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CHAPTER ONE




SILAS CLUNG to Lalassu’s reins with the fervour of a man grasping a lifeboat in a savage ocean. His shoulders ached, as did his stomach, and his thighs positively screamed for relief.

‘Head up, Silas.’ The shout stirred him from his misery. ‘Raise yourself in the stirrups, lean forward, eyes fixed ahead of you. I have a good feeling about this run.’

Sybilla rode alongside him on a stunning dapple-grey gelding, without benefit of saddle or bridle. Silas had not yet worked out how she communicated with her steed. She moved neither legs nor arms in any obvious way, totally at ease upon her galloping mount.

Quite unlike himself.

Silas pressed into his stirrups, his eyes set on the obstacle ahead: a gorse hedge that Sybilla insisted was quite low, but to Silas’s eye might well have been the tallest peak in the British Isles. He grit his teeth, and the flutter of panic rose anew. Dear god, how long would this torture continue? Lalassu thundered beneath him, her massive bulk sinking her hooves into the grass, the gorse looming impossibly large. He threw himself forward, pressing his hands into the warmth of Lalassu’s thick mane. The horse gathered herself, muscles bunching, launching herself at the jump. A frightened squeak escaped from Silas as they rose drastically upwards.

‘Lift your arse!’

But the cry came too late for Silas to heed. Lalassu’s back legs lifted from the ground, sending her powerful haunches into the air. The saddle met Silas’s backside with a solid thump, and at once he was airborne too.

He cried out, a pitiful sound even to his own ears, and soared over Lalassu’s near side, clearing the jump a fraction ahead of the horse herself. Arms flailing at the fast-approaching ground, Silas braced for the impact. It was as solid and unpleasant as it had been the last time, and the time before that, knocking the air from his lungs. He was conscious of Lalassu’s hooves close to his head, and he rolled himself into a bruised and mortified ball. Lady Satine may have named Silas one of her Horsemen, but the title did not come with instant horse mastery. Dear god, he was dreadful. His frustration grew with each attempt, and not only with regards to his lack of riding skill. He had no clue what being one of Lady Satine’s Horseman entailed, nor when the service would begin in earnest. The waiting, the uncertainty was making him irritable beyond words.

Laughter, delicate and dreadful, filled the air. 

‘Oh shut up, Pitch!’ Silas pushed himself to seated and punched at the hapless ground. ‘Do you not have something better to do than laugh at my expense?’

For ten long days the daemon had snickered at Sybilla’s attempts to imbue Silas with the basics of horsemanship.

‘Well, I have someone better to do, of course.’

Pitch stood over him, coming as he did so often out of nowhere. When the ride began he’d been near to the farmhouse, watching from where he lounged upon the back of a straw-laden cart; and yet here he was, in the blink of an eye right at Silas’s side. Far too close as usual, and discomfortingly fetching in snug-fitting moleskin trousers, a pair of heeled shoes utterly impractical for walking in a field, and a loose-fitting smock, which gaped to reveal his brazen bare chest beneath.

‘But I do truly relish the daily amusement you provide, dear Sickle,’ he continued. ‘Have you any idea how delightful it is to see that wonderfully oversized body fly through the air?’

The late morning sunshine was too kind upon his emerald eyes. It continually astonished Silas that such a cruel tongue could rest within such a beautiful face.

‘Leave me be, Pitch. I’m in no mood for you this morning.’ He refused the slender hand offered to assist him to his feet, but took note of the bruises upon Pitch’s knuckles. Grey-green against his pale skin. ‘Be on your way.’

Silas dusted himself off, adjusting his trousers, which had slid low upon his hips.

‘Unless of course, Tobias, you’d prefer to be soundly beaten once again in some swordplay?’ Sybilla sat astride her horse, her light brown riding skirt structured like a pair of baggy trousers so that she could straddle her mount and forgo side-saddle niceties. Her dapple grey and Lalassu grazed upon the vibrant green grass of the paddock. ‘It makes you far more interesting to look at.’ She touched at her chin. ‘Flawless skin is ever so dull. I rather think my nicks add some character.’

Pitch’s smile was caustic. ‘Do not flatter yourself. Your skills with the sword are reasonable, but you’ll only inflict injury if I’m in the mood for such things. You cannot lay claim to these marks, my dear.’

With a clearer head, Silas saw that there were indeed some cuts at Pitch’s chin and several more lower on his neck. But if these injuries were not made by her able blade during one of their endless tarries, then how?

‘Then might I cause some injury I can name my own?’ Sybilla scratched at the short, tight curls of her pearl white hair. ‘How about it then? Silas is almost done for today, I fear. Take up a sword, Tobias, I am quite looking forward to seeing my point at your throat once more.’

The woman appeared fearless in many matters, not least of all when it came to goading Pitch. A pleasant turn of events that Silas welcomed, for it took the daemon’s attentions off him.

‘Oh my sweet Sybilla,’ Pitch said. ‘I see quite clearly what all this appetite for roughness truly means. It is my point you wish to have at your throat, stuck deep into your mouth, if I am not wrong.’

Sybilla’s laugh nearly rocked her off her horse. ‘Gods,’ she sputtered. ‘I don’t know if I should be laughing or throwing up.’ Her night-black cheeks glistened with wept tears. ‘I imagine I’d do both if I had your cock anywhere near my lips.’

Silas choked on unexpected laughter and hurried over to Lalassu, where he might find a hiding place behind her to allow his smile free, safe from Pitch’s temper.

But the daemon’s smug expression did not falter. He too laughed, though not as heartily as Sybilla had done. ‘Sunset then?’ he said. ‘Blades at the ready?’

‘Of course.’ Sybilla wiped at her mirthful tears. ‘We shall work up an appetite for supper.’

The pair fought daily, going at one another as though enemies at war. Training only, Sybilla insisted, but Silas tried not to think on what enemies required such fierceness. Each was a remarkable master of the blade. Pitch and Sybilla pirouetted and swung at one another like ballerinas in battle, so light of foot and graceful of motion that Silas at times forgot about the sharp blades they held, mesmerised by the sway of Pitch’s hips, the stretch of his elegant shoulders as he parried a blow. Sybilla too moved as though upon a dancefloor. That she was a gifted swordswoman was to state it too plainly. The blade was an extension of her, her quick step astonishing to behold. She was a soldier, Silas did not doubt it, but in what army could a woman do battle? And what war did she wage?

Sybilla’s blade was a rather old-fashioned rapier, but stunning nonetheless, with an intricate hilt that reminded him rather of an elaborate crown shielding her hand. Each time he watched her manoeuvre it so deftly through the air, he was reminded how little he knew of Sybilla. Or the Lady Satine for that matter. His mysterious mistress was hardly one for fireside chats. She’d not appeared again since using Clarence as her mouth-piece, and Sybilla and Pitch had brushed off his queries.

‘Very well then. Our date is set.’ Pitch’s smock was too large for him and had slipped down over one bare shoulder. ‘Now, I shall leave you to continue bruising our dear ankou.’ He nodded at Silas. ‘Feel free to break your neck so that we might end this ridiculous union sooner.’

Silas busied himself with unnecessary adjustments on Lalassu’s girth and did not reply. He heard no hint of Pitch’s retreat, but when he raised his head a few moments later, the man was already far across the paddock, headed towards the farmhouse.

Sybilla sighed. ‘I wonder if you do need a guardian, Silas, or was the Lady Satine simply desperate to rid herself of a daemon?’

Silas watched Pitch leap over the wooden fence at the paddock’s edge. ‘I dare say it is probably a touch of both.’

Sybilla laughed shortly and her smile bared stark-white teeth. ‘You are rather amusing when you find it in you.’

‘I can’t say I’ve found all that much to jest about of late.’ He ran his hand along Lalassu’s pale coat, the brush of his fingers stirring that strange hue of green hidden in the strands. ‘This waiting, it’s leaving me in knots. I do not know where I will be led to next, or what I’m to face. I am in the dark and it’s keeping me awake at night.’

He had not intended to disclose so much to Sybilla, but without Jane to speak with and air his concerns, Silas was going mad with trepidation. And he certainly would not rely on Tobias Astaroth to ease his mind.

‘Well then, how about you mount and we attempt the jump one last time before we head into Bishop’s Castle and get some ale into you?’ Sybilla said with notable kindness. ‘Tobias has certainly not kept himself secluded here, as you have done. In fact I’m quite certain he’s probably bedded half the town by now, and eaten them out of cakes and sweets. The company might do you good, Silas. Keep you away from your thoughts for a while. What do you say?’

Until that moment he had declined every attempt made by both Pitch and Sybilla to have him step foot beyond the borders of Lower Broughton Farm. He’d been recuperating to begin with, the wounds from Black Annis healing fast physically but not so within his mind. The vision of the desecrated bodies of the children haunted both his dreams and his waking hours. His reticence to leave the place grew with each day he lingered, strolling the paddocks, toiling with the feeding of the horses and cleaning of the stables, and enduring the seemingly endless training, in both horsemanship and fighting. He’d not been allowed a sword, merely a crude imitation of the already rudimentary scythe with which to be battered about as Sybilla played the role of an attacking teratism. When not taking punishing lessons Silas was left to his own blissful devices, which was not as comforting as he might have liked, for he was constantly on edge. Waiting for the summons to ride that he knew would come.

But now, with the sun’s uncharacteristic November warmth upon him, and thoughts of fresh ale on his mind, he nodded. ‘Yes, you’re right. It is perhaps time for an outing.’

He grasped hold of the reins and readied his aching thighs for the mount, hoping that Bishop’s Castle was as dull and commonplace as Pitch bemoaned. Normality was a delightful prospect. He may be going half-mad not knowing when the call to set out on the Lady Satine’s mysterious quest would come, but that did not mean he craved another day of horse falls and sword nicks.

‘Right then, one more try.’ Sybilla urged her mount into a trot. ‘Then we shall have that delightful arse out of the saddle and onto a barstool.’








CHAPTER TWO




SILAS SIPPED at his second pint, an ale with a sharper bite than he preferred, but it warmed his belly well enough; and as Sybilla was providing the shillings required, he would scarcely complain at her selection. They sat at a small round table by one of the front windows, just out of reach of the full force of the fire that dominated the far wall with its stone hearth. Considering the warmth of the day, the blaze was unreasonably large and Silas had soon removed his coat upon entering the establishment.

The Three Tuns Inn was saturated with the odour of working bodies, the sweat tangible upon the air and mingling with the less unpleasant reek of ale.  At times, the murmur of the patrons rose into swells of raucous laughter and flurries of curses, before returning to quieter conversations. Upon arrival Silas and Sybilla had drawn much attention, few bothering to conceal scrutinising stares. Several patrons had nodded a greeting towards Sybilla and raised eyebrows Silas’s way before hands were lifted to conceal whispers. He was quite sure that a table of ruddy-cheeked gentlemen took it upon themselves to depart as soon as Silas and Sybilla had entered, their half-full pints abandoned, muttering as they went.

The bartender, a slight man with spectacles and a cleft chin, seemed rather more enthused at their arrival, and he had raised a hand in greeting, gesturing towards the single empty table by the window.

Now, a serving woman set down two plates, each graced with a golden-crusted pork pie and two round baked potatoes. ‘There you go, luv. Though I told Cilla I think you’ll need the two plates just for you to satisfy the appetite of a burly man like yourself.’ She winked at him, her hazel eyes full of mirth. Her light brown hair was tied in a messy bun at the nape of her neck, and her thin lips brought forth a bright smile.

‘Thank you, Clare.’ Sybilla touched at the woman’s arm. ‘Mr Mercer, this is a good friend of mine, Clare Williams. Mrs Williams runs the inn with her husband Tom.’ She gestured to the bespectacled man behind the busy bar. ‘Clare often comes to the farm for eggs, and the like.’

Mrs Williams played at her lips with her tongue, and her gaze flitted ever so quickly to her husband.

‘Very nice to make your acquaintance, Mrs Williams,’ Silas said, his stomach growling at the pleasant scent of the meal before him. ‘This looks wonderful.’

‘Well, if it’s not, you be sure to let me know. Cilla certainly doesn’t mind letting her feelings be known, do you, my luv?’

‘I didn’t think that bothered you?’ Sybilla’s smile was rather coy, her glance from beneath dark lashes equally so. Clare’s cheeks reddened, and she could not seem to keep her eyes upon Sybilla, who regarded her intently.

‘Tell me,’ Clare said. ‘What do you think of those beautiful horses, Mr Mercer? I hear you are riding Lalassu?’

Silas could only assume she had heard such a thing from Sybilla herself, and he thought he now understood the strange vibrancy in the air between the two women.

‘I’ve never seen such fine horses, I’ll say.’ Silas breathed in the tang of rosemary and pork, longing to lift his fork and dig into the sun-gold crust. ‘Though I’ll admit I do Lalassu no justice with my riding.’

Clare laughed lightly. ‘I’m sure Cilla will soon have you set right with your horse mastery. She has a very fine way about her…with horses, that is…’ The flush of pink upon her cheeks deepened. To Silas’s consternation she leaned her hands on the table so she might speak closer to his ear. ‘And don’t be paying any mind to those about here who’ll talk all sorts of nonsense about Lower Broughton Farm. They might spread all kinds of nasty rumours, but you can be sure as soon as they’re needing a new cart horse, or are looking for a cure for an ailing flock they’ll call on her soon enough. Be assured, any acquaintance of Sybilla’s is welcome at The Three Tuns Inn.’

Sybilla slipped her hand over Clare’s, and for a moment the two women seemed frozen in position. Though they did not look at each other, Silas felt terribly uncomfortable, as though he had happened upon them in a state of undress in their boudoir.

‘Those are quite delightful,’ he blurted, gesturing to the delicate bunch of pale pink flowers set in a crude pottery vase on the window ledge. ‘Milkweed, if I’m not mistaken?’

Clare straightened, and Sybilla reached for her fork.

‘They are indeed,’ Clare replied. ‘I didn’t pick you for a gardener, Mr Mercer.’

‘Oh no, I’m certainly not…’ He hesitated. For perhaps he was. It was true that the names of plants and trees and flowers came to him with a clarity that little else did. ‘They are quite lovely,’ he said simply.

‘Indeed. Well, I best be off then,’ Clare sighed. ‘I’ll be bothered enough for gossip now as it is.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘The town is positively humming with talk of you this past week, Cilla, what with your two gentlemen callers. That young one, Mr Astaroth is he called? He’s finer than half the princesses in England, I’d wager, and having no trouble finding a bed to lie in thanks to it.’ She winked once more at Silas. ‘I’d bet you’d have no trouble yourself, but I’ve not seen you in the town before now. Has Sybilla been having her way with you out at the farm?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Silas said, quite lost.

Clare laughed gently. ‘According to the blacksmith, Sybilla has you both doing all manner of terrible things to her while you worship at the altar of the devil himself.’ Her voice dropped low, and notably husky, but her eyes danced with amusement. ‘Maisy Greenwood offered up prayers for you at last Sunday’s service. I thought Father Taylor’s eyes were going to pop from his head with him imagining you sandwiched between two fellows, Cilla.’ She laughed softly, shoulders shaking. Her hand slid to where Sybilla’s cupped the base of her pint glass, and their fingers met. The contrast in their skin tones was both startling and beautiful. ‘I’ve been sending up my own prayers, you know. Hoping the angels keep you safe and forgive you all your sins.’

Sybilla chewed at her lip, a stifled smile contorting her mouth. ‘I can assure you, the angels keep me very safe. And I regret none of my sins. Do you?’

‘Not a one.’

Silas stared down at his pork pie. Dear god let this be over with so he might enjoy his meal while it was still warm.

Clare straightened and rested her hand on Sybilla’s shoulder. ‘Go on then, eat your food. You best keep your strength up for your dark rituals. Very nice to meet you, Mr Mercer.’

‘And you, Clare.’

At long last, they were left alone. Silas touched his fingers against the sides of the bulky slab of pie. There was no fear that it had cooled, the pastry comfortably warm and promising even steamier insides to come.

‘So they think you a witch?’ He bit deep into chunks of pork and rich, thick gravy. Asking Sybilla what she was directly seemed far too common, though his curiosity quite ran away with him. There was little doubt she was far more than an able horsewoman, considering her mistress.

Sybilla still watched Clare as she made her way through the tables, exchanging cheerful greetings with each of her patrons.

‘I’ve been called a witch, a sorceress, the devil’s whore, I’ve rather lost count of the names sent my way.’ She cut into her baked potato, the cracking of the skin delightful. ‘They fear a woman like me, one of dubious origins, living out there all alone on a farm owned by a mysterious foreign gentleman who has never once visited. Tending to her herb gardens and her horses, strangely masterful with both. What else could I be but Satan’s mistress?’

Silas cleared his throat. ‘And might I –’

The door to the inn swung open, and the breeze carried in the scent of dense, moist soil. An all too familiar smell. One did not forget the grave one rose from. A peculiar sensation came over him, not unlike a shiver of delight. He set his feet more firmly upon the wooden floorboards, seeking to quash the sudden urge to traipse out of the inn at once.

‘Silas?’ Sybilla frowned. ‘Is everything all right?’

He swallowed a generous mouthful before he spoke. ‘Quite.’ Coughing against a resilient crumb that clung to the back of his throat, he added, ‘It is nothing.’ He’d forgotten entirely what he’d been about to ask and scrambled for another question. ‘You mentioned that the farm belongs to a foreign gentleman? I had thought that the Lady –’

‘Mr Mercer’ – Sybilla waggled a finger at him, voice lowered – ‘best keep that name to yourself. So far as the registry is concerned, the farm is owned by a wealthy businessman who spends all his time in deepest India. Our mutual friend prefers to keep her affairs to herself wherever possible. She rather favours Lower Broughton. You were quite fortunate to have been brought there. She must deem you rather important to risk such attention.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Silas was not so hungry as he had imagined. The heat of the room was most unpleasant, and his nostrils still held the scent of the earth.

‘Come now, your face betrays your fears so readily. But it is misplaced, I’m sure. Whatever is in store for you, I have no doubt you shall face it admirably. You’ve met a friend of mine in London, Tyvain. Do you recall her? Short as a dwarf, quite the church bell. Some call her the Hag of Beara.’

‘I recall her well. She’s rather hard to forget.’

Sybilla grinned. ‘Never a truer word was said. Well, she thought quite highly of you, though to be fair, I wasn’t sure if she was referring to your potential, or your…’ She swept her hand towards him. ‘Rather striking appearance.’

Another bite of pie was in order, and Silas took his time with the chewing. He sniffed, seeking to dislodge the dense odour that would not abate, and found his thoughts drifting, wondering at the location of the town’s graveyard. How he longed to dig his fingers into the coarseness of the dirt there.

‘Anyway,’ his companion continued, ‘she’s not the only one who has a good feeling about you. Mr Ahari is most enthusiastic, the Lady Satine tells me.’ Sybilla belched into her sleeve.

Mr Ahari. The very man who had dug Silas from his resting place. The strange but affable man who had tested Silas with his curious pub, The Atlas. Silas had passed whatever queer test he’d been subjected too, finding his way through the maze of hallways and staircases that led him eventually to Mr Ahari’s cluttered quarters.

He swirled the few inches of ale remaining in his glass. How distant both the public house and the ever-grinning man with his pleasant heavy-lidded eyes and full cheeks now seemed. His gaze shifted to the doorway, through which new patrons arrived and inebriated ones departed. The dank allure of earth sang to him like a siren. He considered asking Sybilla whether this affliction fell upon all ankou, for such a longing was decidedly unnerving.

Before he could ask that, or the dozen other questions he had, Sybilla shoved back her chair. ‘Another?’ She jabbed a finger towards his glass, which Silas handed to her with a nod. ‘Good man.’

Sybilla made her way to the bar quickly but took her precious time in returning. Clare stood behind the bar now, and the two women fell into deep conversation, despite the furrowed brows and nosy glances sent their way. A space formed around Sybilla, as though the menfolk who had dominated the bar area feared standing too close.

For long minutes Silas sat alone, cursing the door every time it opened. His eyes fairly watered with the richness of damp earth. His chair grew more uncomfortable with each passing moment, his buttocks, suitably ruined by the horse riding, were much displeased with the lack of movement. He let his gaze wander the room, hoping for distraction. Instead, he found himself the centre of unsettling attention. A solitary gentleman stared hard at him from a neighbouring table, and a heavyset couple seated near the fire leaned into one another as they very evidently spoke of him.

Silas edged his seat around so that he faced the window. He shrugged against the eyes boring hard upon his back. The outdoors had never looked so appealing. The sun shone yet, though clouds were creeping their way across the sky. A man pushed a cart laden with firewood past two women clad in dirt-stained smocks, flapping their arms about as they sought to shepherd a flock of geese down the street. Silas glanced at the bar. Sybilla had settled into an abandoned seat and sipped on a dark ale, her shirt sleeves pushed to her elbows as she leaned against the bar. There was no sign of his own promised brew.

‘Wonderful,’ he muttered.

He considered crossing the crowded space to order his own pint, but as the doors swung open yet again, and that scent of grit and dirt beckoned. His mind was quite made up. Silas gathered his coat. A walk was in order if he was to manage another pint after the heaviness of the pie and potato. A flushed-cheek serving girl was rubbing a cloth over a recently vacated table. Silas caught her attention, and she jumped, her eyes widening as they traced his full height.

‘How-how can I help you, sir?’

He gestured to Sybilla. ‘Would you be so kind as to tell my companion I am just taking a short walk?’

She nodded with too much vigour. ‘Of course, sir.’

‘Thank you.’

Rushing for the door, past the lingering stares and curious glances, Silas stepped out into the daylight. And only there did the air finally find its way deep into his lungs.








CHAPTER THREE




SILAS, FOLLOWING the lead of his nose, passed by the stables as he made his way along the street. He could just make out the silhouette of Lalassu and Sybilla’s mount, whose name she had never uttered, dozing in the stalls. But he’d not stop to visit the horses. Even the deep richness of hay and horseflesh could not overwhelm the bouquet of the earth. A low whinny floated from the stalls, and Silas would have wagered the bandalore itself that the sound came from Lalassu. He knew it without a shred of doubt. Just as she knew to call out to him at that precise moment. Despite the ache of his body, he found himself looking forward to being upon her broad back once more.

He continued down the road. As the waft of the horses faded, the gritty heaviness of hallowed ground dominated the air and guided him as surely as a lantern through a snowstorm. There was no such storm of course, rather the opposite was true. This autumn day was enormously pleasant, made even more so by the fact that Silas was, for the first time in such a long time, on his own. After his arrival at Lower Broughton Farm, as he’d recuperated from Black Annis’s ministrations, Sybilla had kept a discreet distance but seemed to hold an uncanny ability to know when he required assistance. He’d only so much as think of food, and she’d be at the door with a bowl of porridge or a fresh boiled egg, tapping gently to ask his permission to enter.

Pitch, however, was far less obliging of Silas’s privacy. Once he’d woken from a restless slumber to find the covers pulled away and Pitch wiping a damp cloth against his bare legs. The intolerable man had made his way far up Silas’s thigh before he was stayed with a firm hand and a harsh word.

‘What are you doing?’ Silas had fumed.

‘Is it not obvious? You reek, but are refusing the tub. I’m simply assisting.’ Despite Silas’s grip on his wrist, Pitch had rather too easily continued pushing the washcloth up Silas’s thigh.

‘Good gracious, man, I can bathe myself. I do not need your assistance.’ To add to his mortification, Silas was aware of the morning’s hardness between his legs, and the notion that Pitch might spy the stiffness and assume himself responsible made Silas’s throat clench. ‘Get out. Now.’

He’d snatched the cloth away and lunged for the bedcovers. The daemon, damn him, merely pursed his bowed lips and watched Silas from beneath his lashes.

‘You are so terribly tense, Sickle.’ Pitch had risen, unhurried, to his feet. ‘Do let me know when you’d like some release. I have rather the talent for it, and I do believe you have the need.’

Silas had held his breath long after Pitch left. And sleep, when it came again at last, was fraught with the most unsettling dream. His dream self had partaken in the most unspeakable acts with the man, opening himself wide to the daemon’s every whim. On waking, horrified and abashed, Silas had decided then and there that he must find a bedfellow before too long – a woman, for he preferred them, did he not? – so as not to be so vulnerable to Pitch’s nefarious, daemonic manipulations. 

A divot in the road sent him stumbling, wrenching Silas free of the troublesome memory of the dream. The odour of packed earth was sublime upon the air. He stepped off the main road and moved to follow a narrower beaten path that meandered past a ramshackle cottage and on into a thicket. He knew not where the certainty came from, but he was sure that the grounds he sought lay directly south, and this footpath would take him there far quicker than the road. He passed along the back of several properties, larger detached houses built on open land with vegetable gardens and some livestock. A goat’s bell chimed lazily at its neck as the animal worked upon the grass, a full udder heavy beneath its belly. It stopped for a moment to regard Silas, green strands hanging from its mouth.

‘Good day to you.’ Silas touched a finger to his forehead.

The goat lowered its head to the grass, continuing as though Silas did not exist at all.

Several strides later, the high rise of an imposing building with multiple pitched roofs appeared across the way, a jutting spire holding aloft a simple cross. A church, unless he was very much mistaken. Always the grandest of structures no matter a place’s size. He quickened his step, brimming with a strange rumble of excitement. The lure of the soil of the dead was quite overwhelming, he would have broken into a run if not for the unevenness of the ground and the certainty of a turned ankle. A cautionary whisper reminded him of the last time he had set foot in a cemetery alone. He’d been attacked by insidious creatures, in need of rescue from his predicament by one who was arguably just as insidious. But surely Silas was not in danger here? Mr Ahari had said it was Holly Village’s preternatural barriers that were responsible for luring in such beings, like moths to the flame. Lady Satine’s farm, which might also hold such a lure, was miles away. Still, Silas mused, Mr Ahari had also said such an attack was virtually unheard of, and that the times were indeed strange. With a grunt of frustration, he stopped at the end of the pathway.

A wide dirt road stood between him and what he saw was without doubt the church. A grand dark-slated roof pitched its angles to the sky, and its bulk took up a space of land equal to at least three inns the size of The Three Tuns. Silas had intersected with the grounds exactly where he hoped he might, where the lay of the land was dotted with headstones.

The very sight of the cemetery brought on the oddest sense of contentment. Several magnificent oaks formed a barrier of sorts between the graves and the road, but there was no fencing to speak of. His entry would be unhindered. But Silas shuddered at the sight of the robust trees. They would forever hold such dismal memories. He squeezed his eyes closed, forcing back the image that came unbidden – a child’s skin, denuded from its bones, caressing the breeze amongst the high boughs.  Silas blinked into the sunshine once more. He set off across the road and stepped onto the hallowed ground. A great calm washed over him, the torment of Black Annis’s deeds swept away. It was as though the sounds of the world quietened. Only the gentle rub of crickets disturbed the welcome silence. He inhaled deeply and then released the breath in a long, slow exhale. Black Annis’s wounds had long since stopped bothering him, his ribs free to move, the scars on his belly so faint as to barely exist. He stood by a handsome gravestone topped with a weeping angel, her head buried in grief-stricken hands, the tinge of moss upon the stone’s surface. All around him, similar works lay. And the bandalore did not stir. The trinket rested quietly in the depths of his pocket.

Souls were at rest here.

No one lingered, no one was lost. Stretching his arms skyward, Silas tilted his head to and fro, relieving the clench of muscles there. How settled he felt. At ease with his surroundings. He strode through the graveyard, hands clasped behind his back, admiring the markers of the dead as one might admire works of art in the National Gallery. How terribly odd to be imbued with such a consoling sense of place here, but he could not deny it. To be amongst the dead soothed him. Here was his release, not in the arms of a woman, or god forbid, a man as beautiful as one, but amongst the departed. At ease with those resting in eternal slumber. He had but one gripe: he could not read the engraved epitaphs. He would speak with Mr Ahari of this when he next shared the old man’s company. It seemed a more than fair exchange: Silas would take on the teratisms, and the Order would teach him to read.

He leaned down to run his fingers along the grooves in a lopsided stone. A sudden movement drew his eye.

Silas gasped. 

Bounding through the headstones, coming from the direction of the church, ran a huge scruffy black dog. An Irish wolfhound he decided, in somewhat of a fluster, as the creature picked up pace, all flying fur and slobbering tongue.

‘Stay back!’ Silas shouted, warding off the animal.

Should he run from such an animal? Or was it best to stand his ground? He could recall nothing of any experience. The dog moved rapidly towards him but did not utter a sound. No maddened barking that might note it as being in a rage. But then, perhaps rabid animals were rendered mute. Was it rabid? He saw no white foam at its mouth. Silas hurried in behind a nearby headstone, one that reached high as his chest, taking what shelter it could offer.

‘I said stay back,’ he repeated.

‘Is everything all right there, sir?’ A middle-aged man had appeared as though out of nowhere. He wore all black, with a brimmed hat to match. The dog bounded by him, not wavering from its path set for Silas.

‘Is that your hound?’ Silas clutched the curved stone.

‘My hound?’ The puzzlement in his reply was clear.

The dog drew ever closer.

‘Yes, blast it. Right there.’

The shaggy creature leaped, hurtling over the very headstone Silas sought paltry protection behind.

‘No!’ He raised his hands to shield himself. The mass of fur crashed into him, and Silas was sent tumbling backwards. But it was not a gnashing of teeth that found him, or the strike of claws. Instead, the dog whimpered in snippets of excited delight, and a lolling tongue slid across its face before a wet snout burrowed into the curve of Silas’s neck.











CHAPTER FOUR


‘IS EVERYTHING quite alright there, dear boy?’ The man asked, unhelpfully.

Silas stared up at the dog that stood over him, a bulk of long matted fur and curiously gentle wide brown eyes. Of course everything was not alright. Why did this confounded man offer no assistance, for surely this creature belonged to him?

‘Get off, get off, I say.’ Silas shoved his hands against the damp black nose thrust at him. Oddly, for such an unkempt creature, there was no foul smell to match it. Swinging its narrow tail madly, the dog moved back, affording Silas view of the man once more.

‘I beg your pardon?’ His questioner was a priest, the white collar at his neck marking his faith.  The man’s face was squeezed with a concerned frown, his ginger-dusted  beard cradling pursed lips. ‘Have you partaken of the devil’s liquor, my son?’ He offered a hand to assist Silas to his feet. An offering Silas did not accept.

‘No. At least, no more than is reasonable.’ He rocked onto his knees, eyeing the hound at his side. The moment he set eyes on the creature, its tail wagged so rapidly that it was a black blur. ‘You do not see that?’ He pointed to what appeared most obvious: the large panting dog at his side.

Knitting his bushy eyebrows, the priest stared earnestly at the spot. ‘Archibald Spencer’s grave? Did you know the man?’

‘No – that is…’ Silas halted his protest, his eyes tracing the ground at the dog’s feet. Not a hint of shadow.

He’d been quite a fool. The ghost of a hound stood before him, and he had carried on like a lunatic. The priest was liable to have him trundled off to the nearest facility. Silas glanced at the gravestone. ‘Yes…Archibald…was a family friend…I’m sorry…this is my first visit to his resting place and I have acted rather uncouthly. The emotion has done me in.’

‘I understand.’ The priest gave him a solemn nod. ‘We all react very differently to grief. And he was so terribly young, wasn’t he?’

Maybe. Silas couldn’t read the headstone to know.

‘Oh yes, awfully young.’ Silas frowned at the long-settled mound of dirt where autumn leaves had gathered. He himself was not an old man. The wild-haired chap he’d seen in the mirror could not be more than thirty, if that. Did anyone mourn his youthful demise? ‘I do apologise again for my untoward behaviour. I’m not sure what came over me.’

The dog tilted its head side to side, its gaze shifting between Silas and the priest as though following the conversation.

‘Think nothing of it, my dear boy. The grass here grows on salty tears I’m afraid. But the greatest honour I believe we can do the dead is remember them, as our Lord God remembers us. Grieve your friend however you see fit, but do not forget him.’

A twinge of melancholy struck Silas. He was all but forgotten. Not even a name upon his grave.

There was nothing to be seen upon your marker, I’m afraid. No birth, no death, certainly no names. So I gave you two I hope you shall enjoy. Silas comes from the Latin for woods or forest, and seeing as you are large as a tree I thought it most suitable. Mercer is simply because I once had a barber with the name who was a master at the close shave.

This was what Mr Ahari had told him. Which was as close to nothing as it could be. What sort of man died so lonely a death? 

He stood up, flicking at grass that clung to his coat.

‘Goodness,’ the priest exclaimed, ‘you’re quite the grown lad, aren’t you?’

On every occasion that question was uttered, Silas grew increasingly perplexed as to how to answer. For was it not obvious he was a man of grand height and broad shoulders? When the awkward pause stretched, the priest rubbed his hands together. ‘You have much upon your mind, I would wager. I see the weight of it upon your face. Perhaps some time in the Lord’s house might soothe you?’

‘Thank you, but I must decline.’ What might happen should a man like himself, barely a man indeed, step foot inside a church? Silas harboured no desire to find out. ‘But I wonder if I might linger here? Spend some time walking with my thoughts?’

‘Of course, you are most welcome, take all the time you need.’ The priest gestured back towards the church. ‘I must head out now to attend one of my parishioners with the last rites I’m afraid. George and I are most unfortunately kept busy by the ills and misfortunes of the parish.’

Silas glanced around, seeking out the priest’s companion. So far as he could see, it was just he, the priest, and the salivating hound that now sat on its haunches.

‘Oh, George is my gravedigger,’ the priest said, noticing Silas’s wandering gaze. ‘Hardworking lad, though I wish he did not need to be. Still, with all life there is death, I’m afraid.’

‘Indeed,’ Silas said.

The priest clasped his hands behind his back and nodded. ‘I shall leave you to your prayers and considerations. The church is always open, should you change your mind about a visit.’

‘Thank you, you’ve been most kind.’

He stood watching until the priest was almost returned to the church. When the black-clothed man stepped into a side entrance, out of view, Silas at last turned his attentions to the dog. The animal began to whimper and dance upon its feet under his gaze. The hound barked, and Silas jumped. The animal dropped its shoulders low to the ground, its back end still high in the air and its tail ever feverish in its to-and-froing. Again it barked. Squeaky cries of high-pitched excitement that stirred the waft of damp earth ever richer upon the air. He stared at it in some confusion. Partly because he had no idea what the peculiar display might mean, but mostly because he was at a loss as to what to do now. Should he use the bandalore upon the soul? Was an animal capable of being a lost soul to begin with?

‘Quiet now.’ He glanced back at the church, fully expecting to see the priest marching back towards them. But the graveyard was empty. The headstones silent witnesses.

The shaggy creature loped around him in a ludicrous display, diving at the ground with its front paws, while it continued to hold its backside skyward. Barking all the while. The hound was as solid and real to life as Black Annis had appeared, though unlike that monster, this beast’s presence made no visible impact upon the world around it. The dog’s substantial claws made no mark upon the cut grass.

‘Do sit, be quiet.’

The hound paid him no mind at all, continuing its energetic display, barking in snaps of hoarse sound. All at once it danced away from him, whirling in a circle before barking once again. The animal repeated the motion, moving yet further away. This time the barking faded into a whimper. And if Silas was not much mistaken, it was a sound knitted with frustration. The animal turned its head to peer at something over its shoulder, and then barked once again.

He frowned. ‘What is it?’ He was acting every bit the lunatic the priest might suppose, speaking to an animal as though he expected an answer. But then, these were strange times. ‘Do you wish me to follow?’

Another round of barking, whirling, padding, and manic tail wagging ensued. Quite astonishingly, Silas had indeed received a reply. He should follow. Giving the bandalore a consoling pat where it lay in his pocket, he did as he was bid.

The dog led him through the main section of the cemetery, the area in full view of the church’s impressive double oak doors. There was a moment when Silas feared he was being led right up to those doors, but then the hound shifted right, past a splendid mausoleum whose brass plaque was green and unreadable with age, and on towards a low stone wall where a gateless gap would allow passage. The dog made its way through, its long needling tail sweeping low to the ground but not disturbing any of the leaves lying there. A sensible voice told Silas perhaps he should return to Sybilla at the inn and advise her of this odd encounter, but the richness of the graveyard’s soil lured him on as readily as roast duck fresh from the oven. Besides, the dog had done him no harm, aside from dribbling upon his coat, and the graveyard was Silas’s domain.

Beyond the wall were yet more headstones, stretching on for a considerable distance across a flat expanse of land. A handful of rowan trees grew along the wall, forming a leafy barrier between this section of the cemetery and the area closer to the church. An interesting choice for a church garden, Silas mused. Rowan trees, with their red berries, were said to keep witches and evil at bay.

The hound kept watch on Silas’s progress with regular backward glances as it padded through the headstones with brisk certainty. Silas noted several fresh mounds of dirt, some still strewn with floral tributes. New additions to the cemetery’s membership. But his fingers did not tingle, nor the bandalore stir. Izanami’s work had been done most completely. The goddess of death’s ankou was not required, here at least.

Hurrying along, he tried to outpace his own thoughts, which spread like fine ivy into areas of his mind he did not wish to touch upon. Silas was not ready to think too deeply on the goddess he served, nor the fate that might await him in one year’s time when his servitude was done. It was taxing enough to endure a day at a time.

He coughed against the grittiness of the air, the perfume of soil and rot growing altogether more potent. And for the first time, unpleasant. Up ahead, the land swelled into a rise that concealed what lay beyond, and it was towards this knoll that the hound bounded. The smattering of graves were not so carefully tended here, nor lined so tightly in a row. The layout was far more haphazard, the tilt of the stones more pronounced now that the church rested beyond sight.

Silas negotiated a fallen marker, its chiselled words all but rubbed clear by years of exposure to the elements. A sharp snatch of muscle in his chest gave him pause. He pressed a hand to his coat front. The spasm eased, and then returned once more, its tempo strangely regular. One that matched all too perfectly with a new sound upon the air. The steady, dull thump of a shovel digging into the earth.

He winced, pressing his fingers into his chest. The clench of muscle was uncomfortable rather than unbearable, but it was the oddness of it that concerned him. He’d thought himself safe from the perils of reanimation that Mr Ahari had mentioned, leakages and such. Had he been too quick to think so?

The black dog lifted its long, hairy nose and bayed at the blue sky. The forlorn howl distracted him from his own discomfort. The animal pushed to all fours and galloped up the slope of the mound. Silas followed quickly after, scrambling up the short rise, with the steady tempo of the digging continuing, and the pangs against his ribcage thundering ever harder. He reached the top of the mound in just a few forceful strides and found himself staring down upon a distressing sight. A disturbed grave, the soil all but cleared from around a dark wooden casket, a headstone lying flat upon the ground. Cold, hard fury flickered to life within Silas’s gut. The gravedigger, George he presumed, was awash with sweat. It clung to the straw-like lengths of his hair and darkened the armpits of his shirt. He was too busy at his task to notice Silas at all, heaving a shovelful of soil onto the pile beside him and readying for another.

His rage boiling over, Silas thrust his hand into his pocket. The bandalore was ready for him, the string slipping around his finger instantly. He raced down the mound. In once graceful arch of his arm, Silas gathered momentum and hurled the bandalore through the air.

‘You will stop,’ he roared.

The wooden discs, still retaining the mahogany stain of the Black Annis encounter, flashed past George, brushing the man’s shoulder. Silas drew back his hand, thinking his aim had been poor. But the bandalore pulled against him, moving in a wide arc around the back of the gravedigger’s head, before racing forward once more, and wrapping the string about the man’s neck. The bandalore flew in a circle again, sending another coil around the panicking chap’s throat. George collapsed onto his knees, releasing a strangled, startled cry, clawing at the string fastened around his neck.

‘Help me,’ George gasped, spittle bubbling on his lips.

Silas had slackened his hold the moment the bandalore wove its second coil, but the grip of the string about the gravedigger’s neck held tight. With his burst of anger winnowing fast, Silas dashed to the man’s side. He attempted to slip his fingers in behind the string, but it was sunk deep into the man’s skin.

‘Stand still, I’ll free you.’ Silas grabbed the bandalore, trying to unravel the noose it had made, but it were as though the string had become one with flesh. Whichever way he pulled at the discs, he met the tug of resistance.

George fell into a panic. ‘Can’t breathe…’ The man’s lips were a disquieting shade of bruised blue. A terrible gurgle came from him.

Silas dropped to his knees, grunting with the effort of trying to release the bandalore from its stranglehold. His fright rose with that of the stricken man. The bandalore was rebelling against his wishes.

‘Enough, enough,’ Silas hissed under his breath. ‘Stop it, damn you.’ His heart raced, his own throat tight with panic. How was this possible? Mr Ahari had told him the bandalore was a weapon against the dead, not the living. But he’d very soon count this man amongst those needing burial if the bandalore did not relent. George’s eyes rolled back in his head, his body jerking as he madly sought breath.

‘Oh god!’ Silas cried. ‘Stop, damn you. This is not what I want. Release him.’ The cold grip of terror had him firmly in its hold, his own breathing haggard and
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