘Tobias, is everything all right?’

He stared at the lad, blinking into the astounding question. ‘Is everything all right? Are you a bigger imbecile than  you look? A week ago you were pulled out of a magickal prison by a giant fox with nine tails. Before that you were attacked by walking corpses and rescued by a faerie hound. I understand that your feeble purebred brain is not seeing things entirely as they are, but I think even you can grasp the situation by now. No, Charlie, you daft idiot, everything is far from all right.’

The lad twisted the cloth in his hands. ‘Do you know that of all the things Old Bess has tried to explain, the fact I had the least trouble believing was that you are a daemon. I had always assumed such creatures to be spiteful, arrogant bastards, and you do not disappoint.’ He dragged in a breath, seemingly surprised at his own vehement words, a little unsteady on his feet. Charlie appeared so infinitely frail in that moment. Too delicate to deserve a tongue lashing for his harsh assessment.

Damn him.

‘I am very pleased to have met your expectations.’ Pitch was dry as sand. ‘Your opinion is so very valuable to me.’

Charlie lifted his hand to scratch at his forehead. The movement slid the cuff of his sleeve back, exposing Ottelie’s bracelet. It was threaded with more green than Pitch recalled, like there were hints of new growth through the twigs Ottelie had handed over. The lad tossed the cloth aside.

‘Take his hand,’ he said.

‘I will not.’

‘Why do you fear touching him?’

‘I don’t bloody–’

‘You do. Take his hand.’

‘Why are you so obsessed with hand-holding?’

‘Because I know it is what must be done.’ Charlie’s cheeks reddened, eyes bright. ‘I don’t understand why…or what it means. Fucking hell, Tobias, take his bloody hand. Has he not endured enough?’ He grabbed Edward’s hand, lifting it. ‘Stop being a pompous, stupid arse and just bloody fucking do it.’

Pitch folded his arms across his chest in one tight, controlled movement. ‘I beg your pardon?’

The lad crumpled, sitting heavily on Edward’s bed, laying the man’s hand down gently in his lap. ‘I’m sorry. That was unfair. I am just so tired…’

Pitch’s fingers twitched, and he considered for a fleeting moment putting a reassuring hand upon the lad’s shoulder. Luckily the nonsense idea fled before it could embarrass him, but he was gentler when he spoke. ‘Yes, well, none of us have had an easy time of it.’ He’d not say so aloud, but the fact that Charlie, after all he’d endured, was not as wrecked as those patients at the Fulbourn was impressive. Perhaps it was Ottelie’s forest magick, or the ghost of the angel in the man he clearly cared for, giving him strength. Perhaps Charlie was just very used to fighting to protect himself. ‘You’re a stubbornly resilient thing, aren’t you? Silas thinks you remarkably brave for staying true to your preference for’– he sent a vague wave the lad’s way– ‘a man’s life over a woman’s.’

Charlie shook his head. ‘It is not a preference. It is simply what should have been. What is. I don’t expect you to understand.’

‘Don’t expect me to understand a desire to have been made a different way? No. I don’t suppose I could ever understand that.’

Charlie glanced away. He stroked an errant hair away from Edward’s sweaty neck. The lieutenant’s normally clean-cut hair was straggly and longer than Pitch knew the man preferred. ‘I’m sorry  –’

He sighed. ‘Gods, I already have one man in my life who apologises too much. I don’t need another. Are you recovered from the Fulbourn…the tree and all?’

It was a stalling tactic, but Charlie did not challenge him on it. ‘Well as can be expected, I suppose.’ He tugged at his cuff, hiding the bracelet. ‘There are a few aches and pains still, but who does not have them after that place?’

Pitch grunted, a vague acknowledgement of the understatement.

‘What of yourself, Tobias?’

‘Fine. I’m really not so delicate as a certain ankou would treat me. The man is a fiendish coddler.’

Charlie’s smile reached one side of his mouth only, tired as he was. ‘I will not disagree with you there. If Silas asks Bess one more time when I can be moved somewhere safer, I think I shall clobber him. I know it must be far worse for you. Can you even take a piss without him worrying?’

‘Only if I piss on him. Which he really doesn’t seem to mind.’

‘Oh Jesus Christ,’ Charlie cried, a grimace and a smile contorting his lips. Pitch’s intentional vulgarity working its dubious charms. ‘You really are appalling.’

‘Says the one who invaded my privacy terribly, not a half hour ago.’

‘Oh, don’t worry, I shall pay for that mistake the rest of my life. I am scarred deeply, I assure you.’

‘Come now, we both know what you’ll do with that memory when next you are in your bed alone.’

Laughing softly, Charlie glanced down at Edward. The lieutenant’s eyes darted beneath his lids, his fingers twitching as though he were typing out a manic Morse code. Charlie caressed his hand, and at once Edward sighed, the tension in his body easing.

‘You are fond of him,’ Pitch said quietly.

It didn’t need to be a question. Charlie looked on Edward with far more than a doctor’s concern for a patient.

‘I am.’

‘You barely know the man.’

‘I’m not sure that matters.’ Charlie spoke softly, touching a fingertip to a bead of sweat running along Edward’s cheek. ‘But we had some time….before all this…to share some pints and conversation…and I couldn’t remember when I’d last felt so at ease, so very sure I did not wish to be anywhere else.’ His gaze flicked to Pitch. ‘You know how that is, I’m certain. You soften when you are with Silas.’

Pitch had leaned in to listen, but now he took a firm step backwards. ‘Gods, I’m not a soufflé. We have been forced into each other’s company. Fortunately he’s not a terrible man to be stuck with. Nor to fuck. As you would know.’ He wasn’t sure if he’d kept the brittleness off those last few words.

Cornflower-blue eyes fixed on him. ‘Tobias, there is no competition between us when it comes to Silas.’

‘Is there not?’ Pitch bit the inside of his cheek, abhorring how readily Charlie had seen through his charade.

The lad regarded him, freckles bright on pale skin. ‘Did that flame of yours fry a part of your mind? I know you are astonishingly powerful, but bloody hell, I didn’t think you were so stupid.’

Pitch stared, aghast. ‘Do you have any idea whom you are speaking to?’

‘A daemon with outstanding insecurities who needs his eyes checked. Because if you are missing the way Silas looks at you, then you are in dire need of a monocle at least.’ Charlie stood up while Pitch rather embarrassingly mimicked a carp, mouth opening and closing with no words coming. ‘What is between Silas and I is very different. We shared an instant closeness, I don’t deny that, but we misread it. We were both vulnerable and took the ease between us to mean one thing when it meant another, but by then we’d ventured where we shouldn’t have. I mean that’s not to say sleeping with him was terrible. He is a wonderful–’

‘What is your point, Charlie?’

‘My point is the love between us is like that of brothers.’

‘So you enjoy incest, then?’

‘Tobias!’ Charlie laughed and seemed poised to say more when he wavered on his feet, pressing a hand to his belly.

Pitch reached for him before he could think better of it. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘A little faint, that’s all.’

‘When did you last eat something?’

Charlie frowned. ‘Do you know, I’m not really sure…’

‘Then do it now. I’ll not have them blaming me for you passing out. You’re right next to the kitchen, for fuck’s sake. Go and find something to eat. Nancy has baked all manner of atrocities this past week.’

The lad’s smile was fragile but it was there. ‘All right, so long as you’ll stay with Edward.’

‘Yes, yes.’ Pitch waved the lad away.

‘Shall I bring you something too? You haven’t had breakfast.’

‘No. No, it’s fine. I’ll have something later perhaps.’ He’d likely do no such thing. ‘Go on. Go. You could do with a wash, too.’

That had Charlie’s weariness vanishing beneath a look of horror. ‘Oh bloody hell.’ He sniffed his armpits. ‘Perhaps you are right.’

‘We spiteful, arrogant bastards usually are.’

Charlie gave Pitch’s arm a quick squeeze as he passed. ‘Arrogant but very brave. I’m glad Silas has you at his side. I’m glad we all do.’

Before Pitch could bluster a reply, Charlie was gone, taking the basin with him and leaving the door ajar. Leaving Pitch alone with the lieutenant and his secrets.

He gripped the back of the wooden chair, keeping it between him and the bed. Charlie’s misplaced but charming words rang in his head. Brave? Fuck, if the fool only knew.

‘Edward?’ Pitch cleared his throat. ‘Can you hear me? It’s Tobias. You were asking for me. Well, here I am.’

‘William Black.’ The lieutenant’s dry lips cracked just wide enough for the words, and Pitch almost squealed. Edward’s eyelids fluttered but remained closed. 

‘What did you say?’ His pulse raced a little quicker to hear the old name. The one he’d borne when he’d been free to indulge in this world at will. The name he’d worn when he first met Edward, several years past.

‘William Black.’

The rain tapped at the windows like a bunch of piskies wanting in from the miserable weather. Pitch had been William Black too, when the Seraphim first toyed with him in his Sanctuary.

‘What do you want, Seraphiel?’ He might have sounded firm if not for a slight tremor on the name.

Edward shook his head, a slow back and forth. ‘The angel isn’t speaking, it’s me. Edward.’ Gods, the man sounded rough. Like a worker from one of the smoke-spewing factories which grew like mould over England. ‘That was you, wasn’t it? That man I knew as William. You are one and the same.’

‘We are.’ Pitch wet his lips before he spoke again. ‘The angel told you?’

Edward breathed. In and out. Each breath a laborious scrape of air. ‘Not by way of words…no…it doesn’t work like that. I just…understand things that once puzzled me. When we first met in January, at the Cyprians’ Ball, you seemed so familiar. I couldn’t take my eyes off you.’

‘Well, you were hardly alone in that. I looked a dream that night.’ Pitch’s laughter was embarrassingly frail. Little wonder Edward did not join in.

‘Why didn’t you tell me, Tobias?’ The lieutenant’s eyes were yet to open. ‘Why did you allow me to believe myself going mad, when you knew all that had been done to me…you knew I was not imagining him?’

Pitch shifted back, away from the lieutenant and his questions. ‘I’m…’ 

What? Sorry? Was he to be as full of apologies as the ankou now?

Edward’s plight was not a pleasant one. He’d been taken over and used without hint of consent. But, gods damn it, the same had been done to Pitch. He had very little pity to spare here.

‘How could I speak of such things? Tell you that your freedom had been stolen by such a creature. Your body used in an act of supreme selfishness.’ Pitch swallowed. ‘I know how that feels. You are a decent man and did not deserve such cruelty, even if you had believed me, which is unlikely. You had never recalled the possessions in the past…I thought it best left that way.’

Edward’s lips parted, but there was a long delay before he spoke, and still he did not open his eyes. ‘Were we ever true friends…lovers? I liked William Black very much. But did he ever truly like me?’

That was the man’s question at a time like this?

‘Yes. I liked you…I like you, Charters.’ Pitch’s fingernails dug into the wood. ‘We were good friends, first, before that bastard complicated it all. We drank and gambled and fucked, and your company was a pleasure.’ The mindless debauchery, a world away from the Hellfield and the drama of Arcadia, was what Pitch had craved. Humankind adored frivolity and trivial, pretty things, as much as Pitch craved them. ‘I did not know…I did not know the angel would choose you. He does not ask for permission from anyone, least of all me, and he certainly didn’t care if I disapproved. But still, I fucked up, Edward. When I saw that it was not going to be once or twice…I should have done more than just believe him when he said you would not be harmed by his possession.’

He stopped, just shy of saying sorry, the word snagging at the base of his throat. A tear rolled from the corner of Edward’s closed eye, slinking like a crystal slug down his temple.

Shit. Sending Charlie away had been a mistake. Pitch was readying to make a dash for the door and retrieve the vagabond when Edward spoke.

‘I’ve not been harmed. I’ve been blessed, to know you both.’ They were not the words Pitch had expected. ‘I know you tried at Mordiford to distance yourself for my own good. But you need not feel any guilt. The Holy One is so brilliant, so sublime…you both are. I’m walking where no mere human has a right to walk…amongst the gods, the creatures of the heavens. I am a vessel for the divine. How can I grieve what I might have lost when I am gifted with such treasures as you and he?’

Pitch sighed. The man was in a rapture, surely. But was that such a terrible thing, considering his plight? If Seraphiel had him blinded by reverence, then it was the first mark of kindness the angel had shown.

‘Are you in any pain? Do you need more tincture or something?’ Pitch touched at some of the bottles, like he actually had a clue which one to use.

‘Charlie has told you what I need, Vassago.’

‘Don’t call me that.’

‘I understand it is your true name.’ Edward swallowed and it seemed to pain him. ‘A daemon prince of Arcadia. The one who shall save this world from a great evil.’

Pitch slumped against the chair. ‘He told you all of that, did he? A pity half of it is utter bullshit.’

Edward opened his eyes and Pitch tensed. But it was not Seraphiel’s citrine, drilling gaze there, only Edward’s calm grey. Remarkably clear.

‘I need to take your hand, Tobias.’

‘What bloody for?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Well, the Holy One has never been big on explanations. Ask him again.’

Edward grunted, eyelids heavy. ‘I told you, it is not like that…not exactly…we don’t converse…there are visions. I see what it is he wishes me to do. When I touched you in that horrid asylum, it was because I had seen that it must be done. That it was right, even if I didn’t truly understand the wheres and whys. It is a wonder the angel has chosen me as his vessel –’

‘I pity you for it.’ For he knew what it meant to be at Seraphiel’s mercy.

Edward broke into a feeble smile. ‘I told you, I am humbled that he has chosen me.’

Sweet mercy, the angel had worked the poor man over. ‘Fuck, Edward, you are being deluded.’

‘I am as clearheaded as I’ve been since I started dreaming of a beauty beyond imagining. I have been made a part of something…’ Edward searched for the words. ‘Noble…righteous. He is glorious. And neither you nor he frighten me.’

‘Well we bloody well should, Edward. And whatever this is he’s doing to you…it will kill you.’ He should not have been so harsh, so blunt and brutal, but his anger was directed at the angel beneath Edward’s skin. Whatever form he might be in.

‘Then my death shall stand for something significant. This cause is far greater than me. You are far greater, Your Highness.’

Pitch’s empty stomach churned. Edward was by nature a noble man. Decent and mindful of the greater good. Seraphiel…Seraphiel’s ghost…whatever this was…was taking advantage of the man’s shining attributes.

‘I am neither great nor high. Though I wish I was the fucking latter, let me tell you. Don’t ever address me that way again if you wish to keep your divinely anointed tongue.’

‘You are resplendent, even if you refuse to see it.’ The lieutenant pushed himself onto one elbow but did not look fit to stay there long. ‘He wishes to see how you fare.’

‘How I fare?’ Pitch spat. ‘I’m tired and sore, as we all are.’

Edward’s stare was discomforting. If Pitch was not mistaken, there was a tinge of citrine now spreading through the grey. ‘You know of what I speak. Time is of the essence. We have already delayed here too long–’

‘Because you are lying half-dead in this bed, Edward. You cannot be moved, and you are the only one who knows where we must go next.’

‘The escape from the Fulbourn taxed me greatly.’

‘Taxed us all fucking greatly.’

Edward carried on as if he had not spoken. ‘The divine magick of the Holy One is not meant for one such as I, just as the burden you carry is not meant for a creature even so powerful as yourself. You are at your limits, Vassago…Tobias. You must know it. But there is much to be done. Give me your hand. Let him see how you fare.’ Edward gasped and his body jerked, a hard contorting shift that bucked his hips off the bed. His head slammed down against the pillow.

‘Shit.’ Pitch shoved the chair aside. ‘Charlie! Bess!’

‘Not yet. Your hand.’ Edward panted, eyes rolling in his head, unable to find focus.

‘No. You need help, Edward.’

‘Please, Tobias…he must see the flame.’ A savage spasm rent through him and he cried out. The veins in his neck bulged. ‘Your hand.’

Every fibre of Pitch’s being was repelled at the idea of letting Edward touch him. He wanted the angel–or whatever the fuck was consuming Edward–nowhere near him or his flame. The creation flame was for a daemon as a heart was for a purebred. The source of life, the core of being.

At least, that was how it usually was. That was how it should be, if an angel did not meddle so thoroughly that a daemon couldn’t be sure which, if any, parts of himself were truly his own.

‘He intends no harm, Tobias,’ Edward gasped, his legs twitching beneath the covers.

‘Harm is exactly what he intends. Is that not the whole point of this?’

Edward grimaced, rolling onto one side, causing the pendant watch to dangle and swing. Footsteps came from further down the corridor, perhaps Charlie or Bess heeding Pitch’s summons.

Perhaps Silas returning.

But the bedroom door swung shut, closing with a definitive click. The lieutenant’s discomfort gurgled from him, along with a thin trail of blood from his nostrils.

‘Shit.’ Pitch abandoned thoughts of telling Seraphiel, or whatever had Edward writhing, to fuck off and leave them all be. The idea was as ludicrous as his notion of running away.

If the Fulbourn had taught him nothing else, it was that pretending something didn’t exist did not make it so.

‘Enough. Stop, you bastard. Seraphiel let him be.’

Pitch snatched up Edward’s hand.








CHAPTER FOUR


SILAS SANK beneath the surface and his scream bubbled and boiled. The cold struck his heart, squeezed his lungs and cries from him until he was empty and desperate for air. He clawed at the surface, a rabid wild animal seeking escape from tall grass in a jungle. Silas erupted from the water with a holler that barely tainted the air, for there was no breath to strengthen it.

Panting, dribbling the gritty pond water, Silas inhaled until his chest puffed and his nostrils could flare no wider.

Christ.

He was upright. He was jellied by fear, but goddamn it, he’d done it.

Silas’s laughter was sharp. He raised his arms and punched at the laden sky. ‘Did you see that?’ He hiccoughed his ecstasy. Asking the question of mindless clouds and the hidden frogs, the only audience to his great feat. ‘Did you all see that? I was under…I was under…and I did not lose my mind.’

Not entirely.

He was, though, in danger of losing the tip of his tongue with how violently his teeth chattered. Silas shoved his hands through his hair, slicking the finger-length strands tight against his skull. The grit was a pumice against his skin.

Shit, he was cold, but one brief moment submerged would hardly suffice. He must go again. Further out.

The loch that had taken him was unfathomably deep. There had been no hope of finding solid ground. He should go deeper this time, somewhere he could at least pretend there was an abyss beneath him.

Silas pushed on before his fear could melt through the ice in his veins. He waded deeper, and something weaved about his legs, making his pulse race until he spied the spiky water milfoil which had made a dense home where he stood. The lacy fronds moved like sluggish flags.

‘Weeds, nothing more.’

Silas was determined now to hold the reins on his terror. It was he who would must taunt the waters. He who must bolster the prince when they at last came to this dreaded Blood Lake.

There could be no repeat of the debacle of Goodrich Castle, with Silas clinging to Pitch like a petrified, oversized monkey as they traversed the moat.

He blew out a breath, a blaze of white coming from between his lips, heat defying the chill…as he defied the weight of centuries past.

His life had been taken from him violently–over and over–and his memories stripped by time until he was bare. But nothing could change what was done. And he’d been given life in return, survived where all others had long since succumbed. And Silas did not need to ask why, anymore.

He knew it was for this.

This dreadful, vital moment where he must not just survive but slay those who sought to take from him again.

He was the Lady’s Horseman, death’s chosen messenger, and the lover of a most undeniable prince. Silas must be ferocious when their enemies came to take what…who…was most precious to him.

Silas inhaled, clearing the last of his doubt from his lungs.

And dove beneath the surface. Wide, sweeping strokes took him down. Down further.

The pond was deep at its heart. Far more so than its outward appearance belied. The water clamoured at his ears, forcing its way in and deafening him until all he could make out were the sounds of the bubbles he released and the restless hum of his own mind.

They were there. The memories. Most punishing of all was that very first, when the terror of the masses had seen him banished to a watery grave as the Lord of Arcadia rained down his fury.

Silas knew now it was the fear of the gods he’d seen in his brother’s eyes that day. A fear of the monster that lurked in Silas’s veins.

The monster perhaps he was.

He had torn teratisms apart with his bare hands and thought nothing of it. Christ, a part of him had relished that violence…until he came to realise he was fighting the wrong enemy.

Down Silas swam. The strokes coming easily.

When had he learned to swim? Was there a lifetime where he’d staved off a summer day with a dip in the sea or a lazy paddle in a lake? And with whom? Perhaps that woman in lavender and her companion had joined him?

Considering how often he had drowned, he was likely a terrible swimmer when it came down to it. But might he have tried to learn? When he had lived, did he sense his great weakness and seek to override it, or did he scramble from bathtubs like a great babbling fool each time?

The flurry of questions was a welcome distraction as he moved downwards. A shame no answers were to be had.

Silas’s lungs ached, warning of a need to head back to the surface very soon, if he did not turn into an ice-block before that could happen. He shook so hard that it was as though his organs shuffled about inside him, his heart rattling down to his stomach, and his stomach shimmying its way up to his throat. All the rest tangling together like the milfoil and mare’s tail plants that played at his limbs.

Bloody hell, it was like being lost in a forest of weaving eels. The paltry light from the pale winter sky barely penetrated the mass of shifting lengths.

Silas grasped hold of a bunch of frothy mare’s tails, wrapping one leg about the gathering of stems to anchor himself.

He floated there in the icebox that was the pond. The quiet was so thick he could hear the faint pulse of his heart in his ears. The weeds touched at him, tendrils that found their way to the back of his neck, snagged in his hair, and touched at his bare feet.

But he had been under water for some time now. And was doing a fine damn job of things, if he did say so himself.

Silas glanced down. And did not expect to find such utter darkness there. Such a clear reminder of the blackness he so often sank into.

He gasped, releasing the very last of the bubbles his lungs could fuel. The panic sneaked in through the swaying mass of weed, darting to find him.

His scream was short-lived, his parched lungs very much done for. Oh god, he was afraid.

Silas kicked out, but he could not seem to separate himself from the milfoil. It was everywhere. He’d free one limb only to have another taken prisoner. Christ almighty, where was the fucking surface? The light had dimmed. The darkness swept up from below, coming to claim him.

Thrashing about was only worsening things, he knew it, but the terror was making a fool of him, and wrapping him more fully in the dense branches of this underwater forest. His vision was spotting, his head light, his lungs empty.

Silas’s struggle weakened.

He did not recall which way was up now, even if he could fight his way free. A fool. He was a fool to have done this alone. But surely this could not be his new grave? His hourglass could not have run out so ingloriously. Not right now. With so much left undone. Unsaid.

A spark of indignation tried to catch in the dampness. No. He’d not bloody well die here. He’d made Pitch a promise. Told the prince he’d not navigate his fate alone.

Silas bucked about, his whole world oozing back and forth as breathing became a distant memory. Surely Forneus at least would sense his distress? What good having a fae dog if the bloody thing ignored you when you were clearly in desperate need?

A press at his neck came as tendrils of milfoil wrapped there like ugly, slippery scarves. Silas’s eyes flew open as he reached for the slimy noose.

He came face to face with living horror.

A creature swam towards him, illuminated by its own dull light. Large as a badger, it had eyes like saucers, black as the darkness that clawed at Silas’s feet. The head was too inflated for its own body, with a skull that was cratered at the top, as though a huge weight had been dropped upon the bone but not killed the unsightly thing. A mosslike substance clung to the rim of that crater, delicate as the lace on a widow’s veil.

As Silas struggled against his binds, a huge tongue shot from the creature’s mouth, a glint of quicksilver brightening the sombre surrounds.

Silas threw back his head. The creature’s tongue sliced against his neck, and Silas feared it was his own blood that would muddy the waters next. Instead, the strangling hold of the milfoil eased.

He’d been
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