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CHAPTER ONE




 THE BANDALORE was in no mood to allow Silas a sleep in. The scythe roused him with a subtle hum, a gentle melody that made for pleasant, though far too early, waking. The predawn sky was a silvery grey with not a cloud in sight, and a kiss of pink tugged at the horizon. Silas slid out of the bed that was too short for him, and barely wide enough to rest in without fear of tumbling out. He shivered. The glass in the window was thin, the draughts too many, and there was no fireplace in his tiny room. He’d only discovered this after Pitch had claimed for himself the larger accommodation downstairs. A room with a generous hearth, drapes on the windows, plus a bed wide enough for three sleepers and long enough to have allowed Silas to stretch his legs without his feet hanging off the edge.

‘But the view from the attic room is so suited to your taste, Sickle dear.’ Was Pitch’s reasoning for the allocation of such small facilities to such a large man. 

Silas supposed that was true. The cottage nestled on churchyard grounds, and the attic was especially pleasing for the way it took in the graveyard. In his bed he only had to turn his head on the pillow and he could count the headstones in their neat rows. The scent of the earth made its way through the cracks in the window panes and lulled him. He’d slept well. The village of Castle Combe, in the heart of the Cotswolds, was a pleasant stopping point. He’d have enjoyed staying longer, if they had such a luxury.  

Silas yawned and stretched. Despite the cramped bed he was not keen to leave the warmth of his blankets. Early December was bringing with it the sharper edge of winter.

They had ridden out of Harvington Hall several days ago. Along the way the daemon had not lifted a finger to assist Silas in any of the organising required on the ride; the finding of lodgings and meals, stabling of horses, and sourcing of sweet treats. Silas grew tired of being in charge very quickly. It was irritating, not to mention exhausting. And they had not even come close to the teratism Lalassu was leading them towards. A carriage and four. That was the diorama formed in her mane this time. Unsettling enough in itself, without having to deal with a lazy daemon as well.  

He shouldn’t have indulged Pitch so, back at the hall. Too often during their two-week respite he had collected treats from the Mustow Green bakery and delivered them to the daemon. Certainly it had been satisfying to see Pitch’s face light up each time Silas brandished yet another metal tin full of sugary delights, but apparently the daemon had taken the gestures to mean that from now until forever Silas would provide for them both. 

By the time they arrived at Castle Combe on the third day of riding, with night descending and his arse aching, Silas had stopped Lalassu in front of the first public house they encountered along the main street and handed an indignant Pitch the pale horse’s reins.

‘Do go and sort out the stables, won’t you?’ Silas had said. ‘And then find us some lodgings, if you don’t mind.’ He’d had to work hard not to laugh out loud at the stupefied look on the daemon’s face.  

Later, Pitch had strutted his way into the pub, managing to look resplendent despite a long day’s ride in his  tight trousers and impractical coat of snow white. He had marched up to where Silas warmed himself by the fire with an ale, and declared he had found the perfect lodgings for the night. He appeared delighted with himself, and Silas was rattled with trepidation, certain there would be retribution for daring to order the daemon about. But Pitch caught him unawares yet again. The cottage in the church grounds was indeed very much to Silas’s liking.  

His delight as he led Silas through the cemetery was, astonishingly, genuine. ‘Is this not exactly the sort of place you adore, Sickle? All the death and despair you could want for. And the priest says that the room in the attic affords a wonderful view of the dead, all lined up in their rows. You shall have that one, of course. I’ll be downstairs. Are you pleased?’

Was he pleased that Pitch seemed to be going out of his way the past few days to ensure they did not share sleeping quarters? 

Not really, no. Though he’d never say so, not even if he were strung out on the rack. 

There had been no repeat of their encounter in that sordid room at the hall. Not even another kiss like the one they had shared in the graveyard. It seemed Silas had simply been a means to an end. What he’d thought to be an altering moment, a shift in their closeness, nothing more than a convenient meal for Pitch. 

Silas was grateful, of course, that the daemon was recovered and ready to carry on, but the sense of being used cut Silas sharply, and left him alone in a place he did not wish to be. Perhaps that was why, when he’d first seen the size of the bed in the room Pitch had sequestered, Silas had found himself making an untoward suggestion.

‘We could save some coin,’ he had stuttered, ‘if we took just one room.’

It was outrageously bold. He wished he could take back the words the moment they were spoken. 

‘We have plenty of coin.’ Pitch had been quick in his reply. ‘And besides, I would keep you up all night.’ Silas had to steady himself. ‘With my nonsense, of course.’ The daemon’s sly gaze said he knew how teasing his words had been. ‘You have complained well enough that I’m a restless sleeper and prone to crying out too much. I think it best you have a good night’s sleep before we run into this next monster of yours.’

And that was that.

Now, Silas sighed at the new day, rubbing his eyes and clearing his head of embarrassing conversations-and too many pints of ale. 

They had dined at the Castle Inn, where Pitch had found his taste for attention once more and had wrapped the patrons about his slender fingers. He was a surprisingly enthralling storyteller. Silas had laughed along with the rest, flushing as Pitch’s gaze found him often. But he’d tired long before Pitch was ready to return to their lodgings, and he’d made his way back to the cottage alone, leaving the daemon surrounded by an adoring audience and far too many longing glances. 

 Silas made his way over to the washbasin, wincing at the freshness of the air. He splashed his face with bracing water and dressed, throwing on his coat at the last with the bandalore nestled in a pocket. He sent a quick hand through his increasingly wayward hair, and headed downstairs, doing his best to avoid the creak of steps that would betray his departure. He intended to walk straight past Pitch’s door, without a glance in to see if the daemon had returned…or returned alone. But Silas paused on the landing outside Pitch’s room. The door was closed, and no sound came from within.

The bandalore filled the silence with its gentle but urging tune. The scythe was leading him somewhere, that much was clear, but it did not seem he needed to follow with any great urgency. He understood the notes better these days, as though the knowledge was rising up from where it had been long buried.

‘I best be on, then,’ he whispered to the quiet house. 

He stepped closer to Pitch’s door, straining to make out any sound beyond. He pressed his ear against it. To his horror the door edged open. 

‘Shit,’ he whispered, grabbing at the brass handle to halt the door’s progress. 

Silas should have moved on, but he could not resist peering through the narrow gap. Pitch was in his bed, laying on his front, his discarded clothes strewn all about the floor. The sheet was tangled around his hips, one foot poking out from beneath a heavier blanket that draped his legs. His top half was bare, the tattoo evident and stark against pale skin. Silas stared at the markings a long while. Both Bess and the wraith he’d encountered in Harvington Hall had told him the same thing. Some wounds would never heal…not truly. Bess had assured him that the daemon had been made as comfortable as was possible, but his words were not so reassuring as may have been intended. 

Comfort was not cure. 

And what if the next encounter with a teratism tore at Pitch the same way the Verderer and the Forest of Dean had? 

Silas clutched the door handle. He wondered what Pitch would think of the small parcel that sat at the bottom of Silas’s saddlebag: a vial of inky black liquid and a needle with a silver cradle to rest it in. Bess had given Silas a very cursory lesson in how to administer something he called amuletum, should there be an emergency call for it. It was this substance that had mingled with all the other stains on that dreadful bed in the room where Pitch had lain chained. 

‘He is not easy to handle when the pain becomes too much,’ Bess had declared, worryingly. ‘So I would expect you to keep your distance if that is the case. But perhaps…he’ll put up less of a fight with you. Even better, he might have no need of the amuletum at all. Mr Ahari’s cane should aid him in moderating the flame. But still…I think you should take this. Just in case. Don’t worry, you’ll not need to have any great skill with the needle. I’ve set a rune on it, instructions if you will. So all you need do is let it guide your hand.’ 

Silas had accepted the parcel of course, but with much consternation. He worried about a great many things, not least of all that he might prove a terrible artist: but mostly that if he needed to use the amuletum, it meant Pitch was once again in that dark and painful place where Silas had found him.

He shook himself, coming back to the here and now, where all was very well. Pitch snored lightly. His head was turned away from the doorway, his summer-straw hair a lush mess of curls splayed out against the dark grey of the mattress. The daemon was sleeping peacefully. And alone. Damn if that didn’t cause Silas’s breath to hitch a little. Pitch stirred, uttering a low groan and moving as though to roll over. Silas turned the handle and pulled the door shut as delicately as possible.

He hurried down to the front door, where the wood betrayed him with a groan of hinges. Silas moved quickly through the grounds, the bandalore in his pocket, the scythe’s subtle melody leading him onward. Silas moved with haste but no urgency, for he knew that this particular tune did not foretell of any dreadful danger. Whatever stirred the bandalore, seemed no threat. He strode out happily on his own, leaving Pitch to sleep off the rotten hangover that was doubtless in store. 

He made his way through the churchyard, the tug of the pleasant little cemetery playing at him. Taking a deep, frosty breath, he made his way through the hodge-podge rows of plinths and headstones. The churchyard whispered to him and he meandered among the rows, tracing his fingers upon the epitaphs he could not read and breathing in that scent he relished so, the grit and loam and coldness that warmed him like no other, despite the iciness of the morning.  

The ground was soft beneath his feet, hinting at recent rain, but they’d been lucky on the ride so far. There had been no rain to speak of since Lalassu led them from Harvington Hall. It was as though the moment they were beyond the boundaries of the Sanctuary, nature had regained her composure. 

‘Good morning to you.’ Silas nodded at the cat curled up on the back steps of the church. 

The church grim, a feline with a patchwork coat of white and black, meowed him a morning greeting. It opened its mouth in a wide yawn, revealing a vast array of pointed teeth, too many and too large for the mouth but somehow managing to fit when the animal’s lips were shut. Quite horrifying, he supposed, but Silas had seen far worse now.

The melody led him out to the village square and sent him north, away, thankfully, from the brook that skirted the southern end of the main road, which was aptly name The Street. He was working hard not to baulk and tremble whenever Lalassu took him over a bridge or along a riverbank, but his reaction was instinctual, happening before he realised it. Silas shoved his hands into his deep pockets, fingering the bandalore where it lay. The wood was warm, warmer than it would be with his body heat alone. Ready for what awaited. A quiver of nerves took him, but there was the low ebb of eagerness there too. He was purposeful in his stride, set on a course. He had no doubt that this was where he should be in this moment. For all the unknowns, what with Azazel’s maleficium, the revenants with their scrying eyes, the painful secrets of his daemonic guardian, and the Blight itself, the bandalore was a blessed surety. 

The scythe called him to his task. And he followed the instructions. Simple. Gloriously simple.

The village was quiet, its residents tucked up in their beds. The first of the morning bird calls had begun, accompanying the stranger tune of the scythe as he walked between the row of sandstone homes. His footsteps rang out, overly loud in the silence of early morn, marking his way along the well-maintained road. He passed the last of the terraced houses, with their stout chimneys and low-set doorways, and thought for a moment that the bandalore was about to take him into the fields when he felt a tug of certainty that he must stop. Right here. 

He peered at his destination. 

A wooden cottage was near hidden beneath the skeletal embrace of honeysuckle and magnolia. An evergreen hugged one corner of the small abode, covering it right up to the eaves where it had loosened some of the slate tiles. The residence seemed unique, in that it was detached, rather than leaning against a neighbour as all the other homes were, as though it were set slightly apart from the rest of the village. The fact that it was wood rather than stone spoke of a mismatch as well. The garden might have been quite pretty at one point. There was evidence of structure to it, with cowslip and primroses set among the barren stalks of woody roses, all of which would be a wonder to look upon in the spring when the flowers bloomed. For now, with winter racing in, the beds were drab and colourless save for some winter box that added tiny dashes of white to the landscape, and the hopeful green stalks of snowdrops waiting on the new year. Silas made his way up the stone path, enjoying the peacefulness of the garden. Though this place had an air of abandonment about it, it was a no less delightful locale.

The front door squealed, swinging wide on its hinges, revealing a settled darkness within.

Silas froze, fingers curling about the stiff leaves of a winter box plant. He’d been so busy following the bandalore that he’d not stopped to consider that there might be someone living amongst the dead. ‘Hello?’

No greeting was returned. A breeze swept through the garden, touching at his back. Silas moved forward. ‘Is anyone there?’

If they were, there was every chance they had opened their door and been startled into silence at the sight of him. They’d not have been expecting a sizeable man upon their doorstep at this hour. Christ, what was he supposed to say if that were the case? Good morning, might I come inside and speak with your ghostly inhabitants? His surety was dissolving rapidly.

Come in, ankou. We are not afraid.

The voice came not to his ears but rather to the inside of his skull, just as it had for all the other lost souls he’d encountered. Black Annis and the besieged Verderer among them. He hesitated. It was tempting, so very tempting to remain outside. But the melody of the scythe was peaceable and calm, dropping away until only a far distant hum remained. 

This was where Silas was supposed to be. He gathered himself and stepped out of the waking day and into the gloom. He winced as the top of his head glanced against the doorframe. If he’d rushed in, he might have knocked himself senseless. 

‘Calm down, man,’ he muttered to himself. 

Bloody hell, if this foray of his went wrong, he’d never hear the end of it from Pitch. 

Straightening, shoulders back, Silas blinked as his eyes adjusted to the lack of light. The heavy covering of nature had blacked out all but a small portion of the two windows, and the light that did filter its way in was broken apart by the drifting dust in the air. Silas coughed, feeling it tickle at the back of his throat. The corner of the room shifted. At least, that was how it appeared as the light seemed to gather there and rise up in a plume, the dust pushed up like a snow shower in reverse. 

Silas slid his hand into his pocket, taking hold of the bandalore. The loop in the string slipped over his finger, settling easily, no rush, no bother. He pulled the scythe free, and waited. 








CHAPTER TWO




HE WAS no longer alone in the cottage, if he ever had been at all. On the far side of a crooked-legged dining table with a forlorn single chair stood three lost souls. An unenviable sight, considering the state of each of them. One most certainly had died of a broken neck, a young woman whose features were so faded Silas could only make out the hint of where her eyes and mouth lay. The second might well have just been someone standing with a sheet draped over them. For all the distinguishing features that were apparent, they were little more than a haze of dirty white. The third was far too clear, and if Silas had eaten breakfast, it would have been making a quick appearance now. The spirit was a male, middle-aged, whose belly was slashed wide open, spilling entrails down his front like horrid braces of blackened gore.

Terrible idea this, he’s quite terrifying.

The chap’s grey-green lips did not move, he was muttering inside Silas’s head.

Large, isn’t he? Why must he be so large? This came from the haze, he was quite sure. None of the others were so large.

You came. The ankou-of-the-pale-horse heeded our call. The young woman sounded astonished to see him. Even if she could only see him from a sideways angle, as her broken neck dictated.

‘I have,’ Silas said, glancing down at the bandalore which warmed his palm. The summons that had awoken him was not for a teratism, but for a trio of restless souls. ‘What is it you want from me?’

Goodness, what do you think? the haze sniped. Your blade, of course.

Hush, Martin! Are you mad? The middle-aged man shook with his horror, and so too did his innards. Manners, for god’s sake, man.

I’m terribly nervous…forgive me, ankou…take no notice of me.

‘Of course not, it is quite fine.’ Silas cleared his throat. ‘Forgive me for my confusion. It’s just that I’ve not been called by souls in such a way before.’

I am a ghost, dear sir, said the figure who was not much more than a sheet of white. Martin was a ghost if ever there was one. And far too many years old to count, so I’d thank you to address me in the way that I prefer. If you don’t mind…oh, blast. My apologies again, sir. You really are quite imposing, and it’s normally me who does the frightening.

The portly, gutted man nodded a head that was thankfully intact. But you are right though, Martin. We do prefer to be called ghosts here.

Well,  I do not. The woman with the broken neck sniffed, causing her head to jerk in a most unpleasant way.  A peddler once declared I was a most beguiling spectre, a vision of chilling beauty. Have you ever heard such a wondrous announcement?

Her fellow souls muttered, the white haze seeming to shimmer. Silas said nothing, for what did one say to such a thing?

So I’d like to be addressed as spectre when you send me on my way…if I may be so bold as to ask such a thing of you, ankou.

He coughed, wondering if perhaps he’d not really awoken at all, for this was fast beginning to feel like a strange dream.

‘Well, certainly, I will address you as you wish.’

That seemed to please them all. There was a general shuffling of presence, a sway of light and shadow, a contentment that he could feel as readily as see.

Good chap. Good chap, murmured the sheen of white. Martin. Seems word of you is right indeed.

‘And what have you have heard of me, might I ask?’

We keep each other informed, as best we can, of the ankou that are about, the rotund gentleman declared, and Silas wished he would stay still so his length of innards did not sway so. So as we know how best to avoid them, if you pardon my rudeness. We are not usually partial to an ankou’s blade, you see. And yours is said to be like no other. I’d have let you ride on by and waited for another. But, well, Delilah here said we ought not to be so lily-livered, and just because you seemed so frightful on your big horse and all, what was happening was more frightening by half and that it may well be too late, should we delay. She said we were best to end things while the chance was there.

That was two of them now who’d spoken of ending things. Silas found himself thinking of the child who had been the first to ask for his blade. And the very first he had struck. The lost soul in the baron’s home, where Silas had stumbled his way through a seance. Release me, she had pleaded. And he had done so, eventually, after Pitch had thrown a drunken tantrum at the table and frightened all the guests with his temper. Bloody hell, that reliable temper would rise again  if the daemon woke to find Silas gone. Pitch accused Silas, constantly, of too much fussing. But since setting out from Harvington Hall, it was he who had become more ardent about keeping in each other’s sights. Everywhere but the bedroom, apparently.

‘So,’ Silas said. ‘I am to understand that you are ready for the blade, then?’

I’m not sure anyone is ever ready, not after so long running from it. But I do think it best. The young woman, Delilah, sighed, though it fell to more of a shudder.  I suppose it’s been long enough. One hundred and six years, give or take a month or two, since I was hung for theft out the back of the manor house. She shifted her shoulders in a way that made her head roll back so violently that for an awful instant Silas feared it would end up hanging down between her shoulder blades. I didn’t steal a bloody thing, I tell you that and swear upon any god who will listen…which is to say I’m swearing to thin air.

I’m certain that is not the case, said the man with his insides spilling out. We will meet our maker soon enough, and you’ll see he’s just as I told you so. Magnificent, and most likely with a long white beard. Isn’t that right, ankou?

Silas considered his answer, wondering if it was right to be honest at such a time and say that he had no idea what awaited those he moved on. All he knew for sure was that death was inevitable and was the fate of all. Even the likes of him.

Delilah sighed.

The blackness where her eyes might be disappeared for a moment, as though she’d closed them in exasperation. I don’t much care if there is a giant snake with rubies for eyes awaiting us. So long as they will listen to me, which no one here has ever done. I’ll tell you too, ankou, for perhaps you can be my confessor and tell your master death. I stole nothing, nothing at all. I am not bad, I never was. But Master Biggins…he took so much from me. I hope he’s been in hell with a pike up his arse for the past eighty years. I told him, in no terms a lady should utter, to piss off when he tried to drag me into his bed. He didn’t like the kick in the balls I gave him and told everyone who would listen I’d taken all his silver and poisoned his cow. A right bastard he was, and not a soul stood up for me. No one uttered a single bloody word to save me, though they all knew what he was about. They just watched me hang. And I cannot tell you how much I despise them.

She had worked herself into a fervour again, the sound in Silas’s head growing ever louder until he was finding it difficult not to wince. She gathered herself, smoothing her hands down the front of a dress that might, if he squinted, be seen to be made of light pink cotton. But, though I’ve enjoyed every moment I’ve had to make the lives of the folk in this village a living nightmare, especially those with his stinking blood in their veins, I’m not so keen on it anymore.

The wraith in Harvington Hall had laid it out. The spirits that remained did so thanks to the tethers of fury, grief, and disappointment. Being unjustly accused, and hung for it, would certainly make a person angry enough to cling to the land of the living and refuse to let go, Silas imagined. It was just a pity that the wraith and Lady Satine had failed to mention that lost souls might summon him like he were a hansom cab on the streets of London.

‘I am sorry for what happened to you.’ And he was, never more aware of how human the ghostly truly were. How human he must have been, until some terrible misery made him fit for service to the goddess. ‘I can certainly assist you in moving on.’

Yes. Send us on our way, ankou, for we are done here. This came from the blur of white. I’ve lost count of the years I’ve clung to this life. Can’t even damned remember now why I stuck to it to begin with. Haven’t got the foggiest inkling of what or who I was…it’s all been fading…which is fine by me. I would have been happy to vanish entirely when the time was right. I ain’t no monster…not bothering no one…too much…aside from frightening a folk or two who deign to see me. But now…well, it’s different, ain’t it? There are strange happenings all about. The gloaming’s much too close, and I don’t like it. Don’t like it at all. It’s got ahold of her, they say. What if she comes our way? She’s riding out further and further every night, they say.

The bandalore’s string tightened about Silas’s finger. ‘She? Whom do you speak of?’

Why, the Lady Howard, of course. Thought that would be who you were headed off to find, the gentleman with the wide girth and spilling entrails declared. Two hundred years, she’s been riding about in that carriage, keeping herself to herself. But that’s changed now, so they say. She’s taking a turn. A terrible one at that.

Along the back of Silas’s neck, beneath the ever-growing length of his unruly hair, gooseflesh rose. He stared at the soul…ghost, rather. ‘A carriage, you say?’

Lalassu had woven just such a picture in her mane at Harvington Hall.

The portly chap with all his guts on display drifted through the table, coming closer. It took some effort for Silas not to step away. That’s right. A fearsome carriage and four, so I’m told. Though don’t ask me who said so…some things fall away from me, quick as you like.

Might have been Screaming Martha down Bath way who mentioned it? the woman offered.

In the distance a cockerel crowed at the rise of the sun.

Oh, that could be it, yes. She makes a dreadful din, but she’s useful when it comes to spreading gossip.

‘Never mind all that.’ Silas said it more harshly than necessary, but he was impatient. ‘What else do you know of this carriage?’

The blurs of black that denoted each of the woman’s eyes expanded. Oh sweet mercy, you are here for her, then. It must be true that the gloaming has her.

‘The gloaming?’ he asked, though he thought he knew of what they spoke.

Yes, yes. The living folk call it the Blight, so I’m told. The gut-emptied chap was told rather a lot. Gossip was rife in the ethereal world it seemed. But here was Silas’s first opportunity to learn how the Blight was sensed by the lost souls it hounded.

‘And what do the souls…the ghosts, say of the gloaming?’ Silas asked.

Spectre, if you don’t mind. Delilah was testing Silas’s patience now.

‘Tell me what you know.’

It rolls in sure as a fog, whispering promises of how it can ease your pains. Sending you right mad with a craving for some peace, the haze affirmed, not without some exasperation. Come now, you know of it, its why you had to deal with Black Annis, and all the business with the Verderer. They speak far and wide of your efforts to save that forest, ankou.

‘That is how you see it, then? This gloaming you speak of is like a fog?’

Something like it, so we’ve heard. We’ve not seen it at all, and may the good lord protect us so we never need do. The rotund man actually made the sign of the cross, brushing his fingers through hanging flesh. Of all the odd things before him, Silas found this oddest of all. A ghost in prayer to entirely the wrong god.

No one who’s been struck by the gloaming has ever gone on to tell the tale. The smear of white in the air said this. They’re too far gone in the madness for that. We’ve never had much cause to fear it around these parts though. Not till now. Lady Howard rides out of Tavistock every night at the eleventh hour. Or is it the ninth? I’ve no mind for details anymore.

The eleventh hour. The young woman nodded, and Silas wished she would not do such a thing, for this time he heard the grind of her bones. She travels every night to Okehampton Castle, without fail. Has done for a long while without issue. But now there is talk that many a spectre down her way has suddenly gone missing. And I don’t mean fading away – that takes time, it ain’t sudden like this unpleasantness. If there’s an ankou down there, they aren’t making themselves known either. Most are saying it’s Lady Howard stealing those spectres, and forcing them into her carriage. Latest we heard she’s even causing the living to be run off the road. Getting her souls as fresh as can be, locking them in her carriage and doing away with them. Is it true then, ankou? That the Lady Howard has grown monstrous?

‘Well, I cannot say,’ Silas said slowly. ‘I have not yet laid eyes upon the situation.’ But he would bet the coat on his back that he was on the right path to do so. ‘But if she has indeed become as you say…monstrous…then it may well be her that I am being sent forth to meet.’

You don’t know these things for sure? The full-cheeked ghost frowned, a movement which appeared to crush all his features together.

‘Not entirely.’ Silas shifted, uncomfortable with how he had to answer. ‘Not to begin with at least. But it is a carriage that I seek, and to hear your tales now, I can’t imagine it a mere coincidence that Lady Howard is known for hers.’

From the moment the unfortunate chap with the guts on display had spoken of a carriage, Silas had known he’d come across the first inkling of their destination.

Their last day at Harvington Hall, Silas had been with Lalassu in the stables, grooming her, which soothed him almost as much as the graveyard. Barely had he glanced the dandy brush against her shimmering coat and her mane had risen up from her neck. It swayed and twisted as though caught by a breeze in the airless stables, lifting and knotting and weaving into a discernible shape.

What was revealed was not a location like Goodrich Castle, but a carriage.

A marvellous landau carriage, with huge spoked wheels, lanterns upon the front corners, and a delicate ironwork running around the roof like the icing upon an elaborate cake. There was a marking upon the doors, a family crest perhaps, but the intricacy was too much even for Lalassu’s talents.

Perhaps she can yet be rescued. Delilah sounded hopeful. Lady Howard has haunted Devon quietly for near on two hundred years. She does not deserve what has become of her. None of us do. She has been wronged.

The gloaming is the scourge, not us. The utterance from Martin, the drifting veil of white, was sharp. We are afraid, ankou. I don’t mind saying it. Strange things are afoot. Getting odder still, since all that business in the Forest of Dean.

‘I wasn’t aware that word of that had travelled so far,’ Silas said. Or that it had travelled at all. There was so little he knew about the souls he was tasked with finding and sending on their way. ‘But clearly you know of the Verderer.’

The white haze shifted, and Silas thought Martin might have nodded. The natural folk spread word of it. There was a spriggan here, not long ago, talking about two riders in the forest who brought the Verderer back to rights. There was a long pause, and it seemed no more might come. Said it came at a great cost, though. An entire mine of fae was lost, at the hands of that daemon you ride with.

Silas had been frowning down at the bandalore but now he snapped up his chin. ‘He’s not to be blamed for that. You spread the word right back to those who are saying it, that Mr Astaroth’s hand was forced. The fae were not in their right minds, and he gave himself up so that I might escape from their enchantments. What came after…was not his fault.’

An uncomfortable silence prevailed. The morning sunrise was forcing its way in through the thick slumbering remains of honeysuckle and magnolia. The call of a farmer to his herd came from a long way off. 

As you say, ankou, Delilah said softly, drifting over to where an old oven sat dark and bulky, unused for untold years. No harm was meant. We are just saying he’s…well, he’s disconcerting, is all.

The man’s guts swayed as he edged himself up onto the dining table. Silas’s own belly roiled. It’s not that…not entirely…I mean he’s damned frightening, no doubt. But that’s not entirely it. Saw him arrive yesterday with you…and I couldn’t get far enough away, I’ll be honest. There’s something odd about him. He’s not quite right, if you know what I mean. He frowned, searching for the word. He’s haunted in his own way.

Silas’s gaze flitted over his audience. They hardly seemed qualified to speak of not being right. ‘Mr Astaroth serves the Order as I do. He is my guardian, and he saved my…life…in the Forest of Dean more than once. Whatever you may think of him, I am very grateful to have him at my side.’ The words spilled from him quickly and with far more earnestness than he’d intended. But so be it. He’d only spoken the truth. Pitch was frightening, the gutted man was not wrong in that, but they should not be blinded to all else he was.

The woman fluttered her hands, and swept from the far side of the tiny room towards him. Then we are grateful for him too. Please, do not take offence at our words, that was not our intent. We are simply so very tired of being afraid, you see. Things feel so unsteady, with too many of us being afflicted by the gloaming and in ways no one’s ever heard of before. I mean, a woman of the cloth consuming children? And a man of the forest destroying the very thing he loves? Now there’s Lady Howard kidnapping spectres…I always believed I’d know when the right time came to move on. And I believe it is now. You will send us on our way, won’t you, ankou?

The trio waited on him, their anxiety darkening the room and pushing back his temper.

‘Of course,’ Silas said. 

Will it hurt, do you think? The haze of white was at the centre of the knotted wooden dining table, half within and half without. Do the ghosts normally scream when you strike them?

Christ, now there was a question.

Silas pretended he was busy adjusting the string about his finger. Black Annis had not gone willingly. There had been plenty of screaming there, but then, she was a teratism, far more lost than these souls. The child in the baron’s house had smiled at him, and the chap with the slit throat at Knighton House had been theatrical about it, desiring to make his exit on his knees with his arms outstretched. But he’d not uttered a sound as the blade found him.

‘Ah…I don’t believe so. No.’

A low, sweet note began to play.

But you don’t know that for sure, either? The portly man’s face did that unseemly crinkling again, and his innards swung like the pendulum of a grandfather clock between his spread knees.

Bloody hell, can we just do this, then? I’m losing my nerve. The haze of white moved closer to the fellow sitting on the edge of the table, appearing like a bride’s veil behind him. The woman shifted to their side. She tried to take the portly man’s offered hand, but their fingers brushed straight through one another. Delilah made a small sound, and the man consoled her gently. The bandalore’s melody was slowly rising, and what a lullaby it was. So delicate and lilting. Like a cradle song. He glanced up at the group. Though her face was mostly a blur, the young woman’s fear was palpable. Silas thought it such a great pity that both times her life had ended she could not even hold another’s hand as she went.

The portly man was trying his level best to reassure her, even though it was a gruesome display. As he leaned towards her, the largest of his entrails caught about his dangling foot, and blood showered down upon the floorboards. Though the blood did not stain the wood, it was still stomach-churning to witness.

It will soon be done now. There, there. The man looked to Silas, his face clear of anything but expectancy. As you will, please, sir. No more dallying about. Done that far too long already. He glanced down at his belly. And in the end, I suppose what’s done is done, whether I rage about it, or not. I’ve wanted folks to remember me for long enough. Think it’s about time now that I myself forgot.

He nodded at Silas, who drew back his arm. He wished he had some grand and final words to say to them, an assurance that all would be well. But he did not know that for certain himself, and he’d not lie, here at the end. Silas did something else instead. He pursed his lips, hoping that he was not so dreadful at a whistle as Pitch was at song, and blew out the charming melody of death’s blade. It surprised him to hear a near-perfect mimicry of the endearing song that filled his head, and it warmed him to see the consternation upon the woman’s face settle into something more contented.

Silas released the bandalore. He wished for no blade here, nothing to concern his trembling flock, and the scythe heeded his wishes. The spinning discs of wood raced out, tracing an arc through the air and carving their way through the ghosts who huddled so closely together that they appeared as one. He watched their faces, each of them, as the bandalore traced its path. If he had feared he might see something terrible there, he was mistaken. There was concern, though not quite fear; there was sadness, thick as winter’s snow; but there, at the very last, was release.

What was done was done. How very right the emptied-out man had been.

Silas stood a moment in the shadowed room, listening to the dance of birds upon the roof, the scuttling of something tiny in the corner. He had a lump in the back of his throat, and an odd sensation settled on him. If he named it, he would say it was the pinch of sorrow. As though he mourned a little for these souls whose own mourners had long since gone from this world. Craving the openness and light of the outdoors, Silas left the cottage and stepped out into a brightness that made him blink and shade his eyes.

Someone stood, facing away from him, in the overgrown garden, up to their knees in wild grass that had taken hold of that section. They swung a cane before them, knocking at some clinging winter box flowers that had fought their way skyward. Silas did not need the white spots to clear from his vision to know who it was, for he had run his fingers along that waist and followed the curve of that neck with his lips.

‘Pitch? What are you doing here?’

The daemon turned with feline grace to face him. Sunlight was creeping over the slated roofs and through the pear tree across the road, wrapping itself around the bare branches and spilling around Pitch like a light trained on an actor on a stage. His hair was tangled, the waves about his face the most mussed of all, as though when he’d pulled his head from his pillow, he’d risen quickly and not bothered to even glance at himself in a mirror.

‘I should ask you the same question,’ he said. ‘I went to your room to find your bed cold and empty. Granted, I hardly expected to find you in the midst of a threesome, but I at least thought you would be there, dribbling and twitching your lip as you do when you are sleeping.’

He wore no coat and had his shirtsleeves rolled up, leaving fair arms bare. His corseted lemon-yellow waistcoat had been gifted to him by Bess, and was suitably dramatic. Low down, where it would draw the eye to his absurdly narrow waist, there was bold needlework of two figures standing in a garden of green and pink, a man and a woman decked out in the garb of years long passed, gazing at one another across the line of buttons that separated them. Pitch had neglected to button the top of his waistcoat, the shirt beneath allowing more hint of his chest than was proper. Pitch had either dressed in a hurry or was still so inebriated from his evening that he thought himself to be. Either way, uncouth and rumpled, he was rather too much to look at. And all Silas could think on was why Pitch had gone to his room at such an hour to begin with.

‘I didn’t wish to wake you. There was no need of it anyway.’ Silas gestured absently over his shoulder at the empty cottage. ‘There were some souls needing tending…nothing I could not handle on my own.’

Did Pitch flinch at that? No, surely it was more to do with the butterfly that danced about him. A white specimen with two orbs of black marking its wings. It made Silas think suddenly of the revenants with their empty gazes. But this flimsy little creature was far prettier and clearly more resilient, for it was unusual at this time of year. The butterfly was very intent on landing in the daemon’s hair.

He swiped at the fluttering creature, and it danced away. ‘Perhaps I’ll return to London, then.’ Pitch stabbed the end of the cane at a hapless dried leaf. ‘If you are quite all right on your own.’

So he had seen the daemon flinch after all.

‘That is not what I meant.’ The thought of Pitch leaving struck him with unease, and Silas found himself being frightfully honest. ‘I don’t wish you to leave. I’ve no desire to be on my own.’

Pitch glanced up at him, as he did so often and so well, from beneath long lashes. ‘No? I’ll stay then, I suppose, if you are going to get so fretful about it. But I’ll do so with one condition – that you promise me you will not whistle again.’

Silas lifted a brow. ‘That seems unkind. I could ask you not to sing anymore, in that case.’

‘You adore my serenades.’

‘I’m terribly sorry, but you seem to have gotten quite the wrong idea about that.’

Their banter was unaffected, light and carefree. Such chats were becoming far more commonplace between them. Pitch seemed less intent on being appalling and lewd and more interested in striking up amiable conversation.

‘I don’t intend to stop, I’m afraid,’ Pitch declared.

‘Nor do I, now I’ve discovered that I have quite the talent for whistling.’ Silas fought the smile that tried to rise, enjoying the fact that Pitch was doing much the same. ‘It would seem that we are at an impasse.’

‘So we are.’ Pitch laughed, and the butterfly settled on the top of his head, perched among the waves that took hold of the sunrise and glistened. ‘It is so easy to forget you are amusing sometimes, my dear Sickle.’

Silas inclined his head at the backhanded compliment, his face warming at the silly pet name the daemon insisted on. ‘Is that how you found me, then? The whistling?’

‘No.’ Pitch handled the walking cane with a single fingertip placed between the fox’s silver ears. He observed it a moment more before continuing. ‘I seem to be able to find you quite well these days. I’ve been here a while. Listening to you talk to your shadows.’ He gave Silas a long look, those brilliant eyes of his every bit as glorious as the morning that framed him. ‘I heard you attempt to extol my virtues to your disbelieving crowd.’

Silas held his gaze, a task not so intimidating as it had been in the past. ‘It was right that they know what truly happened. I only spoke the truth.’

‘You made me sound far too heroic.’ Pitch ran a finger over one of the emeralds that made up the fox’s eyes on the cane.

‘You stopped a castle from crushing us…and you gave yourself over to the fae queen so I might escape. I myself thought it damned brave of you. I don’t think I’ve thanked you properly for it either.’

For the first time that Silas could recall, Pitch was the first to look away.

‘I was merely doing as I’ve been instructed.’ He shrugged. ‘Nothing more. Satty would have had my hide if I reported back to say that you had been flattened…or turned into a mindless lump of rather fetching meat. Now, enough of all that. Clearly you are fine, so I must return to my bed. There is someone there who needs tending and was not happy at all that I had to run off after a wandering dead man.’

‘But you were alone –’ Silas pressed his lips thin.

Pitch tensed. ‘Gods, are you spying on me through holes in the wall again?’

‘Of course not. The door was open when I passed.’

‘It was closed when I got up.’ Pitch regarded him intently. 

‘I didn’t spy on you.’

‘I was not alone. Perhaps they had gone to the privy when you turned Peeping Tom again. I assure you I have the damp drawers to prove my night was full of company.’

That was definitely a lie. Pitch didn’t wear drawers. What the bloody hell was this all about?

‘I don’t care if you had the entire village in there. Go.’ Silas scowled. ‘Tend to your conquest, but don’t dally about it. I want to leave here as soon as we are able. I learned more of the teratism we face from the lost souls, and there is some urgency.’

‘Very well. Calm down.’

‘I am calm.’ Christ, how did the bastard manage to make the simplest utterances regrettable? ‘I’d like to leave no later than midmorning. Try to be done by then if you can.’ Silas was quite proud of how snide he sounded. Of how he spoke through the pressure at his chest.

‘I’ll do my utmost.’ The daemon was strangely unreadable. Pitch turned about in a move not so fluid as it should be. His hip bothered him, but each time Silas enquired he claimed there was no great pain, and that if the ankou asked one more time, he’d find himself short of a few fingers. ‘But you will do me a favour in return, Silas.’

‘What is that?’

‘You will not head out without letting me know again.’

‘There really was no need for concern –’

Pitch whipped a glance over his shoulder. ‘I am your guardian, ridiculous as it is. You do not get to determine what concerns me. I don’t enjoy wasting my energy on such an irritating thing as worry. You should have been in your bed, and you were not.’

Silas swallowed. The reprimand seemed authentic, as though it actually was worry and not inconvenience that bothered the daemon.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘I don’t want your apology,’ Pitch replied curtly. ‘I want your word that you’ll not set off half-cocked without telling me again.’

‘You have my word.’ Silas wanted to ask why Pitch had gone up to his room to begin with. The privy was outside, not upstairs. There was nothing but Silas’s paltry bed up in the attic room. He kept quiet, conscious of how close to the surface Pitch’s ire stirred.

‘Good. Very well.’

The daemon made his way down the short garden path and onto the road, stepping the cane ahead of him with polished delicacy. Silas watched until he reached the square and turned towards the church, vanishing from view.








CHAPTER THREE




THEIR PACE was best reserved for lunatics. To any who watched, it must have appeared that the horses’ hooves never touched the ground, so swiftly did Sanu and Lalassu move. The landscape did not warrant such speed. In fact it declared itself wholly unsuitable for such things, laden with deceptive patches of sodden ground and hollows concealing fetlock-shattering rabbit holes.

Or hare holes.

Who the blazes knew which they were? And Silas was not about to make the mistake of misnaming them again. His inability to discern between the two irked the daemon no end.

Silas glanced over at his competitor, who lay like a streak of golden sunshine upon his red mare’s back. Pitch’s hair was pressed near smooth against his head by the speed of the gallop, and that damned mouth of his was wide with a smile that far outshone the winter sun whose midday point was low in the sky. It was a clear and crisp day, with not a cloud in sight. A stark contrast to the ceaseless drizzle at Harvington Hall.

Silas had not minded that tempestuous weather so much, but the same could not be said for Pitch. Once he was free of his sickbed, and his wretched melancholy had entirely vanished, the daemon was a ball of restless energy. Eager to move on.

‘Is that the best your nag can do, Sickle?’ Pitch’s laughter was light as dandelion seeds.

He spurred his mount on, his white coat snapping out behind him, its lavish gold thread work dancing against the sunlight. A white coat was the most insensible choice Pitch could have made for riding wear. How it was not already covered with mud stains, Silas had no idea, but Christ it looked fine upon him: a high-collared, wide-sleeved affair chosen from Bess’s considerable wardrobe, yet fitting Pitch’s finer form as though it had been woven for him. The corset with its elaborate embroidery was fixed beneath. It was a wonder he removed it to sleep, he seemed to enjoy a tight cinch so much. Pitch was prone to sulking if he was without the whalebone and laces. But Silas did not tease him for it. If the corset brought the slightest relief from his pains, then it was a welcome thing.

Pitch asked, ‘Do you tire already?’

‘Do I tire? Not bloody likely.’ Silas laughed, his warm breath puffing white against the temperate day. ‘I’m not some old man who cannot handle a bracing run.’

His amusement faltered. Now there was a new thought to plague him. The wraith he’d encountered in Harvington Hall, the one who had led him to where Pitch languished, had asked a question that still bothered Silas.

When did you die?

Odd how such a question could vex him, considering all else that was going on. Revenants heralding the return of maleficium, and fae hounds that regurgitated walking canes, among all else. But vex him the wraith’s question did. And frighten him. He may very well be entirely more alone than he could imagine. If Silas were not fresh from his grave, and a great length of time had passed since his death, then those who may have known him…may have loved him…would all be in the ground too. To imagine that no one existed in the world who could remember him brought terrible anguish in the pensive, quiet hours of night. Silas might be dead, but to be forgotten was something else entirely.

‘You do appear young and supple, I’ll allow.’ Pitch sat lopsided in his saddle, casting his words over his shoulder. ‘But the same cannot be said for your steed. She is lagging most noticeably.’

Silas stroked Lalassu’s mane. ‘Ignore him, won’t you?’

It was an indication of how absorbed into his new life he was that he spoke to his horse and expected she understood. Silas walked among the living and mourned what he had lost, but he felt his difference now. The strangeness, the oddness of being an ankou, had all begun to peel away the day he’d cut the head off a walking corpse. The strike of the blade had severed not just the unfortunate man’s spinal cord but the bind that tied Silas to the hollow remains of his life as a purebred. A man.

By the time he had lain entwined with Pitch, dragging the lifeless daemon back from his darkness, Silas’s own fear of the dark was thinning. He accepted his lot. Hell, he’d admit he was already coming to resent the short life on offer to an ankou. This life, this strange second chance, gave him the strength to protect innocents, like Charlie. And he relished it. He was not entirely happy the lad would be staying on at the strange Harvington Hall, but he’d not see Charlie out on the roads again. 

Silas shifted in his seat, adjusting the reins needlessly. He flicked away a strand of hair that played in his eyes, obscuring his view of the rider ahead. And what a fine view it was. Lalassu tossed her head, and her mane rose like a wisp of cloud. She longed to stretch her stride and overtake Sanu. She could do so easily, Silas knew it, but she heeded his wordless request to temper herself and allow the red horse to draw further ahead.

‘I think you may have this one, Pitch,’ Silas called. He patted at Lalassu’s shoulder in thanks and muttered, ‘All the apples you can handle, my friend, I promise you. He is not good with losing. You’ve seen it yourself.’

The pale horse snorted through blown nostrils. Pitch was a terrible, terrible loser. At mealtimes Bess’s footmen had learned it was best not to serve him last at the dinner table. And Silas had truly feared for Charlie’s safety when he whipped the daemon at several games of whist.

Silas watched Pitch move further ahead. The daemon whooped like he’d won at the races, arms outstretched at his sides. He enjoyed the saddle much more these days, for his hip did not bother him when he straddled the horse. The cane that the skriker had so inelegantly delivered was squirrelled away in one of the saddlebags. Silas had placed it there when Pitch declared he would leave it behind, for it was not needed and too cumbersome to carry. Bess had rolled his eyes and pressed a hidden button beneath the fox’s chin. The cane had retracted to a mere shadow of its former size, making for easy packing.

Silas smiled, as much from the daemon’s evident happiness as his own. This was a carefree journey so far, but he knew it would not last. So he’d enjoy it while he could. Pitch positively glowed. Not figuratively, not in this instance anyway, but brilliant nonetheless. There was no trace of the irritation and jagged restlessness present when they had departed Ottelie’s cottage. He was well, so very well. Which was wonderful. Enough so that Silas could pretend he wasn’t bothered that Pitch had used him to restore himself to vigour at the hall. The experience had been…pleasant…certainly…but of course there was no need for it to be repeated. In fact, it was far better that it was not.

Pitch glanced again over his shoulder, his tousled locks wrapping around the sheer cut of his jaw. Silas swallowed hard. It was definitely far better it was not repeated.

‘Perhaps you enjoyed that bakery too much, dear Sickle,’ Pitch called out. ‘Lalassu seems to be struggling beneath you.’

Silas sighed. He’d not done so in at least a minute or two. ‘You think yourself awfully amusing,’ he shouted back. ‘Don’t you?’

If anyone had enjoyed the bakery too much, it was Pitch. He’d joined Silas on a daily afternoon stroll to Mustow Green’s cemetery, leaning upon his cane heavily, and making it loudly known that if he had to endure such a boring pastime, the least Silas could do was provide éclairs and tarts. The truth was that Silas had never invited Pitch to join him, thinking such an invitation would have been scoffed at. The daemon’s company was a surprise and, to begin with, had Silas in a complete fluster. He’d worried that Pitch would want more of him. He’d worried that he would not. His head was a muddle every time Pitch was too close. As though there were not far more important things to worry over.

Silas was appalled at how long he would lie awake in his bed, listening for the uneven tempo of Pitch’s footsteps in the hall, a gentle tap at the door to follow. The sounds never came. The daemon kept his distance.

‘I do not think I am amusing – I know it.’ Pitch bent low against his mare’s neck, his arse high in the air, his focus on the field ahead. ‘Why else have you been smiling like a fool these past few minutes?’

Silas started, briefly losing his rhythm. He swore the infernal bastard had eyes in the back of his head.

Up ahead the woodlands teased at the edges of a wide expanse of green grass that appeared to have been tended, cut low and precise. Beyond, the peaks of a rather grand roof were evident, their tips skyward. A mansion skulked up against the treeline.

‘I’m smiling because it is a beautiful day,’ Silas retorted. ‘And I enjoy a gallop as well as you do.’

Pitch twisted about so he could peer over his shoulder. ‘I can attest to that.’ Those lips, full and pink and always damp, taunted with their upturned edges.

‘You would do well to watch where you are going.’ Silas nudged his thighs against the leather, and Lalassu loosened herself, stretching, gaining on the red mare. He’d had quite enough of the spectacular view, for now.

‘What’s the matter, my dear?’ Pitch said. ‘Am I wrong to suggest you enjoy a thorough gallop, a firm heat between your legs?’

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake. Turn about, Pitch. You’re approaching a jump. You need to pay some attention to the fact you are on a horse.’

The jump was not formidable, simply the remains of a hedge that had once barricaded a field. Sanu could surmount it with barely a lift of hooves.

‘I’m always aware of who or what I’m riding, Sickle. Fear not.’

Silas was not bothered at all, damn it. ‘I hardly fear such a thing. But I’ll be much vexed if you fall from your mount and delay our journey.’

‘Gods man, I’ve ridden a cockatrice while it was on heat,’ Pitch told the air with much loftiness. ‘I’m hardly about to fall from this bag of bones.’

Sanu raised her front quarters, soaring up and over the squat obstacle of coarse branch and ragged foliage. Pitch’s coat flared like a magnificent flag. A heartbeat later his pretty mouth fouled up the quiet morning air.

‘Fuck!’

And without further ado, the daemon toppled from his mount in a flourish of gleaming gold and white.








CHAPTER FOUR


‘PITCH!’

SILAS moved to urge Lalassu on, but the mare had already quickened her stride, devouring the short gap that existed between them and the fallen daemon. She cleared a much higher section of the hedgerow, but Silas barely noticed, keeping his seat easily. He leapt out of the saddle before the horse had come to a halt. He planted his feet in the soil, steady as though he’d alighted from a stationery carriage and not a massive horse in motion. Silas had become rather adept at riding, if he did say so himself.

‘Pitch? Are you all right?’

The ankou spared no thought for the dirt, dropping to his knees alongside the crouched figure of snow-white and gilded material. Pitch was on all fours, freeing one hand to press it to his temple. Silas grabbed his shoulder, trying to see beneath summer-brown waves. ‘Pitch? Answer me, can you hear me?’

‘Of course I can bloody hear you. Deafness does not come with a fall.’ The daemon slapped away his attentions. And Silas saw it then, the bright spoil of blood on Pitch’s fingertips.

‘Oh Christ.’ Silas gripped a slender, twisting wrist. ‘You’re bleeding. Did you strike your head?’

‘Stop fussing, you old maid.’

Pitch fought Silas’s hold upon his wrist but without much conviction. Which only deepened Silas’s concern. He knew full well the daemon could send him flying if he so desired.

‘Then let me look at you.’ Silas touched his fingers beneath Pitch’s jaw, tilting a sharp chin upwards. ‘Show me. Stop being so peevish.’

‘Then stop peeving me,’ Pitch snapped but he did not push away Silas’s hold. He moved with it, shifting onto his knees.

Silas brushed aside strands of hair that sought to conceal the damage done. The source of the blood was very clear. A cut at the daemon’s right brow, a trickle of crimson that slid its way along his cheek. Silas gathered his own cuff and pressed the morning-sky blue of his coat against the alabaster of Pitch’s jaw, stopping the flow of red that had already sent a few drips onto that ludicrously nonsensible white coat.

‘You did strike your head.’ He met the emerald stare levelled at him.

‘No, I did not, damn it.’ The warmth of the daemon’s breath played at the underneath of Silas’s chin. He was at least a head higher than Pitch, even on his knees. ‘Will you stop that.’

‘What?’ Silas frowned.

‘That.’ Pitch fluttered his hand, close to Silas’s face. ‘This…what you are doing…with your face.’

‘How badly did you hit your head? You are making no sense.’

‘Gods! I didn’t hit my damn head. Something hit me.’ This time Pitch easily tore himself from Silas’s hold. ‘Leave me be. It is a scratch, nothing more. You are quite ridiculous, with all your wrinkled concern and false niceties.’

Silas sat back on his heels, taking a moment to consider a reply. The daemon’s flare of temper had come quite out of the blue. Perhaps it was borne of embarrassment at leaving the saddle so soon after Silas had warned him.

‘My concern is not false at all. You had a fall, and I am worried for you.’

‘Then stop it, immediately.’ Pitch pushed himself to his feet. He seemed steady enough but much displeased at the state of his trousers, swiping at the dirt on his knees as though he wished to punish the material. ‘I can’t abide your coddling. You do not need to race to my aid every time I get a splinter or chip a nail. Just because you took advantage of me once does not mean you get to place your hands all over me every time I have so much as a graze.’

Silas’s eyes widened.

‘You are intolerable, Mr Mercer. Do you know that?’ Pitch was shouting by the end.

‘Took advantage of you? How can you say that…I have no idea…’ Silas rose back up to where he could not be made to feel so tiny, his anger rising with him. A gentle wind rustled at the few leaves that still clung to patches of the hedge. It sounded ever so like whispering. ‘Fine. Come along, then. Seeing as you are quite all right, get on your horse. Let us go. I was going to suggest we stop in at the residence up ahead, but forget
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