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CHAPTER ONE




PENDLE HILL, with all its history and horror, lay a day, and one infuriating night, behind them. Pitch adjusted his seat on Lalassu’s broad back, scowling over at Silas whose dull brown wool cape matched his equally dull, brown gelding. The horse was a stolen addition to their party, thanks to Tyvain who had willingly gone along with the ankou’s ridiculous decision that it was safer for Pitch to ride alone upon Lalassu. Silas claimed some nonsense about being better able to notice an oncoming threat; though Pitch suspected part of the issue was more to do with how his arse rubbed against the ankou as they rode. Still, Silas would not hear a word of daemonic insistence that Pitch was capable of looking after himself. Silas insisted on playing sombre bodyguard.

So yesterday some poor bastard would have gone to set out for his afternoon ride only to himself without a mount, and a small pouch of coins in exchange for his troubles.

‘I can definitely see a greater sway in that poor horse’s back, with all the weight it carries, Silas.’ 

The ankou pulled from his thoughts with a smile. ‘Is that so? I think he is doing most admirably.’

‘Well you would, because you can’t see how much shorter its legs have become since you mounted it.’

Silas laughed, but it was a heavy sound, as though he did not have the strength to shift his ribs. The cape that Isaac had given him certainly didn’t do the ankou’s complexion any favours, but its unflattering colour could not be entirely blamed for making him appear so drained. In the weakness of the morning light Silas was pale, and looked altogether as exhausted as Pitch himself felt. The night in a gods-forsaken barn had done neither of them any favours at all. 

According to Jane, it had not been a barn, thank you very much, but a very simple country house with beds enough for all. Pitch was told to appreciate the fact no owners were about, so none of their tired party had to bother with any enchantments or sweet talk to secure accommodations. True, no one had the energy for such things, but that was not to say Pitch had forgone hope of a lazy tumble between silk sheets with Silas. No matter how badly his body ached–and gods it fucking ached with unpleasant pains–he was hungry for at least a minute alone with the ankou. 

Evidently, one minute was far too much to ask. 

The residence had been made for a family of Gilmore-esque dwellers, apparently. The beds were single and tiny, barely able to accommodate Silas by himself, let alone with company. They indulged in some heavy petting, a decent rub to tide them over, but Silas had not done well with knowing the rest of the group was just a paper-thin wall away. He’d preferred to keep to kisses, which Pitch agreed to endure. But, besides all that, Pitch had admitted to himself with great ire, that they were both too fucking exhausted for fucking. 

From behind, a snort came from one of the black geldings pulling the carriage. Silas’s attention darted there, that pained expression appearing on his face again.

‘Jane will inform us if Sybilla needs anything,’ Pitch said. ‘We can’t go much slower or we shall be at a halt.’

‘I know…but she is being most stubborn in continuing on with us. I fear it is far too taxing on her.’

‘And I fear you shall end up with a black eye, if you keep fussing over her as you do. Not everyone is as tolerant of your coddling as I am, you know.’

As Pitch had hoped, that shifted Silas’s concerns from the angel, and delivered a more enthusiastic smile. ‘You are indeed so very patient with me, my dearest.’ 

‘Don’t you forget it.’

The journey away from the cockaigne appeared meandering, taking a westward turn at first, then they kept north. Tyvain, Jane, Sybilla and the simurgh, with Scarlet playing attentive nursemaid as per Lucifer’s instructions, all travelled in the carriage. Jane refused to allow much of a pace; citing Sybilla too poorly to manage a lot of jolting about. The journey was slow, but an hour ago Isaac informed them, in his grumpy way, that they had reached the outskirts of the Yorkshire Dales.

‘Bloody rollin’ hills. Enough to make a man seasick,’ he’d mumbled into his scarves.

But of course, the ankou had a very different opinion. 

‘Isn’t this countryside astounding, Pitch?’ Silas said, his voice deep and growling. ‘How I would love to see these hills in the springtime. I dare say they would challenge your eyes for beauty, with their hue of green.’

‘Well, they could try, I suppose.’ Pitch was trying very hard to be astonished at the lay of the land, at how breathtaking it all was, but in truth he was more enamoured by the new and stirring timbre of Silas’s voice. Depths that made it rumble in his chest, and caused Pitch’s nerves to thrill; and other parts of him to protest at how neglected they felt. ‘I could do with some springtime right now. The temperature has plummeted, don’t you think? Or perhaps I am simply noticing it more, now that I’ve been abandoned alone on horseback.’

Silas cast him an indulgent grin. ‘I imagine that cloak is as warm and cosy as it looks, not to mention you are a fire daemon, my darling. And I know for certain your flames are warming you nicely. You were like a stovepipe to hold onto.’

Pitch touched at the rather sublime fuchsia cloak that Tyvain had won in a bet at the town they had stopped in to take some lunch the previous day. Well, she insisted it had been won, but Pitch suspected it too was the result of sticky fingers. Along with the soothsayer being sick and tired of hearing Pitch complain about his borrowed attire from Isaac. ‘Is that why you are punishing that poor horse and not riding with me? If I was too hot for you, I can remedy that.’

Silas chuckled. ‘It was not your flame’s heat I found difficult to bear.’

Was he a little rosier in the cheeks? ‘My good fellow, were you having trouble keeping your thoughts pure, as you rode up against me?’

Definitely rosier in the cheeks now. Pitch’s suspicions about the motive behind separate horses had been spot on. ‘You know I was. And it was inordinately uncomfortable for me. For you as well, I dare say. What with all the…with all the….’

Pitch grinned. ‘With all the what, sweet Silas?’

‘Stop it.’

‘But I don’t understand. With all the what?’

Silas’s glare was only mildly threatening. ‘Stiffness,’ he hissed. ‘The ruddy great pillar I had because you insisted on twisting about so.’

Oh, this was a delightful game. ‘Did you grow hard? I did wonder at that poking in my back, I thought it felt a little bigger than your thumb.’

Silas shook his head, glancing back to where the carriage had drawn closer. ‘Will you stop it. Isaac shall hear.’

‘I can already bloody hear ya,’ the coachman called, ‘and I’ll be havin’ nightmares if ya don’t damn well shut up.’

‘Oh come now, don’t pretend you won’t think of this when you next fist yourself,’ Pitch said. ‘I know you shall picture me, pressed beneath this mammoth of a man, legs and arse wide open. Jealous, and rightly so.’

‘Fucking tosser.’ Isaac flicked the reins, urging the geldings into a faster walk. Silas and Pitch pulled aside quickly, lest they be run off the road. 

Phillipa, who was perched on the roof of her beloved coach, nearly sputtered out her ghostly innards as she tried very hard not to laugh aloud. 

‘Ain’t funny,’ Isaac shouted. 

‘It is a little,’ the spectre returned. 

With the back of the carriage now in view, Silas heaved a great sigh.

‘Pitch, you are atrocious. That was very unkind, and hugely embarrassing.’ He scolded gently, and, great gods of Arcadia, Pitch nearly swooned right off the mare. The ankou’s baritone was positively sinful. He had emerged from the wreckage of the cockaigne an absolute delight to listen to, with a commanding tenor in his voice that had been absent before.

‘I promise I’ll behave myself if you ride with me again.’

‘I do not trust that promise in the slightest. Besides, a distraction, such as you are, my dear, is ill-advised. We need to keep our wits about us still, no matter how decisive our victories in the cockaigne.’

Pitch sobered at that. ‘You do know how to ruin a mood.’

Silas edged his horse closer, reaching for Pitch. But he was no longer feeling quite so bawdy and jovial and tried to urge Lalassu away. Of course, the bloody Pale Horse betrayed him, shifting to where Silas was within reach. Enough so to run his hand up Pitch’s back. 

‘That’s not my intention, you know that. I am going a little out of my mind not being able to hold you. If you had any idea how wonderful you look in that magnificent cloak, what that colour does for your complexion…well, you’d know it is torturous not to be closer to you right now.’

Pitch was not the swooning type, not at all. But that voice…and the sickeningly sweet words, the sincerity they held–and being so damned tired he was ready to cry with exhaustion–had him clutching at Lalassu’s mane, lest he fall off the damned horse. Silas’s saddle creaked as he leaned in, and Pitch did likewise. They were but an inch from a kiss when the soothsayer ruined what pitiful closeness they could find. 

‘You’re goin’ too fast, ya bastard. What are we runnin’ from?’ she shouted, hanging her head out one of the carriage windows. She was a quick study, finding Pitch and Silas in their respective leans. ‘Oh feck, forget I asked. Ride on.’

She slipped back inside. Silas kept on, regardless of the interruption, and brushed his lips against Pitch’s. But his damned horse was no ally, discomforted at being so close to Lalassu, who was a decent few hands taller, and much wider of girth. The brown horse side-stepped, pulling Silas out of reach. 

He groaned with dissatisfaction. ‘When we stop for lunch,’ he declared. ‘You and I shall go off on our own, and continue this. I swear to you.’ He nodded his head towards the Pale Horse. ‘Do you hear that, Lalassu? And we shall take our time. Send word to Sanu that we may be a few hours later than planned.’

His attempt at lightheartedness fell short, and a look passed between them that Pitch understood well. They did not yet know where Lalassu guided them, but they knew this to be the final journey well enough. Silas’s gentle smile hurt to look at, and Pitch turned away, nudging at Lalassu’s sides, sending the mare slightly ahead of Silas and his steed. 

They rode on, keeping the horses at a walk behind the carriage. Lalassu showed no impetus to pass them, and considering she was the only one who knew their way, Pitch made no attempt to guide her.  After a while Silas took up humming, a quiet contented melody that was almost as pleasing to listen to as his growling voice. It was lulling, and soothing; and gave Pitch a strange sense of being close to the ankou, which he sank into greedily.

He had no idea he’d dozed off until he was jerking awake, arms flailing, torn from a dream where he’d been drowning in pastel colours, and feathers. So many fucking feathers, choking him, filling his belly where the emptiness left a wide open space to fill. His arms had been leaden; raising them even fractionally was a mammoth effort, and when he finally managed it, all he saw was a great spanning wing of lavender and subtle peach. 

He coughed, clutching at his throat.

‘There now, you’re safe, just a dream.’ Silas rode right alongside him, with one hand braced to Pitch’s shoulder. Lalassu’s mane covered Pitch’s legs and lap ensuring a fall had never been a concern. ‘You fell asleep rather quickly.’ 

Another few coughs and Pitch got a handle on things. His throat loosened, and he blinked himself back into reality. ‘Where is the simurgh?’ he said, hoarsely. 

‘In the carriage, with Scarlet, and the others. It has not stirred.’ It had not done so since leaving Newchurch, slumbering in a sort of hibernated state. ‘Is there something wrong?’

Pitch shook his head, fully awake now, and feeling a bit of a ninny for the wild awakening. ‘Keep on. It was a stupid dream, that’s all. I’ve not slept in what feels like several decades, I suppose there are bound to be repercussions.’

‘You can speak to me freely, you know that, don’t you? If it helps to talk of what you’ve endured…’

Not so many months ago Pitch would have launched into whole-hearted ridicule and derision at that. Ranting about how he did not need anyone to lean upon. He still did not like the idea of using anyone as a crutch, but then, Silas was not just anyone. 

‘Perhaps in time,’ he said, staring at the carriage, a few horse-lengths ahead of them still. ‘But it truly was just a dream. I think it a remnant of being restrained for so long.’

‘Very well, consider the offer always open.’ Silas squeezed his shoulder gently, and let go.  

‘What I truly need, what we both need,’ Pitch said, ‘is a decent wash, and a visit to the finest tailor in the dales.’

‘Oh, bloody hell, yes. And a dressmaker who can sew up a corset for you,’ Silas added. ‘Christ, what I would not do to see you caught up tight in whalebone and lace.’ He made a small, irritated sound. ‘Sorry. You have just spoken of being restrained and –’

‘Gods, there is no comparison, take back that apology at once.’ Pitch scowled. ‘I would like nothing more than to have you bind me tight. But I think satin, rather than lace, what say you?’

‘I say I’ll be demanding we stop at the next damned town and taken straight to their seamstress.’ Silas practically glowed with delight. ‘What shade do you think? I’m partial to green of course.’

Pitch hiccoughed a laugh, his ribs protesting distantly. ‘Of course. So I hope you shall not be disappointed if I say peach quite takes my fancy.’

They carried on in that vein a while, inane, silly talk that was like a balm to the soul. Both smiling, laughing, ignoring the bruises and cuts and hurt of the cockaigne. They spoke as though this quest was all but over, the worst of it left behind in the UnSeelie Court’s realm. But Pitch knew Silas was likely doing just as he was; pretending each step they took through the scenic countryside was a mere joy ride, and not the blasted funerary procession it likely was. 

Lalassu jolted him from his dangerously melancholic thoughts with a turn of foot, a sudden lurch into a trot on the widened road that brought them up alongside the carriage.

‘Bloody horse,’ Pitch cursed as he struggled to find his rhythm. 

Isaac slowed the carriage. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Buggered if I know,’ Pitch grunted.

But the answer was quite obvious just a moment later. 

The Pale Horse threw up her head, so much so that Pitch glimpsed the velvet tip of her nose before she lowered her snout once more. Her mane lifted, and the weaving began. The intricacies of the design spread themselves out, the fanciest he’d seen the mare create thus far; a narrow building, squat and rough in design, two storeys, that seemed to sit directly on top of the arch of a bridge.  

‘What is that supposed to be?’ He frowned. ‘Silas, decipher your horse, will you?’

But it was Isaac who spoke up first. ‘I know that place.’

‘You know what that tangle of horsehair and fleas shows us?’ 

Lalassu snorted, and Isaac scowled. ‘That’s Bridge House at Ambleside. We’re headed for the Lake District.’

Pitch glanced back at Silas. ‘It does not sound like your favourite kind of place, my dear.’

‘I dare say I’ve visited far worse,’ Silas said, giving Pitch a grim, tired smile. ‘Isaac, how far, do you think?’

‘I reckon we’ve got a couple of hours ahead, a little more perhaps. We will be there well before sundown.’

‘Praise the feckin’ saints,’ Tyvain called out. And this time even Jane was relieved enough to join in.

‘Now that is news to my ears.’ The elemental leaned out the window. ‘Sybilla really needs to be lying down, this bumping about is doing her no good.’

‘Don’t be using me as your excuse when it’s your arse you’re worrying about.’  

‘It’s my boobies, if you must know. A lady can only take so much jiggling about.’

Sybilla laughed, and though it was weak, and every bit as exhausted as Pitch felt, he couldn’t help but relish hearing the Valkyrie’s amusement. 

Her injuries–terrible burns–were a shocking sight to behold. The attack that Pitch had believed killed her, had done awful damage. It was an absolute miracle that she had survived the strike of Gabriel’s halo. Silas had been oddly reluctant to speak of the circumstances in any detail, saying only that they’d talk of it when he was certain Sybilla was not in earshot. Regardless, it was clear that her efforts to save both he and Silas at the churchyard had taxed her terribly. Pitch’s thoughts went to the Dullahan, too. Another who had gone to great lengths to rescue them.

 Silas had been right in trusting him, so it turned out. 

‘Onward we go then, let’s not tarry,’ Phillipa declared, joining Isaac on the driver’s seat, much to his teeth-grinding annoyance.

‘Watch yourself, ghoul.’

‘How dare you, sir. I am a spectre.’

‘You’re a boil on my arse. Good thing Ambleside’s got a darn decent alehouse, is all’s I’ll say.’

Isaac clucked his tongue at the pair, and the horses leaned into their braces, working into a brisk walk that took them away, leaving Silas and Pitch to watch their progress.

Neither of them made move to follow.

Beneath the rumble and rattle of the carriage Silas said, ‘Do you think Ambleside is where the Sanctuary is, so close to the cockaigne all this time?’ He stopped short of asking Pitch if he recalled the place; a good thing, for the answer would have been curt, and sharp and unfairly hurtful. 

Pitch shrugged, running his hand over Lalassu’s waterfall of a mane, which was now returned to its long, uncomplicated lengths. ‘If we do not believe anything is possible by now, Sickle, then more the fools we are. But it would certainly seem odd.’

Silas hummed his agreement, and still they remained unmoving. Just staring ahead, with the swish of the brown horse’s tail all that disturbed the silence. The day was cool, as all tended to be in December; a fire would be welcome, as would a warm meal and a soft bed full of hardened ankou.

But still, the reins remained loose in his hands. ‘Do you suppose we could walk a while?’

Silas did not falter. ‘Of course. I’d relish the chance to stretch my legs. There is no great rush.’ 

Which was a lie, of course, and they both knew it, but they dismounted nonetheless, and walked along together, secluded between the horses, as the sun began its lazy winter rise.  








CHAPTER TWO




THE VILLAGE of Ambleside came into view precisely two hours and fifteen minutes later, as the day reached mid-morning and all the mist had vanished from distant hills.  

They travelled along Stockghyll Lane, a narrow but neatly compacted roadway that eventually brought them alongside the River Rothay. Not so great or wide a river, but its waters sparkled with the coolness of the month, and the gurgling over smoothed rocks could be heard despite the clunk of carriage wheels. All geographical details were supplied by the grunting Isaac, whose clear resentment of them all was superseded by his unexpectedly prideful desire to enlighten them about their surrounds.

‘Caught a decent trout or two in those waters.’ Isaac spoke with the nearest Silas had heard to enthusiasm. ‘And Beatrice cooked them up nicely and served them with an apple mash a man could grow well addicted to.’

Silas glanced at Tyvain who leaned out the carriage window. She gave him a look that told him she was equally bemused to hear the normally sullen Isaac divulging details of what amounted to a life beyond his carriage seat. 

‘Ya have a taste for Beatrice’s mash then, eh?’ Tyvain said. ‘Ya sly dog, didn’t think ya had it in ya.’

‘You don’t know anything about me, hag.’

And no one could argue with that.

Ambleside was a quaint village of mostly slate stone houses, interspersed with the distinctive white stucco and tarred beams of  several Tudor homes. As they entered into the village proper they came upon the particularly curious structure that Lalassu had weaved in her mane. A small bridge spanned a narrow section of the river, and upon it sat a tiny, two storey building of stone, with a rather worse-for-wear roof.

‘There’s Bridge House, built over the water so as to avoid paying land taxes.’ Isaac’s grunt was approving. ‘Been everything from an apple store, to counting rooms for the local mills, a weavers, and last time I was through here, a cobbler had set up shop there.’

Pitch jerked to attention. ‘A cobbler? Lalassu, halt at once.’

He swung his leg over her neck, dismounting in one fluid movement.

‘Whatever are you doing?’ Silas said.

Pitch made a grand flourish towards his feet. ‘Do you see those atrocities you all deign to call boots? A size too small and mouse-nibbled at the toe on the right?  I’m going to bang on that man’s door this instant and have him make me a brand new pair.’

Isaac had provided Silas and Pitch with coats, but he’d been unable to produce a pair of boots for Pitch’s bare feet. That had involved sneaky work on Jane’s part. Phillipa had scouted the village of Newchurch for sign of any boots left on doorsteps. With the morning being so early they’d been in luck, and the air elemental had used a brisk breeze to seconder a brown leather pair. Pitch had been unhappy instantly, of course, for the fit was tight and the colour not one he’d prefer, but the air was cold enough to redden everyone’s noses and Silas had pressed him to wear them.  Fire daemon, or no.

Now Pitch was striding off in those very same boots, putting on quite the exaggerated show of being in discomfort. He’d not limped this badly even when his troublesome hip was at its worst. Silas watched him with an exasperated smile.

‘What makes you think we have time for a cobbler to make you a pair of boots?’ Jane stood by the riverbank, her breeze stirring the pussywillow that grew there. ‘That’s a day’s work.’

‘What makes you think I want boots? I shall have the finest shoes, and we’ll stay for as long as it will take him.’ Pitch called over his shoulder, the glorious fuchsia cloak fluttering around him. ‘The lake’s been there for a long while, it can wait a day more.’

Jane looked to Silas, who shrugged. ‘I have no intention of getting between him and a decent pair of shoes.’ And the village looked pretty as a picture…indeed, felt lovely as one too. For the first time since they’d set out from Pendle Hill his prickling of unease had subdued itself enough to allow him to consider taking a proper rest. Silas would breathe easier once he’d seen Charlie’s face again, but Lalassu, and indeed, the scythe passed on no sense of urgency. The mare was calm, the blades quiet. He dared listen to that inner sense that told him…they were safe here.

That this was a different type of Sanctuary than the one they sought, but a sanctuary nonetheless.

A reward, perhaps, for all they’d done to ensure the survival of the Cultivation?  Silas clutched at the small hope as though it were the crown jewels. But he was not a fool. He could only pretend to be one, and that would suffice for now. The village was far too pleasant for darker thoughts.

‘Does anyone have any coin?’ Pitch had halted his stomp across the way, and began to backtrack. ‘I’d rather not pay the man with bodily favours, I shouldn’t think you’d like that much, would you, Sickle?’

Silas would muster every lost soul from miles around to terrify the cobbler, if he so much as laid a finger on the daemon. Outwardly though, he faked a yawn and flicked a hand. ‘You are your own man, Mr Astaroth. I stake no exclusive claim to you.’ But good god he’d like to. ‘You are a free man with freedom of choice.’ That much at least was no lie. 

Pitch burst into a gale of laughter, one tinged with surprise as much as mirth. ‘Truly? So what you’re saying is you are done with me.’ His pout should be outlawed. 

‘Of course I’m not saying that.’ 

‘Could ya blame him if he was though, Astaroth?’ Tyvain’s chesty laughter rang out. ‘You’re a handful.’

‘Rather more than a handful, I assure you.’

‘No one wants ta hear it, ya great plod,’ Tyvain retorted. 

As they debated where to take accommodations, with Isaac insistent that there was but one suitable public house, the Golden Rule, with a stout to sell your mother for, Silas’s thoughts drifted. 

He was tired, gravely so. Drained to the very core. Which was concerning, and irritating. Now was not the time to be anything but Pitch’s greatest protector. They were so near to the end. 

‘Silas?’ Pitch’s voice, close now, startled Silas. ‘Is everything all right? Do you sense something untoward?’

Silas hadn’t realised that his horse had stopped moving, or that he had dug his fingers into its mane, clutching at the strands. He looked down at Pitch, the prince’s eyes the most astonishing shade of green with the winter afternoon light. 

‘Everything is fine,’ he said, a little weakly. 

‘No teratisms about?’

‘No, no. Nothing like that.’ There was nothing upon the air to disturb his senses, certainly no Blight-ridden souls. The scythes were silent upon his finger. He ran the pad of his thumb over the metal. ‘This is a quiet place. I think…I think we are safe here.’ 

‘We are.’ Pitch nodded, watching Isaac drive the carriage on. ‘Everything is…quieter here. Is it not?’

‘Very much so.’

Jane meandered along the riverside, the stirring of air amongst the pussy-willow billowing out behind her like an invisible gown. She was smiling, her hand lifted to where tiny sparrows fluttered about her, as though in some tittering conversation with the air elemental. Jane laughed, and Silas realised that was exactly what was happening.

Pitch stretched to lay his hand upon Silas’s thigh. ‘But you’re still frowning a little. You’re not truly worried about the cobbler now, are you?’ The light seemed to brighten when Pitch smiled in that way, lop-sided, entirely charming.   

Silas laughed, rather self-consciously. ‘No, no. Besides, I meant what I said, I have no claim on you.’

Pitch’s hand slid higher up Silas’s thigh, fingertips delving at the crease of his hip. ‘I think we both know that is not the case.’ The blood roared in Silas’s ears, and he knew his blush ferocious. ‘Shall we carry on then? The shoes can wait, if I’m honest. I don’t know about you but I’m desperate to get out of the horrid clothes that lie beneath this cloak.’ He brushed his hand down the length of Silas’s leg. ‘Are you with me, Sickle?’

‘I am.’ Come what may. 

‘Good. Whatever time is to be had here, I dare say it will be short. Best we make the most of it.’

Silas’s desirous haze quickly cleared. ‘I wish it were not so.’

‘As do I.’ Pitch leaned his full weight against Silas’s lower leg. He smiled again but it was more strained. ‘But all things have an end, do they not?  And unless the Hag has been regaling you with details of our future, neither of us know what that end shall look like.’  

He stepped away, tilting his head down so that his hair covered his face, and whatever expression it held.

Silas hurried to dismount, his legs unsteady with the sudden grounding. ‘Tyvain has told me nothing, and I would share it with you if she had.’

‘Would you though?’ Pitch studied him hard. ‘If what she had to say was not pleasant, would you tell me?’

‘Pitch, what is this about?’

He was aware of being watched, glances from passing villagers as he stood close to Pitch. 

‘I’m simply curious, that’s all. We deliver the simurgh to the Sanctuary, then what?’ As he spoke his hand lifted to his belly, where his fingers moved against the bright colour of his cloak. ‘This godsforsaken task has been all-consuming, and seemed, quite frankly, impossible…until now. We have survived this far. I just wonder…’ He darted his tongue over his lips. ‘I wonder if, perhaps, that silly idea of yours about the cottage in a deep dark woods might need some further considerations?’

Silas’s chest tightened to hear the fragile hope in Pitch’s words. 

‘I’m not sure that…’ Silas cleared his throat, and toyed with the loose reins. ‘I’m not sure that I said dark woods…’

‘You definitely said woods.’

‘Yes, but not dark. Unless that’s what you’d prefer?’

‘Me? The one who was cast into an abaddon, the very definition of darkness?’ A dim topic, but the prince was not sullen when he spoke, jesting with a lightness that had Silas breathing easier. 

‘Then we agree the woods shall not be dark in the slightest. In fact I think we shall build this cottage in a glade, somewhere the light always falls upon it.’

‘Won’t that be a tad annoying when it comes time to sleep?’

‘It won’t be light at night.’

‘You said the light always falls –’

Silas sighed. ‘During the day, of course.’

Pitch bit at the corner of his lip, his grin absolutely wicked. Silas swept an arm about his waist, pulling him in. ‘You are truly sent to try me. I shall make you quite sorry for it later on.’

That, to his great satisfaction, drew a gasp from the daemon, emerald eyes widening. ‘Mr Mercer, you scoundrel, do not tease me so. You had me all in a lather last night but then fell asleep with my blue balls in your hand.’

‘A lie!’ Silas leaned in very close, careful to share his words with Pitch alone. ‘It was your cock in my hand. And those balls were quite empty, I assure you, though it makes sense you don’t recall as I think you were asleep before you finished spilling over me.’

‘That is a filthy mouth you have there, Mr Mercer.’

‘Isn’t it? I’ve had a wonderful teacher,’ A part of Silas was dying a silent death at being so horrifyingly forward, but good god it was bracing, and wondrously arousing to see it cause Pitch’s eyes to shine. ‘I shall show you a few other things he taught me, once we are alone.’

Pitch’s breath quickened, his chin tilting up, vibrant pink lips, with scant hint of old cuts and bruises, parting.

‘We’re alone enough here.’

 Silas lowered his head, deciding the brown horse was shielding them well enough to seek out a very brazen kiss in the middle of the village thoroughfare. Lalassu nickered, and a small voice spoke up. 

‘That’s the prettiest horse I ever did see, sirs. Can I pat her?’

With some confusion, and much regret, Silas lifted his head. 

A thin chap with a dirty face and terrible scar upon his chin, along with an unfortunate cross-eyed gaze, stood nearby, with a tarnished pail in hand. He held his free hand lifted, fingers twitching, as though he fought an urge to touch at Lalassu before permission was received. 

The mare took a step forward, a short burst of air from her nostrils coming before she nudged at the man’s pail. Silas’s horse pulled at the reins, seeking to join her, straining his muzzle towards the apparent treats. The man giggled, and it was such a childish sound that Silas found himself paying more attention to the chap. He was actually far younger than Silas had supposed, there under the grime on his cheeks. 

‘They can smell the apple cores I just gave to the pigs.’ He dipped his hand into the pail, and pulled out the sorry remnants of what once might have been an apple. ‘That’s all I’ve got left. But if your master and his pretty friend want to take some rooms at my Pa’s place, I can get you all the apples your heart desires.’

Pitch nudged Silas. ‘Did you hear that? He says I am pretty. He’s not as dull-headed as he looks.’

The boy sniffed, his nose wet and running once more. ‘My name is Herbert, mister. And just cause you have beauty, don’t mean you can be nasty to those of us who don’t. My Pa says kindness don’t cost nothin’.’

Pitch nearly choked on his own spittle, and it was all Silas could do to keep himself from laughing.

‘Very wise words, young man,’ Silas said, which earned him a vicious poke in the side, one he ignored. ‘Your father has done well by you.’

‘Will you come stay then?’ Herbert was utterly unperturbed by the unhappy daemon, which Silas found both amusing, and quite courageous. ‘I’m the best groom in the village, everyone will tell you. Your horses will gleam after I’m done with brushing them down. And we ain’t half as expensive as the Rule.’

‘Go away, Harry.’ Pitch tried to reach for Lalassu’s dangling reins but the mare tilted her head. 

‘It’s Herbert.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘Pitch.’

‘Silas?’

‘Be nice.’ With Pitch glowering but holding his tongue, Silas turned his attention to the young man once more. Lalassu was enjoying a scratch behind her ear, her eyelid heavy, her head lowered so the youth could reach the spot. ‘Thank you, Herbert, but our companions are likely already at the Golden Rule, arranging rooms.’

‘You’d do better at my Pa’s place. And he and my Uncle Samuel would be mighty happy to be hosting fellas just the same as them.’

‘Like us? I doubt very much they are the same at all,’ Pitch scowled. ‘What the blazes are you on about?’

‘It’s all right, you two together. I think its fine, and really nice. Don’t matter the shape our affectamations come in. That’s what my pa says.’

‘Do you mean affections?’ Silas asked, amused. 

The lad nodded vigorously. ‘That’s the word.’

‘Oh good gods, this trite nonsense again,’ Pitch groaned. ‘The sooner you purebreds decide to just fuck whoever you like and make no bones about it, the better, I say.’

‘Pitch,’ Silas glared. ‘He’s a child.’

‘Who knows exactly what I’m talking about, thanks to Pa and Uncle Samuel.’ 

‘My name is Herbert, and Pa says it’s best I don’t be doing any fornimications just yet, on account of being barely fifteen summers.’

‘Your father is a monster,’ Pitch exclaimed. ‘It’s called fornication, and you’d best get out there and get to it, boy. Dip that wick at once. To hell with Pappa.’

Silas grabbed Pitch’s arm. ‘Will you stop?’ He sought to sound stern but saw how much Pitch was enjoying the tease, the way a food connoisseur enjoyed dining in a fine restaurant. His impish happiness was a delight. 

‘I’m trying to save Harold’s life, Silas.’ 

‘My name’s Herbert. Do you really think I should be doing that, mister?’ he asked, another wet sniff coming. ‘The unholy things?’

‘The more unholy the better.’

‘Absolutely not, young man.’ Silas decided the teasing must end. 

The young fellow was simple, a true innocent, and Silas suspected his father was protecting him from the very things Pitch sought to encourage.

‘Sheer cruelty,’ Pitch huffed. ‘Of the highest order, depriving Herman of bodily delights.’

‘My name’s Herbert.’

‘I still do not care.’ 

‘But I do. I like my name.’ The boy’s bravery had Silas’s thoughts shifting to Charlie with a pang. ‘And I’m real good with horses, and my Pa has the nicest inn you ever did see. It’s called the Churchill. That’s our name.’

‘Herbert tells you the truth. Always does. The Churchill is a right welcoming place.’ A comely woman with the most astonishing brunette curls called out from the steps of a nearby residence, where she’d seated herself with a half-woven basket, preparing to finish the task. ‘But don’t tell Paul at the Rule I’m taking any sides, there’s no arguing his whisky is the cream of the crop in Ambleside.’

Pitch sucked in a breath. ‘Fuck the inn, Silas.’

‘Pitch, language.’

‘He’ll hear a lot worse than that if you keep me from a whisky a moment longer. The others are probably already halfway into their cups by now. Let’s go.’

He reached for Lalassu’s dangling reins again, but again the mare denied him, shifting her bulk so he ended up catching his fingers on her stirrup. 

‘Sodding bloody horse, do you wish to take a one way journey to the glue factory?’ Lalassu stomped her foot, dangerously close to Pitch’s boot. And the brown horse’s flick of the tail was coincidentally near to his face.

The foul language flowed. 

‘Please sir, it’s been a quiet winter round these parts for travellers.’ Herbert rubbed at his cheek, smudging the dirt there, his uncertain eyes fixed on Silas. 

‘Silas, come on.’ Pitch had given up trying to move Lalassu along, and was a few steps away. ‘Which way is the Rule then?’ he asked, of the basket-weaver. 

‘Keep on heading that way.’ She gestured with a length of willow. ‘Big fancy sign and all, can’t miss it.’

But Silas still stood with Herbert. He took in the tattered state of the boy’s trouser hems, the hole in the toe of his boot, and how both horses seemed to gravitate towards him, one either side, and quite at ease. He was ready to declare his preference for the inn, when Herbert said something quite miraculous. 

‘The Rule’s cook can’t cast a shadow on my Uncle Samuel’s cookin’. Do you sirs like baked goods? No one makes a pastry like my Pa’s Samuel.’

‘Good gods, fuck the Golden Rule.’ There was no damage done to Pitch’s hearing at least. ‘Why did you not say that to begin with, stupid boy?’ 

‘Pitch,’ Silas sighed, a wave of weariness striking him. ‘Dear god. What is wrong with you?’

‘I’m tired, filthy and bloody hungry, Silas. Why are we still standing here, talking with Henry when there are cakes to be had?’

‘Herbert.’ The boy certainly was not wanting for courage. ‘My name’s Herbert, mister.’

‘It truly doesn’t matter.’

The lad pulled back his shoulders, making the pail rattle with the earnestness of the move. He wiped a dirty hand against his threadbare trousers. ‘But bakin’ seems to matter a lot to you. And Uncle Samuel won’t be in the mood for cookin’ if he hears you’ve been terrible mean to me. I don’t think I want you two coming to my place after all.’

Silas wished in that moment he had one of those fancy cameras that were about, so he could take a picture of the utter astonishment upon Pitch’s face. The basket-maker was beside herself, laughing in such a way that reminded Silas of Tyvain’s guttural chortle. The soothsayer would likely come searching for them soon enough, telling them to hurry the hell up, but as pleasing as the company of friends was, Silas was growing rather fond of the idea of greater privacy.

Pitch swallowed hard, glancing at Silas before he spoke. ‘Herbert, my good fellow, we have had a rather piss-poor few days…months, really, and I am so tired I can barely see straight. We are dirty, rather battered, and well overdue a night on the cups. I apologise…for being such a bastard. But if you felt the way I do, you’d be a right cunt about things too.’ Silas grimaced, but said nothing. Bawdy as it was, Pitch’s explanation was not far wrong. ‘Your father’s inn sounds wonderful, and Samuel’s baking near to divine, and I can already tell from the gleam in my large friend’s eye here that he would very much like to take advantage of your offer. I hope you won’t let the fact I am an  arsehole prevent Mr Mercer from getting what he wants. He deserves good things.’ In testament to his own exhaustion, Silas became teary, hearing Pitch speak so earnestly.

Herbert lips wobbled in an amusing show of consideration, his glance moving between Silas and Pitch. ‘Suppose you ain’t so bad then, not so bad as you try to be, anyways. And you do both look mighty tired.’

‘Like you cannot imagine,’ Pitch said. ‘Herbert, will you be so kind as to show us the way to the Churchill, so we might find somewhere to try and put ourselves back together?’

Herbert gave Pitch a solemn nod, and without another word gathered the horses’ reins, and led them on. 








CHAPTER THREE


THE TRIP to the Churchill took them right by the Golden Rule, and Pitch was sorely tempted by the waft of ale that came from it. Silas spotted Tyvain before the soothsayer noticed them. She was seated inside near the window, pint in hand, slouched back in her seat, chatting to a fellow whose beard put Silas’s to shame, nearly touching at his ample belly. They were locked in conversation, and Tyvain looked for all the world like she was a local. Jane’s meandering walk had put her only just ahead of Pitch and Silas. She waited at the main doors as they approached. The sleeves of her shirt were dark with dampness, as were a few strands of her hair.

‘Did you bathe in the river?’ Pitch said. ‘Does the Golden Rule have no basins?’

She smiled, and something shifted within her hair. One of the sparrows peaked from between the strands. Odd woman.

‘Some of the asrai were rather exuberant when I chatted with them. The young ones tend to burst themselves when they are overly excited.’

Pitch felt Silas tense, and recalled something of the asrai being involved in distracting him in Sherwood Forest. He rubbed his hand over the ankou’s arse by way of a very different distraction.

‘What did they tell you of this place then?’ Silas asked, not nearly distracted as he should be, Pitch decided.

‘They are carefree, Silas. All is well.’ She glanced at Herbert who was staring at her rather wide-eyed. ‘Hello there.’

‘You’re beautiful,’ the boy declared, not a hint of abashment about him as he stood dwarfed by Lalassu’s powerful bulk. 

Jane burst into an equally beautiful gale of laughter. ‘Thank you. And you are very handsome.’

‘Oh good gods,’ Pitch growled. ‘We’ll be at the Churchill. There is cake.’ 

He tugged at Silas’s awful heavy coat, but the ankou was unmoved.

‘What of Sybilla?’ Silas, ever the sensible one, enquired. ‘Shall I help you settle her in, Jane?’

She shook her head, and two tiny finches darted from beneath her hair. ‘We shall manage. Go on then. You know where we are if you need us. Enjoy, gentlemen.’ She turned to enter the establishment, but paused. ‘Tobias, what of the…’ she glanced at Herbert. ‘Your baggage? Would you prefer it stays with you?’

‘No.’ Pitch needed no time to consider. ‘Leave it lie.’

‘Are you sure?’ Silas said, quietly. 

‘Very. I’d…I prefer…’ Never to take in the simurgh again, to be the master of his own body once more. He’d prefer to pretend a while longer that he was free. ‘Not yet. Leave the bag in the carriage. Have Phillipa and Scarlet remain with it.’

Jane nodded. ‘Good care will be taken.’

‘You are welcome to come to the inn, too.’ Herbert was far too occupied with Jane’s beauty for Pitch’s liking. ‘There’s room for everyone.’

‘Thank you so much, but we will let Pitch and Silas settle in on their own.’ Pitch caught himself before he exhaled too loudly with relief. ‘Perhaps we shall come for a drink later on? But best you show these fine gentlemen to their room now, they both look dead on their feet.’ She winked at Silas but his smile barely lifted.

‘Yes, miss.’ The boy nearly danced himself out of his own shoes. ‘Right away.’

The fool actually saluted her, before turning on his heels, a set of reins looped over each shoulder, waving Silas and Pitch onwards. ‘Quick, this way. Come on.’

‘Horatio! Damn you, I am not running in these fucking boots.’

Silas laughed, though there was not much energy about it. 

Pitch brushed his hand against Silas’s fingers. The ankou’s skin was cool, and he allowed his flame to the surface. ‘Are you sure everything is alright?’

‘As you said to Herbert before, it’s been quite the time.’ He leaned toward Pitch. ‘And I think the past week is catching up with me. I did not sleep well when you were gone.’

It really was nothing to be pleased about, but Pitch could not deny the warmth at hearing it said. To be missed…what a strange, quite lovely thing.  

‘Well, that was rather silly. I for one had the most wonderful slumber whilst packed into a glass tomb. Right as rain, I am.’

They both laughed, quietly, at the obvious untruth, and Pitch slipped a single finger into Silas’s hand, who clasped it like a treasure. 

Herbert guided them off the North Road, where the Rule sat, and onto the main street. They arrived ten minutes later, with Herbert declaring it loudly, pointing until they had both murmured their approval. The Churchill Inn was pretty, with its lower level pale rendered brick, whilst the upper levels were exposed slate and stone work. Three levels, with dormer windows on the roof, hinting at a usable attic space. Gold lettering across the inn’s middle declared its name. The brown remains of ivy clung around the doorway, but winter had made a skeleton of the plant for now. 

‘I can’t decide whether to wash or eat first,’ Pitch said. 

‘You could do both, could you not? Sit in the bath and indulge in a tart? Now there’s a sight I shall look forward to.’ Silas’s grin suddenly slipped and he grasped Pitch’s finger tighter.

‘What is it?’ Fucking gods, what now? ‘Is there danger?’

The ankou seemed to gather himself, his hold loosening. ‘Sorry, no, nothing of concern. There was just a very strong waft of the graveyard, it caught me off guard.  I just…’ He seemed uncomfortable, furrows creasing his brow. 

‘You just what, my dear? Come on now, spill it. I need notice if we are to run again, these boots are torture, and I’m really not dressed for it.’

That smoothed out the big man’s lines a little.

‘Nothing like that. I may have to excuse myself later on and take a stroll.’ He touched at his chest. ‘I think I need…’ 

Up ahead, Hartford or whatever the blasted lad’s name was, hollered for his father. ‘Some fellows are here for a bed and tarts, pa.’

There was so much to be said about that particular sentence, but Pitch held back the urge.

‘Go on, Silas.’ This feeling of concern that came so readily where the oaf was concerned was bloody annoying. Life was far simpler when one did not give a damn.

‘I need to spend some time there.’ Silas glanced at him and Pitch felt a prick of unease. ‘The graveyard, I mean. It will do me good, I think.’

Pitch stopped, pulling his fingers from the ankou’s hold. ‘Because you are not good now? Are you unwell?’ His own stomach did unwelcome flips at saying it. ‘Silas, don’t fuck around. What is wrong? Out with it.’

‘I am not unwell, but I am drained…’ he paused, and after coming to a visible inward decision, continued on. ‘I’ll be honest and say I feel tired in a way I’ve not know before.’ Pitch must have failed at hiding his concerns for Silas’s expression fell. ‘No, no, there’s no need for concern, I assure you. A decent rest and I’ll be fine. I don’t suppose I can take on the likes of the Herlequin and a goddess, and expect to walk away with little more than a sore thumb.’

Pitch scowled. ‘What is wrong with your thumb?’

There came that irresistible deep chortle again. ‘Nothing, merely a turn of phrase. I’m just saying, it hardly seems surprising to be a little tired. We both need rest, I know you are the same.’

Pitch’s lips parted with a denial, which was simply stupid. He was fucking exhausted. 

‘That’s the front door there,’ the boy called, pointing out the bleeding obvious before Pitch could press Silas further. ‘Tell Pa that Herbert sent you, I’ll take your horses around to the stables in the back.’ 

Pitch huffed. ‘Half the world shall know we’ve arrived, with all that shouting.’

‘Come on with me, pretty mare.’ The boy patted at Lalassu’s shoulder, then gave the brown horse an equal share of attention. ‘And Mr Chocolate, you shall love our stables, plenty of fresh hay, and a dandy brush with your names on it. What do you think of that?’ He turned suddenly. ‘What are their names, sirs?’

‘Lalassu is the pale horse,’ Silas returned. ‘And…well, you were right, that is Mr Chocolate, the brown.’

Herman’s poorly directed eyes widened. ‘Lalassu. That’s the most wonderful name I’ve ever heard.’ 

  Lalassu snorted and tossed her head, and with no more to-do the mare and gelding trotted off to follow the strange, slow young fellow whose laughter was every bit as childish as he. Childish but, Pitch must admit, endearing. 

He turned his attention back to Silas. The ankou was not quick enough to cover the pinch of discomfort that lined his face, but he plastered a rather wolfish grin over whatever ailed him. 

‘Shall we?’ He swept his hand towards the door: a simple entrance of smoothed brown wood, framed by the winter-slumbering trails of a climbing rose. Wood smoke scented the air, a thick trail coming from the bulky chimney at the far right of the building.  

‘We shall.’ Pitch led the way inside. 

‘Welcome to the Churchill Inn, gentlemen. I see you’ve made my son’s acquaintance.’ 

Hector’s pa was a stocky man whose belly sought to escape his vest, making pearl buttons strain. His wide smile showed hint of a singular blackened tooth towards the side of his mouth, and his neck was impressively thick. There was an affable air about the man, a sense that he was every bit as jovial as he appeared. Stepping across the threshold into the warmth and murmur of afternoon drinking, Pitch found his knots undoing. 

‘Herbert is a credit to you, sir,’ Silas said.

‘He said your cook makes tarts.’ Pitch knew himself blunt, but truly felt the past few days earned him every right to be.

The publican appeared taken aback for a moment before his expression cleared. ‘Ah, you mean my partner Samuel? He is a master of the pastry, I have to say. A sight to behold in the kitchen.’

‘I don’t know about all that but does he have any strawberry tarts about?’ He earned a displeased nudge from Silas.

‘Excuse my companion, Mr…’

‘Churchill.’

‘Of course, Mr Churchill,’ Silas said. ‘We wondered if you might have any rooms available?’

‘Just one, that’s all we need.’ Pitch was in no mood for the prejudices of humankind. He was not going to sneak about simply to pander to their bigotry. He wanted Silas in his bed, and he would have him there. ‘Your boy told us this was a welcoming place for all types. We are all types, I assure you.’

The innkeeper gave him a look, and it was best described as appraising. There were all manner of calculations going on behind his plain brown eyes. Gentle considerations though, not conniving. 

Silas inhaled, no doubt about to smooth over daemonic bad manners, and Pitch was readying to use some enchantment on the human man to hurry things along, when the innkeeper nodded. ‘We pride ourselves on an open door here at the Churchill, my dear fellow. Let me show you to your room right away.’

‘You didn’t say about the tarts?’ Pitch raised a brow, aware he was being quite the demanding tosser, but a little too tired of tight boots and appalling clothing to care. 

The innkeeper’s laughter made his jowls wobble. Far more pleasant jowls than those Iblis had designed for his Dr Severs. These were made for humour. ‘I’m sure you know that strawberries are no friends of winter, but my Samuel is a master of creation. I have no doubt he can whip up something to suit your tastes. The sweeter the better, then?’

‘Saccharine like you would not believe.’ Silas too seemed to have shed some of his angst. Likely it was the clutter of potted plants in the small foyer that pleased him, enough of them to have Pitch thinking of the Crimson Bow, with its crowded but pleasant interior. His fingers went, unbidden, to where the puncture in his earlobe was a reminder of Tilly. Another blasted creature to worry over. ‘He has the sweetest tooth I’ve ever known. It would be truly wonderful if something could be done by your fellow.’

Mr Churchill led them towards a narrow flight of carpeted stairs. ‘He’s the best with pastry this side of the Scottish border, so far as I’m concerned. You’ll not wish to leave Ambleside again, once you’ve had a taste of his wares, I can promise you that.’

‘I do hope you are not simply talking the talk because he has your balls in the palm of his hand.’

The innkeeper nearly missed a step, glancing over his shoulder. ‘Pardon?’

‘What?’ Pitch shrugged. ‘He’s your lover, is he not?’

Silas hissed something low and urgent but Pitch waved him off. Mr Churchill’s look of alarm slid away, replaced with wide-grinned amusement. ‘You’re a forward one, aren’t you?’

‘Also, like you would not believe.’ Silas sighed, gesturing for Pitch to head up first. But the innkeeper had not yet moved on.

‘You’re not entirely correct.’ The innkeeper pulled back his shoulders, his eyes bright. ‘He’s not just my lover, he is the love of my life.’ He glanced between Silas and Pitch. ‘Perhaps you already know that feeling, perhaps you’ll come to know it, all I can say is there’s nothing like it.’ He nodded at some inner thought. ‘There we are then, that’s said, and to hell with worrying about it.’

Pitch glanced at Silas.  The ankou watched the fellow with a wistful smile. ‘Good for you, Mr Churchill. I think it perhaps the only feeling truly worth its salt. I’m glad you’ve known it.’

‘And you?’ The man said, gently, keeping his gaze very fixed on the ankou.

Pitch cleared his throat. He could not stand another moment of this discussion. 

‘Mr Mercer has had many lives, and no doubt many loves,’ he said. ‘And tells them all, I’m sure, that he’s terribly in love. He falls very easily and unwisely.’ He regretted the snide words the moment they spilled from his tongue. Silas was holding onto the banister like it were a ship’s rail in a storm-tossed sea, the weight of his exhaustion tangible. ‘Mr Churchill, would you please show us to our room, I think my man here is in need of a decent lie down.’

‘Of course, of course.’ 

Ignoring Silas’s mutterings about needless fussing, Pitch insisted the ankou go first. He did not trust that Silas wouldn’t collapse there and then. He’d have offered his shoulder, but Silas’s breadth took up most of the width of the stairs. Once they reached the corridor though, Pitch lifted Silas’s arm and draped it over his shoulder. 

‘Here we are, make yourselves at home.’ Mr Churchill opened the door to the very last room along the corridor. ‘I’ll have some hot water sent so you can wash, and then I’ll get to the kitchen and have a word with Samuel.’

Pitch’s pulse jumped. Gods he was hungry. ‘If there are no strawberries, perhaps cherry?’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Pear if there really is no other option.’ 

Pitch knew he was being unreasonable with his requests considering the time of year, but if one did not ask, one certainly did not receive.

‘Will do my very best. I hope you are very comfortable, gentlemen. Is there any luggage you need brought up?’

‘No,’ Silas replied. ‘We are travelling light.’

Churchill nodded, and left them alone, closing the door softly. 

A generous lead-paned window drew Pitch’s attention from the busy botanical wallpaper. Their second-floor level afforded a view over the tops of slate-roofed cottages and out towards the rolling green hills beyond.  Despite it being early afternoon, the winter sun was waning, the light dulled with hint of evening’s approach, but it made for a gorgeous landscape in the failing light. 

‘Quite attractive, this place,’ Pitch said. 

Silas groaned, and Pitch abandoned the view at once.  

‘What is it?’ 

But there was no need for the ankou to explain.

‘Oh fuck,’ Pitch breathed.

The mahogany bed, with its half-tester canopy and lace drapes, was set into a recess in the far wall. The flame mahogany footboard was so high Pitch could have hidden behind it; and the creme, buttoned headboard was barely visible behind an astonishing array of pillows. 

Silas stepped up to one side of the bed; where a bedspread with dominating yellow florals lay without a crease out of place. He spread his arms wide, and declared, ‘Thank bloody Christ.’

Silas toppled forward, a mighty oak falling, and landed face down. He groaned into the thick eiderdown, and patted at the empty space beside him.

‘Come and join me, it is heaven.’

‘Then don’t dirty it with those blasted boots. Here…’ Pitch lifted Silas’s right foot and set about undoing the laces, tugging forcefully until he almost went arse-over-tit when the boot slipped loose. ‘Curse these infernal ugly things.’

Silas merely laughed into his soft haven, his sound muffled. ‘Oh bloody hell, I’m never moving again.’

‘That had best be a lie.’ Pitch grunted, bracing as the other boot came free. He tossed it towards its pair, over by an elegant, mirrored armoire dresser. He wrinkled his nose in disgust at his reflection.

‘You might want to close your eyes while you fuck me, Silas. I’m as pretty as the arse end of a manticore at the moment.’ He tried in vain to rearrange his hair into some semblance of order. ‘Something reeks, too, and I’m not sure if it’s me, or your feet.’

Silas laughed. ‘I suspect both. And let it be said, you’ll never be unfuckable as far as I’m concerned, but perhaps we should wait until the wash basin arrives?’ He’d not yet moved from his fallen scarecrow pose upon the bed. Pitch threw off his own boots, casting them as far across the substantial room as he could manage. They landed near to where a well-worn brown leather armchair took up the corner, in prime position beside a carved wood hearth, its fireplace laid out with kindling. 

‘Wait? I shall pretend I did not hear you say that.’ Pitch unclasped the cloak, letting it pool around his feet in a flow of fuchsia. He shrugged off the bland coat beneath, and the smock beneath that, before he clambered onto the bed in dirty trousers and thin shirt, and straddled Silas. Pitch leaned down, nuzzling the back of the ankou’s ear. ‘The water might take an hour, could we not at least warm ourselves up a little?’ 

Now Silas’s groan was all for him. Pitch shifted his hair and laid feathery kisses upon his exposed neck. Leaning down like this, so close to the tantalising softness of the mattress, he was torn between notions of fucking Silas mindless, or having an afternoon nap.  But his incubus blood was singing out. For a decent bit of handwork at the very least.

‘I’m so very filthy, Pitch.'

‘And thank heavens for that.’

Silas’s laugh bucked his hips. ‘You know what I mean. I fear you’ll chip a tooth on the grit if you keep kissing me that way.’

‘Just roll over, I shall I’ll take care of the rest if you aren’t in the mood.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Silas moved quickly, flipping himself over, nearly throwing Pitch off with the sudden roll. ‘Come here.’ He resettled Pitch over his middle, and took his hand, guiding it to where fabric bulged. ‘There is not enough tiredness in the world to keep me from wanting you.’  

Pitch rolled his eyes in a show of disdain for the sentiment, whilst inside his blood reached a new crescendo. 

He moved his hips, teasing at the hard lump between his thighs. Silas gasped, and cupped a hand to the back of his neck, dragging him down, and claiming Pitch’s lips in a forceful kiss. Their cocks were crushed against one another, both pleasurable and painful, and it drew moans all around. Pitch closed his eyes, which was actually a terrible idea. 

Fatigue swept through the darkness to find him. He pressed a hand to the mattress to brace himself, and whilst he still nipped at Silas’s bottom lip, he grabbed a handful of the ankou’s bland coat and rolled to one side. Silas moved with him, letting himself be shifted onto his side so they lay now face to face. Pitch groaned anew with the relief.  

‘Wonderful bed, isn’t it?’ Silas kissed his chin, his hand tracing the undulations of Pitch’s side. 

‘Surprisingly so.’ He hooked his leg over the ankou’s thigh, the reach spreading his arse cheeks, and straining the fabric of his trousers. Silas’s hand drifted to find his buttons. And Pitch’s eyes fluttered closed once more.

‘We should get you out of these clothes.’ 

Their lips brushed, their noses glanced. 

‘Absolutely,’ Pitch mumbled.

Neither of them made another move. Pitch peered through one narrowed eye. Silas had his eyes closed, too. Their kisses were airy, their foreheads touching. And though desire was hurting his balls, Pitch could not deny one very putrid truth. 

‘My gods, we stink.’ 

Silas nuzzled his nose against Pitch’s cheek. ‘We are positively awful. Why on Earth did no one mention it?’

‘I suppose they weren’t sure how to tell the lord of death he smells like a mortuary.’

‘How dare you, sir.’ 

The ankou’s fingers came back to life, forgoing undoing buttons and slipping down the front of Pitch’s trousers to touch at dampness and rigid heat. He pinched the tip of Pitch’s cock.  

‘Oh, gods.’ He thrust his hips forward, pushing himself deeper into Silas’s hold.

‘Did you like that?’ 

The rumble of Silas’s voice, the hunger there, drew a gasp from Pitch. ‘Do it again, I’ll let you know for sure.’ 

Silas shifted his hand, gaining greater purchase. His thick fingers crushed at hard flesh; starting a beautiful dance of pleasure and pain. Pitch arched his back, grasping at Silas’s shoulder. ‘Again.’

The ankou made a small, needy sound and obliged. This time using all his fingers, wrapping them about Pitch’s cock, clenching hard, and being beautifully, perfectly mean about it. 

‘Bastard,’ Pitch panted. ‘Do it again.’

The growl that came from the ankou made Pitch’s balls tighten harder. Which made the pain all the more delicious when Silas’s fingers found them, took hold, and squeezed their denseness tight. 

Pitch keened like a rabid animal, white flashes going off behind his closed lids.

‘More?’ Silas whispered. 

‘Yes, gods, yes.’

Silas balled his fist, crushing twin jewels with eye-watering ferocity. Pitch sailed into exquisite agony, alive to every end of every nerve. He rolled his head against the mattress, his incubus hunger maddened by the harsh play.

There’d been hint that Silas was capable of such roughness, but no sign he might enjoy it every bit as much as Pitch did. 

The animalistic noises coming from the ankou, the possessive way his teeth teased at the lump at Pitch’s throat whilst he so efficiently punished his balls, were a revelation. 

‘Such a good boy,’ he murmured in Pitch’s ear. And it was impossible not to shudder. Not to swell so hard it seemed impossible his skin would not break. ‘Can you take more?’

Not if Silas kept talking like that. Pitch’s head spun, and he was fairly sure he replied, but equally certain whatever he said was babble. 

Silas relaxed his hold only a moment, to urge Pitch flat onto his back, and then drove his grip home again, pulling down as he did so this time; stretching the fine sack of skin around Pitch’s balls until it could be dragged no further. Pitch’s moan grew with the sweet torture, warmth spilling from the tip of his cock; pain balancing him upon a tipping point of sheer paradise.

‘I want you to come for me.’ Silas was an utter fiend. ‘Will you do that for me?’

Yes. Yes. A simple word, one Pitch was incapable of speaking. Only a ridiculous gurgle escaped his constricted throat. The base of his spine began to burn; heralding the sheer ecstasy that would soon spill into his groin and erupt from his prick. He moaned like the very best harlot in the very best brothel.

The ankou shifted his mouth to Pitch’s lips, breathing his command against them. ‘Come for me now.’

He squeezed, mercilessly, at beleaguered balls, whilst also taking firm command of Pitch’s straining cock; sliding his hand up and down with such fever, Pitch was sent soaring beyond all chance of control. 

Pitch shouted to the gods: his back arched, his release unstoppable. He came with a violence that sucked the breath from his lungs, and had him digging his nails in where he clung to Silas. He bucked and stuttered and went a little mindless with it all; and if anyone had asked him his name there and then, he’d have had no fucking clue what it was. 

His incubus blood was greedy, drawing in the sensual, crackling energy between them. Gorging itself on the heat and desire that emanated from Silas. The ankou was a great body of lust, a beaming sun of want that saturated Pitch in a way very near to overwhelming. Silas held nothing of himself back. He was open, available. Ready to give far too much. 

Pitch winced, and reined in the ravenous hunger that consumed him, even as his body still twitched with the violence of his spend. An incubus could lose control. 

And he’d sooner starve than harm this man. 

Then it was over, save for the shudders. Silas moved in for another of his deep kisses. He rolled his hips forward, and his arousal was still painfully evident.

‘Let me tend to that,’ Pitch panted.

‘Not yet.’ Silas traced a fingertip along his hairline. ‘You are glowing. Let me watch you enjoy your pleasure a while longer.’

Pitch smiled, tired and entirely sated. He slumped into the mattress, and Silas lay his head upon Pitch’s damp chest. 

‘You are quite the scoundrel, Mr Mercer.’ He twisted his fingers through Silas’s dark hair. ‘I did not think you’d care for more forceful indulgences.’

‘Ah, there you see, we have much to learn of one another.’ Silas ran his fingertip through dampness on Pitch’s exposed belly, his shirt having ridden up as he contorted. ‘I care for anything that makes you lose yourself like that. I could watch you spend all day.’

Pitch’s eyes were determined to close. ‘I am preternaturally talented in many ways, but alas, endless climax is not in my repertoire.’

‘Very disappointing. Perhaps you should go bother the cobbler after all.’

Pitch flicked at his ear, eliciting a delightful whimper. 

‘Before I go, I have something to attend to.’ Pitch wriggled from beneath Silas’s leaning weight, pushing the ankou flat onto his back. ‘Stay, do not move an inch. It is my turn for ordering about, now.’

Silas grinned, and lifted his arms, crossing his hands beneath his head. ‘Very well, then. It’s close enough to Christmas, I suppose gifts are in order.’ His eyelids were heavy, the rings beneath his eyes growing more pronounced as the light weakened with the afternoon. Now there was not just the reek of travel and maltreatment permeating; but the cloying, glorious scent of fucking. 

Pitch nudged Silas’s legs apart and lay between them. This was likely the most putrid he’d ever been in his human form. They were both wretched, and
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