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CHAPTER ONE




THE FIGURE striding from the woods had eyes of fire, and dangled the carcasses of two rabbits in his right hand. Wisps of smoke curled from the burnt hides, and the animals’  heads were orbs of charcoal each. The scent of their scalded flesh reached Silas where he stood by the paltry fire. He was hungry enough that the waft was not altogether unpleasant.

‘Supper is served,’ Pitch declared, swinging his bounty carelessly.

He moved towards the fire like a terrible ghost, skin white as snow and eyes like tiny blazing suns. Christ almighty it was a sight, one that tightened Silas’s chest and caused his heart to stutter beneath his ribs. He coughed, stoking absently at the fire they had lit to ward off the evening chill. Three days ago they had left the peacefulness of Ottelie’s cottage, despite her protestations that it was not yet time for travel. After near on a week spent recuperating, Pitch was a mess of restlessness and would not be swayed from his determination to leave the Forest of Dean and return to Bishop’s Castle where Lady Satine’s farm awaited.

‘I trust you did not set the woods ablaze as you hunted rabbits?’ Silas scowled down at the fire. It was not a kind thing to say, he supposed, considering the daemon had seen to it that they would not go hungry that evening. But then again it was because of Pitch that they had no supplies to begin with. Ottelie had provided bread and eggs and an astounding array of sweet treats and cakes that should have sustained them for a week.

There was a half a loaf of bread and one egg remaining. Pitch’s appetite was monstrous. Perhaps if he ceased his endless tapping of feet in the stirrups or the knocking of knuckles upon the pommel, he might conserve some of his energies. His agitation was exhausting to pay witness to.

‘They are hares, Silas. And perhaps if I had burned this bloody wood down, it would see us reach our destination sooner rather than much later, as it seems your nag intends,’ Pitch replied. ‘Or are we to forever wander the forests of England alone, pissing against trees and sleeping on the dirt?’

Silas took a breath before he replied. One of them at least must stifle their temper, and the daemon had no talent for it. Especially not of late. ‘Pitch, we have discussed this already. Many times.’ He bit his lip, pausing before he spoke again. ‘I do not decide Lalassu’s course. I agree it is strange that we have not yet passed through a town, but there is reason for it, I’m sure. And we must act accordingly.’

Which was to say, Pitch should not have depleted their stores by sunrise of the second day, but Silas was hardly going to broach that subject once more. He did not favour another vicious tongue-lashing. It seemed the further on they journeyed, the more turbulent Pitch’s mood became. It was likely he would have had them ride day and night if the choice were his. He muttered angrily beneath his breath when Lalassu stopped, late in the evenings, to afford them some rest. But when he was not cursing their need for sleep, he was mostly silent. Far too much so for someone who enjoyed the sound of his voice most other times. The modicum of calm the daemon had seemed to embrace while he recuperated in the cottage slipped away with each mile they travelled. And that intimate moment between them, lips within an inch of touching, grew more dreamlike with each passing day.

A pair of smouldering hares landed with a thump at Silas’s feet. ‘I caught them, you will skin them,’ Pitch said, lofty as a king.

Silas looked up in alarm. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Why do you insist on saying that when it is clear you heard me very well?’ Pitch replied, his irritation wrinkling his forehead.

He kicked at a jutting log, sending sparks flying from the fire, bringing it to life. There had been a lot of that of late, too. Lashing out at random objects: a low-hanging branch receiving a punch as Sanu took him beneath it, a rock in a brook where they had stopped to take water being sent flying with a well-placed kick. Silas had the sense of being near a pot ready to boil over. But if he dared ask if all was well, the glare he would receive could peel the skin from his bones.

‘I’m not sure I know how…’ Silas bent to take the hares in hand, but Pitch was there before him. Their hands met, a brief brush, before Pitch snatched the dead animals away.

‘Damn it, Silas, must I do everything?’

Pitch had not called him Sickle in two days.

‘I did not say I wouldn’t do it,’ he protested. ‘Here, give them to me.’ Silas reached for one of the carcasses that Pitch clutched about the neck. The daemon slapped at his hand, a sharp whip of skin against skin hard enough to wrench a gasp from Silas. ‘What was that for?’

‘Need there be a reason?’

‘For god’s sake, Pitch!’ Silas shouted. ‘What is wrong with you? Give me the damned rabbits.’

This time when he sought to claim the dinner bounty, Pitch pivoted on his heels, twisting to avoid him. A hiss came from him as he turned, and Silas would swear he saw the daemon wince.

‘They are fucking hares, you imbecile.’ Pitch spoke through gritted teeth. ‘Leave it be, will you? I’ll do it. Just keep the fire going.’

He shrugged into the faded brown leather coat that Ottelie had provided him. His own clothes were ruined beyond repair after Goodwich Castle. She’d sequestered an entire outfit, a white flannel shirt, a blue vest with tin buttons, and, most impressively, a pair of his favoured fall-front trousers, along with near-new lace-up boots. A farmer’s garb. Though how the new Verderer had managed to source items that fit Pitch nearly perfectly was a wonder. The daemon had complained at the lack of a corset among the items but otherwise seemed quite pleased.

Silas had not been in such dire need of replacement clothing luckily. He doubted any nearby countryman could match him in size. Ottelie had laundered his dusty, ash-stained and bloodstained clothes and returned them to him as good as new.

‘Pitch…please tell me…is there something wrong? Are you in pain? Perhaps we should rest here for a day –’

‘No. We keep on,’ he snapped. ‘If you dare coddle me, Silas, I swear I shall separate you from your balls. Do you understand?’

Silas did his best to match Pitch’s glare, but concern tugged at his brow. ‘I’ll keep my balls just where they are, thank you very much. And I am not coddling you, I am asking you a question. Just now when you moved, I saw that it caused you difficulty. Is it the wound in your stomach? Ottelie said it was too soon for you to be on horseback –’

‘It is not the wound in my stomach. Don’t bother yourself with my well-being.’ He turned and began to walk away.

The words burst from Silas like a flight of swallows. ‘It does bother me. You’ve eaten all we have, and a rabbit is hardly –’

‘It’s a bloody hare.’

‘A hare then, damn it.’ Silas balled his fists. ‘But I know it is not enough for you. You’ve said as much before. Do you need…that is to say…would…it’s just that I know –’

‘Gods, what is trying to dribble from your mouth, man?’

‘Company.’ Silas spat it. He did not dribble. ‘You need…company. You said once that what you drew from others was a natural painkiller for your kind.’ What Pitch had said exactly, eyes heavy with need, was pleasure does wonders for incubus blood. ‘So I just thought that perhaps…you needed…’

His words faded like the smoke curling from the dead hares. Good god, what had come over him? Despite being turned from the fire his face was warm. He could not chase from his mind the bittersweet scent of Pitch’s breath as they had drawn so dangerously close upon Ottelie’s bed. A kiss. That was all he was offering, of course. What harm in that, if it would restore the daemon from insufferable to barely tolerable?

The fire spat and crackled behind them, and Pitch stood in silence for far too long. Silas shook his head, ready with a curt withdrawal of the ludicrous offer.

‘Do you want my company, Silas?’ Pitch’s voice slunk low, nearly lost beneath the soft night sounds of the woods. He stood perfectly still, like a hunter lying in wait.

Sweat beaded on Silas’s brow. He felt light-headed; Pitch’s question pounded in his ears. ‘It’s not like that…I was just…’ Silas faltered. He was just taking leave of his senses, surely. If his heart thumped any harder, he’d have a broken rib to contend with.

‘How very noble of you, Silas, to stoop so low. But have no fear, your virtue is safe.’ Pitch held so tightly to the carcasses that Silas thought he heard a crack of bone. ‘You cannot soothe what ails me. I dare say you’d be less use than a teacake.’

Silas’s lips parted in a silent gasp. If he’d thought the daemon unwell before, he was certain of it now.

Pitch made his way to where the stump of a felled tree formed a perfect table on which to lay their supper. As Silas watched, lost for all words, the daemon dug his fingers into the ruff of a narrow neck and with the flick of a wrist tore away a strip of the hare’s hide. The wet ripping sound sent a shudder through Silas’s body.

‘Go and tend to the fire,’ Pitch said coolly. ‘And stop gaping like a fool.’

With a scowl, and making a point of not jumping immediately to follow the curt command, Silas moved back to where the fire weaved and shone, thankful for its heat now as it chased away the chill that gripped him. Lalassu and Sanu watched on from just beyond the clearing, working their mouths against cropped grass.

Ankou and daemon ate in silence a little while later. The meat was pleasant enough once roasted, the company less so. Silas sat on one side of the fire, Pitch on the other, gnawing at his meat as though the creature still lived and he sought to ensure otherwise. His hands were unwashed, stained with the blood and muck that came from a disemboweled body. It did not make for pleasant dining surrounds, and Silas found he could eat no more than a few mouthfuls of the stringy meat.

‘Would you like the rest of mine?’ Silas raised what remained of his hare, impaled upon an oak’s discarded branch. Pitch sucked noisily at a cracked bone, stealing the marrow.

‘Hmmph.’

Silas supposed that to mean he would care for the leftovers, and he rose to his feet, grunting as his saddle-weary joints protested. He handed over the portion. Pitch snatched the stick without a look or a word and bit into the pink flesh. He had already stripped his own carcass bare of meat but was clearly not sated. Silas hovered, likely longer than he should have.

‘You are blocking the light.’ Pitch spoke through a mouthful. ‘I’m sure you’re enjoying the view, but I’d prefer you move.’

The view was distracting, certainly – flames always favoured Pitch’s complexion – but worry curdled in Silas’s stomach, along with the portions of hare. The daemon was withdrawing into himself, placing a distance between them that Silas did not understand. Nor relish.

It was lonely where he stood. And he realised it was likely the first time he’d felt that way since they had encountered one another.

Without a word he left Pitch to his gorging, and after tending to the horses – a gesture more beneficial for himself than the horses, who needed no real fussing over – Silas searched for a place to settle for the evening. Somewhere not too far from the fire. Lalassu nudged him towards a patch of moss-covered ground beneath a considerable oak. Without the mare’s encouragement, the hidden natural bedding would have gone unnoticed. As he settled down for the evening, with a saddle for a makeshift pillow, gathering his coat about him, and shifting the pocket so he would not lie upon the bandalore, Silas kept his eye on Pitch.

The daemon lay on the far side of the fire. It was only the whiteness of his skin that marked his position, huddled in the bulge of the dead roots at the foot of the stump he’d used as a butcher’s block earlier. The wood was still sticky with the hares’ blood, their entrails glistening in the firelight. Silas did his best to sleep, but his mood did not lend itself to the calmness needed for such things, and he tossed and turned as the night deepened. Pitch’s odd behaviour was but one thing to worry over. He rolled onto his back and touched at the pocket where the arrowhead nestled with all its vast implications. He had asked Pitch who should carry it as they prepared to depart, and the daemon had told him with much vexation that he should cast it into Ottelie’s well.

‘I don’t wish to see the fucking thing again,’ he’d declared, downing the very last of the Verderer’s cider.

 Perhaps Silas should have seen then that all was not as it should be with the daemon.

‘No…no…’ Across the way, Pitch struggled with his dreams again.

Silas sat up, debating the merits of trying to rouse him. The daemon had slept fitfully for several nights now. Mostly restless, as though no position he found made him content. He mumbled in his sleep, but the words were usually too distorted to make any sense of.

‘I didn’t know…’ This time, though, he spoke clearly. If not for the fact that his eyes were shut, Silas might have thought him awake. ‘He should not have been there. Raph…Raph!’

The name rose from him, weighed down with anguish. The daemon fell still. And though Silas waited for some time, he said no more and did not move again until the sky lightened and they rose to begin preparations to leave.

They rode on sometime later with the overcast day grey lit and damp. The twitter of birds as they rose to meet the morning mixed with the creak of leather from the saddles. Silas wove the loose reins about his fingers, seeking some distraction from Pitch’s notable silence.

A half hour after they had set off from the campsite, the farmhouse came into view. It was some way up ahead still, just visible at the end of the forest-shadowed track they followed. A small affair, a main house with a red tiled roof surrounded by rather meagre fields that looked in need of a till.

‘About fucking time,’ Pitch sighed, the first words he’d spoken since they left the campsite. ‘Move your arse now, Sickle.’

Silas started at the return of the moniker and was wholly unprepared for the dimple-inducing grin that was shot his way. For whatever reason, Pitch’s mood had swung more favourably towards light. He clucked his tongue and urged Sanu into a canter, and Silas hurried to follow.











CHAPTER TWO




THEY CROUCHED like highwaymen on either side of a gap in a hedgerow, hidden from the sight of anyone who might have glanced from one of the small-paned windows of the main cottage. Silas took a quick look at the daemon, who knelt a step away. Pitch’s eyes shone despite the dull, overcast afternoon, as though those flames he had brandished at Goodrich Castle were trying to force their way clear. Before now, Silas had longed to catch sight once more of that bright and brilliant creature who had forged a shield of fire to protect them from the downfall of the castle, a true guardian, rather than the sullen, listless companion he’d become over the past few days. But now that he glimpsed that entrancing power’s return, Silas felt no better for it.

The daemon tapped his booted toe against the dirt in a manic rhythm as his fingers made an equally nonsensical pattern against his thigh. Pitch was feverish with calamity, prickling with anticipation, and it was deeply worrisome. 

‘Would you not tell me of your plan here?’ Silas whispered, nodding towards the whitewashed home. If not for the laundry dangling upon a line beyond the main house, it would have appeared deserted. ‘We really don’t need to skulk about in the bushes –’

Pitch pursed his full lips, shushing him. ‘Don’t think, my dear Sickle. It is not becoming. Let me have my fun.’

‘I’m not sure how asking for some bread and sugar constitutes fun.’

‘That is because you are a terrible bore.’

Silas bit back a reply. He did not like this, not at all. Pitch kept his eyes locked on the simple wooden house, where dirty white chickens clucked and pecked their way about the yard. A lopsided shed, not quite grand enough to be called a barn, sat some short distance from the main house, and in between them lay a kitchen garden, where oncoming winter stripped bare anything edible.

‘Might we be done with this quickly, then?’ Silas said, tugging his coat free of a snagging twig, the bandalore a weight within one pocket, and the arrowhead, indiscernible in its lightness, in the other. ‘We must get on.’

He sent a longing glance towards a nearby copse where Sanu and Lalassu waited, hidden. Never had Sybilla’s company seemed more favourable.

‘Then get on, for fuck’s sake,’ Pitch retorted. ‘I am not keeping you here, and your fretting is becoming intolerable. I’ll be dragged to your side once more, I’m certain. Satty wills it, so who are we to counter her precious demands? That red pile of shit I ride will see us rejoined, so go. I am fine, and having to assure you of this every moment of the day is fucking exhausting.’

Silas slid the daemon a sharp sideways glance. ‘Really? I am exhausting?’ he said, words crisp. ‘You are desperately unaware of certain aspects of yourself.’

‘I am infinitely aware of every aspect of myself, I assure you. And I’m also indelibly aware of how irritating your voice is. Now shut up.’

‘I will not –’

‘Shhhh!’

Good lord, he was a right bastard, there was no doubt of it. But Pitch certainly looked fine. Nibbling at his Cupid’s bow lips, brow furrowed in nefarious concentration. Damn those bloody lips. Silas flushed even now to recall just how close he had come to brushing them with his own. He’d vacated Ottelie’s bed after that near encounter and had not returned, choosing to sleep upon the strange carpet of flowers composing the floor – surprisingly comfortable – while Pitch sprawled in the new Verderer’s bed.

Silas cleared his throat, focusing on the issue at hand. The daemon did appear healed. The gouged flesh at his belly had mended to a faint scar while they still rested at Ottelie’s cottage, and the darkening in his veins, the evidence of the Blight’s poison, had long since left him.

Outwardly he was a picture.

All the more striking for the informality of the clothing Ottelie had given him. Their haphazard nature, their poorly sewn hems and rough materials, suited him too well. Pitch had complained most bitterly about the lack of a corset vest for him to wear, as though that curious item of clothing were more important than all the rest. Ottelie had met his demands with a dismissive click of her tongue. But Silas had spent far too many moments imagining such an item upon the daemon, Pitch’s slender waist accentuated further, an hourglass of curves.

Face warming, Silas looked to the farmhouse, chasing away thoughts of boned material and tight lacing. He rubbed absently at the rowan wood and holly bracelet that still hugged his wrist, a gift Ottelie had insisted he keep upon him.

Perhaps he should ride on and give himself time to clear his head and regain his senses.

Pitch snapped a spindly twig between slender fingers, and Silas jumped. ‘Ah, now there we are. A man who knows his fists well, I’ll wager.’

‘What are you –’

Pitch hissed at him to shut up. The farmer, a thick-boned man with hunched shoulders clothed in a loose smock and sturdy boots, emerged from the shed. Of all things, it was a scythe he carried with well-practised ease over one shoulder.

‘Wonderful, he’ll do indeed,’ Pitch muttered, eyes sparkling with pinpoints of gold.

‘What are you on about?’

The daemon swung from vicious to innocuous in the batting of a lash. ‘I simply admire a man who knows how to handle his scythe. But don’t worry, my dear, yours is definitely bigger.’

‘Now it is you who should shut up,’ Silas growled, watching the farmer traipse off around the shed, disappearing from view. ‘Enough of this, Pitch. Do what you intend here, and let us be gone.’

Pitch jumped to his feet. ‘Very well, if you insist. But I should warn you, you may not enjoy it. Actually, I may be very wrong. You may well have a taste for bloodletting.’

This time his smile was not pleasant. It darkened his face in a way that caused Silas’s breath to catch.

‘Pitch…what the hell are you talking about?’

The daemon broke into a run, a gait he was remarkably proficient at when he set his mind to it. And his mind was clearly set. His lithe legs took him rapidly over the short expanse of open ground, an over-grazed paddock which was dotted with manure piles, and he was soon disappearing around the side of the main house, running opposite to where the farmer was headed.

‘Shit,’ Silas hissed.

Tobias Astaroth only worked in crooked lines, keeping clear of the straight and narrow.

A brief and sharp cry came from within the house. Silas swore anew.

No further sound reached him. Perhaps his ears had deceived him. Perhaps it was a pig in a sty that had squealed, and not the helpless woman of the house, surprised by the sudden appearance of an emerald-eyed stranger. Silas squatted there, clutching at the rough hedge like a child caught in a game of hide and seek, debating his course of action. Pitch would not be so foolish as to harm anyone here, surely?

Silas shook his head. ‘He’ll do no such thing. Lady Satine would have his head.’

If the daemon wanted to dart about like a thief, snatching food from unsuspecting countryfolk, then fine, let the fool have his fun.

For long, lonely minutes Silas sat with his racing thoughts. He was beginning to imagine the daemon had not stopped at the farmhouse at all but had set off running right past it, continuing on and leaving Silas far behind.

The idea made his pulse thump.

Throaty laughter floated upon the air. Silas peeked from around his rugged shield. He blew out a long-held breath. So, the daemon had not taken to murder. Pitch sauntered from the farmhouse, his arm entwined with that of a robust dark-haired woman whose skirts were hitched at the waist so that her ankles and boots were bared. Her pale pink apron was dusted with what he assumed to be flour, a sign that she had been at work in the kitchen. A basket dangled from her free hand. She was not a young woman. Her rounded face was weathered, and her waist did not curve with the hint of youth, but she beamed at Pitch as though she were gripped by the flush of her first endearment. He was speaking with her, but his mutterings were placed close against her ear and hidden from Silas. Whatever he said, he had her quite enchanted.

‘Oh, blast you, Pitch.’ Silas pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, but he could not deny the relief that came with seeing the woman in fine form, rather than bloodied and bruised. Silas shook himself, irritated at his own thoughts. Pitch had damned well saved his life, more than once. He was capable of decent behaviour, and Silas should not assume the worst of him. His recent agitation would pass, surely. It was a moodiness that would shift, as it so often did with the daemon. Silas had to believe it. The alternative had him tense and unsettled. Another incident like that with the constable in the barn at Bishop’s Castle was not worth thinking on. Pitch had loosed his temper upon the unfortunate man with terrifying ferocity.

Silas watched with nerves taut as the pair sauntered across the yard. Pitch ran a hand through his tousled hair, lifting it away from his neck and exposing the slender length of pale skin there. The woman pressed in close and lifted her chunky fingers to run them up Pitch’s neck, tracing a line along the cut of his jaw and moving higher to the ridge of his cheek. She uttered gasps as she explored, and dissolved into childish giggles as Pitch tilted his head and kissed at her wrist. The woman’s skirts swayed as she edged in closer. Silas pressed forward, into the unyielding sharp edges of the hedgerow, eyes narrowing at Pitch’s lewd performance. All relief at having seen the woman unharmed was now crushed beneath a rising temper.

This was his fun? Seduction. Foul and deceptive seduction.

Silas should step out now and tell her exactly whom she dallied with. A daemon. An enchanter.

She should not look so delighted at his touch. Pitch was not hers to delight in. That was his guardian she fawned and cooed over. Stupid, bloody woman.

A thorn cut his palm where he grasped hold of the foliage too tightly.

Silas lowered his head. Christ almighty, what was wrong with him? Fatigue…hunger. There lay the blame, he was certain. Yes, he was ravenously hungry, and it was causing him to become ridiculous. Pitch could fuck the lady here and now if he so pleased, as long as he delivered that basket of food first. Silas raised his head. And his empty belly sank. The basket would not be arriving anytime soon.

The woman had let it drop to the ground in favour of freeing both hands so she could grasp at the daemon who played with her. The pair were locked at the lips, Pitch’s hands upon the woman’s cheeks, his mouth working upon hers. She tilted her head back to meet their slight difference in height, her body straining into him. Her hands searched at his back, finding their way low, cupping his arse. Pitch smiled into the kiss, and his own wandering hands fell upon the bulge of the woman’s breasts. A moan escaped her, and she drove her mouth against him more feverishly.

‘Fucking hell,’ Silas growled. He’d not play Peeping Tom a second time. What he had witnessed of Pitch and the lieutenant in Mordiford had likely scarred him for life. ‘Enough.’

He moved to stand but was caught short by a cry. ‘What devilry is this?’

Silas dropped to his knees, concealed once more by wind-beaten foliage.

The farmer had returned. And he was not alone. All at once the seemingly empty farmhouse was awash with running men. One from the house, another from the shed, joining the farmer as he ran at the couple. They all bore weapons of some kind, crude as they were. The farmer with his scythe posed the greatest threat, while the younger man held a rake, and the third had armed himself with an obviously inadequate wooden bucket.

‘Ma, what the blazes?’

‘Take your ’ands off that woman.’

‘Get ’im, Papa.’

The trio rushed at the couple. Pitch did not bother to disconnect his mouth from the woman’s, but he did take time to lift his hand from her arse cheek and offer her enraged protectors a condescending wave.








CHAPTER THREE




SILAS KNELT, frozen with uncertainty. To shout a warning was superfluous. It was clear that Pitch knew of the men’s approach. He taunted them, even as they shouted at him, naming him all manner of obscene things in their efforts to have him loosen his hold on the woman. But he had no intention of releasing her. The daemon ran his hands down her back, settling splayed fingers upon the width of her generous posterior in clear view of the men who approached. She swooned against him, her own hands equally as adventurous in their mapping of his body, fingers disappearing beneath the layers of the daemon’s clothes. If the woman was distressed, she showed no sign of it. Rather the opposite appeared true. She pulled her hand from where it searched beneath Pitch’s flannel shirt, low at his waist, to wave back the approaching party.

‘Leave me be,’ she gasped, coming up for desperately-needed air before diving back in to suckle upon Pitch’s lips as though she had not eaten in an age.

Her words were aimed not at the daemon who toyed with her so appallingly but towards the men of her household who sought to come to her aid.

‘For god’s sake, Pitch,’ Silas cursed beneath his breath. ‘Stop this madness.’

The youngest of the party, a buck-toothed man with thin shoulders, raised his rake. He was within striking distance, of that there was no doubt, and all that prevented Pitch from receiving a nasty blow was the woman he held. Her family would hardly strike out with her so near. But their rage was obvious, their eagerness to inflict harm could not have been clearer. And yet Pitch did not raise his head from his efforts.

‘Get your fucking hands off her,’ the lad shouted. ‘Are you a madman?’

Silas flinched. Now there was a question. Could he be mad, perhaps driven so by his time on the Hellfield with a master wild enough to be called the Berserker Prince, or was Pitch just dangerously fond of a fight? A mixture of both perhaps?

The farmer afforded Pitch no opportunity to heed the orders given. He leapt forward, thrusting ahead the handle of the scythe rather than the vicious curved blade. He was clearly taking no chances with his wife so near to harm.

‘Get back, Mary,’ he cried. ‘Unhand her, you bloody ratbag, or I’ll knock your head off your shoulders.’

Using the tool like a lance, the man ran at Pitch and aimed not for his head but for his side, thrusting the rounded end of the tool into the daemon’s hip. Pitch jerked but did not yield, and his arms did not fall from where they embraced the farmer’s wife.

Another jab came, with enough brute force that a lesser man would have been knocked off his feet. But Pitch was neither lesser, nor man. He pulled his lips from the woman’s face, and she uttered a cry, reaching for him, seeking to draw him back to her. Pitch grasped both her wrists in one hand and shoved them down, out of his way.

‘I do not think your husband approves.’ He was smiling. He had not stopped smiling from the moment the small mob had appeared baying for his blood.

‘Stop it, Clyde,’ the woman, Mary, cried. She shifted against Pitch’s hold and made sure to place herself between the daemon and her bristling husband. ‘You’ll not harm him. Why the hell does it bother you anyways? You’ve not come near me in a bloody year.’

‘Mary!’ The farmer staggered, the scythe dangling in his slackened grasp.

‘Ma!’ The lad with the bucket was white with shock, though whether that came from his mother’s intimate revelation or her wanton behaviour was anyone’s guess.

Silas clenched the hedge’s brittle branches, ignoring the pain of it. Indecision wracked him. He could step forward and put an end to this now, but would that raise the daemon’s ire higher and cause more harm than good? What on Earth was Pitch’s true intent here? He himself was hardly in any true danger. It was the humans that Silas feared for, the objects of Pitch’s rough amusements. He blinked against the sharp memory of Pitch being beaten to a pulp in that barn at Bishop’s Castle. Christ, he had goaded that raucous crowd there too, stirred their repulsion until it exploded from their fists.

And then he’d taken every blow with relish.

Silas ground his teeth. He must step in.

But Pitch chose then to make his own move.

He thrust the woman away. Mary stumbled, tripping over the discarded basket of stores. Clyde dropped the scythe and lunged for her. He caught her in an awkward stagger that saw them both topple to the ground, startling a trio of speckled hens that had wandered too close, oblivious to the tumultuous situation. Silas scowled at the fowls, as though they were to blame for this whole thing entirely. He prayed, to no god in particular, that Pitch’s releasing of the woman signalled that his game was over.

The daemon held his slender arms aloft, as though in surrender.

‘Gentlemen, please,’ he said. ‘Hold your tempers. Your mother, your wife, came to no harm, see? I’d say it is rather the opposite.’ The two young men glanced at each other, confusion evident upon their faces. ‘I’d say she enjoyed every moment with me.’ Christ, Pitch’s smile was dreadful. ‘Dare I say you might need to give your kitchen table a good rub down before you next use it…if you do not wish to add a salty tang to your supper.’

‘Oh shit.’ Silas groaned.

The buck-toothed man roared his indignation and raised his rake. He swung, albeit wildly, at the daemon. The lad was not diminutive, and there was decent force behind the blow. But Silas knew Pitch to be capable of rapid movement. He could have stepped from harm’s way simply enough.

He did not move.

The prongs of the rake slammed against his back, and he bucked forward, sent teetering on his toes. The lad with the bucket made his move next, clasping the handle with both hands and throwing his body in a circle to gain momentum. The wood struck Pitch against the side of the head, and his chin jerked aside with the blow. Silas could see his wide smile still held in place, a trickle of blood already evident at his lip where the bucket had broken skin. He fell to his knees, jacket flapping about, and the farmer’s boys set on him. Mary screamed her protest and fought to pull from her husband’s hold as he cried hoarsely for her to get her wits about her and stop acting like a maniac.

But the true maniac was at their feet, hunched on all fours. Pitch grunted and shook with the blows levelled against him. The lad abandoned his bucket and used his feet instead to convey to Pitch just what he thought of him. Which was to say, very little. His dirty white smock danced about like a grim ghost as he threw his body into the assault. His brother shared his fervour and used the wooden handle of his rake to smack his message into Pitch’s back. The daemon’s face was hidden beneath the drape of tangled light brown strands.

He fell onto his side, curling in upon himself. His slender legs were tucked up against his belly, his delicate fingers clutched to his chest. As the kicks landed, he offered no resistance. He threw back his head, as though relishing the dreadful impact upon his body. His hair fell away from his face, revealing a steady stream of blood running from his nose and mouth. Pitch grinned through it all.

Just a week ago he’d been bleeding out on Ottelie’s bed, his belly gouged, his skin etched with thin lines of the Blight-driven poison that had spilled from the spirit of the forest’s glass prison.

He had barely begun to regain his strength. Now here he lay.

Silas tasted bitterness at the back of his throat, his breath coming in shallow gasps. ‘You fool,’ he whispered. There was no way his words could have reached the daemon, but Pitch looked his way. Just one eye was evident, gleaming through lengths of sweat-laden hair.

‘Fear not,’ he grunted in time with the blows. ‘There’ll be no constable here.’

Nonsensical words to those who stood about him, but for Silas they were crystal clear. He swore to all the saints and damned the daemon to hell once more. Pitch did not intend to punish these people the way he had that constable in the barn. Which meant this beating was for his own…pleasure. The daemon had, as Silas feared, placed himself back in the crude boxing ring all over again.

He ain’t happy till he’s hurtin’.

Gilmore’s words, spoken what felt like an eternity ago now, but no less true.

The laughter was soft at first. A giggle really. But it soon grew, rising high to tickle at madness. Pitch laughed into the bloodied dirt, spewing forth shameless details of their mother’s defilement. His obscene retelling brought on harder blows and incensed roars of derision.

‘Lunatic!’

‘Bloody cunt.’

‘Mad bastard!’

Mary screeched at them to stop. But that was not what Pitch wanted. And the daemon was adept at getting what he wanted. Pitch sought the pain as feverishly as he sought sweetness. Silas pressed his hands to his ears, trying to stifle Pitch’s unendurable laughter and his indecent lies until he could stand no more.

This was beyond a mere altercation between hot-tempered men. This was a battle of one man, against…well, against his daemons. Silas moved unsteadily, his shoulders heavy with the weight of it all, stepping into the gap between the hedges. If the family were not so engrossed in their punishment they would have noticed him easily.

They did not.

But Pitch did.

He stared from beneath bloodied strands, and something in his maddened expression shifted. His crimson-toothed grin wavered. The lad with the rake cracked it against Pitch’s hip. The daemon jerked as though he’d been struck by lightning and slumped onto his back. He let loose with another foul-mouthed detail of an encounter that was pure fiction. For unless Pitch was capable of rutting in the blink of an eye, there was no way he had found his way beneath Mary’s skirts in the time he’d been out of Silas’s sight. Not unless she’d packed the picnic basket for him as he’d thrust into her. Silas turned away, pressing his lips tight. Pitch was toying with her, he had no doubt. Her protestations at his treatment bordered on hysterical, her flagrant behaviour likely to mortify her by the day’s end. She was enchanted. But at least the daemon had not defiled her. Silas curled his fingers into fists. The entire family were enchanted in one way or another, to feed the daemon’s twisted appetite.

Enough with this insanity.

Silas stepped forward, intending to interrupt the assault. He caught Pitch’s eye once more. How the daemon’s gaze burned.

All at once Silas was off his feet, hurtling backwards, an unseen weight slamming against his chest. He flailed his arms, seeking to stay upright only to find himself toppling. The ground bit at his arse, and his breath left him in a shocked gasp.

None of those near the farmhouse paid him any mind, too enraptured with the chaos there.

None, save for the daemon.

Pitch had managed to drag himself onto hands and knees again, and he directed his manic grin Silas’s way. Silas read all he needed to know in the daemon’s cruel expression.  It was Pitch who had sent him flying. Sent him away.

‘So be it, you bloody idiot.’ Silas pushed to his feet, swatting at his dirtied coat with angry brushes. ‘I am done with this.’

He stalked back to where Lalassu and Sanu waited. An inner voice screamed at him to turn back, to rescue the fool from himself. But Silas walked on. Pitch desired this madness, craved this harm. So be it. Let him have his torment, then. This addiction was beyond Silas’s comprehension, and he could not bear witness to it. He’d not share in Pitch’s pain.

The red horse could wait for her master. Silas would not.

And with the daemon’s empty, broken laughter at his back, Silas swung into his saddle and held on as Lalassu spirited him away.








CHAPTER FOUR




SILAS LEANED low against Lalassu’s neck, his thighs glancing against the saddle, fingers loose around reins that were near buried in the endless, thick strands of her mane. She ran at a gallop, a breathtaking turn of hoof that not so long ago might have had set Silas screaming with terror. Not so now. He relished the stretch of her massive strides for it took him far away from that farmhouse. Away from the destruction there. Upon the pale horse’s back he could gather himself, fix his resolve, and find a hiding place from the horrors about him. Silas went willingly where Lalassu would take him. So long as it was away. Far away from Pitch and his terrible beauty.

‘What is wrong with the man?’ Silas growled into a wind that flung his words back at him. Perhaps he was every bit as mad as the daemon, speaking to himself so, but his frustration boiled within, and releasing the words eased the tension. Pitch was supposed to keep Silas from harm, yet there he was, inflicting as much harm as he could find upon himself. Giving no consideration to who might see.

To who might be unprepared to endure such a sight.

‘Faster,’ Silas whispered. ‘Faster.’

He asked too much, surely, for their pace already blurred the landscape and brought tears to his eyes. Lalassu responded, lengthening her body, straining forward until Silas was certain her hooves did not touch the ground at all. He settled deeper into the saddle, the cantle brushing against his arse, coat billowing about behind him. The horse’s mane slashed about like a thousand tiny banners, its beautiful colours blinking snow white and sea green. Silas lost himself to the rhythm, crouching down against the mare until he saw only a shifting sea of her mane, silken waves dancing before him. With the thump of Lalassu’s hooves came the thud of her breath, fired from flared nostrils.

Blast the daemon. Silas would be damned if he lamented over him a moment more. He drew in a deep breath, relishing his freedom in that moment. He was beholden to no one, and unchained from the calamity that was Tobias Astaroth. Perhaps Lalassu could run them until Mr Ahari, Lady Satine, and that godforsaken daemon were but a strange and troubling dream.

Far, far behind him.

He clenched the reins. No matter how much he enjoyed the thought of disappearing from all this, an interfering voice would not let him be. It insisted on whispering at him, calling on him to turn about and snatch Pitch away from those who brutalised him.

Silas concentrated on the rumble of Lalassu’s hooves, letting the sound drown out the whispers. He could ride north. Perhaps all the way to Edinburgh Castle.

Now there was a thought. He could see for himself if the castle stirred any feelings, the way gazing upon the portrait of it had done at Mr Donisthrope’s. Had that painting truly touched at a memory, or did Silas merely have a yet-undiscovered appreciation of fine artwork?

Dear god, how innocent he had been that day, following after the Donisthrope’s housekeeper like an oblivious lamb to slaughter. Before the sun had fully set, Black Annis would inflict grievous injury upon him. And he would live despite it all.

Silas groaned, shaking his head at his stupidity. Upon his person he held an angel-made arrowhead and Death’s bandalore. If Pitch was a maniacal fool, then Silas was the village idiot for imagining he could simply ride his way out of this predicament.

As if he could ride away from the likes of Lady Satine. A woman, or whatever she might be, who could possess a man miles from where she stood. Or Mr Ahari, whose home was a living entity. Or even Sybilla, a Valkyrie no less, loyal to her lady and no doubt more than capable of hunting Silas down and dragging him back to Bishop’s Castle. Making his way to Edinburgh Castle was as likely as Silas sprouting wings.

He blinked, and his thoughts turned back to Pitch’s display at Goodwich Castle, his back ablaze with twin torrents of light, protecting Silas from harm.

Despite himself, he shivered, gooseflesh rising. What a truly breathtaking sight it had been. Even as the world fell down around them, Silas had not, for the first time, been afraid.

And what had he done to repay Pitch’s act? He had raced away in a headlong gallop, leaving the daemon lying in a puddle of his own blood.

The jump rose up suddenly, the remains of a collapsed wooden fence lying at an angle in the field ahead. Silas gasped and pressed up in the stirrups. He only just managed to avoid being sent flying over Lalassu’s neck. The landing was brutal, the saddle coming up to meet his crotch in a cruel collision.

‘Argh!’ he cried, clutching at his groin, eyes watering.

Lalassu slowed into a trot, and Silas bounced about, balls screaming their protest. He cursed through gritted teeth, struggling to find the rise and fall of the movement. After an eternity the horse eased into a steady walk. He ran his hand along her neck, distracting himself from the ache between his legs.

‘Would you take me north if I asked it of you?’

She whinnied softly, and he understood at once that he was a dreamer.

Neither the pale horse nor her rider was free. Far greater forces guided them, and Silas was their ankou.

He wiped at the pain-rent tears that had fallen and adjusted his seat. The sway of the animal and the melodic creaking of her tack lulled him, and they rode a long while with Silas lost in his own thoughts. When at last he blinked himself back into the saddle, Lalassu had taken them down a barely-marked trail – he’d not name the narrow slick of packed earth a road – one that meandered between fields that had not seen a grazing animal in some time. Ahead, a dark band marked the edge of a forest. The shy sun’s last rays pierced the clouds and settled upon the towering oaks that dominated the landscape. The trees swayed beneath the weight of a strengthening breeze, giving a most disconcerting sense that they were more alive than they should be. He stiffened in the saddle. He was not eager to spend time in another forest, most especially not at night. Or on his own, he thought, though he quickly wiped away that pathetic, childish lament. Good god, he could survive a night here alone if need be. He was a messenger of death, not one of the Order’s clientele, ready to shriek at the slightest rustling in a hedge.

Besides, there was every chance Lalassu would continue straight through and take him to a village beyond.

He chose to ignore the fact that she had not done so in three days.

When Pitch had decided upon his ridiculous plan, it had been midafternoon, and now the weakness of the light spoke of the approach of evening. Night would fall with early November suddenness. The moon had waned to all but a sliver, and the darkness would be Stygian. His fingers twitched against the reins. So be it. If Lalassu wished to stop in the depths of the forest tonight, Silas hardly had a say in the matter.

The wind weaved its way through his hair, throwing the curls against his mouth. The strands still tasted of ash and the grody water of Goodrich Castle’s moat. The length of his hair was becoming unruly, brushing below his collar. Ottelie had made no secret of her desire to take to him with a pair of shears, but he had refused. Not least of all because of a comment made in passing as they had sat about the fire in the cottage. Pitch had been taking his first tentative steps from the bed to the fireside, refusing Silas’s offer of assistance, but giving him an appraising look as he hobbled by.

‘The length rather suits you, I don’t think you should cut it. Though you should trim your beard before it catches in your soup.’

So now Silas fought to free his hair from his lips, wishing very much that he had a strip of leather to bind it back. He touched his chin where the bristles had already begun to recover from Ottelie’s attentions, rubbing his fingers across the coarse hair as Lalassu led them into the forest.

Disappointment swept him in a cold wave. He had actually hoped she might divert at the last moment and take them clear of the gloom.

‘Who do you wish us to avoid, then, Lalassu?’ Silas reached up the horse’s neck to scratch at the place she favoured most. He played at laughter but his heart was not in it. ‘What trouble are we in?’

He may have felt more at ease when in her saddle, but he was not so dull-headed that he did not recognise the furtive way the horse took them through the countryside, avoiding main roads and the sprawl of villages and towns. Silas had grown almost as frustrated with their meandering path as Pitch had. He’d have given his right arm for a comfortable bed rather than a mat of crunching leaves. The clandestine journey, and its implication, did nothing to soothe Silas’s jaded nerves. Were they being pursued? Or was this just a precaution after the sinister encounter at the castle? He slid his hand into the pocket that cradled the arrowhead, careful to touch only the short, jagged splinter of wood left behind when the shaft was snapped. The blade tip was covered in a blot of wax to ensure he was not stabbed in the thigh as he rode.

If the arrowhead’s owner were to appear, what would Silas face? A murderous avenging angel perhaps? The Watchers, Pitch had called them, those that had rebelled against the lord of Arcadia and made monsters out of men. Bloody hell, what tales he’d been told.

The hoot of an owl nearby nearly dislodged Silas from the saddle. He blew out a breath. ‘Idiot. Get ahold of yourself.’ He would be a snivelling bundle of terror by morning if he kept imagining Azazel hiding behind every tree and Nephilim waiting in the darkness.

He told himself that all that malarkey was Pitch’s war, long since removed from this world.

Silas scratched hard at a knot of muscle in Lalassu’s neck, and the horse tilted her head towards the pressure. ‘I should be enjoying the respite, shouldn’t I? Before long Sanu will gallop upon us, that dreadful fellow upon her back, and I’ll be ruing the day I met him yet again.’

Lalassu tossed her head, peeling back her lips to expose the wedges of her yellowed teeth. As close to a sign of amusement, Silas decided, as a horse could make.

They slipped into the forest, following a narrow path that was likely used by woodland creatures alone. Lalassu’s bulk pushed aside the narrow, reaching branches of hawthorn, while the undergrowth crunched beneath her broad hooves. The foliage was touched by the late autumn with many a tree flaming with the gold and yellow of the season. Silas raised himself in the stirrups to stretch his legs, his reticence fading.

There was none of the heaviness here that had come with entering the Forest of Dean. A dark weight had sat upon that place and needled its way beneath Silas’s skin, but here, wherever they were, there was no such oppression. This was a forest untouched by the foul crush of the Blight. Silas’s anxiety settled into a mere niggle, rather than the shiver down the spine it had been. He barely flinched when a scattering of redwings erupted from the undergrowth, and laughed at his own fright when a deer suddenly shot across their path. They travelled on, the light fading until all around him the trees were submerged by shadow. The clinking of Lalassu’s tack set a hypnotic rhythm which lulled Silas into a doze. When the mare stopped, he sat bolt upright, blinking into the gloom.

‘Right then, is that our lot for the day?’

There was rustling about him, the soft chirrup of night bugs in the leaves. The serenity was not interrupted by any awful singing, or belching, or other bodily expulsions Pitch was so fond of. It took some time to refocus his eyes to the night, but when they did, Silas was treated to a fantastic sight. Up ahead loomed several grey stone buildings pressed together at their side walls, each a differing height. The farthest from him was a single level, the middle made higher by a peaked roof containing an attic with tiny rounded windows, while the closest was by far the largest, a two-story section with white-trimmed windows and twin chimneys poking up from the roof tiles. No light shone through any windows.

‘What do we have here, then?’

Someone’s home he suspected, with the smaller buildings possibly storerooms.

Lalassu shook her head vigorously, shaking the reins in his grasp. Silas smiled, and dismounted. He wobbled about as his feet met the ground, and it took some shaking of limbs to have the blood circulating well enough that he was steady.

‘Lalassu, I do believe you are my most favourite creature in the world right now.’ His grin broadened at view of the night’s accommodation. Tonight, there would be no sleeping on the ground. A welcome thing indeed. Mind, he’d not be sharing conversation or coffee with any other inhabitants. The place had an air of abandonment, with windows like empty, dark sockets. But at the very least he had a roof over his head, and if he were in luck, an armchair or even a bed to sleep upon.

He was imagining just such luxuries when the trickle of water caught his ear. It came from beyond the furthest wall of the house. He paced towards the sound, legs still a little shaky after the long ride. He’d been so busy exciting himself over the house, he’d not noticed the hulking outline of another structure nearby, made of the same tightly-packed stone as the living quarters. It had the look of a barn about it, with its high reach and broad girth. The building was perched just shy of a brook where flowing water glinted in the speckled light cast by the slender trace of the moon. The night had not fallen so dark as he had feared, and now with a fresh water supply discovered, along with sleeping quarters, his mood rose immeasurably.

He found himself upon a low-set bridge. With the smallest niggle of trepidation, he leaned over the capstones. The bridge had been built up hard to one of side of the building, and he saw down below him a great iron waterwheel, its lower section submerged in a small pond. This was not a barn at all, but rather a mill, and would have used the brook’s flow to grind its wheel. It had not done so for some time, considering the heavy covering of duckweed settled on the pond’s surface around the wheel’s lower portion.

Up by the house where she had remained, Lalassu pawed at the ground and snorted.

‘All right, steady on, I’ll free you of your saddle soon enough.’ Silas made his way back to her with a lightness in his step. She trotted to meet him halfway. ‘Though I thank you for this place, I don’t suppose there is a public house nearby where one might find a decent stew, perhaps a sharp ale?’

The horse nudged her velvet nose against his shoulder, urging him towards the front door.

Silas sighed. ‘Very well then, so be it.’ He ran up the stirrups and was reaching for the girth strap when she shied from him. ‘You don’t want your saddle off?’

Lalassu lifted off her front feet in a stunted rear, shaking her head in what appeared remarkably close to a no. The mare quick-walked in to meet him, and once again nuzzled him in the direction of the house.

‘Fine, fine, I’ll go inside.’

Lalassu nickered, her stormy coat flashing with moonlight. She rounded about and, with a flick of her heels, broke into a canter, racing off into the forest, back the way they had just travelled.

‘Lalassu!’ Silas called.

The thump of her hooves faded until he was left with the silence of a night-time forest. ‘Well that is bloody wonderful,’ he muttered, then louder said, ‘You’d best come back with a pie at least.’

An owl hooted. The trees were still. Silas sighed.

The sudden disappearance of the pale horse was not preferable of course, but he was sure it was not permanent. A peculiar instinct, a curious new thing that had marked him since he’d first sat upon the mare, told him they’d not be separated long. She would return to him. He felt the inevitability like a reassuring spectre at his side.

That was not to say, as he gazed up at the building before him, that his foolish imagination did not thrust all kinds of unpleasant scenarios at him. What if another creature like Black Annis raged out of the shadows while he slept, or a maddened Verderer perhaps? This forest may well have a spirit too, one that could have deformed into something as monstrous as that in the Forest of Dean, by whichever nefarious adversary sought to do such things.

He rubbed his arms, bothered by the cold all at once. ‘Gracious, man. Pull yourself together. Don’t be such a meater, for god’s sake. You’re still standing, despite Annis and the Verderer. You’re doing bloody well, I should say, what with being roused from eternal sleep and all.’

At some point he truly must stop talking to himself this way. But maybe later, when he was not alone, surrounded by scuttling forest creatures and without a daemon to fill the air with sound.

He winced, turning his thoughts from Pitch, and made his way up to the front door. It stood slightly ajar, the wood of the vertical edge having swelled too much to ensure it could close fully. Ruined by the damp no doubt. Even if he had wanted to, and he very much did, Silas could not shut the door tight. Mother Nature had seen to that. He shoved at it with his shoulder. The creak of the hinges was worthy of the best frightening stories, the ones where an unsuspecting innocent stepped into a menacing house and never stepped out again.

‘Don’t be a fool,’ Silas muttered, fingering Ottelie’s bracelet, finding odd reassurance in the hard, slender strips of rowan wood. ‘Do not forget who you are.’

In truth, he was the monster people imagined when they gathered about a fireplace, drinking too much ale as a winter’s night surrounded them.

He stooped to accommodate the low set of the door and stepped into the hallway. The floorboards groaned beneath his weight, and there was a disconcerting hole nearby, a shattered space in the wood that would have swallowed his leg had he stepped into it. Silas stepped gingerly down the hall, and the groaning and creaking went with him. But there was no further sign of damage upon the floor.

It became apparent that although the house was definitely abandoned, it had not been so for long. Cobwebs were aplenty, rife upon the multitude of landscape paintings adorning the walls, and draping every chair around a solid-built wooden table in the kitchen, but the scent of decay had not settled upon the place. The dust layers were not terrible. In fact the mantelpiece in the sitting room relinquished no muck when he ran his finger along its wooden surface. He checked every cupboard in the kitchen in vain, searched the shelves of the pantry with longing, but there was nothing edible about. A few pots sat upon the closed-range stove, an impressive appliance with an oven on either side of the firebox. Generous enough to keep the workers in the mill fed, he supposed, as well as the owners of the house. Silas sighed, running a finger upon the heavy iron kettle set upon the stove, imagining how wonderful a fresh cup of tea would taste right now. All at once it struck him that he need not imagine any such thing.

‘There’s plenty of wood about. I’ll light a fire easily,’ he mused out loud. ‘Collect some water from the brook, perhaps a dandelion or two, and there you have it.’ He nodded with self-satisfaction. Ottelie had taught him a thing or two about the offerings of the forest. If nothing else he’d enjoy a pleasant brew while he waited on Lalassu’s return. He opened the back door, which was not nearly so abused by nature as the front. There, leaning against the stonework was a fishing rod and bucket. He snatched up the rod. A dull brass fly reel hung from the split cane rod. There was even a fly in the bottom of the bucket, with its menacing hook and tight weave of feathers, as though the owner had prepared to set off down to the brook but had become waylaid.

‘Thank all the saints! There will be no god-damned rabbit tonight.’

Silas couldn’t drive the smile from his lips. He gathered up the bucket, slung the rod over his shoulder, and set off to reel in his inevitable bounty.








CHAPTER FIVE


AS IT turned out, bounties were not so inevitable. Silas tied the fly, with its blue feather and dark brown hair, upon the line with deft fingers. If his stomach did not rumble so loudly, he might have stopped to marvel at how easily his thick fingers found their way about the sharp point of the hook and the delicate meagreness of the silk line. He might have been curious about how he knew to do such a thing so well, but hunger trumped such fancies easily.

Silas found a suitable spot, one where he could stand upon a delightfully flat rock just out from the edge. For an hour he stood there, casting again and again, and receiving not even a nibble. At least his casts were true. Fine turns of the wrist that again and again set the fly dancing upon the water’s surface. There could be no doubt he’d known this sport in his past life, but that was hardly a revelation. Half the country likely enjoyed this pastime, and besides, he was not the best at it or he would have been roasting the rainbow skin of a trout upon that pan in the kitchen right now.

With far too much time on his hands, Silas’s thoughts wandered. First of all to Pitch, pondering if the daemon had found his way back to Sanu, and if the pair might join them sometime soon, and then to Lalassu and where on Earth she might
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