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CHAPTER ONE




SILAS GLARED at the King of Daemonkind across the wide oval table. With every unnecessary word spoken between Lucifer and the Lady Satine, Silas’s ire rose. Not only did he have to endure their endless, pointless discussion, but there was a distinct odour of the sea present, or rather, the waft of the day’s catch beginning to foul. It clung to the burly, unshaven fishmonger the Lady had taken as her vessel. The unpleasantness did nothing to improve Silas’s countenance. He’d not slept in days nor eaten a thing since the dewberries in Sherwood Forest, and he knew he stank every bit as much as Satine’s fishmonger for lack of a bath. But he was a man consumed with fear and anger and enraged by the goddamned delay.

Three days, two nights, and a torturous number of hours ago, Pitch had been taken from him. The sun had set and risen twice over, and here they were: wasting precious time with laboured considerations and ceaseless debate of how best to go about retrieving a stolen prince.

Silas knew exactly his plan of action. Lalassu was recovering well under Benedict’s care, so the moment he was given the go-ahead, Silas would be upon her back. Together they’d gallop out of York and churn up the miles, scouring every inch of the land, merciless in their search, raising every last ghost in the British Isles to serve as his hunting dogs. He would not rest until Pitch was found.

Silas pressed his thumbs to his aching temples, regretting the thought of dogs, for it reminded him of the loss of Forneus – another terrible consequence of his ill-fated decision to wander off in Sherwood Forest.

He stood, shoving back his grief, and his chair. The dining set was Queen Anne cherrywood, impeccably polished, its chairs delightfully comfortable to sit upon. But Silas did not wish to be delightfully comfortable, holed up in the luxurious surrounds of Cumberland House, with its picturesque view over the River Ouse. He touched his fingertips to the tabletop, a wash of dizziness making the room spin. 

‘I’ll not sit here another moment, Satine.’ His aggravation overrode him. ‘This is ludicrous. If I cannot take Lalassu, then I’ll take another mount. But do not expect me to linger here any longer.’

Lucifer regarded him with pale grey eyes, his natural daemonic amber concealed beneath an unremarkable hue. He ran his thumb and forefinger over the thin oiled moustache above his lip, over and over until Silas was ready to slap his hand away and tell him just how ridiculous the design looked.

Satine’s fishmonger muttered some choice vile words. ‘Gods give me strength, are we to have this discussion again, Mr Mercer?’

‘It has hardly been a discussion.’

‘No, you’re right. It is a command. One I’ll say again. You will not leave this house.’

The fishmonger had dull blue eyes, but the Lady’s vexation gave them a frightening depth, one Silas feared he’d be sucked into if he did not keep his wits.

‘I cannot stay here, Satine. He is alone –’

‘He is hardly that.’ The fishmonger had a deep voice, one that suited the Lady well here, for it gave her words a ghastly resonance. ‘If he were alone, we’d not be in this dilemma. He’d call in, irritated beyond measure, and demand collection. We’d dust him off and continue on our merry way. But that is not the case. So you will go nowhere, for there is nowhere for you to go. Have sense, Silas. We have no idea where they have taken him. Give Mr Ahari time to draw information from that kitsune.’

Ernest Weatherby was somewhere in the confines of Cumberland House, very likely, Silas suspected, within the stoned walls of the basement. He’d arrived or, rather, been dragged here in the silvery hours of the previous night. Silas did not know the whys and wherefores of his capture. None of the details mattered, save for the information the man could provide.

Silas had not been allowed to see him. Some nonsense about him being in too foul a temper to be of use in extracting information. He was fairly certain they feared he would kill the kitsune in his fervour to learn of Pitch’s whereabouts, and he would not argue with them on that. His nerves were tinder dry, one spark from igniting into something fearsome.  He glanced at the ceiling, looking not at the intricate rose in the plasterwork but at what lay beyond. Sybilla recuperated in one of the upstairs rooms. She was weak still. She had barely murmured on the journey here, one that took several infuriating hours to bring them north to the walled city of York. Evidently, this was a stronghold of the Order, where not just one house was a Sanctuary but the entire walled city.

Guilt ate at him, a rat nibbling on cheese. What a fool he’d been to run about playing with asrai, to let his lightheartedness blind him. Happiness had made a mockery of him. Taken him off his guard so a harpy might play with his heart strings. Silas ran his thumb over the ring upon his middle finger – Balthazar Crane’s reclaimed scythe. Silas’s tool now. He clung to his belief that the bandalore was with the prince. But he’d driven himself nearly mad with trying to form some kind of connection with his scythe, spending most of the past few days trying to listen for its call, and to whisper his own pleas into the distance that separated them. Silence alone had answered him.

‘Sit down.’

Lucifer’s tone brooked no debate. At least, it would have, should Silas have heard it a month ago, a few weeks even. He would have shaken and bent beneath the command.

‘I will not.’ Silas met the King of Daemonkind’s stare with one of his own. ‘What point is there of you being here if all you seem capable of doing is draining the wine and smoking all the cigars?’ He jabbed a finger at the glowing wad of pressed tobacco that rested between Lucifer’s fingers. ‘They smell like cow shit, may I say?’

The daemon lifted the cigar to his lips and took a long, slow drag before blowing the smoke very pointedly towards Silas’s face. ‘I should hardly worry what you think. Sit down, you impetuous fool.’

‘Piss off, Lucifer.’ Silas waved off the smoke as much as the royalty who blew it.

It was the lack of knowledge that was killing him. No one had any conviction as to where Pitch may have been taken. Even the Dullahan seemed unsure, or was simply not willing to say. Silas was not fool enough to trust Byleist outright, but the creature had done nothing to give him pause since he’d gone the way of a turncoat in Sherwood Forest, bringing down the Wild Hunt in exchange for his own release from the Erlking’s servitude.

‘Silas –’ There came a warning from the fishmonger and the djinn within.

Silas turned on the Lady Satine, who was seated far up at the head of the ridiculously long table. ‘How much time are we to give Mr Ahari’s interrogation?’ He gestured to the parchment laid out on the table in front of the fishmonger. A map of sorts, though not one any purebred traveller would find use for. To Silas’s eye, it resembled more of a checkers board than the lay of terrain, with simple pebbles of varying shades of white and grey laid out across a surface which appeared to be the hide of some unfortunate animal. An elephant perhaps, or a more exotic preternatural creature he was unfamiliar with. ‘And what are your rocks telling you? Clearly nothing of importance.’

He was being a prick. And prepared to be far worse if someone, soon, did not take some action.

‘Not rocks, Silas.’ The Lady was curt, fingering one of the stones as though fearful it might be insulted. ‘Location runes. These mark those I’ve sent out to find trace of the Red Horseman.’

‘Tobias,’ Silas shot at her. ‘At least give him his bloody name, Satine.’ He was a pot brimming over, desperation bubbling his fury.

‘His name is Vassago, if you insist on being a pedantic prat.’ Lucifer blew a ring of smoke, studying it like it was a fine painting. He’d forgone his spectacles in favour of a monocle that sat pinned to his coat, a lavish dark velvet in burgundy with gold trim and onyx accents. ‘Not Pitch, or any other pathetic endearment you might give him. That creature is no sweetheart.’

Silas’s bubbling pot erupted. He strode around the stupidly elongated table – the blasted thing could sit a damned battalion – and made sure to walk on the bare floorboards rather than the plush rug so his heavy footsteps could rattle the glassware in the cabinets.

‘Why are you here, daemon? What is the bloody point of your attendance in this matter? Don’t pretend you give a shit about what they do to him. I would wager you’d be glad to hear they’ve torn him apart. You’d be satisfied then, wouldn’t you? For it’s what you’d truly like, to be rid of Pitch altogether. Your need for revenge would be sated.’

‘Silas Mercer, enough!’

The command caused even the Lady Satine’s fishmonger to startle, one of the runes slipping from their fingers and clinking in the sudden silence. The fire snapped and crackled, punctuating the command. Mr Ahari stood in the doorway, clad in a navy smoking jacket, the thick shawl collar a black satin that gleamed despite the overcast day making the room dim with lack of candles. His face was contorted by strange shadows, ones that made his rotund features suddenly sharp and angled. Silas had the sense of facing down not just a fox, but a wolf.

‘There’s a good man.’ Mr Ahari nodded, and the sense of something dangerous left him, shifting to nothingness like the smoke Lucifer continued to blow. ‘Would you mind pouring me a sherry, Mr Mercer? A decent-sized one, if you will. I know you are a generous fellow.’

Pour him a bloody drink?

Silas stared at the old man as he leaned heavily on his walking cane to make his way to the table. Ahari was thinner than Silas recalled, no longer the well-fed and full-cheeked man of The Atlas, and there could be no mistaking the shadows beneath his eyes. Mr Ahari sighed and sat heavily alongside where the Lady worked the fishmonger’s hands over the runes. He set his fox-head cane on the seat beside him, the animal’s sharp snout pointed to the roof.

‘Mr Ahari, what have you learned from –’ Silas began.

‘Nothing at all, I’m afraid.’ His glance was so filled with gentle sorrow, with dreadful apology, that it was intolerable. Silas looked away, choking on a swell of dismay.

‘You could learn nothing at all?’ the Lady asked.

‘Oh, I’ve learned many things, such as Ernest Weatherby’s appetite for toads and silverfish when he is in his true form, and how he hopes to have a litter of at least ten cubs one day. Trivial pieces of information, all stacked on top of one another, burying deep anything that might be of use to us. There’s an enchantment upon him, I’m certain, some spellwork that makes him as useful to us as a wet rag. And, as we’ve certainly gathered by now, the sorcerers’ abilities are not to be sniffled at.’ Mr Ahari turned his attention to his knees, grimacing as he rubbed at them. ‘Bloody chill down there does nothing for my arthritis.’ He glanced at Silas, who had not moved. ‘Having trouble finding the drinks, dear chap? Over there, in that cabinet.’ He pointed to the ornate mahogany cabinet, whose twin glass doors put the vast array of bottles on display. ‘Would you like anything while our ankou friend is pouring, your majesty?’

Silas frowned. ‘His Majesty can serve himself.’

Turning to open the cabinet, he was quite sure he saw the fishmonger smirk, and even Lucifer did not seem half as insulted as Silas had intended to make him.

‘I would rather a coffee, actually. If that can be arranged.’ Lucifer spoke as though ordering at the Cafe Royal. ‘Too early in the day for a gin for me, we’ve barely done with breakfast.’

Which reminded Silas that he actually had no clue what the exact time was, only that it was well past time he should be leaving. He poured the sherry with little care into a small etched glass, spilling a few drops onto the silver tray beneath it.

The hush of wooden legs upon thick carpeting announced someone getting to their feet. Silas glanced over his shoulder. Lucifer was standing, resettling the drape of his cutaway coat and fiddling with the bulge of the white satin cravat at his neck. Silas had forgotten how tall the man was, how lean. ‘Shall I finally get a turn with your fox, then?’

‘Go ahead.’ The Lady did not hesitate, but Mr Ahari looked pained, rubbing his fingers over an unseen stain on the tabletop as Silas approached with the overly-full glass dribbling over his fingers.

‘If I might make a request,’ Mr Ahari said, ‘that you don’t let him suffer too long.’

Lucifer paced away from the table. It seemed the elegance that imbued Pitch’s movements had not been inherited from his sire. Lucifer’s strides were charged and pointed, bullish, unlike the prince, who tended to move like unravelling ribbon.

‘I make no promises, Mr Ahari. Gentleness is not what I’m here for. If there is anything to be gained from the kitsune’s mind, we will know for certain once I’m done with him. I dare say you’ve not been as forceful as you could be.’

Mr Ahari sat with his sherry glass half-raised to his lips. ‘But I dare say no one will suggest that of you.’ He whispered it, and it seemed only Silas heard, for Lucifer did not pause on his way to the door. Louder, Mr Ahari said, ‘I know him guilty of siding with our enemies, but that is not to say he did so with true malevolence. He is manipulated by the strong, as those who are weaker so often are, and hypnotised by the promise of golden things.’

‘I don’t care what motivates him,’ Lucifer declared, dropping his still-glowing cigar, now down to a short nub, into a cut-glass ashtray on the sideboard. ‘Only what he knows. I’ll not be long. Perhaps some smoked trout and coddled eggs might be arranged for my return? See to it, if you will, ankou. After lunch I shall turn my attention to the fae.’

The King of Daemonkind left the room, taking the heaviness on the air with him.

Silas stared at the empty doorway. ‘He means to interrogate the Dullahan?’

‘Yes, yes.’ The Lady Satine touched a fingertip to one of the runes, closing the fishmonger’s eyes. ‘We are finding no clues from any of those of the Order who search, Silas, and none of us share your conviction of the creature’s change of side.’

‘He is not a prisoner here, Satine.’ Silas wasn’t certain of his own feelings towards the headless horseman. But he did trust the creatures of Sherwood who had told him of the Dullahan’s destruction of the Wild Hunt. And Silas certainly did understand being compelled to serve a purpose, and wishing to be free of that compunction.

‘He can hardly be a free citizen, either.’ The fishmonger stared at him, the djinn evident behind his eyes. ‘Even if he truly desires to unshackle himself from the UnSeelie Court, that is not to say he can actually do so. Did you think I would allow him here with total freedom? He has been the Erlking’s servant for a long, long while. Do not underestimate how deeply those shackles may be buried, Silas. You might have taken his whip, that is not to say you freed his mind entirely.’ The fishmonger shrugged wide, muscular shoulders. ‘Besides, the fae are known for many things, but honesty is not amongst them.’

With that said the Lady turned her attentions back to her strange map and assorted stones. Mr Ahari leaned in to point at a rune with two oval circles carved into its surface and coiled markings at their centres.

‘Marcus has reached Pendle Hill?’

‘He and the tawny, Cyril. They were there for several hours, conducted a very thorough search, but have moved on now.’

‘Moved on?’ Silas said. ‘There was nothing to discover there?’

That hardly seemed possible if the visions he’d had, whilst toppling from the carriage as they’d begun their ill-fated journey, were indeed from Pendle Hill as Sybilla suggested. Silas had witnessed an endless, awful sacrifice. Teratism after teratism upon an altar, each being devoured by ravens.

‘Nothing of note…certainly not a sorcerers’ den. Hardly a trace of maleficium at all. Nothing of the Blight.’

Silas sagged, reconsidering his decision not to partake in a drink. What had he seen then? And where? Sybilla had only assumed it Pendle Hill from his description, but the landmark was, he was told, quite unique. He poured himself a brandy absent-mindedly.

‘Are they absolutely certain?’ he asked.

‘I am absolutely certain.’ The Lady worked the fishmonger’s jaw, tight flexes of muscle. ‘I placed myself there after you told me of the things you’d seen. Even if Tobias was not taken there, what you saw was cause enough for concern. But if the Morrigan were at Pendle Hill once, they are not now.’ The fishmonger slumped into their chair and sat forward, elbows upon the table, fingers dug into their unkempt head of mud-brown hair.

‘Satine?’ Mr Ahari frowned, reaching across the table, but stopping short of touching the man.

‘I’m fine. I’m fine. But I cannot be placing myself in every nook and cranny we deem a possible hiding place. It is too much, and my strength must be kept for the lake.’ They raised their head, and Silas noticed for the first time how utterly exhausted the man appeared. ‘Blood Lake’s tides and currents fight the seals with greater and greater ferocity. The Blight pulls upon them like a full moon that grows ever larger.’

‘Then leave this with me.’ Mr Ahari gestured at the layout on the table. ‘I shall keep watch and summon you should anything of note arise. Keep to your waters for now. His Majesty and I shall oversee things here.’

The fishmonger’s frown seemed set to signal a protest, but his feature’s smoothed and he nodded. ‘Very well.’ The burly man looked to Silas, who stood with brandy in hand, the faint trembling in his fingers evident in the shift of the liquid. ‘For the love of all the gods and their tits, don’t do anything foolish, Mr Mercer. I know you are mighty, I know your love for him has deepened. It is a formidable pairing, but keep your head. You need to focus on the bandalore, if you truly believe it with him. Find a way to –’

‘I’ve tried to find him. I am trying. Christ, did you think I’d not bloody bother?’ Silas took an angry sip of his brandy.

‘Of course not. But perhaps your head is not as clear as it might be.’

Silas glowered. ‘It is clear, Satine. But I feel nothing of the scythe, I hear nothing…’

A silence that terrified him like no other.

‘Well, it is not singing his death note, then. Take comfort in that.’ Silas nearly choked on the mouthful, the horror of such a thought squeezing his throat thin. ‘What I mean is, we have no reason to assume he is dead.’

‘Jesus bloody Christ. He is alive.’ Silas spoke through clenched teeth. ‘He is alive.’

‘So best you remain the same way, or as close to as your kind can manage.’ The Lady was absorbed in the runes. ‘There are dangerous players afoot. No small angel brought Sybilla down. You are not to go running off half-cocked and get yourself into a bind. Do you hear me? Lalassu will not take you when I have not allowed it, so forget those plans of yours I see rattling about behind your eyes. Stay. Wait.’

Silas remained silent, holding the other man’s gaze, unafraid and unbowed by the power behind them. He was furious at the Lady for daring to even suggest Pitch’s demise.

He is alive.

He is alive.

The mantra nailed itself into his psyche. And would remain there until he had the prince once more.

‘Do we understand each other, Silas?’

The silence stretched taut before he nodded. ‘Oh indeed we do. Perfectly well.’

A quirk came to the fishmonger’s lips. ‘That sounds more like the horseman I recall from times past. A lovely, stubborn fool.’ Lady Satine looked to Mr Ahari. ‘Try to keep Lucifer from killing everyone he deems of interest, won’t you?’

The kitsune gave her a tired smile and nodded. ‘Of course. Conserve yourself, my dear. And best of luck in all this.’

‘I dare say we need a tad more than luck, old man. But the same to you.’

The fishmonger shivered as though struck by a sudden icy breeze and promptly crumpled, face planting with a worrisome crack on the table, making the runes jump.

‘Oh blast.’ Mr Ahari leapt to his feet, grabbing at the man’s hair to lift his head. ‘A broken nose I’d say. Calliope,’ he called out over his shoulder.

A woman dashed into the room. She was clad in the black and white of house staff, her mousy hair cinched tight beneath a frilly, starched white cap.

Silas barely paid heed to her melody, which named her a brownie. It did not matter who was within these walls…only who lay without.

With Mr Ahari and Calliope tending to the unconscious fishmonger and his bleeding nose, Silas slipped from the room. He intended to be right there when Lucifer interrogated Ernest Weatherby. Right within range should hint of Pitch’s location be drawn from him.

Lady Satine may not trust the Dullahan, but nor could she trust Silas, for he would be running off half-cocked the very moment he had the slightest idea of which way to turn.








CHAPTER TWO




PITCH BLINKED into rich blackness. He ached. Gods, he ached. He squeezed his eyes closed, opened them again, and found only darkness once more. He felt odd. Muddle-headed and only half-woken. Even the small muscles in his jaw complained at being made to move.

‘Silas.’ He blinked into the inkwell. ‘Silas?’

What the blazes had he been doing to make his body hurt so?

‘Are you there?’

Why did the ankou not answer? He always heeded Pitch’s call. Even when Silas slept deeply, he’d rouse himself when Pitch wished for the pillow talk to continue.

He sought out his flame, that entirely useless thing it was since Edward placed Seraphiel’s shackles upon him. A light glow flared beneath only one of his fingernails, and even that could not penetrate the syrupy darkness. 

His eyes fluttered closed. There was no difference in the blackness behind his lids.

Perhaps he’d not woken at all. He was drifting about in a dream. And the body aches were merely remnants of a vigorous session in the enormous bed in that undisclosed house in the countryside. But if that were the case, the aches were in all the wrong places. His arse was actually the only part of him that didn’t pain him.

And Silas would never have hurt him like this – where his throat ached and bruises on his back pulsed. Never.

He lifted his hands, shoulder joints protesting, and his fingers touched at a smooth, hard surface almost at once. A wintry panic stirred. Pitch lifted his head. His neck screamed, and between his shoulder blades the muscles contracted like twisting knives. But none of that could distract him when his forehead met the same prohibiting barrier as his hands. He was boxed in. His breathing grew ragged. Pitch skimmed his fingers outwards, the sickly glow from his minuscule flame lighting little more than his fingernail. He found barriers at his sides too. Smooth panels, with their coolness suggesting glass or similar, rather than wood with its innate warmth. He sucked in his breath, held it. He was well aware of the fluttering in his belly, the same he’d felt when he thought Silas had drowned in that forsaken pond. He lifted his foot, bare of a shoe or boot. Barely had his heel risen and his toes glanced against a desperately-low ceiling.

‘Fuck.’

He was contained…like a corpse in a coffin. A coffin of midnight and hard edges.

Pitch’s heart performed a double flip, and his reality thundered in. All the memories flooding him.

Sherwood Forest.

The angels. Oh, by the gods…Sybilla. The Valkyrie had been brought down.

And Pitch had heard the Pale Horse scream.

He stilled. 

He’d been so certain he’d heard Lalassu approaching. Absolutely convinced Silas had found him.

But this was no place the ankou would ever leave him.

He flailed against a horrifying thought – the blazing memory of a halo’s blast, the masked figure with raven wings standing there. The power emanating from them was not anything Iblis had possessed.

Power enough to tear a Valkyrie from the sky.

Why not power enough to bring down death’s messenger?

Pitch forgot how to breathe. His blood galloped through his veins, his mind growing foggy with a very different haze now. That of unhinged panic. One that melted his bones and turned his mind to a puddle of melted wax.

‘No. No. He’s not lost.’

Pitch sucked in a choppy breath. He could not rattle apart here. ‘Breathe, idiot,’ he whispered, the words like sandy grit upon his tongue. ‘Hold fast, fool.’

He pressed his hands to the unyielding barrier above him, and his fragile efforts to stay calm wavered. A scream built its nest beneath his ribs. 

His body hummed with the urge to bow to the mania that crept over him like ivy over a crumbling mansion.

Pitch lifted his knees, but they barely bent before they were knocked against his confines. His world was tiny. Pressing in on him. Crushing him without even needing to break a bone.

‘Breathe, idiot.’

He stabbed his elbows at his coffin and rolled his shoulders, angling so he could shove against the roof that sank down over him. The pain that came was eye-watering. But panic had the bit between its teeth now. Pitch teetered on the edge, one tiny nudge away from mindlessness.

He was trying, gods he was trying…but his breaths were too shallow.

‘Hold firm,’ he begged of himself. ‘Hold fast.’

A tiny shrill hiss came at his ear, pulling him back from his precipice. He exhaled.

‘Scarlet?’

A squeak was his reply and a pat, an infernal, irritating pat of a tiny hand against his earlobe.

The will-o’-the-wisp was with him. Still with him. His mind shifted some more of its fog, bringing back to him the memory of Scarlet using Silas’s bandalore to try and free him.

The bandalore Pitch had placed in his pocket in the chaos of Sybilla’s fall.

A very undignified sound escaped him. His hand flew to his side, to where the pocket of Silas’s coat should be. He couldn’t stop the moan that escaped him. The coat was gone. So was his shirt and his corset. He found himself clad only in his breeches.

His sudden, brilliant euphoria waned.

Scarlet whisked down the length of his body. The creature brushed against him until it found his hand, nudging against his fingers like a needy kitten.

A very solid metal kitten.

‘What the blazes?’ He made the mistake of lifting his head, rewarded with a painful thump. ‘Shitting bloody fuck.’

Scarlet took hold of one of his fingers. Pitch quickly stifled the paltry flame, even though it would likely only warm, rather than harm. The wisp wriggled its way into his clenched fist, nestling in against his palm. For the second time since the tiny critter had showed itself, Pitch exhaled in a long, fulfilling breath.

‘Scarlet,’ he whispered. ‘Is the scythe with you?’

The wisp shimmied and danced against his palm. A yes if ever there was one. He carefully explored the hard little lump in his grasp. And a smile spread across his dry lips. The creature wore the tiniest suit of armour. There was a squeak as his thumb moved across what felt like a marble, but was likely Scarlet’s head.

‘You wear the bandalore?’

Scarlet leapt from his hand, zipping up over his belly, light as a feather, and ticklish as one too. It balanced on his chin, planting minuscule hands across his mouth. It murmured something, nonsense words so far as his ears could tell, but his heart, or whatever that confounded place was that gave one hope, knew better.

Silas’s scythe was with them.

Guiding the ankou to where they lay?

Pitch could think of it no other way. To consider the oaf lost like Sybilla would drive him madder than those in the Fulbourn. The very least he could do was stay sane, after all that had been sacrificed for him, and the beast.

If the ankou lived…Pitch swallowed down the doubt…the ankou lived and he would come. And it would do Silas no good if he were to rescue a dribbling, mumbling lunatic.

Scarlet hissed. A remarkably serpentine sound from the creature.

‘What is it?’

Hands slapped again at his lips. He grew still. Listening into the dark.

The silence was near as thick as the darkness, another feature of this prison painfully reminiscent of the abaddon. If not for Will Scarlet being with him, he might have thought himself in that despicable place. The human world just a figment of his decrepit, maddened imagination whilst he rotted in that pit beneath White Mountain.

A sigh came from far within the blackness, like a distant steam train were slowing on the approach to its station.

The press of Scarlet’s hands to his lips intensified, the creature kneeling upon his chin to give itself greater leverage. But he understood. And both he and the will-o’-the-wisp held like statues. Waiting.

The sigh came again. A little louder. Closer. And at last a sliver of light found its way through the black veil that surrounded him. It came from above, the bleakness peeling open and illuminating his confines.

He lay in a glass coffin of the same ilk that had held Edward and Charlie.

The crack above parted wider and blazed brighter. Brighter still until his eyes were forced to close against the monstrous glare.

A glare not unknown to him.

Memory of the flash of ice blue came to him, the one glimpsed just after Sybilla fell…and he’d been struck out cold. The looming figure had stood with their wings of ravens, their mask of feathers concealing them but their power betraying them. Of course that had not been Iblis, that piss-weak shadow of an angel with his pieced-together halo.

‘Oh fuck.’ Pitch gasped through Scarlet’s fingers. He had a sickening sense of what approached…not who, just yet…but what. ‘Hide, quickly.’

The will-o’-the-wisp scrambled into the tangled mess of his hair, burrowing in at the curve of his neck. Pitch tried to peer through narrowed eyes, but the brightness struck deep into his skull. He turned away, eyes shut fast. There was no sound to accompany the brightness, nothing to betray the approach of any living creature. But a short time later, the rap of something hard against the glass came from right overhead.

‘Piss off,’ he snarled, refusing to look. Both for simple defiance’s sake, and for fear of what he would see.

‘Open your eyes, little daemon. Let me see what all this fuss is about.’

Pitch steeled himself against the command, for a command it was. Uttered with undercurrents of authority as powerful as the swell of an ocean wave.

‘Open your eyes,’ they said steadily, pointedly, and with a rush of compulsion that had him gasping.

Pitch felt the sharp nails of angelic command dig into his mind. A takeover he might have resisted far better were he at full capacity, but he was being overridden once more. As he’d been, too many times this journey. He despised this angel, almost as much as the Alp. 

Pitch opened his eyes, blinking at the sudden shift in light once more. For a moment the shape standing over him was all but a blur, but then his vision righted. Cleared. 

The Archangel Gabriel smiled down at him, with eyes of warm hazel and cold as pole ice, his white teeth like inverted, snow-capped peaks. 

‘Hello, Vassago. What a fine mess you are in, pretty prince.’








CHAPTER THREE




CUMBERLAND HOUSE was straightforward in its three levels, each held one long hallway with a staircase at its end. This was not a maze to be lost in like Harvington Hall. Silas moved, like the ghost he almost was, down the corridor, grateful when he heard no one follow him from the room with its especially long table and air of quiet desperation. He reached the landing and moved with heavy footfalls down to the second level. 

‘Mercer. You trying to stomp some ’oles in these floors?’ He paused upon the next landing to find Tyvain leaning out of a doorway farther down the hall. ‘’Ow you doin’? If I can ask a stupid question.’

‘I’d be better if I were doing something more constructive than stomping about. Do you know where Lucifer is speaking with Weatherby?’

The soothsayer snorted. ‘Speakin’? Yeah, that’s what Reginald will be doin’.’ She jerked her head, hair ever wildly strewn, the red honed with a tinge of green from the gaslamp on the wall beside her.

‘Interrogating, then. Either way, I still wish to join him.’

‘Doubt it will be pleasant.’

‘I’m quite familiar with unpleasant situations.’

Tyvain made a sound, one of agreement and sympathy both. ‘Let me take ya, then. Been wantin’ some time alone with ya, anyways.’

Silas nodded and they descended the stairs, reaching the ground floor and heading along the hallway. The narrowness of the corridor saw them walk so close that at times the sleeve of his coat, an uninteresting brown shade he did not like at all, brushed against Tyvain’s bare arm. She wore what appeared to be her nightshirt, short-sleeved and tucked into a pair of moleskin trousers, which were rolled above her ankle. The fabric was damp and her feet were bare and dirty, as though she’d gone strolling along the pier and dipped her feet in the water. Her limp seemed more pronounced today, or perhaps Silas was just too intent on it, for how it reminded him of Pitch’s uneasy gait.

Reaching the end of the hallway, Tyvain revealed another set of stairs hidden behind a wall panel. She pressed at a precise point and the wall clicked, and swung out into the hall. The interior wavered as the inflow of air disturbed candles in their sconces at the top of a flight of wooden stairs. The Order had a taste for these hidden staircases it seemed.

They headed down, and the panel closed behind them, giving Silas the unwelcome sense of being as enclosed as he’d been at the Fulbourn. At least the lighting was decent, not candles here but more gaslamps to highlight the way.

‘How is Sybilla doing? I’ve not been to visit her in a few hours.’ He filled the shadowy passageway with his voice.

‘Seen better days, but I’m certain she’ll come round. Time, that’s all.’ Tyvain was remarkably bad at concealing her true emotions. Quite like Pitch in that regard.

‘Tyvain, what is it? Has she taken a turn?’

The soothsayer sighed. ‘No, no. But it don’t look like them wings of ’ers will be fixing themselves anytime soon.’ She paused, flicking her fingers against a tear in the drab wallpaper. ‘Syb won’t fly again.’

Silas swore. ‘Is she in great pain?’

‘Difficult to bloody tell with ’er. She’s so busy reassurin’ everyone, tellin’ ’em to not mind ’er. That it’s ya daemon who’s important. And that we should be keepin’ our eyes on you, Mercer. Makin’ sure you’re doin’ okay.’ Tyvain glanced over her shoulder, the gaslamps backlighting her auburn strands. ‘Talkin’ of pain, ’ow are you? I ’eard what you did for Syb. You ain’t run up debts you can’t pay with all that fancy bringin’ ’er back from the dead stuff, then?’

Silas shrugged off the question and gestured for her to continue on.

‘Mercer?’ She’d not be so easily moved. ‘You gonna answer? I can stand ’ere all day.’

‘I’m fine, I’m fine. Can we please move on?’

She eyed him awhile longer, heartbeats of time he did not wish to waste here beneath the house. ‘Fine, eh? You look like shite, and I know you ain’t eaten a damned thing since they brought your sorry arse ’ere. ’Ow’s about I get some scissors to that ’air of yours, a razor to ya beard, and we ’ave the cook fix ya some broth –’

‘I don’t want broth, Tyvain. Or a bloody shave.’ He considered shoving past her, despite the fact that he’d have to crush her up against the wall to do so. She was right, about it all…not eating, looking a sight…but how did any of that matter? ‘Just take me to Lucifer.’

‘To do what? You don’t seem the torturin’ type.’

It frightened him, what type he felt he could be. ‘I want to be there, if he draws anything of note from the kitsune…I want to be there. Because I…’ He pressed his lips together.

‘Because you’re scared they won’t tell ya somethin’ important. And you don’t want ta miss a single thing that might help ya find ya fella.’ The soothsayer turned then, and headed on. Leaving Silas blinking at her back.

‘I just…yes.’ Silas continued after her, his limbs like lead. Christ, he was tired. ‘Do you think me foolish?’

If anyone would tell him, it was Tyvain.

‘No. I think you’re a man ’ho’s ’ad ‘is heart ripped out and stomped on and smells a bit on the ripe side.’ Despite himself, Silas laughed, a rough jerk of his chest. ‘And all you know is that your lover is in strife and needin’ ya, while all they see is their weapon in the wrong ’ands.’

The flooring was stone. Silas had no idea when they had shifted from wood to dense rock. He was dizzy, with fatigue and his own desperation. ‘I have to find him, Tyvain…I promised him…but so much time has already passed and I’m here, wandering about with no direction to go in. What if I cannot do it…save him, I mean? What if my promise is empty and…’ Oh god, the words were like razor blades up his throat, but he couldn’t stop them. He needed them out of his head, he needed them shared. ‘What if I am already too late and they have killed him?’

A distant sound found its way along this seemingly never-ending passageway, but Silas kept staring at the back of Tyvain’s head, his breath held in wait.

The soothsayer turned and reached a hand towards Silas. He took it and did not realise his own hands were shaking until her steadiness stilled him.

‘Ya know what I spent most of last night doin’?’ She did not wait for a reply. ‘Doin’ me tarot. Over and over and over, till I couldn’t see straight. ’Cause I kept gettin’ this same three feckin’ cards comin’ up. All in a row, same positions every time.’

The sounds came again from up the corridor. To Silas’s distracted ear, they sounded like the chants of a monk, deep and resonating. Tyvain shoved her free hand into her pocket and drew something forth.

‘These…’ She fanned the cards between her fingers, pushing them up so close to Silas that he had to shift his head back to see clearly.

Death. Devil. Two of Cups.

‘I don’t read tarot…’ he said uncertainly. ‘But I assume that is me?’ He touched a fingertip to the Death card.

‘Yeah, I’m thinkin’ so, though it ain’t in the usual tradition of the card. Death card don’t mean corpses…but then nothin’ much traditional is ’appenin’ these days.’ Tyvain let go of Silas’s hand to touch at the Devil. ‘And that’s ’im, your daemon.’ Silas no longer corrected people when they spoke that way. ‘Wild and without inhibition, upsettin’ the usual balance of things. And this.’ A touch to the Two of Cups. ‘Comes out in the upright position, every time….Two of Cups. A lovers card…’ She shook her head. ‘Nah, more than that. It’s about an affinity between two people…a union of souls. You and ’im. Bound together. I tell ya, Silas, if I know nothin’ else, I know ‘e’s still with us. ‘And ’e’ll be waitin’ on ya.’ She took his hand and pressed the cards into them. ‘And you’ll find ’im. Better than that, you’ll bring ’im home.’

Silas’s eyes stung. ‘Thank you.’ He curled his fingers over the cards gently and slipped them into his coat pocket.

‘Meh, would be a lot more feckin’ useful if I could tell ya where the feck ’e is.’ Tyvain sniffed, raising her arm to wipe at her face. As she did so it pulled the fabric of her shirt, causing a pocket at her hip to gape open. There was another card there.

‘What is that one?’ Silas tilted forward so he might see the face of it. A spire upon a mountain, a lightning bolt striking at the tower. ‘Is it part of your reading?’

Tyvain slapped at her pocket, cursing beneath her breath. ‘Darn you boy, you got eagle eyes or somethin’?

‘Tyvain, what is it? Is there something wrong?’

‘Nah, there’s nothin’’

But he’d already heard the lie. ‘Tyvain.’

She shivered as he spoke her name, and little wonder. He barely recognised his own tone. Commanding and indisputable. 

‘Feck. Fine. I ain’t gonna lie to ya. Don’t deserve it. But promise me ya won’t get your knickers all knotted over somethin’ I don’t know for certain.’

‘What does the card mean.’ He felt unnaturally still, calm in a way he knew utterly false. It was either this way, or turn catatonic with fear. 

‘’Tis true the tower card can be a bastard of a thing. Most of the time.’ She brandished the card. It was gilded, beautifully so, as were the others. The tower at its centre was white as chalk, not a single window or door evident, and with a peaked blue cap trimmed with a gold rim and spiked with large pearls, like an over-sized coronet. The lightning had struck at it, lifting it from its proper resting place, the entire peak set to tumble the great distance to the ground. ‘I’ve been laying the cards most of the morning, and this infernal thing won’t stop showing up. But ya know what, Mercer? I ain’t afraid…like I normally would be with this type a card. See it can mean catastrophe, sure. Destruction, crisis, all that guff.’ Silas said nothing, he could barely swallow with his throat so dry. ‘But it can also mean unexpected change, big sudden shifts in how things look to be turnin’ out.’ She looked up at him, sharp and focused and steely. ‘More importantly, it can mean liberation. And when I look at this card, that’s what gets my water’s churnin’. Liberation. You’re gonna find ‘im, Mercer. Don’t doubt it.’

Silas could only nod as she handed him the card. He took it, sliding it quickly into his pocket, not wishing to linger on the chaotic scene depicted.

A doorway loomed out of the gloom at the end of the passageway. Silas was struck by how reminiscent the design was of the door Pitch had laid behind at Harvington Hall. The prison that Silas had to fight to find.

Tyvain rapped her knuckles against the wood.

And her request to enter was met with a low, agonised moan.

‘Go away.’ Lucifer’s imperious tone was unmistakable.

Silas took a breath, steadied himself. ‘We shall not.’ He urged Tyvain aside and opened the door. Heat rushed at them. And something far more unpleasant.

Silas coughed, his hand flying to cover his mouth. The reek of excrement was horrendous.

‘Oh fuckin’ balls,’ Tyvain cried, lifting the hem of her shirt to her lips.

Ernest Weatherby sat in a cabriole-style dining chair, on a water-stained grey rug. He was wide-eyed. Streaks of dirty tears ran down pale cheeks, his lips were parted with drool at their creases, and his breath was terribly quickened. 

Lucifer had paid no heed to Mr Ahari’s request to keep the suffering minimal.

‘You are very quickly testing my patience, Mr Mercer.’ Lucifer did not turn as they entered. He stood with arms folded, peering down at the pained kitsune the way one peered at livestock they were considering purchasing. ‘Go sit with your ailing pony, I do not want you here.’

‘I assure you, sir, I do not want you here either. What have you learned from him?’

The king cast Silas a sideways glance, the edge of his lip lifting with a sneer. Which only served to make his ridiculous moustache look all the more so. ‘I do not like your tone, ankou.’

‘I do not like many things about you, least of all how you seem to be ruining this man with nothing to show for it.’

The curt words had Tyvain touching at his hand in warning. She was likely right to caution him, but Silas was on a mission even the King of Daemonkind could not sway him from.

Silas lowered his hand from his mouth. With the opening of the door, some of the gravity of the stench had lessened. ‘Does he know where Pitch is?’

The stone-walled room was every bit a dire dungeon. And a far too warm one at that. The heat came from the considerable fire crackling in a small cast-iron hearth. Weatherby was certainly feeling the heat. His tattered clothing was plastered to his body. There were no visible restraints upon him, but his body remained as rigid as when Silas stepped into the room. He appeared like a man in the process of being electrocuted in his chair.

Lucifer dusted at the cuff of his coat, one element in the room that was far too fine for it. ‘He barely knows his own name now that I’ve had my time with him.’ The bastard sounded too proud of the fact. ‘I’ve one more layer to peel back, but I would say it safe to assume that the kitsune truly knows nothing of import.’

‘Nothing of import?’ Silas snatched at the suggestion. ‘Are you to be in charge of assuming what is important? Tell me what he’s said.’

‘Oh Christ,’ Tyvain muttered at his side. ‘Keep that up and you’re gonna lose an eye, if you’re lucky.’

‘What a wise old hag. Take heed, dead man.’ Lucifer turned his back on them, taking a white kerchief from a pocket, draping it over his fingers. ‘Now then, shall we flay you wide open, little useless fox?’

A pitiful whimper came from Weatherby, his eyes still wide. Silas realised he’d not blinked once since they’d entered the room. The spread of the kitsune’s eyelids was being forced. This was torture, there was no doubt of it, and nothing notable had been learned.

He should stop the king from laying another hand upon the unfortunate Weatherby. Step forward, right now, as Lucifer touched his kerchief-draped fingers beneath the kitsune’s chin, and prevent the daemon from leaning forward and exhaling a breath so heated that Silas could see the ripples in the air where he stood. A breath aimed at the natural’s unnaturally widened eyes.

Weatherby’s body bucked, his arse coming off the seat. 

Silas watched. He did not move.

The sounds escaping Weatherby’s locked jaw were awful, the torment of an animal caught beneath a carriage wheel. His violent jerks looked set to break his bones. Black fluid ran from his nose and eyes.

Tyvain made a choked sound. ‘Oh, I think I’m done. Fuck this.’

The soothsayer fled the room. Her sudden movement wrestled Silas from his appalling stillness.

‘Stop. Stop, that is enough.’ Silas moved quickly, trying to outpace the mortifying truth that he’d waited too long. ‘I said stop. Now.’

He grabbed Lucifer’s arm.

And was ill-prepared for the blow. He did not see the daemon’s fingers come away from the kitsune’s chin, did not feel his muscles flex, nor his body turn. But all at once, Silas was thrown across the room and slammed so hard against the stone wall that pieces broke away. He rebounded forward to land flat on his face.

Winded, Silas strained to inhale, dragging himself as quickly as he could to his knees. Convinced Lucifer would be there already to knock him back down.

But the king was still beside the struggling kitsune, wiping at his fingers with the kerchief daintily while Ernest gurgled and frothed inky-black foam.

‘Don’t touch me again, ankou. Or no matter your goddess, you will die another of your deaths. Do you understand me?’

‘What did you learn, Lucifer?’ Silas ignored the daemon’s question, presenting one  of his own. ‘Surely, with all your might, you’ve found something useful? Or are you just a cat toying with an injured mouse? Amusing yourself while time passes us by?’

Lucifer folded the kerchief into precise triangles, tucking it away in his breast pocket. He fixed a lick of wayward hair before he replied. ‘I’ve learned that the kitsune’s mind is not strong enough to withstand both the sorcerers’ spellwork and my intrusion. His mind is as thick and muddled as the stew we ate last night.’

Silas had eaten nothing.

‘So you learned nothing from him at all? Nothing of Pendle Hill?’ He could not shake a sense of the place’s importance.

The kitsune’s high-pitched whimpering subsided into a long dragged-out moan that made Silas’s stomach turn.

‘The Lady has dismissed that place, ankou. Whatever your monsters saw, it is there no longer, or never was.’ Lucifer breezed past him, as though sauntering out of the library after a day spent reading.

Silas watched him move. ‘What of the angel then? The one who brought Sybilla down….what do you know of their identity?’ Lucifer reached the door, showing no sign of slowing, and Silas hated him in that moment. ‘Nothing then? I suppose that makes sense that you’d know absolutely nothing of what the angels are doing. It was that way with Seraphiel, wasn’t it?’

The king stopped beneath the frame of the door. ‘Careful, ankou.’

But Silas wanted to know – something, anything, that might give him a trail to follow. ‘I’m told you shared a great intimacy with Seraphiel, yet he had a Sanctuary you were uninvited too, and he was lying with Pitch whilst you were walking the halls of White Mountain alone.’ Silas had no idea if the place even had god-damned halls. Christ, he was being callous, and hurting himself in the process. He did not wish to think of the angel and his daemon together. ‘I think you either oblivious, or a fool, and I do not trust your assumption that this kitsune had nothing important to say. Tell me all that was said.’

‘Pathetic creature.’ Lucifer’s eyes glowed like a furnace. Silas took an unwitting step backwards.‘You are not fit to speak the Seraph’s name. Watch your tongue, or it is your mind I shall break next. You know nothing, nothing of what I shared with the angel.’

There was an ever-so-slight waver in the king’s voice. Lucifer snapped his gaze away, leaving Silas staring at the back of his head. Realisation came swiftly. The king was adept at hiding it, and Silas so distracted he’d not been paying attention, but he saw now that the King of Daemonkind grieved. The intensity rolled off the daemon’s shoulders. The grief had been there, all along, in his naming melody, scorched upon him so well Silas mistook it for his natural state. Lucifer’s mourning notes were as dark as the Wild Hunt’s storm. The daemon carried sorrow and anger like a heavy cloak that had been woven through with hatred to make it easier to wear.

Of course Lucifer would despise Pitch.

Seraphiel had forsaken the king and taken Prince Vassago to his bed. He’d let dark secrets bloom between the sheets. Secrets he’d not shared with Lucifer. And Christ Almighty, it made the daemon’s grief complex, so tangled and destructive that Silas could taste its bitter tang.

‘You cast accusations, ankou, but if I recall, it was you who left the prince unattended,’ Lucifer snarled. ‘You who went too far into the woods and brought our enemies upon him. What has befallen Vassago is your fault. And if he is dead, and Seraphiel’s plans for him destroyed, then I shall consider you to blame.’

Lucifer stepped from the room, leaving behind his sharpened words so they might puncture Silas’s wildly beating heart. The door slammed shut. Weatherby’s cries rose, filling the room till it was straining.

Silas swore beneath his breath, despising himself for allowing a battle of words to distract him. He pulled the ring from his finger, the scythe transformed at once – a slender, fine-tipped blade, like a rapier made miniature. He hurried to the kitsune’s side, kneeling beside the tormented man. The creature’s melody swayed terribly from its original score.

Weatherby’s veins bulged, the dregs of the daemon’s interrogations still beneath the skin. Still hurting.

‘I am sorry,’ Silas whispered. ‘I should not have allowed this.’

Ernest Weatherby stared at him with the strangest look upon his face. A vacancy there for the most part, but a single spark remained, fighting its way through the emptiness.

He opened his mouth. And it was mostly drool that came, yet also a slurred sound that Silas could not decipher.

‘Steady now, and I shall see this done swiftly.’

Weatherby made a hiccoughing sound and found the wherewithal to shift his stiffened body in such a way that his fingers glanced against Silas’s wrist.

‘The Sluagh…don’t let…me.’

The rattling was truly awful.

‘The Sluagh?’ He frowned. ‘What is that?’

‘Goddess…don’t let me join…’ The kitsune’s eyes rolled, the whites bloodshot.

‘The goddess?’ Silas took Weatherby’s face between his hands. The kitsune’s skin was clammy with his fear. ‘What is the Sluagh, Ernest?’

Spittle flew, bubbling at the corners of Weatherby’s mouth. The kitsune was beyond words.

Silas drove the blade in, sending it neatly between ribs, aiming its sharpened tip to where it would bring the swiftest, surest end.

Ernest Weatherby collapsed forward, and Silas cradled the man in his arms as death moved in to play the last note of his song.

A sublime sigh came from the kitsune, the shedding of a great weight. He lessened in Silas’s arms, shrugged off the burdens that a lord of death should have freed him from far earlier.

‘Find your peace,’ he whispered to the corpse in his arms.

For there was peace to be found in the ending of things.

He lifted Weatherby from the chair and laid him out upon the floor, settling him into the silence that now filled the chamber. 

I told him. I told him of the eye.

Silas raised his head sharply, searching. And it was an easy hunt.

Ernest Weatherby stood beside the chair he had died in, not a few steps from where Silas cradled his body. His soul was faded…fading…barely a form to be recognised.

‘The eye?’

Yes.

An exhale, nothing more.

On the new church tower.

Pieces of the kitsune’s soul peeled away, like shreds of wallpaper in an abandoned house.

‘Where? What church tower?’ There were thousands all across the isles. Silas needed far more. Damn Lucifer and his lies.  

The soul’s face shifted, moving with ripples of confusion. I have to go. I want to go.

‘And you will.’ Silas set down his body and stood up, took the two steps needed to reach the soul’s side. ‘But please…help me. Tell me exactly what you said to Lucifer.’

The new church has an eye. There is the way in. A shudder ran through the apparition. I want to go. He raised a phantom hand, all but two of the fingers now vanished. Free them, ankou. You will hear them. There are too many not to hear. His raised arm grew fainter, almost impossible to see. And they will see you. You are so bright.

The apparition grew so faint that he could barely discern it. ‘Ernest, please, no, not yet. Where is that church?’

Too late Silas shaped the scythe into a hook, not unlike that which he’d used to secure Sybilla in this world. But death was not going to grant him another reprieve here.

The tip of the hook cut through empty air. The kitsune was gone.

As was the King of Daemonkind with his secrets.

Silas ran from the room, leaving the Weatherby’s body cooling where it lay.








CHAPTER FOUR


PITCH RETURNED Gabriel’s glare with one of his own. 

‘What a fine mess I’m in, you say? That is rather the pot calling the kettle black, Gabe. You imperious drop of basilisk spend.’

Archangel Gabriel was a traitor. Pitch could not decide if that surprised him or not. He’d paid such small amount of attention to all of those angelic pricks, save one. And if he was not goading them with snarky insults, he was avoiding them altogether.

The angel tilted his head, the move belying an elegance ill-suited to him. Gabriel was a brutal creature beneath those lovely layers of olive skin and dark features. He’d chosen an exotic appearance, of course, one that suggested Arabian ancestry, with ink-black hair and hazel eyes and a solid build that was uncomfortably reminiscent of Silas’s hefty form. 

‘And to think, Vassago, I was told you were not quite yourself of late. It seems to me you are the same vile and graceless pile of daemonic excrement as always, despite everything.’ The Archangel touched a long nail to the glass and dragged it with cringe worthy slowness over the surface. His nails were not unlike the talons of the ravens that had framed him as he stood over Pitch and Sybilla, hidden behind his mask.

Pitch refused to flinch, but Scarlet in its tiny suit of armour shuddered unhappily where it nestled in the knots of his hair.

‘Do you know,’ he said loudly, ‘there are implements you can use, nail clippers, to tend to those claws of yours. It must be quite the task to pick your nose, or give yourself a frigging.’ Pitch exaggerated a shudder, though it hurt to do so. ‘Gracious, you must have sliced your dear tiny prick to pieces by now.’

His laughter was so misshapen that it was embarrassing. He was truly not at his facetious best. Even Scarlet knew it, giving him a godsforsaken pat from where it hid. But having the Archangel here brought back unsettling memories. It was Gabriel who had aided Lucifer in holding Pitch down, that day upon the cliff over the Lethe River, after he’d torn a Seraph from the sky.

‘I knew him to be losing his mind,’ Gabriel said. ‘But for Seraphiel to decide on you as the vessel for his lunatic endeavours must have finally convinced Enoch that the angel was beyond saving. A pity our dear lord did not have the resolve to put you down along with his beloved Seraph.’ He tsked. ‘Truly, our lord has softened too much.’

Pitch fought to keep his expression void of shock. What was this talk of Enoch’s hand in Seraphiel’s death? Lucifer had already suggested that Pitch’s blow did not destroy the angel at once, but he’d assumed that death had arrived, in time, due to his injuries.  

‘Why the look, lovely one?’ Gabriel did a messy job of trying to appear surprised. His fluttering eyelashes only made him appear deranged. ‘Did you not hear of it? I suppose you might not have, considering you were either in an abaddon or being secreted out of Arcadia altogether.’ He leaned in. ‘The whispers are that our lord finished what you started, your highness.’

Despite valiant attempts to appear utterly disinterested, and what was clearly a cautionary brush of Scarlet’s hand against the nape of his neck, Pitch rose to the bait.

‘What are you saying?’

‘You heard me. You know.’

Pitch’s mind raced, almost as fast as his pulse. ‘Seraphiel did not die…by my hand?’

Gabriel kept staring, with a hard and unreadable look. ‘Oh, you did quite the job upon him, make no mistake. I saw it with my own eyes, but he still breathed when Lucifer took him away. I could not follow of course, I had a deranged daemon to deal with.’ He rapped the tips of his nails against the glass. ‘But I’d long heard it said that our lord saw more of Samyaza in Seraphiel with each passing day. Our lord feared his favoured pet had lost his way, his faith, and was readying to overthrow him. That Seraphiel had lied when he said he sought to make the Dominion more powerful for Arcadia. Rather he was seeking to start his own personal army…with a prince whom no one could control.’ Gabriel might have thought he was blinking prettily. He was not. ‘You, if the stories are to be believed, were the very first step in his bid to rule. Which may account for the next wave of rumours that flowed from White Mountain, whispers that the Lord Enoch chose not to save Seraphiel, chose not to heal his wounds or mend his wings…when he very well could have. Dreadful, if it’s true, wouldn’t you say?’

That was a big if. One that made no fucking sense at all. Seraphiel had been devoted to Enoch and Arcadia to a nauseating degree, and all knew it. But then rumours did not need to make any sense to have power. In fact, usually the opposite was true.

‘How much longer shall your villainous tirade continue?’ Pitch wiggled his bare toes. He was fortunate they’d left him any clothing at all, he supposed. ‘Because I am quite busy I have to say. I’m not sure I can give you the attention you are craving.’

All the Higher Angels were vainglorious, but Gabriel held a special position amongst them. He was enamoured by his own appearance, shaping his aura into the most ostentatious forms imaginable, so that all in White Mountain would have no choice but to regard him as he went by. Whether they would snigger or fawn depended on the one doing the regarding.

But how much of that had all been for show? Distraction.

If Gabriel had nursed loyalty to the fallen Samyaza all this time, what better way to conceal it than with a shallow obsession with being Enoch’s most beautiful Archangel?

‘Oh, you’ll give me your attention, daemon. You’ll have no say in it, I’m afraid. I am here to deliver you your end. One way or another.’

Pitch feigned a shiver. ‘They will be lining up in Covent Garden every night to see you swirl your cape and swish about, all dastardly. You are truly ready for the pantomime, Narcissus.’

He enjoyed the tension that came to the angel’s shoulders. It was Pitch’s Arcadian valet, Forneus, who had first uttered the name, recounting the purebred tail of vanity, but he’d been speaking in confidence with other palace staff and nearly lost his three heads when he realised his master had overheard. Lucky for Forneus, Vassago had less reverence for Higher Angels than most. Instead, he’d insisted word of the name be spread far and wide across Arcadia. The hydra had been…well, like a daemon in a bakery full of strawberry tarts, bubbling with delight at the task.

Pitch’s mood soured. Thoughts of Forneus brought to mind the skriker of the same name…which then led to Silas. And there was only fresh pain waiting there. He squeezed his eyes closed. He needed his wits here, not the added ache that came with thinking of the ankou. Of where he might be. Of how he might be.

‘Come now, wakey, wakey, pretty prince. Open those lovely eyes of yours. Let us see what we are working with.’

There was no way Pitch was about to do anything the angel wished. He listened to Gabriel pacing around the glass prison like a tailor measuring up, or a butcher over a carcass.

And that was the problem, wasn’t it? Pitch was very much a suckling pig. His flame was shy as a cock in a winter outhouse. No more than a hint of fire at a fingertip, a hint Pitch kept well stifled in Gabriel’s presence. The last thing he needed was for the angel to know just what a lamb-to-the-slaughter situation this was. 

Pitch exhaled, and opened his eyes.

The Archangel’s slippery smile was waiting for him. ‘There we are. You did do well with the eyes on this body, I must say. I wonder how they shall look when they are deadened?’

‘You do like the sound of your own voice, don’t you? I pity the Erlking listening to all that endless self-absorbed dribble of yours. He must rue the day he aligned with you.’ Pitch sighed. ‘What is this little betrayal in aid of, then? Do you not get enough of Father Enoch’s precious attention? He does favour Raphael, you know. All of White Mountain comment on it.’

Pitch was trying to rise to his usual level of bastardry, but the spark was gone, every bit as much as his own flame.

‘Do you amuse yourself, Your Highness? For you do not amuse me.’ Another slow drag of the nails, a slicing across the glass that hinted at what Gabriel really wanted here. To cut at Pitch’s own skin, flay it open to reveal what lay beneath.

Which was the whole point, of course.

The Archangel, the traitor, was greedy. He wanted what Seraphiel had left behind.

And if not for Pitch’s weakness in Sherwood Forest, his inability to do anything but hide in a fucking tree trunk and blurt out Blood Lake’s immense secret, Gabriel might not have even known there was anything worth fighting over. Azazel, Gabriel, Iblis, the Morrigan, and all the other miscreants in this feral land would just continue working their treacherous hearts out for the day when….well, what?

What had Azazel hoped to achieve when he gathered this motley crew? Was he just hedging his bets that one day they’d be useful, or had the Exarch already known of the halo? That seemed unlikely. Azazel’s surprise had been written all over Iblis’s face when Pitch let the secret loose. And Gabriel may be swanning about, mouthing off threats right now, but he was caught unawares, too. The fact Pitch was still in his coffin was testament to that. 

The Archangel and the Exarch had raised their maleficent litter beneath the foul sunshine of the Blight, but they’d not been doing so in order to hunt for Samyaza’s lost halo. The news of its existence had them in a fluster of unpreparedness and uncertainty. 

The Seraph angels had kept their secret, until Pitch spilled it. 

He worked his tongue against the back of his clenched teeth, his thoughts tangling on doubts.

Was the blame solely his?

Three Seraph had sealed Blood Lake. There had to be repercussions when one of them got himself fucking killed. Perhaps the reason for the strengthening of the Blight, the need for the raising of the Horsemen, lay there. 

Gabriel drew his nails over the glass above Pitch’s head. The noise made his skull feel worked through with fractures. But he’d not flinch again. The ruckus was too much for Scarlet, though. The will-o’-the-wisp let loose an awful, squealing cry.

Terrified his tiny companion would be discovered, Pitch opened his mouth, lips cracking, and bellowed, ‘Stop! Fuck…stop. Gods, just get on with this. Enough with the theatrics, you wheedling, traitorous whore.’

‘Whore? My, my that is rich coming from you.’ Gabriel leaned over the glass, his warm breath hazing it. ‘And, lovely prince, I think you as close to a traitor as I. Without you and your…loose tongue…then we would not know the secret of Blood Lake.’ He made a strange genuflection, a touch of the pad of his thumb to his lips, and to his chin, then last of all to his forehead. ‘To think how long that secret was kept, until here comes one errant, idiotic daemon, and our Lord Samyaza’s halo is revealed.’ His chuckle was caustic
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