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CHAPTER ONE




SILAS LURKED outside his own bedroom door like a ne’er-do-well. He had been banished from the room for days. His own bloody room. He was beyond frustrated with the situation, but he knew better than to argue with a sickly daemon. And Pitch was certainly unwell. 

Silas pressed an ear to the door, listening in on the conversation taking place inside. In truth, it was less conversation, more battle of wills and wits.

‘If you just hold steady, Tobias, this will be over in a moment.’ Jane was her usual measured self, calm as a summer breeze. ‘You are making this far more difficult than it ought to be.’

Silas winced. Her reasoning would not go down well at all. His fingers tightened around the mahonia blooms he’d just picked from the garden. Soon enough, the crash of something fragile against the floorboards arrived.

‘You gib-faced, vazey, hedge-creeping bitch,’ Pitch decried, and proceeded to let loose with a string of quite terrible ways he was going to show Jane how difficult he could be if she did not cease and desist with making his existence a misery.

Silas had not discerned exactly what the air elemental was doing to the daemon. There was far too much yelling to make out the details, but he knew it was supposed to make Pitch’s life less of a misery. The treatment he was undergoing was designed to rid the prince’s body of the lingering dregs of Gu.

For a time after their escape from Gidleigh House and the greensward, it seemed as though the daemon would suffer no ill effects of his poisoning, something Lady Satine was mightily impressed with. By her account, the prince should be dead, or so close to it they might as well measure him for his coffin. Neither was the case, which evidently she was pleased with.

As was Silas.

‘Destroying a vase is not going to speed up this process.’ Jane was prim. ‘What if that was Silas’s favourite you just ruined?’

‘The man adores headstones,’ Pitch scoffed. ‘He will not give a shit if he’s missing an ugly piece of porcelain from his bedroom dresser.’

‘He may care that the flowers in that vase are now strewn about his room. You’ve noticed, no doubt, that he is partial to anything from the garden.’

‘Of course I’ve bloody noticed. But he brought those flowers days ago. They are as good as dead now. And he brought them to me. So they are mine to do with what I like. And I like to see them strewn about on the floor.’

Silas glanced at the new arrangement he held. He knew the floral offerings to be silly, really. But he hadn’t known what else to do. Several hours after Lucifer’s unsettling visit Pitch had declared himself unwell. The prince had slunk off to Silas’s room, declaring he intended to sleep off a sudden headache and churning stomach. Alone. When Silas checked in on him a few hours later, he’d found Pitch buried beneath the blankets and pillows till he was all but hidden save for a few lengths of gold-streaked hair peeking through the covers. His light brown shade was altering each time he used the flame, and there were far more gold highlights at the fore now. The prince had been fast asleep, and Silas had slept on the couch rather than disturb him. One night had since extended to three, and an upset stomach to violent regurgitation.

‘Goodness, you talk a load of rubbish, don’t you?’ Jane now was most derisive. ‘I can see on your face you are quite horrified at what you’ve done.’

‘You need spectacles, then. I don’t give a damn about those fucking flowers.’

‘You are a terrible liar. How surprising, I thought you were a master.’

Pitch muttered but the words were lost to Silas.

Jane was right that the daemon lied about not caring for the flowers. When Silas had brought him the first bouquet of golden spiked mahonia three days ago, Pitch had gone all shades of fetching pink as he watched Silas arrange them in the vase at his bedside.

‘You were out there in the cold, gathering these for me?’

Silas had been taken aback by the sheer disbelief in the prince’s tone.

‘I was. There aren’t so many as I’d hoped – slim pickings at this time of year, of course – but they are quite pretty, don’t you think?’

Pitch had stared at the simple bouquet with a look Silas could not unravel. When he’d not replied, Silas moved to pick up the vase.

‘They aren’t making you feel more wretched, are they? I can take them away.’

‘No.’ Pitch had lunged to stay Silas’s hand. ‘Leave them…please.’

The heat of the daemon’s skin had warmed Silas through, and he had seated himself gingerly on the edge of the bed. ‘Is there anything I can do for you? Some chamomile tea, perhaps? Some cake?’

The prince, propped up on one elbow, drained and bleary-eyed but no less beguiling, had shaken his head. ‘I couldn’t eat. Satty said Mr Ahari believes he’s found something that will rid me of what remains of the poison, but that old bastard is taking his time bringing it to me.’

‘That’s good news though, isn’t it? You’ll soon be feeling well again.’

Pitch nodded, making a vague sound of agreement. He was watching Silas closely, or rather, Silas’s mouth. ‘Being ill is inconvenient. I don’t like being kept from things.’ He wet his lips with a delicate swipe of his tongue and edged closer, making the air between them thinner. Silas’s pulse had begun to race. ‘Do you suppose…that it might be…helpful to…’ Pitch had paused, and the air had crackled. At least, that is how it had seemed to Silas, who had been awash with indecision. He’d longed to press in, to offer the kiss he thought was being asked for, but what if he was terribly wrong? The daemon prince was fragile as a butterfly’s wings with all that had been done to him…and what was now expected of him.

So Silas had held back, waiting for Pitch to lead the way.

The daemon had slipped his hand behind the ankou’s neck, urging him closer, vanishing any ambiguity. With a hushed sigh, Silas had leaned down.

Only to be slapped back.

‘Gods, get out! Get out!’ The daemon had rolled away, lunging for the chamber pot beneath the bed, and been very, vigorously ill.

That gut-churning path had continued for him ever since. Reaching for the pot once or twice an hour, according to Jane, and Tyvain, who had only dared go in the once and not again, for fear the daemon would make good on his promise to tip the severe black liquid he was vomiting all over her.

Silas had not been allowed anywhere near the sickroom…his own bedroom…ever since.

Now here he stood, flowers in hand, listening in like the voyeur Pitch accused him of being.

‘Oh fuck,’ the unhappy prince cried. ‘Are you not done with tormenting me, you daft elemental cow?’

‘Do stop carrying on. So long as the akaname are still feeding, it means you have Gu left in your blood. Wouldn’t you rather it all be gone, or do you think it quite fetching to be doubled over and hurling your guts out?’

‘Piss off.’

‘Good gods, sit still, will you?’ Jane admonished. ‘They keep sliding off. You need to let them get their pincers into you.’

Silas set his hand on the door handle, his guilt growing. If he had heeded Pitch’s warning about Balthazar Crane, they would never have stopped at Gidleigh House. And there would be no need for the daemon to have pincers set upon him at all.

‘Right, well that’s all of them. None left after this, so we best hope they finish the job,’ Jane said. ‘Mr Ahari says you are to leave them on as long as you can endure.’

Rightfully so, Pitch thought little of that and voiced his displeasure in no uncertain, rather bawdy terms. Silas was so preoccupied with how painful this supposed treatment was that he heard no sign of Jane readying to leave until the door handle turned beneath his grasp.

He took a hurried step back, as though he were the sort of man who could slink into the shadows.

The door opened and Jane appeared. The oddest thing occurred. A melody played in Silas’s mind. One he could read as though it were sheet music before him. The way an educated man might read the newspaper.

Elemental. Air.

Of course, he’d already been told what type of natural Jane was, but now Silas knew it.

Silas could not see the hues, the auras, that surrounded naturals, for the most part. He’d glimpsed the aura on the traitorous ankou, Balthazar Crane, and the melody denoting his presence had played along, sure enough. But that day it had been the bandalore singing the ankou’s truth. Not today. The scythe was in a mother-of-pearl inlaid jewellery box on the mantel downstairs.

The greensward had, it seemed, done more than shake loose distant, ancient memories.

‘Did I startle you, Silas?’ Jane smiled. ‘If you were seeking to hide, it can be difficult to do from one like me.’ She touched her nose. ‘Especially when you have those lovely specimens with you.’ Jane nodded her head at the flowers in Silas’s grasp.

He hid them behind his back. ‘How is he?’

She wore her long hair tied back in a single bind, and a dress of loose chequered linen. ‘Aside from cantankerous, whiny, and generally in a mood?’ she said. ‘He is handling it reasonably well. He’s not being ill so often and says the cramps are not as bad now. It looks promising.’ She patted the small metal box she carried, a biscuit tin for shortbread normally. ‘Can’t say the same for the akaname though. They don’t last long after they have a full belly of the stuff. But they aren’t known as filth-lickers for nothing. Their propensity for a diet of fouler things seems to be getting the job done. Mr Ahari made a good call with recommending them.’

Silas nodded, peering over her shoulder. He could just make out the foot of the bed, and a lumpy shape beneath the covers that might be Pitch’s feet. Heat emanated from the room, as likely from the daemon himself as the small crackling fire in the hearth.

‘Would you like to go in?’ Jane stepped aside.

‘He doesn’t want me there.’

‘Go away, Silas.’ Pitch was muffled.

‘See?’

‘He’s an idiot.’ Jane shrugged. ‘And you are here anyway.’

‘I said no, Silas.’ The daemon was firm. Definitely cantankerous.

A displaced wind moved against Silas’s back, sending his hair into his eyes. The force of the sudden breeze pushed him forward, sending him across the threshold of his room.

‘There you go.’ Jane was most cheery. ‘I’ll be back to check on you in a little while.’

The door shut behind Silas with a decisive clunk.

Pitch lay on his stomach, with the pillow over his head and the blankets piled over his lower body, covering it entirely. He was shirtless, a state that usually would have pleased Silas very much, but not so this day. Pitch’s back was peppered with creatures that resembled leeches. The shapes were similar, but the colouring very different. These specimens were mottled shades of oranges and reds and browns, like slug-shaped autumn leaves. And they were at least double the size of any leech Silas had had the misfortune to find in his boots. Where they sat, Pitch’s skin was the purple and yellow of fresh and old bruises.

‘Gods, you are still here, aren’t you, Silas?’

‘I am.’

‘Clearly, you have gone deaf since I last saw you, then,’ Pitch huffed from beneath his pillow.

‘Do the akaname pain you?’

‘Of course they pain me, Silas. They have teeth like razors.’ Pitch pulled his head from beneath the pillow. The movement set the creature nearest his right shoulder blade curling in on itself, and the daemon hissed like an angry serpent. ‘Fuck.’

‘Are they helping at all?’ Silas asked, clutching his silly flowers. It struck him that no melody had erupted on seeing the prince. No musical declaration Here lies a daemon. There was every chance Silas’s new skill was as temperamental as his memory.

‘I suppose they are not making it worse.’

Silas decided to rely on Jane’s assertion that Pitch was improving. ‘Are these creatures from Arcadia?’

Pitch snorted. ‘Gods, no. Lucifer refused to deliver me an antidote. I was not dying, which he was no doubt disappointed about, and he didn’t wish to make another journey so soon for fear of drawing attention. So I am to suffer through, as a woman does through her morning sickness.’

His irritation caused him to move a little too much, and his groan had Silas hurrying to the bedside.

‘Try to stop moving about.’ He dropped the flowers onto the bedside table, next to the remnants of the shattered vase which Jane had piled there. There was a damp patch on the fawn-coloured rug.

‘And you try to stop bloody fussing, Silas. Equally impossible tasks I’d say.’ Pitch kept his face turned towards the window. ‘I want you to go away.’

‘The problem is I don’t wish to go. So here we are, at an impasse.’ Jane had been right to push him. Silas should have shouldered his way in here before now, no matter the daemon’s tantrum. ‘I really don’t care less if you throw up on me.’

‘Well, I bloody do,’ Pitch said, a little too emphatically, twitching in pain. ‘This is not about you.’

‘It is very much about me actually.’ Silas stooped to pick up a shard of pottery that Jane had missed. ‘I fail to see why I must be banished. From my own room at that.’

‘You know why.’ So low Silas barely caught it.

‘Because you seem to think it a terrible thing if I see you in any distress, but that is exactly when I am most concerned with seeing you.’

‘Gods, you are ridiculous.’

‘Not so much as you.’

That made Pitch laugh, which was not really a good thing at all. It caused him to jolt. The akaname must have bitten in harder, for he released a furious yell.

‘Enoch’s fucking taint!’ The cursing went on for some time.

‘Easy now, stay still.’ Silas forgot his own rule about touching the daemon unless requested and laid his hand on Pitch’s bare shoulder. The prince’s ribs flared with a deep inhale. ‘I’m sorry…for what you are having to –’

‘Stop apologising,’ Pitch said, soft but curt. ‘If I have to move to slap you, I won’t be pleased.’

‘Nor will I.’

Pitch’s body shuddered with another stifled laugh. ‘Fuck. You are not helping at all.’

‘Perhaps I should go, and leave you be.’

‘You’re here now.’ He was short. ‘So you may as well be useful. You could do that…rubbing thing you do to me.’

Silas’s brow lifted. ‘Rubbing?’ His mind went a tad feral. ‘You’d like me to…rub you?’

‘My dear fellow, where are your thoughts taking you?’

‘Nowhere,’ Silas croaked.

‘And Jane thinks me a terrible liar.’ A gentle chuckle came from the daemon. ‘When I can roll over without heaving, you can show me exactly where you have a preference for rubbing me, but for now I was hoping you might just tend to my back. Like you did in the carriage, and when that man with his witch bottles vexed me.’

Silas nodded, face ablaze. ‘Of course. I wasn’t sure if it annoyed your or pleased you, to be honest.’

‘It does both.’ Pitch was more teasing than unkind.

‘Oh.’

‘But I don’t hate it either way.’

‘I suppose that’s as good a compliment as I’ll hear.’

‘Yes, so do get on with it.’

With a smile, and a trembling hand, Silas ran his fingertips over Pitch’s shoulder and down along one of the prongs on the pitchfork tattoo that had given the daemon his nickname.

He stayed well clear of the akaname as he went. There were not so many of them as to make it difficult, five of the creatures latched on to pale skin, their bruising marks fanning around them. Neither they nor the daemon moved as Silas traced his way over the hint of muscle and bone, keeping well clear of the section where he knew the halo’s scars to be. Pitch sighed every now and then but was otherwise silent.

Silas’s pulse thudded along as he worked, his chest tight with contentment. Bloody hell, the prince was heavenly to touch. Velvet skinned with the jut of hard muscle hinting right beneath, an exquisite mix of soft and hard that he wanted to drink in.

He had meant what he said to Pitch about having no expectations, that he would give the daemon all the distance he required as he recovered from what had happened to him at Gidleigh House. But how utterly wonderful it was to be allowed this close again. The nights on the couch had been lonely. And his worries great.

The task assigned to the daemon prince was a lofty one. Destroying a cursed halo sounded like anything but a walk in the park.

Silas would be by Pitch’s side, of course. A dozen Lalassu’s could not have stopped him, but he feared he may not be able to lessen the load upon the prince’s shoulders as well as he hoped. Silas may be Nephilim at his core, but he had much to learn…to remember…about what advantage that could give him. 

‘Will you do something for me, Sickle?’ The daemon was drowsy, as close to content as he’d sounded in a while.

Anything, was what Silas wished to say. Anything at all. But it was far too soppy. He’d be laughed out of the room, and rightly so. ‘That depends what it is you ask for,’ he replied, drifting his fingertips down near the rise of Pitch’s arse beneath the sheet. Christ, it was difficult not to linger there too long.

The prince turned his head, looking at Silas. It took effort not to inhale too sharply. Certainly the daemon was pale, and his lips were stained blue by the foul Gu that had drenched them many times, but his gaze was precise, focused, and breathtaking.

‘When you’re done…and there is no hurry…take the watch with you when you leave.’ He gestured at Silas’s wardrobe. ‘I put it in the pocket of one of your coats so as to keep it away…but it still bothers me.’

‘Bothers you? How so?’

‘Will you just keep it for me? Keep it at a distance?’

There was a note there in his tone, one that warned Silas about asking any more. ‘I will.’

Pitch glanced at the table, where the tiny pile of rubble and fresh flowers lay. ‘I shouldn’t have done that.’ He tilted his head so that his hair flopped forward, covering his eyes. ‘I’m sorry I broke the vase.’

‘I wasn’t particularly fond of it.’

‘It was hideous.’

‘I’ll not challenge that.’ Silas smiled, and the daemon relaxed beneath his fingertips. He traced a path between two of the akaname, slipping his finger over the nub of Pitch’s spine, crossing the dark line of the amuletum. ‘Will you tell me why you wish me to keep the watch? Surely it is important that you have it safe with you?’

Pitch sighed. ‘Promise me you won’t get all bothered and fearful if I tell you why?’

Silas struggled not to show just how bothered and fearful he’d become immediately. ‘Pitch, what is it?’

‘Gods, there it is. You have your wide-eyed-with-horror face on. You do adore that one.’

‘Tobias.’

‘Since when do you ever call me Tobias? I don’t like it at all.’

‘Tell me what is wrong.’ Silas was stern.

‘A small thing really,’ Pitch said. ‘Why did you stop rubbing my back? I didn’t tell you to stop.’

‘I wasn’t waiting on your orders, Your Highness.’ Silas felt the daemon tense. ‘Sorry. I didn’t intend to…damn it, Pitch tell me about the watch, now.’

The prince waited a few moments in imperious silence, and then, ‘Having it too near…hurts. The watch seems to stir the markings of the halo. It is…not pleasant. And as you are capable of carrying death’s blade with no trouble, I figure you can carry Seraphiel’s token too.’

‘How badly does it hurt you?’ Silas was not sure he’d believe the answer but he’d ask.

‘Badly enough. But there’s every chance it won’t be quite so annoying when the Gu is out of my body entirely. Perhaps I’m just more sensitive to such things at the moment.’ Pitch turned his head, huffing. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have told you. Now I have to see that face of yours all bent out of shape.’

Silas shifted his jaw, as though that might rid his features of concern. ‘I’m grateful you told me, and yes I’m worried, of course I am, but I agree. Let’s wait and see how you feel once the akaname are done with. I will happily carry the watch for you until then.’

The watch that bade them to search for Edward Charters.

Pitch’s illness had been a distraction from Silas’s other great worry: the whereabouts of Charlie. Yesterday, he’d nearly cried with relief when Tyvain told him the lad had been spotted at a pub near the Charters’ residence in Mayfair just last week. Silas’s heart had lifted at the news and then sunk just as readily when the trail ran cold. The soothsayer was out now searching. Jane too, when she wasn’t tending Pitch.

Lady Satine had denied Silas’s repeated request to join them. ‘We must be discreet,’ she had said. ‘The maleficent sorcerers have you firmly in their sights, Silas. And it would do Charlie no favours for them to know that you are so desperate to find him. If you would step into a magick circle to help a stranger, what wouldn’t you do for a dear friend? Your kindness is rather your weakness too.’

He knew she spoke some sense, but it made it no less easy to wait behind.

‘We will find them, Silas.’ Pitch slid his hand over the covers to find Silas’s knee. ‘Charlie and the lieutenant both.’

Silas nodded, trying to shake off his deep concern. ‘I’m sure we will. What do you suppose you need to find Edward for? Have you had any time to think on it?’

‘Oh, it will be something trivial, I’m sure. He’s only human, after all. Likely I need something he can give me, or show me. Perhaps Seraphiel hid instructions on how I’m supposed to destroy this fucking halo somewhere in the Charters’ family library, and I’ll have papercuts from here to Arcadia when I finally head off on this moronic quest.’

‘Well, I can’t help you with the reading, but I can turn a decent page –’

Pitch’s smile began to slide along his lips, only to turn sharply down. ‘Fuck, chamber pot, where is it?’ He came alive, wriggling his way over to the other side of the bed, hissing bitter curses in between wretches. The akaname on his back all curled in like snails balling themselves up against a predator. Silas hurtled to his feet, snatching up the pot which was actually beneath the bedside table, and raced around the bed, boots crunching on another stray piece of vase. He only just managed to position the porcelain beneath Pitch’s head as the first wave came. The prince’s slender body jerked with spasms as the Gu made its sudden appearance, with it a sour stench.

Pitch coughed something about the ankou leaving the fucking room. But Silas ignored every barely distinguishable word. He’d not be chased away again.

He stayed on, holding back the daemon’s hair until all was said and, very messily, done.








CHAPTER TWO




THE AKANAME, or filth-lickers, as Mr Ahari named them, had been purchased from a black market stall down Croydon way. A market, according to Tyvain, that was run by naturals of some ill-repute and with a reputation for selling poor-quality stock with a propensity for causing accidents and ills. Their conversation had Silas in a fluster by its end, but Jane was adamant that Mr Ahari knew exactly what he was doing.

The air elemental, thankfully, was right.

It took near on a hundred of the unfortunate creatures to make it so, but Pitch was much improved by midday. And by the time Jane was finished taking her lunch, she had declared the treatment done with. She stopped in to remove the last of the akaname from their tethered places upon Pitch’s back, and despite the grunted demands by the daemon to do so, Silas refused to leave the room. He’d stood by as Pitch gritted his teeth as tiny fangs were coaxed from his skin. The akaname had rounded mouths, leaving small pinwheels of punctured skin behind. The bruises looked awful with their mottled colouring but would disappear before long.

Pitch slept for hours after Jane was done, only stirring when the afternoon considered giving way to evening. On waking, he seemed bright and restless enough that Silas suggested a short walk around the grounds. The afternoon was mild, the fresh air would do the prince good, and Silas himself was quite desperate to be outside. Nearer to the graveyard for a spell, if he could encourage the daemon that far.

When Silas suggested the walk, Pitch rolled his eyes and declared that in Arcadia this sort of carrying on would see his valet Forneus, the skriker’s namesake, lose two of his seven eyes for insubordination.

In the end, it was the promise of strawberry tarts that drew the daemon from his sickbed, but it took another half hour of infuriating coaxing and goading to have Pitch dressed well enough for a stroll. The blasted fellow could not decide on which coat to wear, so in the end Silas thrust a purple velvet number at him, told him he looked beautiful in it as he did most things, and ushered the preening prince downstairs.

For himself the choice was simple. Silas threw on his newly laundered and repaired-once-more royal-blue Inverness coat and headed for the front door. Pitch took his time, making much of his limp because it suited him to do so today.

‘I think actually my hip is too worrisome to bother,’ he announced, just shy of the door.

Silas had to take a breath before he spoke. ‘I could find you a cane, I’m sure.’

‘If you wish to be beaten with it, certainly.’

‘You are likely stiff for having been immobile so long. All the more reason a walk is just what you need.’ Silas was determined to get at least one daemonic foot outside, even though his ears might bleed soon from so much complaining.

He opened the door, and a jolly little tune played itself to him as Silas’s newfound musicality returned. Quirky, spirited notes revealed the supernatural nature of the chap he had been hoping to find outside his door.

Elemental. Earth.

Gilmore, grumpy and very gruff but marvellous in the kitchen, stood with balled hands on his hips, glaring up at them both. His peaked cap of berry red was quite fetching, setting off the pale colouring of his hair nicely.

‘Perfect timing,’ Silas said. ‘Have you brought the tarts, Gilmore?’

‘You’re about to put ya giant foot in them.’ The gnome jerked his chin. Silas peered down to find a small wicker basket on the doormat.

‘Thank you ever so much.’ Silas swept up the basket and stepped out onto the porch, making room for the prince to join him.

‘Gods, gnome,’ Pitch said. ‘What’s on your head? Did someone drop a tub of strawberry jam on you?’

Gilmore snatched his cap away, revealing a head of pale hair that looked like it had never put a strand out of place in its life. His deep-set eyes were filled with a quiet contempt.

Silas was not so happy himself as he turned to the daemon. ‘Really? You are going to be churlish with the gentleman who has just made you his strawberry tarts, which I recall you saying once were without equal?’

Pitch had the decency to look admonished. ‘Fine.’ He waved an airy hand. ‘Thank you, gnome. Much obliged. But that doesn’t change the fact that your cap looks foolish.’

‘Not as damn foolish as your face,’ Gilmore retorted. ‘Pity you didn’t turn yourself inside out with all that gagging.’

‘Even wearing my own entrails for jewellery I’d still be more pleasant to look upon than you.’

‘Christ.’ Silas picked up the basket, in no mood for the pair of them. ‘I’m going to go for a walk, and I’m taking these. If you want to come along, Pitch, do. If not, I truly do not care. You can stay here and trade juvenile insults.’ He tipped his head at the gnome. ‘Thank you for these, Gilmore. I appreciate your haste with preparing them. Good afternoon, gentlemen.’

‘Afternoon, Mr Mercer.’ Gilmore smirked, casting a snide glance towards Pitch. ‘Guess even your ankou has his limits with you, then.’

‘I’m not his bloody ankou,’ Silas muttered.

He strode away and followed his nose towards the dank, heavenly scent of the graveyard that was drifting in on the easterly breeze. A place where he might find some momentary peace. Pitch’s issues with the Gu were resolved, but that was not to say all worries were extinguished. Far from it. Charlie’s whereabouts plagued Silas. He’d not slept well in days and was at times empty-headed with fatigue.

Lost in his thoughts, Silas was almost across the green before he realised how quickly he was walking. Far too brisk a pace if Pitch had followed.

Which, to his surprise, he had. He lumbered along in an awkward jog that fell to a casual walk the moment Silas turned to look.

‘What?’ Pitch said. ‘You are holding the tarts for ransom. I shall have to endure your company.’

Silas kept the smile from his face until he turned about and the daemon could not see.

#

The late-afternoon air was more bracing than Silas expected. As they sauntered into the garden, his nose was dripping and his ungloved hands ached from the cold. But there was pleasing colour in Pitch’s cheeks, especially since he’d eaten several of Gilmore’s tarts. Edward’s watch had been left behind, resting alongside the bandalore in the jewellery box on the mantel, so he was not plagued by that discomfort at least.

But that did not seem to have made him any more congenial.

‘I understand your obsession for being outdoors now,’ the prince declared, licking at his pastry-flecked fingers. ‘We are surrounded by dead things. You must feel right at home.’

‘Well, it may appear all is dead, but it’s not the case. Look here. These little buds on the shrubbery here? This is a Christmas rose. This will be a blanket of white before long.’

‘Yes, because it will be damned well snowing. Gods, snow is tiresome.’

As though the garden were offended, Pitch tripped upon an exposed root. He would have gone flying if not for Silas’s quick, steadying hand.

‘I’m quite all right. No need for that.’ Pitch adjusted his velvet tailcoat, despite the rich purple fabric sitting perfectly well. ‘Pass me another tart, will you?’

‘No. Not yet. It would be foolish for you to gorge yourself.’ Silas pointed to a bush with bare branches and creamy-white blooms with yellow stamen. ‘Winter honeysuckle. Lovely, isn’t it?’

‘Hardly the word I’d use.’

Pitch was not going to receive another tart for some time.

‘I think it’s beautiful.’

‘It’s not terribly ugly, I suppose.’ Pitch snapped a bloom free. He twirled it between his fingers, and quite out of the blue, he said, ‘If we hear nothing from the hag by dinnertime, I’m going to take matters into my own hands. I will go myself to search for your little friend and Mr Charters, whether Satty permits it or not. I must. It is as simple as that.’

Silas thought Lady Satine allowing such a plan unlikely, considering all they had told her of the Morrigan’s exploits at the greensward, but his heart lightened to imagine it.

It was Pitch who had informed the Lady of what the sorcerers were calling themselves. He had learned the name from the Alp daemon. Pitch said very little else to the Lady about what happened between him and Onoskolis. Silas would guard that secret forevermore, if that was what the prince wanted.

Pitch touched at the flower’s stark-white petals.

‘Whatever plan you have in mind to find them,’ Silas said, ‘I’m going with you, of course. If Charlie has been harmed in any way…’ He couldn’t finish that train of thought. ‘Tyvain should never have sent him off on such a foolish task.’

‘Now, now, Sickle. I’m sure your little friend is quite well. Mr Charters is hardly one for dangerous pursuits. He’s dreadfully sensible…most of the time. Perhaps Charlie has chosen to disappear.’

‘Absolutely not.’ He shook his head, his fingers curling about a flower-laden branch of honeysuckle. ‘You saw for yourself how keen he was to remain with Old Bess at Harvington Hall. He wouldn’t simply disappear.’ If only he could speak to Pitch of the connection he had with Charlie’s family line, the ancient blood that somehow bound them to Silas and the bandalore. But he could not speak of such things without revealing too much of his Nephilim origins. And the prince had far too many concerns weighing him down as it was.

‘Fine,’ Pitch said. ‘Then maybe it is Tyvain’s carrier pigeons that are to blame. That is how the messages from your lad were coming, was it not?’

‘Yes. I believe so.’ Silas nodded, clinging to the idea that Charlie was likely fine but the bird carrying his message was not. Caught by a farmyard cat perhaps, or in the sights of a hunter’s gun.

‘But, Silas, I have to admit, I do not care much about the whereabouts of your lover –’ The prince raised his hand at Silas’s attempts to protest. ‘Well, you fucked, did you not?’

‘Once only –’

‘Apparently that was more than enough for you to develop an unseemly softness for the lad.’

Silas blinked. Pitch’s words were spiked with a strange accusation. ‘I care for Charlie’s welfare,’ he said. ‘Yes, of course. And this is not an easy world for him.’

Pitch fluttered his fingers as though the conversation bored him. He tended to act this way whenever Charlie was mentioned, and yet it was often he who brought up the lad to begin with. ‘Whatever the case may be,’ he said. ‘He is not who is important here. Edward is, according to the watch my dear old papa shoved at me. If there is ever to be an end to all this, I need to find him.’

‘We need to find him,’ Silas said, pointedly. ‘I’m terribly worried about Charlie, but I fear for the lieutenant as well. He was such a troubled man when I saw him last. The angel’s possession had left him in a terrible state.’ Silas actually bit his tongue. ‘I did not mean to be so –’

Pitch traced a finger over the petals. ‘Truthful? Edward is a wreck, and I made it far worse by continuing to see him. That is the way of it.’

‘No, that is not the way of it at all.’ Silas shook his head, angry all at once. ‘How were you to know? You had troubles of your own. If it brought you some comfort to…to go to Edward’ – Silas swallowed – ‘then you should not feel guilty for that. He is unsteady because of Seraphiel. The angel toyed with both your lives. I was there when Lucifer said it, I heard it clearly. Seraphiel used you, and he stole the life of a man you…had some care for. That angel made you a prisoner in that bloody Sanctuary it seems, and now you are to run about cleaning up a mess he made thousands of years ago. Christ, if I had the chance to meet him, I’d…well, I’d…’ His heated words lost a little of their steam when he saw Pitch’s bemused smile. ‘What?’

‘Slap his wrist and tell him what a naughty boy he was? You are quite a dolt but a fetching one at that.’ The prince raised the blooms to his nose, the petals glancing at his cheeks. ‘Can I tell you something though, Silas?’

‘Of course.’

Pitch cleared his throat. ‘If I ever reach this Blood Lake, wherever it may be, for Satty seems content to let me wonder…’ He paused, shaking his head, verdant gaze distant. ‘I fear she and Lucifer, and Seraphiel, are expecting a miracle from me when I can only deliver ruin. It is lunacy, sheer and utter lunacy, to believe I am a deliverer of any kind.’

‘One step at a time,’ Silas said. ‘And I will take each one of them with you.’

Pitch lowered the blooms, the air between them white as warm breath met frigid air. ‘You are quite set on staying with me?’

‘I am.’

‘It won’t be a lark to the seaside, you know.’

‘I’m aware.’

‘Fine.’ Pitch’s gaze traced the collar of Silas’s coat. ‘But I should tell you that if you manage to get yourself killed…again…for the sake of my foolish little quest, I shall be most pissed off at you.’

Silas’s ribs thrummed with his quickened heartbeat. ‘Well, if you dare saddle up Sanu and seek to ride off to handle things on your own, there will also be consequences.’ That had Pitch’s gaze lifting to him, and Silas hurried on so he would not do anything foolish, like kiss him. ‘I know you consider it. But if you try to run off without me, don’t think for a moment I will not hunt you down, pull you off your horse, and throw your royal arse over my knee because I…’ Bloody hell, where was he going with this? He busied himself with the flowers, wondering if there was a badger hole he could crawl into.

‘Do go on, tell me how you shall punish me.’ Pitch’s lips twitched. ‘Would you spank me? With your hand? Or with a paddle, perhaps?’

‘Stop it.’ Silas battled to stop the images that came to mind.

‘Tell me, I truly would like to know.’

‘I don’t…well, I’m not certain. I fear I’ve not given my threat true consideration.’ But bloody hell he was considering it now.

Pitch dissolved into a bright fit of laughter, the sound chasing away the ever-growing chill. Silas shook his head but struggled not to smile. He took another tart from the basket, the treat managing to still retain the oven’s warmth.

‘It’s really not that funny.’ Silas shoved the pastry at the prince. ‘Here, stick this in your mouth, and do shut up.’

Pitch did half of what he was told, biting into the tart but still chuckling. They continued their stroll, heading towards the gate that allowed a view of the graveyard. The heady waft was thickening with the darkening evening, brushing at Silas’s skin like fine cobwebs.

He breathed in deeply.

‘You truly relish the graves, don’t you?’ the daemon said around a pink mouthful.

‘I truly do.’ And he’d not apologise for it.

‘I’ve known men with stranger fetishes.’

‘I’m sure you have.’

The vines that had concealed the gate when he’d first discovered the exit were now trimmed to fall neatly around the archway. The ivy, an evergreen, was a pleasant dash of colour in the winter-sore garden. He stared out across the open space to where Highgate Cemetery lay, with its blocks and pillars of stone, its crypts and mausoleums. As much as the place called to him, soothed him, he did have some unwelcome memories of it.

Of the open grave that had swallowed him whole when he’d sought to evade the harpies.

Silas shivered, gooseflesh tracing his arms.

‘I told you you needed your jacket under that coat,’ Pitch said, scrutinising the piece of golden pastry he held.

‘I’m not cold. I’m just remembering the harpies.’

‘Here or the greensward? They can’t get enough of you it seems.’

‘Both, really.’

Pitch was in the mood for saying things out of the blue today. ‘I’m sorry I did not get to you sooner, Silas, when they had you in that greensward.’

‘What?’ The sincerity in the daemon’s voice pained him. ‘Pitch…honestly, you must not think –’

‘I’ll think what I want. And what I think is that I will not let them hurt you again that way. Now go and stare longingly at your graveyard and give me another damned tart.’

Silas would rather stare at other lovely things. He held out the basket. ‘Can I say then that I am sorry, too.’

‘You usually do –’

‘That I did not search harder for you that day.’

Pitch snatched at the basket. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You weren’t to know. You had no reason to think I was being anything other than the prick I am. I’m sure you just assumed I had abandoned you to take my pleasures elsewhere.’ He tried to take hold of the wicker handle, but Silas covered his hand, squeezing gently.

‘And because I was being petty and petulant, I let that assumption blind me. It was a mistake I shall always regret. And is not one I shall make again. I promise you.’

The basket was all that separated them. Pitch was watching him, gold hinting beneath the emerald in his eyes as though his flame stirred. The silence was thick with something indefinable. The daemon’s lips parted as though he were about to speak. He leaned forward, and Silas wondered if the kiss that had been so violently interrupted by Pitch’s illness was finally to be realised.

But the fading afternoon’s light glanced against beating wings, drawing Pitch’s attention.

‘Shit,’ Silas muttered low beneath his breath.

A tawny owl landed upon the stone seat near the gate, grand talons clacking against the hard surface, enormous dark eyes wide and unblinking, fixing on Pitch as it landed. It held a mouse in its curved beak, the critter clearly no longer living.

And the bird was not alone.

Another shape descended, wings spread wide. Another owl, though this one was mostly white as fresh-fallen snow, with a little dappling upon the wings, and much larger than the first. It had not yet landed when Silas heard the first notes. A serpentine tune reminding him of wind whistling through treetops. He found himself thinking of moonlit nights, the scent of cedar, and rain on moss-carpeted soil.

Djinn. Snowy owl shifter.

At least one part of the melody’s naming was obvious enough.

The creature flapped its wide wings, stirring a wind towards them that had Pitch pushing errant strands of hair from his face and muttering unhappily.

‘Always so dramatic.’

There was a rustling, like a wheat crop caught in a breeze, followed by a flurry of white, as though the owl had suddenly come apart, feathers threatening to scatter in all directions. But the sudden blur of white settled like a blizzard easing, and there in the place of the owl stood a willowy, very naked man. His skin held an odd tinge of grey, as though there were storm clouds beneath the surface. Between his legs there was the barest hint of a cock, nothing of balls, and instead of pubic hair, he had downy feathers. His hair was long, falling nearly to his waist, and hanging in heavy locks that resembled an actual bird’s nest, twigs and feathers and hair intertwined.

‘Ankou…daemon.’ The djinn’s voice was raspy as a parrot’s. His eyes had not shifted to resemble anything remotely humanlike, far too round and far too big to be anything but disconcerting. And his lips were dark grey as though rubbed with ash.

‘Marcus.’ Pitch slipped the wicker basket from Silas’s suddenly slackened grasp. ‘I thought you must have been hibernating, it’s been a while.’

‘Owls don’t hibernate.’

‘Well, you’re not an average owl though, are you?’

‘I have been in Devon.’ Marcus’s head turned, or rather swivelled, to face the other owl, which still stared at Pitch. ‘The tawny wishes to thank you.’

‘For what?’

‘Saving his son. At the witch-bottle house. You released him from a cage.’

That comment pulled Silas from his mannerless stare. He recalled the owl in the cage very well. And this bird might not be so pleased to know his son had witnessed Silas sticking his tongue down the daemon’s throat and his hands down his pants.

The tawny owl spread its wings and glided to land at Pitch’s feet, where it dropped the mouse before him.

‘He thanks you,’ Marcus said.

Pitch wrinkled his nose. ‘Oh…all right, then.’

‘You need to accept the gift.’

‘Yes, yes, I accept it.’

‘You need to pick it up.’

‘That’s not going to happen.’

The djinn managed to look angered without narrowing his enormous eyes. Silas decided to put a quick end to things. He went to one knee before the tawny owl and scooped up the still-warm body of the mouse.

‘This is a generous gift.’ He bowed his head. ‘We are glad to hear your son is well, and very happy we could set him free.’

He glanced up at Pitch. The prince was giving him a quizzical look. ‘You do grovel well, don’t you?’

‘It is a generous gift. This is a decent meal he has parted with.’ Silas curled his fingers about the dead mouse. It did not irk him to do so. In fact, it felt entirely natural to hold the dead critter.

The tawny owl swung its head to look up at the djinn. It released a call, soft hoots that varied in length.

‘The tawny is pleased,’ Marcus said. Silas wondered if the djinn was cold, for it was a very cool evening and the shape-shifting gentleman was very unclothed. ‘He wants me to tell you that although the daemon’s flames were very pretty and he was right to burn that house, the ankou is far nicer and should not waste his time playing with the daemon’s –’

‘No, no.’ Silas’s skin burnt to a crisp. ‘I will stop you right there.’

‘Marcus, why are you here?’ Pitch said. ‘I doubt Satty sent you just to deliver a mouse’s corpse and judge where Silas should bestow a hand job.’

Marcus shook his head, and his knotted, matted hair rubbed his chest. ‘The Lady has sent me to summon you to Holly Lodge. She wishes to see you. Now.’

‘You really could have started with that.’ Pitch’s irritation prickled. ‘Instead of the mouse, you daft fu–’

‘Thank you, Marcus,’ Silas said. ‘Please tell the Lady we will be there at once.’








CHAPTER THREE


IT WAS not a long nor a particularly strenuous walk up the hill to where Holly Lodge perched, but as the journey went on, Pitch’s limp grew more obvious. He refused to take Silas’s arm and was breathing heavily by the time they finally reached the Lodge’s impressive portico. The imposing columns that supported the structure were spread wide, right out over the driveway, allowing coach passengers to avoid foul weather as they alighted. Silas had waited, impatiently, in a coach right here for Tobias Astaroth before they had begun the train journey that would take them to Black Annis.

He offered his arm to the daemon to aid him up the short flight of stairs to the double doors.

‘I can manage a few steps.’ Pitch waved him off. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

Silas was not insulted by the curt tone. He too was nervous. But he decided Lady Satine would have come to them directly if anything dire had happened to Charlie…or Edward. Tyvain, at the very least, would have screamed the bloody village down if the news were terrible. She didn’t like to show it, but she too had a fondness for the lad.

The double doors swung wide, though no butler was evident behind them. They entered into a surprisingly plain foyer. Silas had been expecting far more elaborate trims and intricate tiling than the contrasting black and white upon the floor and the bare, dull brown walls.

‘Down here, gentlemen. Quickly if you don’t mind.’

Lady Satine’s voice came from a ways down the hallway. The passageway had no floor runners, and the pine floor was in need of a restain, with patches of the teak colouring worn away in places. A paltry number of gaslights, flickering behind rather dirty panes of glass, lit the way. There was a sense of emptiness to the place. Silas glanced back to make sure he’d not drawn too far ahead.

‘I’m coming,’ the daemon grumbled.

‘Move along, will ya?’

Tyvain’s voice guided Silas into a room that was again startling for how plain it was. The parlour was quite bright with natural light and the air not so stale as in the hall, but there was little in the way of furniture, or at least furniture that was being used. There were a great many items hidden under white sheets; a large shape Silas suspected was a piano rested over towards a set of lovely French windows that were as in need of a clean as the sconces; a hulking sheet-draped form against the back wall was a buffet perhaps; and towards the centre of the room, a lumpy muddle was likely a set of chairs and a small table.

There were no paintings here either, and no fire in the hearth, but the room was pleasantly temperate.

Silas took two steps into the room and was rocked back on his feet by the heavy scent of the sea, of salt and brine and ocean life. A melody played, the whistling notes of the wind as it punished the waves into a frothy frenzy.

Silas’s focus was drawn to the Lady Satine, the music taking him there. She lounged upon a chaise at the centre of the room. The sudden smack of ocean scents faded, but her melody rose. Great and tremendous as a tsunami, her tune was astonishingly loud, a grand orchestra of notes, soaring, magnificent for the most part, with an undercurrent of whimsy and delicacy but plagued with irksome off-notes that pained him to hear.

Djinn. Shifter.

There was more, he knew, but the melody lost its way. Silas frowned. The tune of the other djinn he’d met had been clean, precise. Untroubled. Not so here. The very notes themselves seemed uncertain of how to play.

Leviathan.

The high squeal of a violin at its limit, stretching on, breaking. Silas winced, touching at his ear.

‘Something wrong, Silas?’ Pitch’s voice sliced through the unpleasant tune, cutting it free. Bringing blessed silence.

‘No, no. I’m fine.’

‘Afternoon, gentlemen.’ Lady Satine wore the same physical guise as when Silas had seen her with Lucifer: rich brown skin, unmissable violet eyes, and a shock of curly white-grey hair. Her gown, the sepia of a river after heavy rain, spilled around her. She lay along the length of the chaise, her bare toes peeking from beneath the gown’s folds.

‘Afternoon.’ Silas greeted her with a dry throat, feeling strangely unsteady. He tugged at his earlobe, still hearing the echo of the Lady’s enormous song. He knew her to be djinn, but what else did it take to be Lady of the Lake?

Silas found a welcome reprieve when regarding Tyvain. There had been talk once of her having a minute amount of djinn blood, but evidently it was so small as not to trigger Silas’s newfound detection. He’d keep that to himself, he decided. The soothsayer would not take the news well that he heard nothing at all with her.

‘Took ya time. Not so speedy on ya feet these days, are ya, daemon?’ 

Tyvain’s auburn hair was pinned back in a severe style that lifted at the edges of her eyes. She was clad in a prim and proper gown of sensible navy blue, with a high neck and a row of pearl buttons that ran all the way down to her waist, complete with delicate lace gloves. Never had an outfit suited a person less.

‘Oh, I am really not in the mood for you, hag.’ Pitch had barely made it into the room, but now looked set to turn about and leave right away.

Silas stepped in, blocking his exit. ‘Don’t pay her any mind, Pitch,’ he said quietly. ‘I’m sure she is just placing her worries for Charlie on you.’ He prayed, to no one in particular, that it was worry and nothing worse than that. ‘Come now.’ He spotted the only other uncovered chair in the room, a wide armchair of a well-worn leather that had faded in some places and cracked in others. ‘Take a seat.’

He touched a light hand to Pitch’s elbow, fully expecting a slap in return, but the daemon allowed himself to be guided. Silas quickly turned the chair about so that it was facing the chaise instead of the barren hearth and the soothsayer with her oddly unreadable expression. A tightness held Silas’s ribs. Let this be good news and not bad.

‘Well, we are here. What’s this summons for, then?’ Pitch said.

If Silas was not mistaken, the daemon made a small grunt of discomfort as he lowered himself into the seat.

‘You seem much better, Tobias.’ Lady Satine toyed with one of the tight spirals of her peppered hair.

‘I’m as well as I’ll be, I suspect. Now can we get on with things? What do you have to say to us, Satty?’

‘It is not me but Tyvain who shall do the speaking.’

Pitch glared at the soothsayer. ‘Get on with it, then.’

‘Did ya know there is such a word as please? Ya little shit.’ Tyvain waved a lace-gloved hand at the prince. Silas wondered if she knew exactly who it was she was treating with such disdain. He highly doubted it. No one would be that reckless with their safety.

‘Did you find them, Tyvain?’ Silas hoped he did not sound as desperate as he felt. ‘Is Charlie all right? The lieutenant?’

‘Nah. That’s the thing, ya see.’ Tyvain’s gaze fell to her hands, where she rubbed at the too-delicate seams of her gloves. ‘Last I ’eard from Charlie, ’e was thinkin’ of strikin’ up a conversation with Charters at some pub near Berkeley Square. Now I can’t find the lad, and it’s like Edward Charters vanished plain off the face of the map. Friends don’t know nothin’ of note, save for ’im being unwell, which no one seems surprised about.’

‘Berkeley Square?’ Pitch said. ‘That’s near his residence. I’m presuming your superlative detective skills involved knocking on his door?’

‘Of course.’ The soothsayer scowled. ‘I tried to get in ta see ’is mother. It’s just ’er and some sour-faced butler livin’ there. But I couldn’t get a foot past that old bastard, Thomas. Made the mistake of sayin’ I was from the Order. Thought they might be ’ankerin’ for a seance like the rest of society is. That went down like a feckin’ charm full of shite. Might as well ’ave said I was a whore come lookin’ for me payment. Thought about mentionin’ you, Astaroth.’ She jerked a thumb towards Pitch. ‘But that didn’t seem like a grand idea. Just thinkin’ about it ’ad me bloatin’ up like I’d eaten a rotten egg. Then I realised why that was. You and the lieutenant was flirtin’ all season. Had London society buzzin’ and puttin’ bets on ’ow soon it would be before you got your dick in Mr Charters’s arse.’

‘Good god,’ Silas coughed. ‘Tyvain –’

‘All’s I’m sayin’ is there’s ’istory between ’em. The sort the lieutenant’s ma wouldn’t like ’earin’. Nor that fella Thomas neither.’

Silas studied his hands, trying very hard to keep the image of Edward and Pitch at the Moon Inn from his mind.

‘Probably the most sensible thing you’ve done in years, hag, not mentioning me, I mean.’ Pitch crossed his legs, smoothing at his thigh. ‘Thomas is not overly fond of me since he copped an eyeful of Edward and I in the study, with my tongue between his master’s arse cheeks. But I say that will teach the old cunt not to spy on others.’

Lady Satine’s chuckle was throaty, while Tyvain’s disdain mingled with amusement, but Silas had heard more than enough.

He folded his arms and paced away from the daemon, scowling. ‘As delightful as this trip down memory lane is, I fear the point of this conversation is far less amusing. Tyvain, what your gut is telling you, in summary, is that you don’t believe Edward is at home convalescing, and you still have no idea where Charlie is?’

Pitch was watching him. Silas felt the graze of emerald upon him, but he could not look at the daemon. He feared if he did so, Pitch might see how talk of his dalliances with Edward had stung. And such petty jealousies were embarrassing and ill-timed.

‘That’s what I’m sayin’.’ Tyvain sighed. ‘I tried a few other of me own contacts. A scullery maid in Baron Faversham’s place, who I thought might ’ave ’eard some whispers. But I got nothin’. With winter ’ere, some are sayin’ ’e’s likely gone to the Continent. Others said ’e’s run off with a new paramour so as to get away from ’is mother, who ’e don’t much like. But a week ago ’e was out and about. Not lookin’ fit as a fiddle mind. Word is ’e’s been moping about for a while, but ’e was still keepin’ in touch with ’is circle of friends often enough. Until suddenly ’e ain’t, and I ain’t got no carrier pigeon comin’ back to me from Charlie. We need to get into that ’ouse to ’ave a proper look around, I say.’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe the lad got ’imself locked in a cellar or somethin’ pokin’ about…and all this worry is for nothin’.’

‘There’d be no need for worry at all if you had not sent him on such a dangerous errand.’ Silas’s anger warmed him.

‘Weren’t meant to be dangerous, in me defence,’ Tyvain returned. ‘Besides, the lad’s capable of undertakin’ a dangerous errand, Mercer. ’E was by ’imself on the roads a long while before you met up in those woods.’

‘But he should be safer now,’ Silas said markedly. ‘I asked you and Old Bess to keep him close. To keep him safe.’

Tyvain had the decency not to protest. ‘Yeah…I know ya did. I don’t feel good about this, all right? I’m so sick to me gut, I don’t know what is worry and what is a bloody sign.’

‘You and your gut can stand down, hag. Silas?’ Pitch waited until Silas turned around to look at him. ‘We will find them. I promise you that.’ Silas gave him a grateful nod. ‘We need to do more than sneak around their house, though. Just because Edward’s not to be seen here in London doesn’t mean he’s disappeared. Mr Charters’s family has houses all over the country, and all have cellars perfect for a lad to get locked in while he’s sneaking around. Now it is true that Mr Charters has been unwell for some time.’ Pitch’s resolute manner faltered. ‘He’s prone to a dark mood. It’s likely he has just spirited himself off to one of the country houses, or is indeed on the Continent.’

‘And not a one of his friends knows about it?’ Silas remained uncertain.

Pitch did not look convinced of his own theory. ‘Perhaps?’ he said. ‘Maybe he wished to be alone. What we need to do is speak with Edward’s mother.’

‘Well she ain’t sayin’ nothin’ to nobody.’ Tyvain scratched at her neck, dragging down the high collar to reach the spot.

‘Nobody like you.’ The daemon ran his finger along one of the cracks in the leather seat, his brow furrowed.

‘What are you thinking, Tobias?’ These were the first words Lady Satine had uttered in some time.

‘What day is it?’ Pitch asked. ‘Tell me it’s not Tuesday.’

‘It’s not Tuesday,’ Lady Satine replied. ‘It is Sunday evening.’

Pitch’s smile was a pretty swing of full lips. ‘Marvellous. I seem to recall that Mrs Charters was partial to a soirée on a Tuesday night. She has an insatiable appetite for baccarat. It is invitation only.’

Tyvain snorted. ‘Sorry to break it to you, sweetheart, but Tobias Astaroth ain’t got no chance of gettin’ an invite to that place.’ The soothsayer cracked her knuckles, ruining the veneer of refinement her stiff clothing gave her.

‘Of course.’ Pitch was smug. ‘But the woman that Mr Charters was courting briefly this summer will be welcomed with open arms.’

Lady Satine sat up, her skirts bunched about her, one sleeve slipping from her shoulder. Her hair was mussed at the back by the cushions. For someone Silas suspected was altogether far more powerful than he imagined, she looked a right mess. ‘What are you up to, Tobias?’

Pitch shrugged. ‘Mr Charters and I were very near to being affianced at the beginning of summer.’

That gave Silas cause to stop his pacing. ‘I beg your pardon?’

Pitch laughed, no doubt relishing the confusion in the room. ‘Mrs Charters is very aware that Edward has always had a preference for a pretty boy and is not so fond of a skirt. It causes her no end of grief, what with the need for heirs and all that, but it made for lovely sport for a while there. For a short time, I became Miss Margaret Cargill, just to mess with her sensibilities. A lovely American visitor to British shores for the summer, and a member of an astonishingly rich family. An heiress, no less. And one who thought Edward a dream. Mrs Charters nearly blew her wig off when he first introduced me. A rich and suitable child-bearer.’ His gaze slid to Silas. The ankou did his level best to keep his expression smooth. ‘It was a way to amuse myself, pass the time. They were all falling over themselves to impress me, which brought me no end of pleasure, and Edward was free to indulge his predilection for a cock whilst I could wear corsets to my heart’s content. It didn’t work out for us, of course. I got bored with being gawked at like a prize bird in a cage. So I returned Miss Cargill to American shores, just a few weeks after the affair began.’

‘I do recall that phase of yours.’ Lady Satine’s laugh was brittle. ‘You had my seamstress thinking I’d gone mad for corsets, the tighter the better, and preferably near to works of art.’ She cupped her hands beneath her breasts and wriggled them about in a manner that had Silas glancing away. ‘But it has always astonished me why you prefer to wear these confounded things. I truly don’t know what I was thinking when I made this form. It’s an inconvenient sex at times.’

‘Well, you are not so prone to coming apart as I am,’ Pitch said. ‘You’d understand then why I adore a decent lacing up.’

Silas glanced at him, hearing the dry, tangled note of self-loathing in the words. He tried to catch Pitch’s eye, but the daemon would not look at him.

‘So you reckon this Cargill woman can get an invite to this party, then?’ Tyvain said.

‘Certainly,’ Pitch said smoothly. ‘We should request one immediately, advise her that I’m in town and would like to attend. If he is just ill, Mrs Charters will soon have Edward on his feet if she thinks he’s in with another chance to turn his seed into an heir.’

Silas looked to the Lady Satine, hoping he’d see her shaking her head and casting out the idea as foolish. But instead she pursed her bottom lip and nodded slowly.

‘Come now,’ Silas said. ‘It’s all very well to put on a dress and some rouge to deceive the purebreds, but do we not have greater things to concern us? The Morrigan for one. Should we not be worried about Pitch’s natural state being noticed?’

The natural state Silas’s new musicality had apparently not noticed enough to declare. 

‘We can deal with that,’ Lady Satine replied. ‘There is an elixir I’ve concocted, capable of concealing a natural’s aura, though the results do vary. For me it was a day, perhaps a day and a half, but it worked much better for Sybilla when she tried it. Four days I think she was concealed. Trouble is it loses efficacy with each use until it does not work at all. I’ve not found the time or inclination to fix that.’

‘Lucky Cinderella only needs to go to one ball, then,’ Tyvain declared.

‘I’ll take anything, so long as it doesn’t make me throw up.’ Pitch rubbed at his chest. ‘I’ve had far too much of that of late.’

The Lady shook her head. ‘Nothing like that. But I do have concerns about how effective it will be for one of your…shall we say, unique calibre?’

‘Oh by the feckin’ saints.’ Tyvain scratched at her armpit. The dress did not agree with her at all. ‘’E’s vain enough as it is. Don’t give ’im any more reason to feckin’ prance about like one of them princes from the House of Windsor.’

Silas studied his nails very closely. At least he knew for certain Tyvain had no clue who Pitch truly was. He doubted even the bold and very brassy soothsayer would be so boorish if she knew the truth.

She also did not know when to shut up. Tyvain jerked her head at Pitch. ‘I can’t see those auras you lot talk about, but I’ve ’eard yours looks like a shit stain.’

‘That’s enough, Tyvain.’ Lady Satine got to her feet, stretching her arms overhead. ‘You are hardly in a position to cast aspersions. If you’d told someone, anyone at all, about your premonition regarding Mr Charters, we’d not need this meeting to begin with.’

‘Figured I’d find ’im first, see if ’e was actually important later.’ Tyvain sulked into her chair. ‘Didn’t seem ta make sense ’e was truly worth a damn, so I assumed me signs were all fecked up as usual. Thought I’d save ya all lookin’ at me like I’m shit on a wheel like you usually do when I tell ya me guts are swirlin’.’

‘Because it’s normally the beans you ate the night before and nothing more,’ the Lady said. ‘You must admit, your strike-to-win ratio is rather high for the strike. I do sometimes wonder if you are truly your mother’s daughter. But at least there is a plan now. We shall see where this leads.’

‘And where do I figure in this plan?’ Silas demanded. ‘I am going with him, surely?’

‘No.’ Lady Satine and Pitch were in unison.

‘You stand out a feckin’ mile, you daft cock.’ Tyvain lifted her chin to fiddle with the tiny pearl button right up under her chin. ‘You could ’ide your aura all you like, and chances are they’d still know the giant from the Order ’ad arrived.’

Silas despised her choice of words. ‘My lady, you yourself said he’s likely become even more of a target after…’ He faltered, glancing at Pitch, who was far too interested in the rich purple velvet of his sleeve. ‘Well, you are a master of disguise, are you not? Perhaps you should go?’

‘I’m quite busy on Tuesday nights, and I do recall just telling you that the elixir no longer works on me,’ Lady Satine said smoothly. ‘We’ll hire a purebred driver and carriage, but Isaac shall travel with him. There will be eyes in every fire in every hearth in the house –’

‘Would that not be noticeable…’ Silas said, ‘to those who know how to look?’

The Lady shook her head. ‘Highly unlikely. The elementals are changeable and unpredictable, like the elements they command. Trying to catch a glimpse of Isaac in a flicker of flame would be like trying to make out the patterns on a hummingbird’s wings as it flaps them.’

‘Unlikely is not impossible. I don’t like this plan at all.’ Silas balled his fists. ‘I should go too. I can wait in the carriage –’

‘You are not going, Silas.’ Lady Satine fixed him with a glare
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