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My Dearest Reader,

I am of the persuasion that authors should pen the books they wish to read. Well, my heart is smitten with Ireland and dark academia, and I’ve always had a borderline peculiar way of romanticizing the gothic and macabre. In that vein of obsession, Exorcism of Faeries was born.

In this, my twelfth book out in the world, I wrote, for the first time, without consideration for what that world might want or think. I wrote for escape, and let that be a spell that would come to fruition only through the reader. You see, that’s where the real magic of literature lies—within the one who picks it up and takes exactly what they need from it.

I hope you find what you need in Exorcism of Faeries, be it an escape, a brooding professor, a yearning romance, or the exorcism of the Fae because you, too, are tired of bat-winged pretty-boy fae.

This one is for the weird ones. May you know you always have a place here.

Happy Reading,

Jane





THE IRISH PLAGUE

Dublin Journal of Medicine
1990

The Irish Plague—the first case originated in Patient Zero in Dublin in the year 1987. To date, the Irish Health Protection Surveillance Centre (HPSC) has made great strides through their employment of various organisations working to eradicate the Irish Plague of Unknown Origin.





DIARY EXCERPT

5th November 1993

He always reads standing in front of the shelf, one hand shoved in his pocket until it’s time to flip the page. It’s the first thing I noticed about him, while I was supposed to be studying. Instead, I watched him move from shelf to shelf and book to book. I had no idea at the time that I would one day meet him and he would change everything.

We would change everything.

-Excerpt from the diary of Ariatne Morrow, found in the wreckage at Ground Zero





ATTA

September 1993

Moving a corpse in the rain is such fussy, slippery business.

Fat drops slipped into Atta’s eyes as she hauled along the cadaver by moonlight, rigour mortis making her efforts all the more difficult. She couldn’t see the mud sloshing up her tweed trousers and camel trench any more than she could make out the face of the dead man twice her size.

“These were new boots, you bastard,” she gritted out as she pushed him up against the back of her car and smashed her hip into his weight to hold him there.

She knew it wasn’t his fault. The dead don’t control the weather.

Attempting to keep him in place, she wrangled the keys from her pocket and jammed the correct one into the lock by feeling alone. Her fingers had gone quite numb, but she managed to get the boot of the old ‘77 Granada to spring open.

This was not her first experience with a corpse. No, that had occurred twenty-five years prior, at the tender age of three. Nor was this her first time slinking away with a corpse into the night. Though she usually had a gurney with which to move them. Tonight had been less than ideal. Nothing had gone to plan.

Though Atta was nothing if not clever.

The edges of her vision darkened, a familiar fog rolling in. She winced and the cadaver fell forward against her, his chest colliding with her shoulder and knocking her back a step. Grunting, Atta willed the sharp pain in her head to go away, its ghastly hallucinations with it.

For once, it blessedly did.

But the body slipped from her grip, thunking to the asphalt as Atta hissed a curse. Grateful as she was for the broken streetlights and ominous clouds obscuring the car park and, therefore, her dark deeds, she wouldn’t make it to Achilles House before dawn if things continued progressing at the rate they were. She should have waited for a clear night—or early morning, as it were—but this John Doe had been too good to pass up.

Atta bent over double, sloppily wrapping her arms around the fallen corpse’s middle, and heaved his torso up. Grunting and cursing in a way that would make her mam toss holy water at her, she dragged the dead man up against her chest, muscles screaming.

Maybe she should join a gym.

She almost dropped him again when she snorted at the absurdity of such a thought.

Alas, Atta managed to drag him along.

“Almost there,” she encouraged herself through the strain.

Something about the way his heels scraped against the asphalt as she tugged at him was making her nauseous. Viscera and bone beneath a scalpel or bone saw never made her bat an eye, but this was different. She shouldn’t have been able to hear the disturbing shush of it over the rain, but the deluge was finally slowing and the sound of skin on road felt too human.

No matter that there was nothing human about this man. Not anymore. His soul had gone off to wherever souls go, to haunt or to hallow.

Atta managed to get his shoulders into the boot of the car before he slipped again, and she bit back a cry of frustration. The rain slowed to hardly a drizzle and the full moon broke through the clouds with enough silken light for her to make out the crumpled, nude body, his chest hastily sewn shut.

Another Unidentified Deceased. One more for the pile of bodies in the overrun morgue.

Atta’d been the one to accept him, tag him, and run the preliminary procedures according to protocol. She’d planned to put him with the rest, to be picked up by the gravediggers coming in the morning to take them to the incinerator—as was expected of her. But, come closing time, everyone else had left, and Atta needed to know more about the inner workings of the John Doe. Her fingers had itched with the desperation to investigate.

Thus, she’d snuck him down to her hidden, makeshift laboratory beneath Gallaghers’ Morgue which she’d outfitted with discarded tools received from Achilles House as payment, and began her research with exhilaration in her veins.

With his chest cavity open, all had appeared as expected at first glance. Blood blackened by the Plague, organs failed from the infection.

That was when Atta saw it.

The blossom sprouting from his lungs.

Not a phantom or a trick of the lamplight. Not even a seedling-looking thing one could pass off as an abnormal growth of some sort. No, it was a macabre bloom of foreign flora that had taken root in the man’s lung, and flowered.

Rain sluiced down Atta’s face, dripping off her lashes. She tore her eyes from the sodden, sewn chest and told herself not to pull that flora from her pocket. Not right now. It was surely already soaked, and she never should have removed it from the body in the first place. Yet, it didn’t look anything like the thousands of botanicals she’d studied in her coursebooks or those in her grandfather’s journals that she grew up with her nose shoved in.

But what was done was done.

Refusing to look at him any longer, Atta heaved and pulled and pushed until she got the corpse shoved into the boot and shut the lid, hopping to press down on it with all her weight like an overfilled suitcase before it finally clicked closed. Huffing, she slid into the front seat, wondering just how sore she was going to be later.

It took three tries for the car to start.

At least the exertion meant she was no longer cold. Still, Atta flicked the heater to full blast in the hope it would dry out her boots some. It made a horrible hissing sound as if mocking her, and blew out only cold air. Atta slammed her fist down on the dash and the whole of the air system shut off.

“Fecker,” she muttered and threw the persnickety car’s gear in reverse.

The streets were still dark, but the flickering dash clock read 5:42 and the sky would begin to lighten all too soon. As she drove, Atta pictured the corpse wobbling and twitching in the boot of the car with every bump in the road, but she hadn’t a second to spare for thoughts of her blasphemy against the dead. She suppressed a laugh. That ship had long since sailed to the Americas.

Nearing her destination, Atta switched off her lights, pulling onto a short gravel drive concealed by a copse of black alder trees.

The first time she’d made this trip, she’d taken the toothleafed trees indigenous to Ireland as a sign of good fortune. As a sign that she’d made the right choice.

This morning, they looked like they were mocking her.

Atta bared her teeth right back at them and pulled her car around the back of Achilles House, with its imposing arches and ribbed vaults. Its rough, uneven stone and mullioned windows.

It was a beautiful building, she couldn’t deny that, even if it was unnerving. She slid out of the car, not bothering to close the door, and popped the boot. She’d parked in a way that offered a tidy view of the corpse, and she unwrapped the canvas sheet like she was presenting a gift.

Satisfied, Atta approached the Gothic doorcase that perfectly matched the one facing Merrion Square. Not that she or anyone else ever approached from anywhere other than the concealed back.

Atta banged the open-mawed gargoyle knocker on the thick, polished black wood of the Achilles House door. A long moment passed before she heard the scratchy swivel of a peephole cover sliding against woodgrain. It dropped quickly back into place, and the door creaked open, an increasingly familiar mask coming into view.

They all wore the same plague doctor masks at Achilles House, a clear sign they belonged to one of the secret societies at Trinity, but this anatomist’s was a variation of the classic leather beak and goggles. His mask was stitched in red instead of black. Though Atta had seen some stitched in white as well. It was a way of identifying a ranking system, she presumed.

Gilded as he was by the warm light of the House interior, the black blood on the anatomist’s leather apron looked thick as pitch. He said nothing, the gaslamps framing the door glinting in his round metal goggles as if he was blinking at Atta behind them. He upturned his chin to reveal a dark throat. “Yes?” His voice was muffled by his mask, but easy enough to make out.

“I’ve another cadaver for you.”

“I’ll send someone out.” This Red Stitch never minced words. None of them did. “Payment will be your usual rate.”

He made to close the door, but Atta reached out and pushed against it to find another Mask had joined them, hovering in the foyer. Atta couldn’t tell the colour of this one’s stitches, but it wasn’t red, black, or white. Curious.

“This Infected is different,” she rushed to say. “He showed signs of—” She realised she hadn’t the faintest idea how to explain it. “His lungs had a growth. One of botanical origin.”

The stoic demeanour of the man behind Red Stitch shifted. An unidentifiable thing in his shoulders—a bit like the first twitch of a spooked horse. His posture corrected, and Atta considered maybe she was just seeing things. He shooed away the Red Stitch and met her in the doorway.

Gold. His mask was stitched with shimmering gold.

“Now that is downright mad,” he said, his voice low and menacing, proper and lilting, screaming of old Irish money.

Willing herself not to lash out at the insinuation she’d heard too many times in her twenty-eight years, Atta took a breath before speaking. “I– Sir, I am not mad. I know what it is that I saw.”

Did she, though? She reached into her sodden coat pocket and felt the flora. It was real.

The pain began in her temple this time, a dull thing, growing sharp fangs, and she dropped the blossom to the recesses of her pocket again.

The Gold Stitch came out onto the steps, closing the door behind him and looking over Atta’s shoulder at the corpse in the boot of her car. “Why, pray tell, would you open a cadaver? We cannot provide payment for a desecrated corpse.”

Atta’s trepidation began to boil into something hotter, volatile. “I’ve done no such thing. I’m well-versed in postmortem arts and autopsy. It’s why I’m able to help you at all.” She stood straighter when he looked down his crooked beak mask at her. “I use the very instruments given to me from Achilles House, and I only mean to get to the bottom of the Plague, as you do.” She lifted her chin and added, “Doctor,” for good measure.

The Gold Stitch hissed. “What instruments given to you?” His words were thick as sludge and something writhed within them.

“I requested them. Instead of money,” Atta explained simply.

“Requested them of whom?”

Not that she knew any of their names or had seen any of their faces, but she knew it was a White Stitch and who knew how many of those there were? Regardless, Atta had no intention of snitching on anyone, but her silence was damning enough. She’d only ever dealt with the same man from tonight and a White Stitch gangly lad.

“I see,” the Gold Stitch said slowly when she never responded. “There will be no payment for this cadaver, and you will return all of the instruments in your possession immediately.”

Atta’s pulse beat quickly in the hollow of her throat, and she fought against the desire to growl the words as she spoke. “With respect, they are mine now. I provided you with corpses, and they were my payment.” It had mostly stopped raining, but she knew she still looked like a drowned rat and it wasn’t likely to help her case.

The Achilles House doctor took a step closer and Atta clenched her fists at her sides. He towered over her, but if she cowered, she would lose her only access to the tools she needed. It wasn’t like her mam was sending autopsy supplies in her care packages or that she could steal them from the morgue where she worked.

Unlike the surplus of unidentified bodies piling up at Gallaghers’ Morgue, tools would be quickly identified as missing.

“You will return them, or I will have them confiscated.” She had to look up to meet his gaze. “And we wouldn’t want the Provost of Trinity to discover what their upstanding student is doing, cutting open bodies illegally. Now would we?”

Atta ground her teeth together. How did he know she was a student? Or was it just a lucky guess? “Why would I care if you speak to the provost, hm?”

He leaned against the doorframe and the lazy mannerism made her hate him even more. “You have textbooks in the front seat of your car.” He nodded his mask toward where she’d stupidly left her door ajar, the overhead light illuminating the six textbooks she had stacked there. “You seem a bit old for secondary school. Undergrad, even.” His head tilted to one side, the movement birdlike and unsettling. “Graduate student, then.”

“Just take the body and give me my payment,” Atta snapped.

The Gold Stitch turned around and walked inside, slamming the door shut in her face.

Atta snarled at the gargoyle knocker and kicked the gravel, allowing herself a small tantrum. She was halfway to her car when a side door opened and a Black Stitch came out, lugging along a gurney. Unlike the metal and vinyl ones at Gallaghers’, the Achilles House mortuary cots were old, like they’d been stolen out of an abandoned insane asylum in 1893.

He loaded the body up as Atta watched, and Red Stitch came back out to give her payment. “The crotchety one changed his mind, did he?” The Red Stitch didn’t answer her, he merely turned on his heel and walked back inside. It was all over in the span of a couple of moments, and Atta was alone outside in the drizzly cold again.

An uneasy feeling slipped into her veins, thinking of how the gangly White Stitch lad might fare if they put it together that he was the one who usually came out to pay her.

It wasn’t her business.

Cold, tired, and annoyed, Atta returned to her car and she flipped open one of her textbooks, hiding the cash inside nestled next to a diagram of the external morphology and internal anatomy of a Hyacinthus Orientalis, or Midnight Hyacinth.

“Cash is useful,” she told herself as she drove toward campus. It was, of course, but autopsy instruments were necessary for her, too. Familiar friends. The tools she used to conduct her research.

It wasn’t as if she’d had her own when she moved from Galway back to Dublin—she’d always simply used the ones in her family’s mortuary, and when her father called in a favour and got her the job at Gallaghers’ Morgue, she’d begun using theirs.

A few days after moving back to Dublin and starting at Gallaghers’, Atta overheard a couple of transport guys talking about an arm of the hush-hush Plague Research epicentre referred to by the public as ‘the Society.’ According to the transport lads, they’d opened to find a cure and needed more specimens to conduct their research.

Atta saw an opportunity.

The first time the House door opened, and a masked man holding a sternal saw asked, ‘How much?’ for a corpse she’d pilfered from the pile of To Be Burned, Atta had taken that opportunity just a bit further, striking a deal.

Giving up her tools was going to be painful. She couldn’t very well allow herself to be expelled or thrown into prison. She would just have to cope. Save up her meager salary and purchase her own instruments. Stay after hours and borrow the morgue’s.

The goal had been to save up for her own place, to live off campus so she didn’t have to hope that Siobhan and Seamus Gallagher never ventured into the basement supply closet she used as a makeshift lab. That wouldn’t be easy to accomplish while handling her class load, but it was at least a minor possibility while making extra money thieving for Achilles House.

The semester had only been underway for two weeks and Atta was already behind in her studies. Maybe keeping Gold Stitch and his anatomists happy would help her in the long run.





SONDER

A splinter lodged itself beneath his skin as he slunk back from the window. Sonder lifted his plague doctor mask and yanked the damned sliver of wood out with his teeth. Tossing the mask onto the pile of papers atop his desk, he made for the dank corridor, sucking at the little red bead of blood that bloomed on the pad of his finger.

“Gibbs,” he said by way of greeting as he strode into his quiet corner of Achilles House. “Did you give someone medical tools as payment for cadavers?”

Bernard Fitzgibbon was kind, with big brown eyes and a mind for statistics and organisation, but he was a sheepish young man and had a habit of making a right bags out of just about everything. It drove Sonder out of his skull. He wanted to throttle sense into the lad.

“Ye’.” Gibbs risked a fearful glance at Sonder before returning his attention to his desk, his glasses slipping down his nose where he was hunched over an open ledger. “That pretty, macabre girl? She asked me for them instead of money, and I thought saving the House some cash would be a good thing,” he stammered.

Sonder looked over his shoulder out into the hall. There were always rats listening. Reporting back. Maybe if he spoke slowly, the lad would understand. “You know anything at the House must be disposed of properly.”

Gibbs finally looked away from his ledger, but he still didn’t look him in the eye. Sonder couldn’t fathom what in hell he did in those ledgers all day, but it benefited Achilles and its overlords while the rest of the anatomists stayed busy with their hands dirty, so he kept Gibbs around.

Sonder heard the back door finally bang shut and the girl’s tyres crunch down the gravel. He crossed the small room to Gibbs, hauling him up by the arm despite his half-hearted protests. “You need to get out of here.” Sonder pulled him along, the blood on his leather apron smudging Gibbs’s pristine white shirt. “If Walsh opens his mouth about what you did, retribution will be expected.”

“I’ll leave,” Gibbs whispered shakily. “Just please let go, you’re getting gore all over me!”

The lad followed him down the front stairs. “I left a perfectly good cadaver to save your sorry arse,” Sonder muttered over his shoulder, “so I think you can handle a smudge or two.” He made quick work of unlocking the front door and shoved it open onto empty Merrion Street. “Cross the park,” he instructed Gibbs, his tone as clipped as his patience. “It’ll get you out of sight faster. You were feeling ill and left early today. I haven’t seen you since midnight.”

Gibbs stepped out onto the footpath, and Sonder yanked him back, grabbing a white-stitched mask off the coat hook and slamming it into his chest. “Put this on, you eejit. It’s nearly dawn.”

Gibbs did as he was told and started for the park across the way but turned back, fiddling with his glasses underneath the mask to make it fit properly. “Why did you help me? I thought you hated everyone.”

Sonder debated telling him the truth of the pain he’d see if someone snitched, but he didn’t know Gibbs that well, and he really did make a mess of things. “I do.” He clapped him on the shoulder. “But I hate ledgers and don’t relish the idea of having to handle them if I sack you. Now fuck off.”

He hated that Gibbs had looked so grateful. Too grateful—like nobody’d ever been there for him before, and now he was going to think Sonder would be.

Gibbs managed to get his mask in the proper place and nodded once before bounding across the street and into Merrion Square Park with a gait that led Sonder to believe he’d never taken off at a run in his life. He could just make out Gibbs’s shadowed form as he flopped over a bed of tulips, and Sonder winced, turning to go back into the House.

“Doctor Murdoch,” came Dr Lynch’s voice just as Sonder closed the massive oak door. The doctor eyed him keenly, from his soiled apron up to his face and Sonder tried not to clench his jaw. “How is your autopsy going upstairs?”

The bastard investor hardly ever stopped by, and certainly not in the pre-dawn hours of the morning. He’d always hated Finneas Lynch, from the first moment they were shoved into Briseis House together in grad school just like their parents and grandparents before them.

Sonder slid his hands into his pockets. “My current corpse is rather ripe. Too ripe to be of much use.” Here, anyway.

The doctor’s moustache twitched, but he nodded. “Anything of note?”

Plenty. “Not a thing,” he lied smoothly. “This Infected appears exactly like the last dozen corpses I’ve studied.”

“Take heart, Murdoch!” Lynch said it so forcefully that Sonder found himself grinding his molars together despite his efforts. “You will find answers soon.” The heels of his shoes scuffed across the floorboards as he walked away, calling over his shoulder, “The Plague cannot win forever!”

No, not if Sonder Murdoch had anything to say about it. He wanted that fresh cadaver, though. The one that had the girl spooked. The one she’d, intriguingly enough, cut into herself.

“Doctor,” he called back, and the man paused, already halfway to whichever rat he was collecting information from this time. “Don’t distract my anatomists, hm? They’re busy.” And they didn’t need Agamemnon Society’s fucking lackey weasling around.

“Yes, yes.” Lynch waved a hand dismissively. “In and out, mate.”

Sonder flipped his middle finger at the bastard’s back.

Taking the steps two at a time, he reached the landing and rubbed his hands together like a bonafide mad scientist, a blasphemous grin plastered to his face. Standing over the flayed corpse on his examination table, he couldn’t help the staccato of his heartbeat. How could he react any other way when there were vines wrapped around the man’s spine? Vines. Clawing their way up toward his heart—one even reaching for it. As if it was almost, almost there before the man died.

“You’re coming home with me tonight, it would seem, my friend.”

Still, as he prepared his corpse for the trek to Murdoch Manor, he couldn’t help the niggling feeling at the back of his skull about the body the girl brought in. Cursing his curiosity and impatience to wait until after a solid night’s sleep, he left his corner of Achilles House behind and crept down to the chill chamber. It had been a good half hour since the girl dropped the cadaver off. Certainly, Walsh in Records would have catalogued the newest body by now, and probably already left for home, with any luck.

Sure enough, the body was in the closest chill drawer, front and centre. Sonder was surprised to see he’d not been cut into as haphazardly as he’d thought. The fresh autopsy incision certainly hadn’t been done with the precision of anyone in Achilles, but it wasn’t a complete hack job. The stitches, however, were bordering on archaic. A rushed endeavour.

Sonder moved around the body, taking mental notes of everything he could, pausing at the toe tag Walsh had written so recently that the ink was still damp.

JOHN DOE #452, SHOWS SIGNS OF STAGE 3 INFECTION

A low whistle built within Sonder until he let it out. Stage 3. That meant another Infected with signs of flora.

A smile crawled across his face so wicked that his mam would turn over in her grave.





ATTA

The dash clock blinked 7:06 and Atta swore, whipping her car into the farthest spot from her dorm. If she hurried, she’d have just enough time to shower, change, and make it to her 8:00 Biodiversity lecture. Provided Imogen or Colin wasn’t hogging the bathroom. Or one of the degenerates they dragged home. There were no sounds of running water coming from the bathroom when she passed by, so things were looking up.

Atta tossed her bag onto her bed and gently extracted the flora she’d plucked from the cadaver’s lung. Unwilling to repeat her earlier reaction to it, she left the blossom wrapped in wax paper and tucked it away in her desk drawer to inspect later. She grabbed her robe and rushed for the bathroom before one of her roommates could sneak in.

Rather than stripping down, Atta decided to hop in the shower fully clothed and let the hot water wash most of the mud and guck down the drain. It was a heavenly sort of hot burn after the drenching of cold rain. Summer hadn’t fully gone, but it was certainly well on its way out.

Atta wrapped the sopping clothes in a towel and shoved them under a cabinet to retrieve later when no one was home. She’d just returned to the shower and was washing her hair when the bathroom door opened wide, bringing with it the sounds of humming and snatching all the warmth from the steam.

“Christ sake,” Atta bit out. “I’m in the shower.”

“Just me,” Imogen’s voice sang.

Atta scrubbed shampoo into her long, chestnut locks, attempting to keep her irritation at bay. “You’re up early,” she commented rather stupidly. On principle, Imogen didn’t rise before 10 a.m. and probably hadn’t had a class before 11 a.m. since she was able to choose her own schedule.

“Up late.” Imogen’s words were a tad slurred. Probably had been since late last night.

“Ah.”

Atta could tell by the lack of sink and drawer commotion that Imogen was likely undressing. Or taking a piss. She sighed. Having roommates wasn’t her cup of tea. Granted, between undergrad and moving back home, she’d never lived alone before, but she didn’t need to experience it to know it was preferable to sharing a bathroom.

A cold burst of air made her squeal as the shower curtain was yanked back. “Imogen!”

“Can you see this?” She ignored Atta’s protests, pointing to a very visible lip-shaped spot on her neck that was mottled purple.

 “Clear as day.” Atta shut the shower curtain and huddled under the hot water, but not before she’d noticed what her roommate was wearing. “You really shouldn’t be going to parties, Imogen.”

“Blah, blah. There aren’t any restrictions against parties.”

Atta turned off the water and grabbed her towel, wrapping it around her body and stepping out onto the plush bath mat she purchased herself after one of Colin’s buddies puked on the old one. She often asked herself why her roommates were pursuing a postgraduate degree at all.

Colin, she surmised, was trying to get back into his father’s good graces—and bank account. Imogen, she wasn’t sure about. Scared of going out into the real world, maybe.

Atta had been outside the collegiate bubble for six years after undergrad and could confirm it was not all it was cracked up to be, Plague or not.

Imogen was studying the hickey in her reflection. “Could I borrow one of your frumpy turtlenecks to cover this?” She looked at Atta in the mirror, golden hair still perfect but her makeup clearly in disarray after a night of doing things Atta didn’t care to consider.

“My turtlenecks are not frumpy.”

“Em, okay,” Imogen snorted.

Atta let it go, pushing at the more serious matter Imogen had skated right past. “There may not be any rules against gatherings, but it’s still unwise to spend your time out at night with loads of people until we understand more about the Plague.”

“You’re such a buzzkill. They say that’s not even how it spreads.” Imogen rolled her eyes and began removing her shirt with enough difficulty that it was clear she was still sloshed.

She wasn’t wrong, though. The Health Protection Surveillance Centre had deployed several arms of their organisation, such as Achilles House, to study the Plague after the first patient succumbed to the strange disease. Many of those arms of the HPSC are quiet shadow organisations the general populace knows nothing about—it’s a wonder Atta even heard about Achilles House at all—but all findings are reported to HPSC. Though they have certain precautions advised in Dublin, they have made it clear the Plague does not pass to individuals as a communicable disease does.

In the last six years, that’s about all the HPSC has announced.

If they discovered the flora, she suspected that could all change very soon.

“Imogen,” Atta pressed, looking away from her roommate’s bare breasts in the mirror. “This Plague is only going to get worse. You can’t just keep putting all of us at risk. No, it doesn’t spread like a virus, but it’s too much of a risk to be swapping bodily fluids with people and coming home to drink out of the milk carton.” Atta loathed that Imogen did that, like a child.

She wrinkled her nose at Atta in the mirror. “How do you know it’s going to get worse?”

Atta thought of the foreign flora hidden away in her desk drawer, a melody singing in her blood, calling her to study it with her lenses. “Just stop going to parties all the time. You’re here to learn, anyway.”

Imogen groaned and turned around to face her, where she was dripping on the mat. “Were you more fun in undergrad? When you were young?” She made one of those idiotic faces reserved for D4 girls and girls drunk on Daddy’s money. Which was amusing because Imogen only pretended to be either one of those things. Sometimes both.

“Oh, look,” Atta droned, “you made it nearly twenty-four hours without referring to my elderly age.”

Imogen giggled, and Atta left before she had to watch her roommate undress any more than she already had.

At least she hadn’t been forced to share a room with anyone since her second year. Even still, she’d learned the hard way to take the extra second and spin the lock on the knob. The first night the three of them had spent in the suite, Colin came home from some Welcome Back party and walked in on Atta changing. She still wasn’t quite sure if he’d been that hammered, thought it was his room, or assumed he could fall back on either of those as an excuse if need be. Atta, in nothing but a bra and black stockings—ironically her current state of dress again—had kneed Colin in the groin and toppled him howling into the hall. The lock became her new best friend and Colin had just started speaking to her again a week ago. Not that he provided her with any titillating conversation she’d been missing out on.

Her insolent roommates were worth the headache in regards to the view living with them afforded her. Slipping on a brown and taupe plaid skirt, Atta fastened the tortoise buttons as she looked past the trees toward Front Square, with its Gothic stone buildings and proud bell tower. She remembered walking through the arch of Campanile ceremoniously upon her first graduation from Trinity in 1987, her father’s bright smile and the click and whir of her mother’s camera.

That was before her father’s accident. Before the Plague. Before they needed her back in Galway.

Atta shook her thoughts loose and dropped her attention from the view beyond down to the half-written essay on her desk and several crumpled attempts at a rewrite. She didn’t have to think about that until after classes and her shift at Gallaghers’. The essay wasn’t going well, but she’d compiled a lovely botanical journal in the process, and ran her fingers fondly over a purple blossom pressed flat and forever beautifully dead in wax paper, a scrawled description below it.

Bottom lip tucked between her teeth, Atta opened her desk drawer and pulled out the flora coated in black, diseased blood. Gingerly, she pulled back the top layer of wax paper irrevocably smudged and wondered if she had time to clean up the flower and press it. A quick glance at her antique desk clock pushed that idea away. Regretfully, she returned the flora to its hiding place for later.

Blowing a breath past her lips, Atta slipped on her softest black turtleneck, her favourite tweed blazer and comfiest pair of black Oxfords. She buckled the thin band of her watch, refusing to look at the time again because she knew it wasn’t enough. A quick run of a brush through her still-damp locks was going to have to suffice. It was still drizzling out, anyway.

Books shoved into her leather satchel, Atta snagged Imogen’s umbrella from the coat rack by the suite’s front door and rushed down the stairs of their building, waving hullo to one of the neighbours on her way out.





ATTA

Students milled about campus, walking to their various lectures and activities, still buzzing with the excitement of a new year at Trinity or the start of adult academic life at all. It was always easy to spot the Freshers. They spent the first term oscillating between pure joy, hugging their books to their chest with a skip in their step, and twitchy exhaustion, bookbags weighing down their shoulders, a wild-eyed caffeine buzz coating them like a dark aura.

A lone brown leaf crunched under Atta’s shoe and she smiled. The trees hadn’t yet changed, still hanging onto the last breath of summer, but the air was crisp and the drizzle had gone for the time being. She was one of those peculiar students who felt the thrill of academia every year, all year long. The last six years without hallowed academic halls and papers to write and books to study, she’d felt adrift. That didn’t mean she hadn’t still written papers, and conducted her own research, and read countless books, but it was different to be surrounded by a place, by a people group dedicated to the pursuit of knowledge, especially in a time such as theirs.

When Atta attended Trinity for undergrad, the Plague was but a distant scare. A sickness violently befalling a few select individuals here and there. Partway through the summer after her graduation, so many cases had popped up that the powers that be erected HPSC’s secret places of science, medicine, immunology, and research. Very little was known about this organisation and its advancements in dispelling the Plague had been minimal.

Atta was not one to accept when things were on a ‘need to know’ basis, so she’d spent a great deal of time in the fall of ‘87 researching the researchers. She wasn’t able to discover the name of the shadow organisation, only the fact that they knew very little about the origin of the Plague. What they had discovered was a peculiar spore had been found in Patient Zero during the initial autopsy prior to incineration.

A spore of unknown origin.

A spore that sent Atta into a six-year-long obsession.

She did not for one moment believe the spore was bacterial. Nor did she think for one moment that Achilles House didn’t already know that. They had to, or she’d made a grave error in taking that cadaver with the flowering lung to them.

Another student brushed past her, knocking into her shoulder without a backward glance. She was loitering in front of the lecture hall doorway after all, with only seconds left until class began.

The pain began at the base of her skull, pulsing up and forward, sliding down over her eyes in a ghastly hallucination. A young woman reclined in a cracked vinyl chair, like the kind in an old 50s-style kitchen. A small television, antennas erect, glowed with static snow. The walls were bare behind the girl, save for a slash of creeping vines. Something between Acanthus Spinosus and English Ivy. The hallucination wrinkled and shifted, and Atta saw the vines crawling down the girl, her hands limp at her sides, nailbeds bruised. No, the vines weren’t crawling along her—they were part of her, making up her spine, her head pulled off her neck and held aloft by the vines, her lifeless, glossy eyes open.

Atta gasped, and the images cleared, the sharp pain receding to her temples. It would be a nasty migraine, she expected. She should have gotten more sleep. Grabbed coffee. Stolen one of Imogen’s stimulant pills.

Shaking it off, Atta bustled in and slid into one of the last seats available in the back, the worn wooden desk and chair combination groaning as she did so. She always wondered just how many students had learned at these desks over the years. If the right information was sought out—the year these particular desks were brought in and how many students had taken the classes in this hall—she could arrive at an answer, but there were more important things to think about. Namely, the professor at the chalkboard addressing the small group of students and directing them to open their Biodiversity textbooks to Page 394.

Removing her notebooks, pens, and textbook from her satchel, Atta laid them out neatly as the professor began etching out the various parts of a vascular plant on the chalkboard. The diagram on Page 394 of the textbook had a similar sketch, though more refined and really quite beautiful. Beside the fern, the professor jotted down terms, his chalk tapping against the blackboard with each new letter stroke and kicking up enough chalk dust that a girl in the front row sneezed. When the professor turned back to face the rows of students, Atta began to scribble down what he’d written before he commanded they all do so.

Xylem

Phloem

Sporophyte

The rest of the class had their heads bent low over their notebooks, scribbling furiously as the professor droned on and on about the defining characteristics of vascular plants, their tissues and phases, but Atta merely listened, letting the lecture confirm what she’d already known since she was a little girl. Since her grandfather began teaching her the intricacies of botany when he wasn’t teaching her how to autopsy a body.

By the time class let out, Atta had already drawn her own sketch within the textbook and a two-page spread in her notebook just above the assignment: a 3,000-word essay on Vascular Phases due September 12th.

At least one of her classes was a breeze. Though Intro to Biodiversity was a beginner’s course, her undergrad studies had been vastly different. To pursue her Masters in Biodiversity, she was required to have the basic courses on her transcript, and Atta didn’t mind having a refresher that directly correlated with her personal projects. Not that she had much time for those.

Back out on the green, she checked her watch. Her next class wasn’t until 2:00, and she might have enough time to grab a bite to eat before heading to the library. She had two assignments due by week’s end and one of them was going quite poorly if her desk in the suite was to be used as evidence.

Though the Dining Hall was an 18th-century stone building one would expect to see Mr Darcy lurking in while Lizzie dances, only lunch was served there, and Atta arrived at the technical time for Second Breakfast and not quite Elevensies and certainly not Luncheon.

Electing to go into The Buttery, Atta filled a cafeteria-grade bowl with the crushed remnants of Banana Bubbles Cereal and poured in a bit of milk that was probably borderline expired. She sat down at the edge of one of the long tables, only a handful of other students milling about. Something smelled delicious next door and she wished she’d gone to the library then gone into the Dining Hall for lunch instead. After stirring her unwanted cereal for a minute, she decided to just discard it and check her letterbox. It was rare to find anything in there after the first week of classes, what with all the Welcome Back! news and flyers asking students to join various clubs, so she only checked it every couple of days. During undergrad, her mother sent care packages monthly and Atta was feeling a bit homesick, finding herself hoping her mam would continue that tradition through grad school.

Alas, there was only a flyer for a student play being put on in a couple of weeks and a red envelope. Curious, she ripped it open to find it was a summons to see her student advisor, Mrs O’Sullivan, as soon as possible.

Atta sighed, folding the flyer and note to stow them away in her satchel. So much for her much-needed study time in the library.

Mrs O’Sullivan’s office was a long walk across campus on the opposite side from the Botany building. The weather was shaping up beautifully, though, a crisp breeze teasing at her hair. Atta slipped on her headphones and clicked play on her Stowaway. The mix-tape of her own making made the walk even more pleasant, the notes of Chopin’s Nocturne Op. 27, No. 2 putting her mind in the perfect place to contemplate her private research. She would go to meet with her advisor and take notes in her 2:00 lecture until her hand hurt, then she could check on her cadaver beneath Gallaghers’ Morgue in between her shift duties.

Atta was almost at the student offices building when she first noticed the new signage.

BE VIGILANT. INFORM HPSC OF ANY
PLAGUE SYMPTOMS IMMEDIATELY,
BY PHONING THE HOTLINE.

Atta shook her head. It would help if they knew what those symptoms were before it was too late.

In the early days of the Plague, the whole of Dublin entered a dangerous Group Think somewhere along the treacherous lines of: It could never happen to me. And, in their defence, it hadn’t happened to most. But who it did happen to was usually unexpected and wholly unpredictable. The sickness did not breed in lower-income areas, it didn’t happen to those who were in close contact with the Infected, and it didn’t always happen to those in pre-existing poor health. It was an enigma. A curious, confounding disease that began with an unidentified spore in Patient Zero and spread how it saw fit, making the Infected first mildly ill, then quickly fading into organ failure and eventually death, their teeth coated in the black blood and bile they coughed up.

The spore.

The black blood.

Those were the things Atta zeroed in on.

“Morning!” Atta was greeted by a cheery woman behind the front desk as she entered the Admissions Office in House 5. “Where can I direct you?”

“Mrs O’Sullivan’s office, please.”

“Sure thing, love. Name?”

“Atta—” She caught herself. “Sorry, habit. Ariatne Morrow. Grad student, Botany.”

The bubbly brunette picked up the receiver of her phone while Atta turned to look out the windows, studying the students as they walked by down below, Campanile standing sentry and HPSC notices in their hands.

If Achilles House or someone could discover what all the Infected had in common, it would make things much clearer. Atta thought the notices from HPSC were most likely bogus, created to lull the general populace into thinking they were accomplishing something with their research. In turn, if that was the case, it meant they’d actually accomplished nothing.

The thought was depressing.

“Miss Morrow?”

Atta turned to face the desk clerk.

“Mrs O’Sullivan will see you. Third door on the right.”

She found it easily enough having been there before, and went in the open door, preparing herself mentally for the number of cat figurines crowding the small office.

“Hello there,” her kind, lovely and round advisor greeted her. “Have a seat Ariatne.” Mrs O’Sullivan smiled, gesturing to the only other chair in the cramped office.

“Oh, it’s Atta,” she corrected, avoiding eye contact with the creepy cats. Atta loved cats as much as the next reclusive, bookish girl, but she drew the line at figurines.

Dropping her bag to the floor, she took a seat on the upholstery that hadn’t been updated since at least the early 70’s. It was a horrid shade of pink, situated across from a porcelain cat statue posed mid-paw cleaning.

“No one calls me Ariatne except for my gran, and that’s only because I was named after her.”

 The advisor opened a file in front of her with Atta’s Christian name stamped on it in ink slightly smudged on the w of Morrow. “See now, I thought you were named after Agatha Christie’s heroine.”

“Ah, nope. That is spelled with a d, not a t. But if you ask my gran, she’ll tell you Ariadne Oliver was named after her.”

Mrs O’Sullivan chuckled. “Your gran sounds like a delight.”

“She is.” Atta fiddled with her thumbnail. “Em.” She cleared her throat and sat straighter. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure what I’m doing here.”

“At Trinity?” Mrs O’Sullivan’s brows met in the middle over her red cat-eye glasses. Atta was wildly out of fashion herself, but she was certain those glasses had been purchased in the same year as the chair she was sitting on.

“No, in your office.”

“Oh!” The advisor bopped and bobbled in her seat. “Right. Well, dear.” Fitting her fingers together, she set her hands on Atta’s file and looked at her with what had to be pity. “I’m afraid it isn’t good news.”

A thousand thoughts assaulted Atta. Her father had another accident. Her mother was dead. The Plague was shutting down Trinity—

“The majority of your funding was not approved.”

Atta uncrossed her legs and sat forward. “What?”

Mrs O’Sullivan lifted a hand placatingly. “Not all of it, but the larger portions we were hoping for were denied. The grants and scholarships.”

“I—I don’t understand.” Her voice was breathy, like a laugh, the hysterical kind that follows horrific news because the brain shuts down and leaves only mania. “I received near-perfect grades in undergrad.”

“Yes, Ariatne—”

“Atta,” she snapped. “Please.”

“Right, yes. Of course. Atta. Your grades were outstanding, but that was six years ago.”

“So?” Fuck, she was being rude. “Sorry.” She squirmed in her seat. “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand.”

The look she received was even more pitiful than before. “There are a lot of young people vying for that money, Atta. What have you been doing for the last six years? Your paperwork says you’ve been working in a morgue and that you have the same position here in Dublin.

“It—It’s the family business,” she stammered, feeling light-headed.

“Right, okay. But it has nothing to do with your undergrad degree or your master’s program.” She looked down at the file on her desk and back at Atta over her glasses. “It says here your undergrad degree was in Folklore with a Religion component?”

Atta’s mouth was too dry to speak, but she managed a small nod.

“That makes your pursuit of postgraduate studies in botany seem more recreational than vocational. Do you understand?”

Atta understood that she’d like to punch Mrs O’Sullivan in her ruddy throat.

“The point is, it doesn’t look good to the powers that be. You have been denied.”

“Is it hot in here?” Atta pulled at the collar of her turtleneck, looking around—for what, she wasn’t sure. A window to throw herself out of ?

Mrs O’Sullivan rose and poured a glass of water from a pitcher in the corner decorated with little black cats, sliding it across her desk to Atta. “We have a couple of options.”

“Oh?” Atta held the glass just to feel the coolness against her palms.

“You could always see about taking out a loan.”

A snort escaped before Atta could stop it, a dribble of the water sloshing out onto her tights and seeping through to her leg. “I don’t make enough money to qualify for something like that.”

 “What about your parents, then? Perhaps they could help out. They’re business owners, yes?”

Atta blinked at the well-meaning woman who clearly grew up without these types of problems. Without having to pray for ends to meet or wondering where the next meal might come from. “There isn’t a lot of money in caring for the dead.” She looked down into the water, watching the ripples keep time with the pulse in her hands. “You’re thinking of funeral homes.”—that rip off the bereaved for their own benefit. Thankfully, Atta kept that last part to herself.

“I see.” Mrs O’Sullivan’s pink lips pursed together in thought. “There is one more option.” Atta brightened and Mrs O’Sullivan held out her palms. “Classes have already been in session for a couple of weeks, so I don’t think it will be possible, but we can see.”

“Anything. I’ll do anything to stay here.” To stay in a place of knowledge and books and information. Where her inquisitive research can delve deeper.

Mrs O’Sullivan sighed. “We do have jobs on campus.”

“But I already have a job.” One she couldn’t give up. It would defeat the entire purpose of what she was after. Or, at least, cut off her access to what she needed.

“And does it make you enough to pay tuition?” Mrs O’Sullivan had lost her benevolent constitution.

“No. You’re right. Go on, please.”

“There are Teacher Assistant positions that offer a significant tuition discount in lieu of payment, as well as boarding and three hot, three cold meals a week available at The Dining Hall or The Buttery.”

Atta’s heart rate began to slow. She didn’t know how she could swing a full course load and two jobs, but she would figure it out. There was still hope.

“It won’t cover everything, but it’s a massive start.”

“Yes. Of course.” Atta scooted to the edge of her seat. “I’ll do it.”

“I don’t know that there are positions available, but you paid some upfront to be enrolled”—she checked her records for the amount Atta already knew, her entire savings—“and that covers you for a couple of weeks.” Mrs O’Sullivan looked at Atta solemnly. “Go to the rest of your classes today and I will see what I can do.”

Numbly, Atta left House 5 and walked back across campus in a daze. If she kept her job at the morgue and pilfered bodies for Achilles when she could, it might be enough to cover what the TA position couldn’t.

If Mrs O’Sullivan even managed to find her a TA job at all.
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