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A map of the Tiendoms that looks remarkably similar to the British Isles.  In the North, in Fortriu, we have The Woolf, and a handwritten annotation at the top that reads 'lighthouse at the arse end of the world'. Also in Fortriu is the HQ of the Leyfarer Order. Moving south we have the Princess and the Fool pub, with a handwritten annotation that reads 'spotty bums'. The Tiendom of Stratchclyde contains the HQ of the Fyren Order and a pub called The Shaggy Chimera. A touch more south east we have The Danelaw province, where the Haelen Order HQ is located, as well as pubs The Publish or Perish and a handwritten label that reads 'Fairhrim's HQ, swarming with Wardens because why would she make my life simple??'. The Tiendom of Dyfed contains the HQ of the Dreod Order, along with a pub called The Randy Unicorn and a handwritten label that reads 'jizz baths'. To the east, on the border between Mercia and The Danelaw is Rosefell Hall, the Mordaunt family seat. In the South, in Wessex, we have the HQs of the Agannor Order, The Hedgewitch Order and pubs The Tiddywink and The Rummy Thing. To the South east, in Dumnonia, is the Warden HQ, which has a handwritten label that reads, 'populated by massive twats'. Twats is underlined.
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Glossary


Deofol


From Old English (OE) dēofol “devil”. Animal familiars used for communication, companionship and counsel. Deofol are not chosen; they manifest early in childhood as a juvenile form of the animal in question and grow alongside the child. Their physical form may be nebulous or detailed depending on the summoner’s control of seith.


Platt’s Pox


Named after Epilotte Platt, a Haelan who first described the disease during an outbreak a century before this story begins. Platt’s Pox is a viral infectious disease characterised by large, weeping sores. It most frequently occurs in children between the ages of one and twelve. Encephalopathy is a serious, and unfortunately common, complication requiring Haelan intervention to reverse.


Seith


From Old Norse seiðr “magic” – though Aurienne Fairhrim would tell us that any magic, studied thoroughly enough, is science. Everyone can use seith for basic applications such as summoning their deofol, using a waystone or powering up seith capacitors. Advanced study of seith requires initiation into an Order, mastery requires a tācn.


Tācn


From OE tācn “sign, symbol, evidence”. A brand seared into the palms of full members of a given Order. The branding mechanism opens their seith system to the world and allows exponentially greater flow and manipulation of seith.


The Tīendoms


From OE tīen “ten” + dōm “jurisdiction”. The collective name for ten petty kingdoms vying for control of an archipelago in the North Atlantic Ocean. The porosity of the borders between the Tīendoms depends on the political climate; when war looms, as it frequently does, waystones are shut down and borders are closed.


Waystones


From OE weg “road, path; freedom of movement” + stone. Waystones are tall, rune-engraved menhirs placed along a network of ley lines called the waystone graticule. They are the most common means of travel in the Tīendoms. They are frequently found next to pubs, which are responsible for the upkeep of the waystone. The waystone graticule is controlled and managed by the Leyfarer Order.











The Orders


In the Tīendoms, eight Orders emerged over centuries out of guilds and other consortia grouping together like-minded specialists working to master seith. The Heads of the Orders meet once a year at the Stánrocc. The Orders operate under the Peace Accords, which include provisions banning cruel training techniques and an agreement to avoid direct hostile actions against another Order.


On paper, the Orders are apolitical, and owe allegiance to no particular Tīendom. In practice, Orders maintain strategic ties with certain governments for mutual benefit.


Members of Orders are said to walk the Bright, the Dusken or the Dim Paths. Walkers of the Bright Paths have their tācn on their right palms; the Dusken Paths have theirs on their left. Hedgewitches, who walk the Dim Path, choose which side to place their tācn, in alignment with their practice.










The Bright Paths
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Haelan


Harm to none


From OE hælan “cure, heal, revive”. Order of healer-scholars. Differentiated from physickers and chirurgeons in their use of seith in healing and research, which has permitted significant advancements in their practice. Headquartered in the Danelaw. Tācn: an Aer (mythological swan).
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Ingenaut


Mind over matter


From ME ingeny “gadget, apparatus” + Ancient Greek naútēs “sailor”. Order of engineer-scholars. Like the Haelan, the integration of seith into their practice has allowed the accelerated development of engines and devices beyond the work of the engineers of the day. Headquartered in Īrland. Tācn: golden gears.
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Leyfarer


Hail the traveller


From Old French lier “to bind” + OE faran “to journey”. Occasionally also “Leynaut”. Order specialising in the management and navigation of ley lines and ley-line travel through waystones or using leycraft. Headquartered in Fortriu. Tācn: bronze compass.
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Warden


Will over want


From OE weard “keeper, guardian, protector”. Order of paladins hired at great expense throughout the Tīendoms for their specialisation in defence and protective warding. Headquartered in Dumnonia. Tācn: blue auroch’s head.






The Dusken Paths
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Agannor


Mind over flesh


From OE āgan “to own”. An Order whose members possess others against their will and, depending on the practitioner’s skill, without their knowledge. Headquartered in Wessex. Tācn: purple eye.
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Dreor


Death devours all


From OE drēor “gore, blood”. Obscure, near-extinct Order of death-knights. Headquartered in Mercia. Tācn: black death’s head.
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Fyren


Fear not the dark


From OE firen “wicked, crime, sin”. Order of assassins trained in shadow-walking. Notoriously costly to hire and notoriously lethal. Headquarter locations shift throughout the Tīendoms. Tācn: red hellhound skull.






The Dim Path
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Hedgewitch


As above, so below


From OE hægtes “witch, sorceress”. Once persecuted almost to extinction, the Hedgewitches remain a secretive order. Headquartered in Kent. Tācn: three green hares.










Pronunciation Guide















	
Agannor


AH-gan-or



	
Ingenaut


ING-eh-not








	
Aurienne Fairhrim


OR-ee-en FEHR-rim



	
Leyfarer


LAY-fair-er








	
Cíele


TCHEE-el



	
Osric Mordaunt


OZ-rik MORE-dint








	
Deofol


DAY-o-fol



	
Seith


Sayth








	
Dreor


DREE-or



	
Tācn


TAH-kin








	
Fyren


FY-ren



	
Tīendoms


TEE-en-doms








	
Haelan


HAY-lan



	
Xanthe


ZAN-thee

















Content Notes



The Irresistible Urge to Fall for Your Enemy is an enemies-to-lovers romantasy featuring an assassin and a healer. It contains elements which may not be suitable for all readers, including graphic violence, on-page torture, on-page deaths of minor characters, swearing, brief sexual content, medical content including fictional diseases affecting adults and children, and depictions of sick children in a hospital-like setting. Please read with care.










Chapter 1



Irresistible Bastard Meets Immovable Bitch
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Osric


It wasn’t until Aurienne Fairhrim that Osric learned eye contact could hit like a knife. She stood, upright and austere, in the confines of a daguerreotype, pinning him with black-bright eyes.


“Her?” asked Osric.


“Yes, sir,” said Physicker Fordyce.


“Must it be her?”


“You really haven’t a choice, sir.”


Osric dropped the daguerreotype. It landed on his desk, from which vantage the woman’s penetrating gaze found a new victim and perforated the ceiling. Also ornamenting Osric’s desk unpleasantly was Aurienne Fairhrim’s curriculum vitae and a list of publications verging on the infinite.


“She’s one of the Haelan,” said Osric. “Her Order won’t work with mine. She’ll refuse as a matter of principle.”


“She may, sir,” said Physicker Fordyce. “You asked us who could heal you – not who would.”


“Don’t be cheeky.”


“No disrespect meant, sir,” said Fordyce. “The Haelan Order’s members are matchless healers, and Aurienne Fairhrim is herself unsurpassed among them. She’s a phenomenon when it comes to the seith system. If she declines—”


“Of course she’ll decline; she’s a Haelan.”


“Then Physicker Shuttleworth and I will do our utmost to slow the degeneration.”


“How long have I got left?” asked Osric.


Fordyce glanced at his colleague. Osric waited for the latter to say something of use, but Physicker Shuttleworth merely looked frightened, had a panicky spasm, and choked on his own saliva.


Fordyce found his courage among his colleague’s sputters. “It’s difficult to predict with any sort of accuracy.”


“Answer me,” said Osric.


“At our best guess, three or four months before your abilities begin to dwindle significantly, sir,” said Fordyce.


“Dwindle significantly,” repeated Osric.


“Yes, sir,” said Fordyce.


“I’m going to lose my seith.”


“That is, unfortunately, one of the likely outcomes, sir.”


“I can’t lose my seith,” said Osric. “You know what I am.”


Yes, the physickers knew; it was why they were on the verge of pissing themselves. They both nevertheless confirmed it with vigorous nods towards Osric’s boots.


“You’re a member of the Fyren Order, sir,” said Shuttleworth. “P-perhaps you could envisage an early retirement?”


A brutally stupid question, to which Osric replied, “Do you know how Fyren are retired?”


“Er – no, sir.”


“Death.”


“Ah.”


“Bit of a problem, isn’t it?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I must say, this outcome is a disappointment, given what I paid the two of you,” said Osric.


“Your illness is – really, it’s quite unfortunate – not treatable, per se,” said Fordyce. “It’s a degenerative condition with no known cure.”


“The Haelan are the greatest healers alive,” said Shuttleworth, who had recovered from his suffocation to blind Osric with this luminous insight.


“Aurienne Fairhrim really is your best option, sir,” said Fordyce. “If anyone can help you, it’s her.”


“She’s my only option, if you and your colleague are to be believed.”


“Erm – yes.”


Having concluded that the physickers would be of no further use, Osric dismissed them. “I’m sure I can count on your discretion with respect to my condition.”


The physickers stammered out a few yeses.


“My steward will see you out,” said Osric. “Give us a moment.”


Fordyce and Shuttleworth bowed low before exiting Osric’s study. They placed their hats upon their useless heads and scuttled out towards the reception room.


Osric called for his steward. “Mrs Parson?”


Mrs Parson and her white-streaked bun popped round the doorpost. “Yes, sir?”


“See to it that neither of those physickers remembers this visit.”


“Of course.”


Osric held the daguerreotype of Aurienne Fairhrim up for Mrs Parson’s inspection. “Here’s my apparent saviour. What do you think?”


Mrs Parson grasped about at her bosom until she found her spectacles. She perched them on her nose and peered at the image. “She looks lovely.”


“She looks like a means to an end,” said Osric.


Mrs Parson tapped Fairhrim’s high-necked white dress. “One of the Haelan?”


“Yes. Sanctimonious to the core, no doubt. Aurienne Fairhrim is her name.”


Mrs Parson eyed Osric over her spectacles. “If she’s a Haelan, she won’t help you.”


“Obviously,” said Osric. “However, she is, apparently, a Phenomenon. And I’m in need of a Phenomenon, Parson. How shall I convince her to assist?” He turned to a looking glass, inspected the finest cheekbones in the Tīendoms, and said, “Seduction?”


“I don’t think you’d manage it,” said Parson.


“You offend me, madam.”


Mrs Parson, who was annoyingly sensible, said, “She’s a Haelan. She’d sooner walk into the Thames than help you. Perhaps we can equip you with a plan B. And a plan C.”


“B for Blackmail, C for Coercion?”


“Amusing, sir,” said Mrs Parson, though she did not look amused.


“Very well,” said Osric. “Equip me. Do a spot of investigating on Aurienne Fairhrim. Find me a bit of leverage. Bribing, extortion, threats to life and limb – you know. The usual.”


“Very good, sir,” said Mrs Parson.


“That’s sorted, then. After you’ve seen our guests out, could you fetch my daggers for tonight’s sparring session? The Moulineaux pair, if you would.”


“Of course, sir.”


Mrs Parson left. Osric flexed his hands. The numbness was spreading; it had started at the nape of his neck and now followed his seith system down, past his shoulders, and, in prickling tingles, into his fingers. Osric had thought little of it until he’d begun to notice corresponding fluxes in the flow of his seith, at which point he had summoned the physickers. Their diagnosis lay heavy upon him: seith degeneration. In common parlance, seith rot.


Would it be wiser to make up some excuse to avoid this evening’s spar with his fellow Fyren? He never missed a spar. It might raise questions, and Osric couldn’t afford to raise questions at this rather delicate juncture.


Mrs Parson brought him his daggers. Osric strapped them on, plastered a roguish grin across his face, and went to the waystone.


He supposed it couldn’t hurt to go. With the numbness spreading as it was, it literally couldn’t hurt.
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It took Mrs Parson a few days to return to Osric with the results of her investigation on Aurienne Fairhrim. Osric considered himself an expert when it came to intelligence gathering, but Mrs Parson, with her network of serving girls and charwomen, was a force in her own right.


She knocked on the door to Osric’s study with a conspiratorial air. Osric waved her in.


“Findings on Aurienne Fairhrim.” Mrs Parson pulled a wodge of paper out of her apron. “My half grand-aunt’s daughter’s third cousin works in the Haelan kitchens.”


Osric did not attempt to work out Mrs Parson’s genealogical Möbius strip. He fanned the papers out on his desk. “And? What have we discovered? Has Fairhrim got any family we can use? Any debts we acquire? Kidnap? The situation is growing desperate.”


“There is some family,” said Mrs Parson. “Father from the Danelaw, mother from Tamazgha. Both presently in London. No debts to speak of; she’s rather well off. Kidnap would, of course, always be an option.”


“A classic,” said Osric.


“May I tell you what I think?” asked Mrs Parson.


“Say on.”


“Given the nature of the task, you might prefer her to be cooperative,” said Mrs Parson. “I’ve discovered that the Haelan Order is in pursuit of funding. They’re seeking a substantial amount for one of their research endeavours. You’ve heard of the Platt’s Pox outbreak?”


“Vaguely,” said Osric. “I don’t keep up with street urchins and their diseases.”


“This particular disease may offer scope for you to strong-arm a Haelan into healing you,” said Mrs Parson.


“Bless the pestilent children, then,” said Osric. “What’s the required amount?”


“Twenty million thrymsas.”


“Bugger me sideways.”


“As I said, sir – substantial. The Haelan are in discussion with funding councils and the kings and queens of all of the Tīendoms in pursuit of the capital, but they’ve met little success. It seems everyone shares your apathy towards the street urchins, the poor things. But if you were to offer the amount, perhaps Haelan Fairhrim could be persuaded to set aside her natural antagonism to one of your Order.”


“Bribery it is,” said Osric. “Good shout.”


Mrs Parson looked doubtful. “Do your coffers hold twenty million?”


“I didn’t say we were actually paying her.”


“Ah.”


“Proceed with the offer. Let me know how you get on.”


Instead of trotting off to accomplish her task, however, Mrs Parson remained in front of Osric’s desk. “If I may make another suggestion, sir?”


“What is it?”


“Aurienne Fairhrim is well protected.” Mrs Parson shuffled through the documents until she came to a series of floorplans. “She lives in the Haelan fortress at Swanstone. She has rooms in the compound itself. To further complicate matters, Swanstone is patrolled by Wardens.”


“Wardens? I hate Wardens. Colossal bell-ends, every one. Why have they got Wardens at Swanstone?”


“I’m told the Haelan and Warden Orders have some sort of agreement,” said Mrs Parson. “Healing for protection, and vice versa.”


“How many Wardens have they got at Swanstone?” asked Osric.


“Three or four at any given time.”


“That’s a bloody inconvenience.” Osric observed the map of Swanstone’s grounds. “I see now that approaching Fairhrim with this bribe might require someone with a particular skill set.”


Mrs Parson nodded. “A bit of skulduggery wouldn’t go amiss.”


“One of my specialties, as it happens.”


“Quite.”


“Right,” said Osric. “Where’s my cloak? I’m off to bribe. And if Fairhrim refuses, I shall proceed with kidnap.”


“A classic, sir.”


“What’s the nearest waystone to this Haelan fortress?”


“Closest pub is the Publish or Perish.”


“Excellent.”


Cloaked up, gloves on and hair attractively tousled, Osric set off to the waystone.
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At Swanstone, duggery was skulled.


The Haelan Order was headquartered on an island at the frigid arse-end of the Danelaw. The white fortress of Swanstone, with its snow-tipped battlements, seemed to scowl defiance at Osric as he approached. Mrs Parson was correct: Aurienne Fairhrim was well protected. She and her Order were literally ensconced in ivory towers.


Osric waited until dusk began to lengthen shadows before making his approach. The fortress itself worried him less than the Wardens. Infiltration was one thing; infiltration with Wardens present was another. Their Order specialised in defence and the violent dismemberment of intruders. They were an exceptional foe for a naughty Fyren here to bribe a Haelan.


However: Osric was exceptional, too.


He took the shadow-way up the ramparts and tucked himself between the wings of an enormous stone swan to observe. He spotted the hulking figures of Wardens – two of them below, two upon the ramparts with him – gleaming in armour. There were also a dozen Swanstone guards on patrol. One of the Wardens on the ramparts had her lightshield on, bright between the chinks in her armour. A shadow-walker like Osric wouldn’t be able to get within stabbing distance of her.


But today – rare thing – Osric had no intentions of stabbing anyone. He was here to play nice.


A few white-clad Haelan crossed the courtyard below. To Osric’s eye, the entire place suffered from an extreme of the aseptic: dry, functional, pure. Even the snow, arranged in fine lines by the wind, seemed intentional in its placement, and sanitised.


Below the snow, the courtyard gleamed with protective wards. Thick, glowing lines of the Wardens’ seith criss-crossed the flagstones as they patrolled.


Osric watched the Wardens pace out their rounds for an hour before venturing forth. Then, taking exquisite care to avoid the shifting wards, he melted into the darkness at the foot of the battlements, and glided from shadow to shadow until he had made it into the fortress proper.


It took him two hours, but he triggered no wards, and didn’t kill anyone.


Champion.


Mrs Parson’s pilfered floorplans informed Osric that Fairhrim’s office was in the lofty north tower. He traversed the fortress to find it, passing a nursery crammed with crusty, crying infants and a large room whose sole purpose seemed to be the collection of children’s corpses.


Couldn’t they bury them? Morbid sorts, these Haelan.


No – there was audible groaning – the children weren’t quite dead. A group of Haelan bustled past Osric into the room. None of them was the unsmiling woman from the daguerreotype. He carried on down the corridor from shadow to shadow, evading the occasional guard as he went, pleased every time that it was a mere man, and not another Warden.


At length, a placard informed Osric that he had reached the Centre for Seith Research. A promising place to be, given his condition. There was a sick ward here, as well as examination rooms full of ominous-looking apparatus. While most of Swanstone seemed still dependent on gas, these rooms were fitted with electricity and diverse seith-powered contraptions.


There were less corpsey patients in this sector, which was encouraging.


A waiting room gave onto examination rooms. Along the wall was a painted mural of bubbles entitled, Did you know? Each bubble contained a factoid for the edification of those waiting. Osric read the bubbles as he passed:
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Outside of Fairhrim’s office door was a desk at which sat an owlish little man, clattering upon a brass writing ball. He was in Osric’s way, but Osric did not kill him. He wished to make a decent first impression on Fairhrim, after all, and so he merely concussed the man and tucked him neatly under his own desk.


Fairhrim’s office was locked. Osric removed his glove and pressed his left palm to the lock. His tācn glowed red as he pushed his seith into it, reading the shadows within as he picked it. Child’s play, obviously. After a few soft clicks, the door opened.


Aurienne Fairhrim was not within. Osric therefore made himself at home.


Fairhrim’s furnishings were as austere as the rest of Swanstone, an unpleasant mix of functional and sparse. Osric chose a chair. The chair forced him into a straight-backed pose instead of his usual sprawl; he found himself sitting like some sort of spod eagerly awaiting Teacher’s arrival.


On his right stood a bookcase bursting with tomes with such encouraging titles as Crushing It: Rehabilitation of seith channel compression injuries and Seith Fibre Ruptures and Avulsions: Protocols for clinical treatment and Reversible Interruption of Seith Flow: An in vitro study and Seith Channel Transection Injuries.


An auspicious collection, given what he was here for. Good to see that Fairhrim was studious.


Then, with a whispered, “Ah,” Osric noticed that the works had all been authored by Fairhrim herself.


On Osric’s left, a series of slender windows swept upwards, following the curve of the tower. Fairhrim might’ve had a view of the sea, but the windows were thickened by ice, and let in light rather than scenery.


Posters of individuals with various layers of skin and muscle peeled off decorated the walls. Osric had flayed a few people in the course of his career – his clients had to pay an additional fee for the service; it was messy work – but Fairhrim appeared to have her own sort of expertise in the field.


Adding to this jolly decor was a skeleton which grinned at Osric from a back corner. Thin copper wires, representing, he supposed, the seith system, wound through and around the skeleton’s dusty bones. A pair of pink heart-shaped sunglasses rested upon its skull.


The sharp clack-clack of footsteps echoed in the corridor. Osric positioned his hood so that his face was in shadow (if he had to sit like a spod, he would, at least, look sinister while he did it) and settled into his chair to wait.


He did not wait long. The door opened and a woman entered the office, if an irritated tornado could be said to enter an office.


It was Aurienne Fairhrim. The daguerreotype had captured her features – the light brown complexion and black eyes; the dark hair pulled into a bun – but not her height, nor the haughtiness in her bearing.


She radiated restrained aggravation as she strode in. Gleaming wing-shaped epaulettes at her shoulders confirmed her rank as a fully fledged Haelan. She was clad in her Order’s whites – a dress rustling with heavy skirts, fastened with a double-row of buttons all the way up to the throat. In her arms she juggled a tumbling vortex of items: a satchel, documents, multipacks of lancets and, most incongruously of all, an enormous sack of onions.


Fairhrim spotted Osric. Instead of looking surprised at his intrusion, she grew even more irritated. There was no stammered enquiry about who Osric was, or how he had got in, or what he wanted.


Rather, Fairhrim said, “A bit early, aren’t we?”


She marched up to Osric and dropped the sack of onions into his lap.


“Erm,” said Osric.


Fairhrim dusted onion peels from her palms. They fell on Osric’s newly shined boots. She snatched his gloved hand in her bare one and gave it a brisk shake.


“Haelan Fairhrim,” she said. “But you must call me Aurienne. Pleasure. Welcome to our hallowed halls, et cetera. I hope we won’t be sending too much business your way, but, well – the occasional loss is unavoidable. I know you’re inundated with the Pox cases. I’ll strive to keep my unit’s contributions to a minimum. And yes – I told the family that you lot hardly use onions any more, but they were insistent. They hadn’t any other form of payment. Hopefully you can find some use for them. If nothing else, soup, I suppose.”


This speech was delivered with a voice curt and precise. Having decided that the conversation was over, Fairhrim gestured towards the door with the snap of a wrist. “I won’t keep you longer. It was nice to meet you. Wes hāl – be well.”


She seated herself at her desk, arranged her skirts round her feet, and, with a mutter of, “Bloody admin,” began to sort through paperwork.


Osric was annoyed: the onions had spoiled his aura of menace.


“I’m not here for onions,” said Osric.


Fairhrim looked up, surprised, apparently, that he was still there. “No?”


“No.”


“Aren’t you the new undertaker?” asked Fairhrim.


“Actually, I’m—” began Osric.


Fairhrim was – there was no other word for it – attacked by a piece of paper.


She stabbed it into submission with an ink pen. “Sorry. We’ve an Ingenaut in residence at Swanstone – a brilliant member of a brilliant Order, of course, but some of her inventions work too well. She made the charts sentient. They get aggressive when you’re behind. You were saying?”


“I’m not the new undertaker.”


Fairhrim was only half listening; she was wrestling the squirming paper. “Oh? Are you sure? You rather look like an undertaker. Or is it embalmer? Mortician? You must tell me the preferred term.”


“I’m here for healing,” said Osric.


“Healing?”


“Yes. Specifically from you.”


This felt, to Osric, like the right moment to begin to intrigue her. He pushed his hood back a little, so that she could see a bit of the Face. He tilted his head so that his cheekbone caught the light. His cleft chin clefted majestically.


Who wouldn’t want to heal this?


Fairhrim, as it transpired. Unaffected by this opening display, she said, with a dismissive wave, “If you’re participating in one of my Centre’s studies, go back down to reception. They’ll sort you out.”


Reception? Reception?


Osric had been too subtle, obviously.


In the midst of her wave, Fairhrim paused. “Hang on – how did you get in here? I thought you’d been let in because you were the undertaker.”


“I let myself in,” said Osric.


“Did you, indeed?” Fairhrim was unimpressed by this feat. “Well, you can’t just barge in and expect a healing. We’re selective about who we take on at Swanstone. This isn’t a hospital. It’s a research institute. You’ve got to go through the proper channels.”


“I won’t go through the proper channels,” said Osric, “because no one else must know of this. It’s got to be our little secret.”


He hit her with a grin (devilish) and a wink (suggestive).


For the first time since she’d arrived, Fairhrim looked at Osric – really looked at him, you know, undistracted by onions and violent bits of paper. But it wasn’t the smile or the wink that captivated her. Her eyes travelled up his cloak, carefully devoid of emblems or marks. They moved to the heavy signet ring on his right hand and lingered on his black gloves.


Now she grew suspicious. Now she realised something was amiss.


“Can I count on you?” asked Osric, accompanied by a raised eyebrow (sportive).


Fairhrim’s expression turned inhospitable. Osric decided not to further fatigue his eyebrows: there would be no more seductive sallies here. Her type was, evidently, not dark and dangerous. He knew a lost cause when he saw one, and Aurienne Fairhrim was a lost cause.


“Right,” said Osric, slapping his knees. “Onto plan B.”


“Plan B?” asked Fairhrim.


“I’ve heard that your Order is seeking funding,” said Osric. “I may have a contribution to offer.”


“Oh? You’ll have to speak with Lambert, two floors down. He heads Charity and Donations.”


“I’m specifically interested in supporting your Order’s work on Platt’s Pox.”


Again Fairhrim’s eyes sought Osric’s gloves. “Your interest delights me, of course, but, as I said, Charity and Donations would be your starting point. Paediatric diseases aren’t my area, anyway.” Her gaze flicked towards the door. “How did you get in here? Where is Quincey?”


“Who?”


“My assistant.”


“Assistant? A tripping hazard, rather,” said Osric. “He’s napping.”


Fairhrim edged one hand to the left of her desk, which informed Osric that there was an alarm mechanism there.


“Don’t press the panic button, Haelan Fairhrim,” said Osric. “I’d rather things didn’t get messy.”


Fairhrim stilled. “That sounds like a threat.”


“It is.”


“Who are you and what do you want?”


“We could’ve got to this point much sooner if you hadn’t mucked about with the onions,” said Osric. Also if he hadn’t mucked about with attempting to flirt with her, but he preferred not to take responsibility for things. “As I said, I want healing.”


“What you’ll get is a broken coccyx when the Wardens throw you out,” said Fairhrim.


Now that she had confirmed that something was amiss, Fairhrim did not appear frightened. She appeared, on the contrary, freshly annoyed. Did all of the Haelan have such poor self-preservation instincts, or was she particularly dim?


“Do you think I heal every impostor undertaker who wanders into my office?” asked Fairhrim.


“You will with this one,” said Osric. “I’m going to help you cure your precious Pox.”


The aggressive chart on Fairhrim’s desk twitched back to life. She slapped it. “We’re not curing it. We’re looking to immunise against it.”


“Right. Whatever. I wish to buy your services – and your discretion – with a donation. I know your Order’s negotiations with the usual funding agencies haven’t been successful.”


Fairhrim pressed her lips into a narrow line. “They haven’t been successful to date. We’ve only just begun to make submissions to the various bodies. These things take time.”


Osric waved away her technicalities. “Wouldn’t you rather have the money now? Get started? Cure the guttersnipes?”


“Immunise, not cure,” said Fairhrim. “And I’m not a physicker-for-hire. There are hundreds of those in London alone. Why don’t you go to one of them with your gold?”


“I’ve been told I need your particular expertise.”


“By who?”


“Physickers-for-hire.”


“Which ones?”


“Fordyce and Shuttleworth.”


Fairhrim gave a snobbish little tut. “That’s the best money can buy, is it?”


“They came highly recommended.”


“And what have they diagnosed you with?” asked Fairhrim. Her eyes swept over Osric in a once-over, as though she might work out his affliction by sight alone.


“That’s for you to discover,” said Osric. “Do you want the funding or not? It’s a simple proposal. You heal me. You tell nobody. I’m offering twenty million.”


Fairhrim’s gaze settled on Osric’s gloves. “Show me your palms.”


“No,” said Osric, given that she would find the Fyren tācn on his left palm objectionable.


“Then my answer is also no.”


Osric sighed. “I’d rather not have to kidnap you. That would be a bother.”


“Oh?” Fairhrim sat up, if it was possible, even straighter. “You’re going to kidnap me, are you?”


“Yes. And not give you the money.”


Fairhrim’s right hand twitched. On her palm, the tācn of the Haelan Order glowed: a white swan. “You’re rather bold, if you think you can kidnap me.”


“You’re rather stupid, if you think I can’t.”


“Who are you?”


“Someone in desperate need of your help.”


There was scepticism in the set of Fairhrim’s mouth. “That would’ve been more moving if you hadn’t just threatened to kidnap me. Show me your palms.”


“No.”


“You want me to heal you but you won’t show me your palms?”


“Correct.”


“If you’re hiding them, it’s because you know I’ll refuse to heal you.”


“Precisely,” said Osric.


Fairhrim’s hand inched towards the panic button again.


“Don’t,” said Osric. “You’ll be sentencing whoever comes to a violent death.”


“You think you can take on the Wardens?” asked Fairhrim.


Osric did not – not one on one, anyway – but he said: “Do you really want to gamble with their lives?”


“Leave,” said Fairhrim.


“I’m leaving with either an agreement between the two of us – or you, stuffed into the bag of onions. You decide.”


“I don’t even know what’s wrong with you,” said Fairhrim. “Even if I were to agree – which I won’t – I don’t know if I could heal you.”


“I’m asking you to try.”


“Can I run some diagnostics?” asked Fairhrim.


“No. Agreement first.”


“It must be bad.”


“It is.”


“Fatal?”


“For all intents and purposes.”


“What if I can’t heal you?” asked Fairhrim.


“I’ll die. And perhaps I’ll take you with me,” said Osric.


“Wonderful.”


“Am I persuading you?”


“Persuasion would require an iota of something like charm.”


This vexed Osric. “I’m not charming?”


“No,” said Fairhrim. “You follow one of the Dusken Paths. I won’t help you. And you stink of onions.”


“The onions are your fault. Don’t do it to help me – do it to help the Poxies. Think of all of the suffering you could alleviate.”


“Prevent, rather.”


“Whatever.”


Fairhrim studied him. Osric had to admire her composure. There were no tears or trembles. Her only real emotion was contempt when her gaze drifted to his gloves, now that she knew that he wasn’t a follower of the Bright Paths. The question now was whether the temptation of the gold – or the weight of his threats – would outweigh her aversion.


He hoped so. She seemed a logical sort of creature.


“You’re calm about all of this,” said Osric.


“I’m trained to keep a cool head in times of crisis,” said Fairhrim. “Though my subjects are usually haemorrhaging blood, rather than absurdities.”


Osric had already suspected that he didn’t like Fairhrim. That was now confirmed.


His patience with the negotiations ran out.


“Kidnap it is,” said Osric. He rose, poured the onions onto the floor, and flapped the empty sack at Fairhrim. “Get in.”


Fairhrim’s scoff was interrupted by the door bursting open.


A second meteorological phenomenon entered the room. This one took the shape of a small storm.


“I am sick of tickling Research and Innovation’s balls,” said the storm.


It was an old Haelan, Black, white-haired, crackling with anger.


Fairhrim leapt to her feet. Her haughtiness gave way to nervous servility. Osric was piqued: she looked more fearful now than she had at any point during their conversation.


Fairhrim folded into a low bow, a hand on her heart. “Haelan Xanthe.”


Haelan Xanthe surged into the room upon a cloud of white Haelan robes. In her fist was a crumpled letter, which she shook in Fairhrim’s direction. “A rejection from those muppets at the Research and Innovation Council.”


“Oh, no,” said Fairhrim.


“Oh, yes,” said Xanthe. From her broad tones, Osric surmised that she was from Strathclyde. “On the most spurious of grounds. Our proposal doesn’t line up with their funding programme’s priorities, apparently. Have you ever heard such bollocks? We are literally in the throes of an outbreak. We’ve been asked to resubmit next cycle. I’ve half a mind to infect Woolwich with the Pox. Perhaps then he’ll understand what we’re about. Cultivate a bit of empathy among the scabs. Pity it only affects children—”


Xanthe cut herself off, sniffed the air, and asked, “Why do I smell onions?”


Looking about to find the source of the pong, she noticed Osric. Her eyes travelled down his cloak to the mess of bulbs at his feet.


“Who’s this, then?” she asked. “The new undertaker?”


“No,” answered Osric. “I am not the bloody undertaker. You’re interrupting a negotiation session, gran-gran, so if you wouldn’t mind—”


“A negotiation? For what?” Xanthe turned to Fairhrim. “Did this man just call me gran-gran?”


Fairhrim looked, if you please, embarrassed. “I’m so sorry. No idea who he is. He’s got in somehow. He tried to bribe me for a healing. And now he’s threatening kidnap with, honestly, grotesque ineptitude. The Wardens will make short work of him.”


“Ask them not to damage him too much,” said Xanthe, eyeing Osric as though he were a slab of meat. “We could use another corpse in the anatomy lab. We’re running low on adult males.”


“I will,” said Fairhrim. “At least he’ll be of some use to the world.”


“I beg your pardon,” said Osric.


Fairhrim ignored him. She turned back to Xanthe. “Have you told Élodie the news yet?”


“Not yet. She’s going to be gutted. I won’t be able to convince the other Heads to dig further into our reserves to support her. I simply don’t understand – back-to-back rejections from five agencies in the midst of a crisis such as this one – and the heads of the Tīendoms all sitting idle.”


The two Haelan continued their little chat and Osric – well, Osric had never felt so unimportant in his life. Mrs Parson might have warned him that the Haelan were lunatics who prioritised administrative matters over their imminent deaths.


“Hello? Hi? I’m still here,” said Osric, waving at Fairhrim over Xanthe’s shoulder. “Still going to kidnap you, too. And now I’ll have to kill this old dear for what she’s witnessed. I hope you’re happy.”


“Kill me?” said Xanthe.


Xanthe threw her head back and cackled. Fairhrim stared at Osric with her eyebrows at her hairline.


“Bit of an idiot, is he?” asked Xanthe.


“So I’ve gathered from our brief acquaintance,” said Fairhrim.


Osric, miffed, wondered whether he ought to kill them both for this show of disrespect.


The Haelan continued their discussion as though he wasn’t there.


“What was the bribe, out of curiosity?” asked Xanthe.


“Twenty million,” said Fairhrim. “In support of Élodie’s proposal, actually.”


“Twenty million? Woden’s balls.”


“No idea of its provenance, of course.” One of Fairhrim’s silver epaulettes rose as she shrugged. “Or whether it even exists.”


“Tempting, in light of this,” said Xanthe, holding up the rejection letter. Her wrinkles rearranged themselves into an exceptionally shrewd expression.


“He won’t show me his hands,” said Fairhrim.


“Ah,” said Xanthe. “He’s too sane to be a Dreor, but too stupid to be a Fyren, surely. Perhaps one of the Agannor? No. He would’ve already possessed one of us.”


“Regardless, I would never,” said Fairhrim.


Xanthe rolled the rejection letter into a tube, which she tapped against her mouth. “If he really did have the money, though . . . ”


“He’s a walker of the Dusken Paths,” said Fairhrim.


Xanthe waved her hand towards Fairhrim in a dismissive gesture almost identical to the one Fairhrim had used with Osric.


Fairhrim blinked an incredulous blink. “Haelan Xanthe, surely you aren’t considering—”


Xanthe turned to Osric, who was delighted to finally exist again.


“Have you got all twenty million in gold?” asked Xanthe, enunciating with particular care, as though speaking with an imbecile.


Osric set aside his vexation in the face of this lifeline. “Yes.”


“Really?” said Xanthe. “Fuck me. I should switch Orders.”


She cackled. Fairhrim, who apparently found nothing funny, stared.


“You can have it in our vaults by Friday?” asked Xanthe.


“Yes,” said Osric again.


“Why did you come to Haelan Fairhrim, specifically?” asked Xanthe.


“I was told she specialises in the seith system.”


“That she does.”


“I’m told she’s a Phenomenon.”


“No one better.” Xanthe came to stand in front of Osric. The old Haelan was small, bowed about the shoulders, absurdly wrinkled in the face. She studied him with a kind of pity. “So it’s your seith that troubles you. Poor thing.”


The adjective startled Osric. It had never been applied to him before: he was not poor.


“I understand your desperation,” continued Xanthe. “Aurienne would be the specialist you need.”


“I don’t specialise in healing walkers of the Dusken Paths, however,” interjected Fairhrim.


“Is he one?” asked Xanthe. “We can’t say. We haven’t seen his hands.”


“Because he’s refused to show them to us,” said Fairhrim.


“Excellent.” Xanthe nodded. “Plausible deniability.”


Fairhrim sputtered. “With all respect—”


“We won’t have to keep fondling the pendulous balls of the granting agencies, this way,” said Xanthe.


“But—”


Xanthe tapped Fairhrim on the forehead with the rolled-up letter. “I had to wade hip-deep through dying children to get here, Aurienne. Don’t let’s be precious about twenty million in gold.”


“Healing one of his kind is against everything we stand for,” said Fairhrim.


“Oh, I agree. It’ll be difficult for you.”


“Difficult for her?” cut in Osric. “What about me? I’m the one who’s sick.”


Xanthe turned to Osric with something of her previous storminess. “Yes, her. She’ll be the one sullying herself. Now, if you’re serious, let’s discuss terms. You’ll deposit twenty million thrymsas in the Haelan vault by close of play Friday, in the form of an anonymous donation to the Pox fund. Once our bookkeepers have examined the gold for any jiggery-pokery, Aurienne will heal you to the best of her ability.”


“Haelan Xanthe, this is most irregular—” began Fairhrim, but Xanthe looked at her, and Fairhrim closed her mouth with a snap.


“My only stipulation is that no one must know,” said Osric.


Xanthe made an impatient gesture. “Obviously. We also have a vested interest in keeping this sort of unsavoury arrangement discreet.”


“Then we have a deal,” said Osric.


Fairhrim looked on in tight-lipped silence.


“Aurienne is more than capable of taking care of herself,” said Xanthe. “But I should tell you, if she comes to harm in the course of treating you, I will kill you myself.”


Osric wanted to laugh at this preposterous old lady. However, as Xanthe held his gaze, he felt something of her seith. It was as though a small, dry hand had given his gravestone a friendly pat.


He did not, to the best of his knowledge, have a gravestone.


“Understood,” said Osric.


“Only half as stupid as you look.” Xanthe tore up the rejection letter and scattered it on the floor among the onions. “Right. I await news of a substantial donation of unknown origins on Friday. In the meantime, I’ve got lives to save. I’ll leave you two to work out the details. Mind you be good.”


Osric wasn’t certain who that last instruction was directed towards – it couldn’t have been aimed at him, surely. He was never good.


Xanthe swept towards the door. Fairhrim sank into another of those hand-on-heart bows as she left.


Silence fell. Osric rearranged his cloak. Fairhrim regarded him with absolute disdain.


“Pleased to have this sorted,” said Osric.


“Get out,” said Fairhrim.


“Don’t be so angry. You’re doing it for the Poxies.”


“I’m doing it because Haelan Xanthe told me to,” said Fairhrim.


“I’ll send you my deofol with further instructions, for our first session.”


“I’m the Haelan. I’m the one who will be sending instructions.”


“Have you got suggestions for a neutral meeting place?” asked Osric. “I don’t want to come back here. Wardens are a pain in the arse to avoid.”


“I haven’t at the minute,” said Fairhrim. “You’ve just sprung the request upon me.”


“Well, I do. Watch for my deofol. Oh – speaking of – link with me.”


“Excuse me?” said Fairhrim.


It was a bit forward to ask to link tācn. It was something reserved for friends and family, so that their deofol – seith familiars – could travel from one tācn to another to deliver messages. Fairhrim, however, was looking at Osric as though he had suggested the most foul of depravities.


“We can sever the link as soon as you’ve healed me,” said Osric.


Fairhrim’s cold stare grew calculating. At length, she said, “Fine.”


Linking required tācn-to-tācn contact. Osric therefore removed his glove. Fairhrim’s jaw tightened as he confirmed her suspicions: it was his left glove that was coming off. Only those who walked the Dusken Paths had their tācn on their left palms.


Osric held up his hand, revealing the hellhound’s skull that adorned it – the tācn of the Fyren Order. Normally, the sight of this tācn struck terror. It was a harbinger of a very immediate, violent death.


Fairhrim offended Osric by being disgusted instead of afraid – as though, in lieu of his open palm, he had presented her with an open nappy, used, and asked her to touch it.


“You’re a shadow-walking coward-for-hire,” said Fairhrim.


“Yes.”


“Vile,” said Fairhrim.


She nevertheless reached her right hand towards Osric. They brushed their tācn together. The wing of the Haelan Order’s swan touched the fang of the Fyren Order’s hellhound. They pushed out their seith and learned one another’s signature. Fairhrim’s seith was cool, restrained, and felt like glass. Osric’s deofol would now be able to find her directly to bear his messages; her deofol would likewise be able to find him. (He wondered what form her deofol would take. Something prickly, he wagered. A scorpion, probably.)


They pulled their palms apart. Fairhrim held her hand away from herself, as one would after having touched something filthy.


There was a knock at the door. “Haelan Fairhrim?”


Osric slipped behind the door and gestured at Fairhrim to open it, with a whispered injunction to not do anything stupid.


Fairhrim opened the door. Through the crack at the hinges, Osric saw a black-clad cadaver of a man. There was a powerful whiff of formalin.


The man shook Fairhrim’s hand and said, “Hello. I’m the new undertaker. I’m here about the onions?”
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Upon his return to the family seat at Rosefell Hall, Osric was accosted by Mrs Parson.


“Well, sir?” she asked. “What news?”


“Good news, I think,” said Osric. “Some pettifogging, but I suppose that was to be expected. She’ll do it.”


“Bless her.”


“No. Don’t bless her. She is singularly disagreeable; I don’t like her at all. Also, there is a hiccough.”


“Oh?”


“We’ve got to deposit that twenty million in gold by the end of the week.”


“That won’t be a problem,” said Mrs Parson. “We’ve just received a heap of beautifully forged thrymsas from Beckenham.”


“They can’t be forged,” said Osric. “We’ll have to cough up real coin. The Haelan are already suspicious. I can’t risk delaying this – or having them withdraw from the agreement.”


Mrs Parson was wide-eyed. “But – you haven’t got twenty million in gold.”


“I know. You’ll have to sell the Triptych, and the Milkmaid. The de Beauveau, too. It hurts me to part with them, but it can’t be helped. Talk to Sacramore. I suppose we can’t sell the Eaters yet?”


“Far too hot. You just acquired it two months ago.”


“Right. Can’t exactly flog it down the pub, then. Sell whatever other bits and bobs we need to to reach the twenty million mark. It’s to be offered as an anonymous donation to the Haelan Order, directed to the Pox fund. Can I leave the arrangements to you?”


Mrs Parson nodded, but her eyes remained wide. “Twenty million. This is – this is a sizeable portion of your fortune.”


“We will, obviously, be stealing it back.”


Mrs Parson looked relieved. “Oh! Very good, sir.”










Chapter 2



Aurienne Wishes Death Upon Her New Patient
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Aurienne


It was hard, being perfect in an imperfect world, but Aurienne managed. If she had a flaw, it was that she was the Best, and she knew she was the Best. Some called it arrogance. She called it competence untainted by performative humility.


But if she was the Best – as brilliant as she was beautiful, a researcher unparalleled, a friend cherished, a daughter beloved, a lover sometimes (did anyone truly deserve her? Frankly, no) – why, pray, had she just been asked to care for the Worst? Tasked to heal a Fyren, of all of the foul things in the world?


The Fyren had had the gall to leave her his card. It was black, edged in gold, and proclaimed in an elegant script:


Osric Mordaunt.


Art. Acquisitions. Assassinations.


By appointment only.


The card was perfumed, which offended Aurienne more than the assassination appointments: Swanstone was a scent-free establishment.


She stepped out of her office and into the corridor, where she found poor Quincey in an unconscious heap under his desk. Once revived, Quincey remembered nothing of what had happened to him and decided that he must have fallen over. Aurienne healed his concussion and did not correct him.


It was tempting for Aurienne to conclude that Xanthe had lost the plot – that her mentor’s genius (and she was a genius – unrivalled in her field – peerless) had finally tilted into madness. However, as Aurienne tripped her way through halls heaped with victims of the Pox, she was forced to conclude that Xanthe wasn’t mad. Xanthe was an opportunist reacting to indifferent funding councils and apathetic monarchs. If the Fyren did come through with the gold – well, who was Aurienne to refuse?


A grey-robed apprentice sprinted past Aurienne and gasped, “Ward Fourteen – they’re asking for all available Haelan – can you come?”


He was gone before Aurienne could answer. Aurienne pivoted and made for Ward 14. Honestly, the Fyren was only the newest complication in a day already bursting with them. And Aurienne was good at dealing with complications. She was good at dealing with everything.


She joined her harried colleagues in the temporary Platt’s Pox ward. Breage – the Paediatrics matron, usually imperturbable – was wild-eyed and breathless. Aurienne was assigned to four beds and poured her seith into children at the brink of brain-death.


A dishevelled deofol materialised in the ward. It took the shape of an osprey, her feathers all askew. Aurienne recognised the deofol as Lorelei’s, the head of Paediatrics.


“Twenty new arrivals at the waystone,” said the deofol. “We’re drowning. Who can come?”


The six Haelan at work in the ward, each retrieved from their specialisations to lend their tācn here, looked up from their charges.


“Twenty?” gasped Aurienne.


“Stop bloody admitting them,” said Cath, the head of Trauma and Acute Care. “Someone throw something at the bird.”


“Kindly don’t harm the messenger,” said the deofol, pulling her wings in close.


“This isn’t a hospital,” said one of the Haelan from Haematology. “We simply haven’t the capacity.”


Élodie, pulled in from Virology, said, “The hospitals are full. There’s nowhere else for them to go.”


The deofol nodded. “Infected children are being rounded up and dumped at the Publish or Perish. The Wardens are helping load them up in carts to bring them in. You should see the waystone. Absolute nightmare.”


One of the Haelan from Biostatistics dragged a desperate hand across his face. “Gods. I shouldn’t be here. I should be running models on this disease. Working out transmission dynamics. Forecasting. Élodie should be in the lab, not here.”


“Keep healing,” snapped Cath, bustling past him to the next bed. “You can save thirty lives in the time it takes a physicker to save one.”


“The Heads will work out resource allocations when they’ve had a minute to breathe,” said Aurienne. “I can’t believe the virulence.”


“It makes no sense,” said Élodie, kneeling at the side of a listless, scab-ridden girl. “There were only a hundred cases a fortnight ago.”


Aurienne saw signs of her exhausted colleagues approaching their seith limits: their Costs were making themselves known. Élodie’s jaw was beginning to lock. Biostatistics was starting to bleed from the mouth. Haematology was hobbling as though hit by arthritis in both knees. Cath was lucky; her Cost was hair loss; it was why she kept her head shaved. As for Aurienne, her hands were chapping – a minor issue while she was fresh, but the more she used her seith, the more the wounds deepened, until they painfully exposed her metacarpals and phalanges.


“Where are the Heads?” asked a Haelan from Endocrinology, utterly out of her element among the children. “Where is our leadership?”


“Xanthe and Abercorn are at the waystone,” said the deofol, “draining their seith dry. Prendergast has gone to the King of the Danelaw to squeeze support out of him.”


Aurienne pressed her tācn to the forehead of an unconscious little boy. “I’ll go to the waystone. At the very least, I’ll be on hand for seith transfers.”


“Don’t drain yourself in the process,” called Cath.


“I won’t,” said Aurienne.


And she didn’t. No one controlled their seith like Aurienne Fairhrim.
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The next few days bled into each other as the Pox outbreak raged on. Every Haelan’s research was suspended. Platt’s Pox couldn’t be contracted by adults, but any apprentice Haelan young enough to be at risk was confined to Cygnet House. The waystone at the Publish or Perish continued its wretched deliveries; infected children were drawn up to Swanstone by the cartload.


There was no further news from the Fyren for the rest of the week. Aurienne cherished conflicting hopes. On the one hand, she wished that he would do as he had promised, and bestow a desperately needed windfall upon her Order to get the Pox under control. On the other, she hoped that he had gone and died.


At five o’clock on Friday, shouts of joy echoed through Swanstone’s halls. The handful of Haelan not on rounds gathered at Charity and Donations to find the usually staid Lambert dancing about with his secretary: the Haelan Order had just received an extraordinary anonymous donation in support of the Platt’s Pox inoculation.


Élodie, the lead researcher on the inoculation, was in a state of teary shock. She trembled in the arms of Cath, who peppered her with kisses, and then threw herself around Aurienne’s neck. The room was all delight and laughter. Aurienne managed a brittle smile as Élodie sobbed into her shoulder. The money was wonderful; its provenance was not. Speculations, diverse and fanciful, were made on the identity of the donor: one of the kings or queens of the Tīendoms? Some millionaire who had lost a child to the Pox? The gods themselves?


No one speculated that it might’ve come from a Fyren, of course. That would be too fantastical. The idea simply did not occur.


“We’re so lucky,” said Cath.


Élodie dashed away tears. “Frīa’s blessings on this donor.”


“A good and generous soul,” said Lambert.


“I should like to sh-shake their hand,” sniffed Élodie.


“I should like to kiss them on the mouth,” said Cath.


Aurienne said nothing, because, you know.


Haelan Xanthe made an appearance, partook in the general hugging, and, when no one was looking, gave Aurienne an apologetic pat on the shoulder. Aurienne left Charity and Donations bitterly resigned to healing a Fyren for a – rather worthwhile, it had to be said – bribe.


As she entered her office, her tācn tingled. A deofol was incoming and requesting permission to take form. She recognised the sly, smoky seith: it was the Fyren’s deofol.


Aurienne locked the door and held her tācn towards the floor. Something dark and sinuous materialised next to her. The Fyren’s deofol took the shape of a wolfish shadow, ill-defined save for a sharp double-line of white teeth.


“You’ve received the funds?” asked the deofol in a dusky hiss.


“Yes,” said Aurienne. “All seems to be in order.”


“Excellent.” The deofol’s disembodied grin floated upwards until it was at Aurienne’s eye level. “We’ve found a place to meet. Take a waystone to the Gogmagog.”


“What sort of place?” asked Aurienne.


“A meeting sort of place,” said the teeth, uselessly.


“Tell your master that I require an aseptic environment,” said Aurienne. “And it must be well ventilated.”


A golden eye appeared over the teeth. “I shall be sure to inform him of your preferences.”


“Specifications, not preferences,” said Aurienne.


A shrug rippled through the deofol. “Be at the Gogmagog at midnight.”


“Midnight?”


“The best time for mischief,” said the deofol.


“That’s far too late. I rise at four for my first rounds.”


“Have a nap, then.”


“A nap? You think I’ve got time for naps? We’re in the middle of a Pox outbreak, you impertinent—”


But Aurienne was speaking to nothing. The deofol had melted into shadow and disappeared.


Midnight came round. Aurienne, tired and irritated (she had not had the nap) packed her Haelan satchel. She descended snowy steps into Swanstone’s courtyard, from whence she made her way to the portcullis.


The Wardens were at their stations, a good head and shoulders taller than the guards. Their closed helmets shone under the moonlight; their wards shimmered across the snow at their feet.


The Haelan Order and the Warden Order had a longstanding, mutually beneficial agreement. The Wardens sent a complement of their best to Swanstone to protect the Haelan, and the Haelan sent a complement of their best to the Warden headquarters at Tintagel Castle to heal any Wardens in need. Aurienne’s next rotation at Tintagel’s infirmary would be coming up this autumn; she would have to see how to fit that into her many priorities.


She removed a glove and flashed the white glow of her tācn towards the Wardens.


“Late night, Haelan,” commented the tallest one as she drew the postern gate. Aurienne recognised her voice – this one was called Verity.


“Indeed,” said Aurienne. “Off for a drink. It’s been a long day.”


“Well deserved,” said Verity. “When shall we expect you back?”


“An hour or two, I should think.”


Verity inclined her helmet. “Take care of yourself.”


“Thank you.”


Aurienne passed through the gate with casual salutes from the other Wardens. Feeling like a liar and a criminal, she crossed the moat and went over the long bridge that connected Swanstone to the mainland. The fortress had originally been built on a peninsula, but the sea had long ago reclaimed the narrow isthmus. Fitful waves roiled far beneath Aurienne’s feet as she walked.


In the quaint village of Swanstone-on-Sea, Aurienne passed low sod and stone houses and arrived at the Publish or Perish. At this late hour, the pub’s waystone was, thankfully, devoid of travellers or new batches of sick children.


The usual etiquette when using a waystone was to have a drink at the connected pub – or, when one hadn’t the time, such as when skulking off to meet a Fyren, to leave payment upon the window sill. Aurienne, unfortunately in the latter category, left a coin upon the ledge.


She held her tācn to the ancient standing stone and pressed seith into the runes that spelled out the Gogmagog. She took a steadying breath as she did so: she hated waystone travel. It was discomposing in a literal sense. One’s molecules ought to stay together, not be splayed into a ley line. The alternative, however, was endless journeying by carriage, and so Aurienne braved the waystone graticule, even if every plunge into it turned her stomach.


The waystone glowed into life, flashed Mind the gap – Aurienne minded the gap very much – and whisked her into a ley line.


The particles that made up Aurienne reconvened at the waystone just outside the Gogmagog. She pressed one hand against the stone for balance and the other, with her tācn aglow with seith, to her forehead to stem her queasiness.


The Gogmagog was set among desolate, snow-capped hills. A lonely gas lamp was the only source of light. The pub’s windows were dark. Aurienne left a coin on the sill and peered about, given the high probability that a Fyren was lurking near by.


“You’re punctual,” came the voice of the Fyren. “Good.”


Yes: there he was. Lurking. That was what his sort did. Lurk and murder innocents for money.


Deeming his remark on punctuality too jejune to merit a response, Aurienne said nothing. She could only make out bits of him among the shadows: the tip of a boot, the snow-sodden bottom of a cloak, the edge of a black hood.


Unfortunately, he was chatty, and was determined to inflict his conversation upon her. “I’d thought you might be cheeky and bring a Warden,” he said.


“I’m sure they would’ve been enchanted to meet you, but no. I don’t typically double-cross those with whom I’ve made agreements.”


“Charming habit,” said Mordaunt. “You don’t look remotely nervous.”


“I’m never nervous,” said Aurienne. It wasn’t boastful; it was true. “Where are we going?”


“Up,” said Mordaunt, with a gesture towards the hill.


After over fifteen hours on her feet that day, Aurienne wasn’t over-keen on the walk. She let Mordaunt take the lead and break a path for her in the snow. Their steps grew ponderous as they climbed higher and the snow deepened. Their trails added long veins to the white hillside. After a few minutes of this exertion, their breath streamed behind them in plumes. The February wind grew lazy as they climbed; it opted to pass through them, rather than around.


Their objective seemed to be a half-collapsed structure at the top of the hill. It was a barn, Aurienne realised as they approached. A literal barn. Was this a joke?
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