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Content Notes

The Exquisite Torment of Loving Your Enemy is the second book in the Dearly Beloathed duology, an enemies-to-lovers tale featuring an assassin and a healer. It contains elements which may not be suitable for all readers, including graphic violence, on-page deaths, swearing, sexual content, medical content including fictional diseases affecting adults and children, fictional diseases cured by magical means, and depictions of sick children in a hospital-like setting. Please read with care.
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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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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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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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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

Amagris

Ah-ma-greess

Agannor

AH-gan-or

Aurienne Fairhrim

OR-ee-en FEHR-rim

Cíele

TCHEE-el

Deofol

DAY-o-fol

Dreor

DREE-or

Fyren

FYE-ren

Haelan

HAY-lan

Ingenaut

ING-eh-not

Leyfarer

LAY-fair-er

Osric Mordaunt

OZ-rik MORE-dint

Ruain

REW-ain

Seith

Sayth

Tācn

TAH-kin

Tīendoms

TEE-en-doms

Xanthe

ZAN-thee




The Story Thus Far

When we first meet Osric Mordaunt, assassin extraordinaire and occasional dickhead, he is afflicted by seith rot, a disease which erodes his powers and will eventually kill him. The only one with the expertise to heal him is Aurienne Fairhrim, a researcher who specialises in seith. The complication: Osric is a member of the Fyren Order, a guild of ruthless killers-for-hire; Aurienne is a member of the Haelan Order, an order of scholar-healers. They detest each other.

Osric, desperate for a cure for his seith rot, bribes Aurienne to help him. She refuses, but her superior, Xanthe, commands her to do it, because the Haelan Order is also desperate: an illness called Platt’s Pox has re-emerged with extreme virulence, leaving thousands of children dead or brain-dead. Osric’s bribe will go a long way towards launching an immunisation programme.

A forced collaboration ensues between Osric and Aurienne. Osric learns that seith rot isn’t curable through any known means, but he convinces Aurienne to revive an old research project, with him as her experimental subject. They follow a fairy-tale-based healing protocol at the full moon. At first, Aurienne hates it, as it isn’t real science. However, moon by moon, they begin to see results: Osric’s seith rot slows. More disturbingly, every encounter brings them closer. Their bickering and hostility grow into unwilling attraction.

As the Pox epidemic rages on, Osric helps Aurienne investigate an attempted break-in at Swanstone, the headquarters of the Haelan Order. This leads them to Wellesley Keep, where they commit a mass murder (oops) but also discover a cellar full of mysterious bottles. Suspecting that these contain Platt’s Pox, Aurienne takes some for testing.

At the Fyren HQ, one of Osric’s Fyren colleagues, Brythe, mentions an upcoming job at Swanstone. Worried for Aurienne’s safety, Osric ambushes and kills Brythe. Osric, seriously injured in the fight, discovers that Aurienne wasn’t even at Swanstone. She was at her parents’ house in London. He joins her there, posing – much to her annoyance – as her paramour. While healing him, Aurienne learns of Osric’s heroism in protecting Swanstone from Brythe. Osric’s stay culminates in a dance, during which, because they are posing as lovers, they share a kiss. The kiss confuses them both – it feels too good and far too real.

Osric is summoned to the Fyren HQ by the Fyren leader, the formidable Tristane. He learns that, given Brythe’s mysterious disappearance, Tristane has decided to take care of the Swanstone job herself. Osric alerts Aurienne that Tristane is on the way to the Haelan headquarters. Aurienne is grateful for the warning. She confirms that the substance in the mysterious bottles was the Pox, which means that the plague was deliberately unleashed. As they talk, Aurienne realises that the infected children might be used to create an army of brain-dead monsters: Dreor, a nearly extinct Order of death knights.

Because Osric helped her so much, Aurienne has a change of heart. She had previously refused to go with him to the Færwundor, a Druidic enclave that is also a place of healing, because Osric is wanted under Druidic law (he murdered their leader for cash). However, after all he’s done for her and her Order, she agrees to sneak into the Færwundor with him at the next full moon. This time, she hopes to heal his seith rot, not just slow it.

Osric notices that she has softened towards him. He realises that they are not sitting in the moonlight as enemies, but rather as lover and beloved. He no longer owns his heart; it has passed into her keeping. But she is a Haelan and he, a Fyren. There can be no love between them. His final thoughts are on the impending pain of it – the folly of it – the beautiful impossibility of it all.




Chapter 1

Qui Dit Aimer Dit Souffrir
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Osric

Tall and stark stood the fortress of Swanstone. Its steep battlements, overtopped with moss and seaside centaury, tumbled towards the shore. Beyond the ramparts shivered an agitated sea. White waves crested like knife-cuts before collapsing into black water. The tide was rising.

Outside the tallest window of the tallest tower sat Osric Mordaunt. Bastard by birth, Fyren by profession, scoundrel by inclination.

Inside the tallest window of the tallest tower sat Aurienne Fairhrim. Respected Haelan, pre-eminent scholar and champion of moral good.

Once upon a time, Osric had regarded Fairhrim as purely functional, as a Means to an End whose sole merit was that she was the only one who could heal his disease. He had considered her haughty and cold, insufferably high-handed, and – most damning of all – pretty at best.

He had thought he hated her.

He had been wrong. He had been wrong about many things.

Fairhrim asked, “Is something the matter?”

Osric shook his head, but it was a lie. Something was the matter. He was falling for her. Thrilling. Sickening. He held the truth unspoken. He tasted it on his tongue.

The sun rose like a lover, languid and sublime, and ambered the sea. On the window sill between Osric and Fairhrim sat a row of glass cloches. The plants therein – specimens of medicinal plants and rare orchids – caught the dawn on petals of apricot and white. The shadows that protected Osric from detection by patrolling Wardens shrank.

Fairhrim – always the sensible one, Fairhrim – said, “Shouldn’t you be going?”

Osric said, “I ought to. I’ll send my deofol to you in a few days, to make arrangements for the Færwundor.”

“Thank you, again, for everything.” Fairhrim picked a bloom from one of the orchids. “Take this.”

He asked, “Why?”

She said, “You’re an appreciator of beautiful things.”

She gave him the flower. He contrived to brush his fingers against hers as he took it.

Home he floated.
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At Rosefell Hall, the Mordaunt family seat, Osric placed the orchid upon the mantelpiece among jewelled music boxes and a collection of Germanic daggers. Bereft of water and heated by the hearth, the flower lasted a few days before fading.

The timeline matched Osric’s feelings exactly. Fresh and vital to begin, by the third night, they had withered into shame. He studied the flower’s remains with a drink in one hand and a whetstone in the other.

A Fyren in love with a Haelan. Absurd. Farcical. Impossible.

He was a fool. He was a cretin. He was the author of his own misery. Gods save him.

Gods save him, please, he added as an afterthought.

The gods were unresponsive. Which was fair; Osric did little to please them as a general rule, and oft took their names in vain, frequently in conjunction with asides about their tits.

A Fyren in love with a Haelan. Lucky he hadn’t told her. What would she have done? Collapsed into shrieks of ungovernable laughter, probably. Or thrown herself out of the window.

Osric reached for the desiccated orchid. He caught sight of the tācn on his open palm as he did so – the red Hellhound skull that branded him a member of the Fyren Order. The skull grinned at him. Normally he wielded his tācn with pride; it had been earned through decades of sweat and blood, and gave him his power. Tonight, however, the fanged grin mocked him. It reminded him that, upon her palm, Fairhrim bore a white swan – the tācn of the Haelan Order – and that the two could never meet.

Osric was not used to dealing with impossibility. Prior to Aurienne Fairhrim, he hadn’t been confronted by impossibilities in life. Difficulties, yes, but they were always surmountable through the judicious application of money or of a blade at someone’s throat.

This problem was not so readily solved. The blade was intriguing, but Osric was not certain whose neck it would be best applied to, to rectify the issue. His? Hers?

The fire flickered sullenly in the hearth. He threw the orchid into it. So delicate were its petals that they ignited before touching the flames. They fluttered into the chimney’s updraught, unquiet embers amid black ash. Then they vanished, much like Osric’s will to live.

Days passed. Osric moped. He was generally depressed. He cast himself onto several divans in several tragic poses. He was meant to send his deofol to Fairhrim to organise their break-in of the Druidic enclave known as the Færwundor, but he didn’t, because everything was her fault, and he had no wish to contact her or see her ever again.

Mrs Parson, his steward, asked what was the matter, because he wasn’t eating, “Only moping and oozing about, sir.”

Osric instructed her, crossly, to let him suffer his Agonies in peace.

Mrs Parson, with annoying perceptiveness, asked whether it was about Haelan Fairhrim?

Osric said he wished he had never been born.

“I’m going to nip out to the shops,” said Mrs Parson. “Do you want anything?”

“To die and be devoured by worms.”

“Right,” said Mrs Parson. “Just the milk, then.”

Osric’s dogs whined and pushed wet noses into his hand. Rigor Mortis the Great Dane sat on him, which made it difficult to breathe, but Osric, unfortunately, did not die. He suffered his Agonies. Mrs Parson brought him soup. Mr Parson, the groundsman, poured him a stiff drink. Osric slumped off the sofa until his head was on the floor. Mrs Parson asked whether she should send for mourners. Osric said he wished to become one with the mud. He lay face-down upon the carpet and marinaded in self-pity. Fairhrim’s deofol prickled his tācn several times, but he ignored it. The critique cricket, an annoying insect whose raison d’être was directing rude remarks towards Osric, called him a wanker. He said nothing, because he could not deny it. The critique cricket, shocked, retreated into silence.

Thus passed the great Torment of Osric Mordaunt.
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Fairhrim might have been an outstanding healer, but Time was the greatest healer of all, and with the passage of days, the memory of Fairhrim’s touch and her barely there smile and her bright eyes faded, and the spell was lifted from Osric.

He emerged from his marinade. He deserved better than this, he told himself, when he caught sight of himself in the looking glass. His hair deserved better.

He showered. He made himself pretty. He ordered clothes that he did not need from his couturier. He plunged himself into his usual pursuits – thefts, assassinations, general hedonism.

He talked himself into sense. Love was meant to be beautiful. This was a kind of dying. Ergo, it was not love. It was the same fit of desire he fell into when he discovered a particularly lovely painting that he didn’t own. It was a Flight of Fancy. And it was normal: he always wanted, he always coveted. It was why he collected art and instruments and rare weapons. Fairhrim was precious to him because she was helping him and necessary to him – and was, admittedly, lovely, and he had never encountered this specific triumvirate of qualities before in his life, and leapt to the panicky conclusion that these feelings were love. They were not. He needed her to cure his seith rot. She was a rare, exceptional Haelan, and so he coveted her. He conceded that he was attracted to her. That was all this was.

As far as conclusions go, it was perfect. It sidestepped the impossibility altogether. He did not love her. He was relieved. He could go back to normal.

He took on extra jobs because whenever he was feeling poorly, a bit of murder sorted him out.

Having recovered his will to live, Osric joined his Fyren colleagues at their preferred pub, the Dog’s Bollocks in London. He was asked where he’d been and why he looked like he’d lost a stone or two of weight, and said something vague about a few days of conduct unbecoming of a gentleman.

“Twinkle your way over here, darling,” said Sacramore, making room at the table. With respect to Osric’s smoking jacket, he asked, “Real gold in the brocade?”

“Obviously,” said Osric.

Sacramore was the Fyren Order’s second-in-command and an outstanding fencer and fence. Also present were Leofric, general gobshite and Osric’s occasional partner in crime; Lirain, a copper-haired, green-eyed femme fatale, in the most literal sense of fatale; and Beaufort, the Fyren blaecsmith, also the possessor of a marvellous streak of white through otherwise black hair, of which Osric was jealous.

Osric plonked a bottle of Launceston’s Finest onto the table.

“Did you just nick that from the bar?” asked Beaufort.

“At those prices, the crime has already been committed,” said Osric.

“Hello, infants,” said a new voice.

Every Fyren at the table sat up straighter. Tristane had arrived. She carried herself magnificently, queenlike even in her dusty travelling cloak. Her green eyes surveyed the table. Her black hair fell in a perfect glossy triangle.

Tristane was a legendary shadow-walker, a killer unrivalled, and the Fyren warchief. Every Fyren present owed their substantial fortunes to her. She had pulled the Fyren Order from obscurity decades ago and built it into what it was now: a guild of the most highly paid assassins in the Tīendoms. She ran it with an iron fist.

Accompanying Tristane was Lady Windermere, a willowy, whip-wielding Fyren whose specialty was strangulation. She had a fevered look about her. Her cheeks were hollow, her eyes red and swollen. There were general questions posed round the table pertaining to her health, and whether she had made any headway in investigating Brythe’s disappearance. (Brythe was a fellow Fyren; he and Lady Windermere had been long-term lovers until Brythe vanished a few weeks ago.)

“We’ve found nothing,” said Lady Windermere, clutching her thin hands together. “Not a trace of Brythe. Not a whisper. No body.”

Osric joined the others in making sounds of sympathy. He was, incidentally, responsible for Brythe’s death. The man had accepted a job at Swanstone, and Osric, not knowing what the job entailed, and unwilling to risk Fairhrim’s life, had murdered him in cold blood.

Well, not exactly cold. Warmish. Osric had certainly been bothered by the possibility that Fairhrim might get hurt. He had also almost died in the process of killing Brythe.

There was desperation in Lady Windermere’s plea. “Can any of you remember anything about the last time you saw Brythe? Anything unusual at all?”

There were unhelpful, though kind, murmurs around the table: no, no one had noticed anything unusual.

Lady Windermere left with a heartbroken sigh.

“Poor little mite,” tutted Beaufort. “She’s taken it hard.”

“She can’t mourn but she can’t move forward,” said Sacramore.

“I think it’s unhealthy,” said Lirain. “Best to assume he’s dead, grieve, and move on.”

“Let her keep hoping,” said Sacramore. “If she gives up on hoping, the loss will kill her.”

“Brythe’s going to show up,” said Leofric, confidently, though not accurately. “Man’s probably off on a bender somewhere.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” said Osric.

“Maybe he’s run off to America,” suggested Beaufort. (America was a large country across the ocean, whose principal export was smooth jazz.)

Tristane shook her head. “No one’s deofol can reach him. He had no reason to unlink us all. We needn’t plumb the depths of eternity in a saucer. He’s dead.”

“And poor Windermere is pining herself sick,” said Beaufort. “This is too macabre.”

Sacramore, who was a romantic, sighed. “He was her Great Love.”

“One ought to avoid Great Loves for this reason,” said Lirain.

Osric nodded in vigorous agreement. Great Loves were more trouble than they were worth. He would never make such a mistake himself.

Tristane set up court in a corner of the pub, as she occasionally did to dispatch assignments to assembled Fyren. Osric joined her at the table when it was his turn.

As was her habit, Tristane had brought her own wine. She was French, and refused to drink what she called the “sublime horrors” that passed for wine in the Tīendoms. She poured a glass for Osric.

Osric, who fancied himself a connoisseur, picked up the bottle. “What are we drinking?”

“This is a Domaine de Brecé. You’ve never had any, so don’t pretend.”

Thus humbled – he hadn’t – Osric drank.

Tristane handed three envelopes to him.

“Three jobs?” asked Osric.

“Apparently, you’re poor,” said Tristane. “Stop spending your money stupidly.”

She was right, in that Osric was newly poor, but wrong, in that he hadn’t spent his fortune stupidly. He had secretly bribed the Haelan Order to help cure his seith rot. The privilege of Fairhrim’s expertise had cost him twenty million thrymsas, as well as the risk of falling in love with her.

But Tristane mustn’t know this. Osric pocketed the envelopes and said, “It’s hard to shop moderately: everything suits me.”

“You look like you haven’t been eating,” said Tristane. She pinched his chin between two fingers and turned it from left to right. Her black-painted nails dug into his skin. “I don’t like seeing this. Reminds me of the starving boy I found stealing teacakes for his maman.”

“I’m fine. Had a bit of a stomach bug.”

Tristane pushed her plate towards him: roast gosling and potatoes. “Eat.”

(Tristane could occasionally be tender and maternal with her favourites, of which Osric was one. It was terrifying, like being coddled by an affectionate dragon.)

Sacramore came over to discuss administrative matters. The landowner of the abandoned abattoir where the Fyren Order was presently headquartered had caught wind of the place’s new capacity and objected.

“What is our dear landlord’s name and address?” asked Tristane.

Sacramore provided them.

Tristane said, “I shall candy his balls.”

Osric wished to ask Tristane whether she had made any headway when it came to completing the job that Brythe had failed at Swanstone, but could find no natural opening to pose the question. It was too risky to ask out of the blue – and now Sacramore was listening, too. He would have to hope that Fairhrim implemented his recommendations, and that Tristane, when she eventually got to Swanstone, would be dissuaded from entering the fortress by the threat of the Wardens’ nasty wards.
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When Osric returned to Rosefell Hall, his tācn tingled with vicious annoyance. He had ignored Fairhrim’s deofol for days, now, and it was making its irritation known. It felt like it was pressing its canines to the inside of his tācn, insisting on being let through.

Osric, readier, now, to tackle Fairhrim and her missives head-on, raised his tācn and let the deofol materialise.

Fairhrim’s deofol was a white genet whose usual mode of greeting was insults. It did not diverge from the habit, particularly since Osric had raised its ire.

“Did you just bite me?” asked Osric.

The genet studied Osric, and, with a scathing look towards his ensemble, said, “The more pressing question is: why are you wearing upholstery?”

“It’s a smoking jacket,” said Osric.

“All the sartorial splendour of a futon,” said the genet. “You’ve been ignoring me.”

“I’ve been busy,” said Osric. Because he didn’t want the deofol to know he had been busy desperately moping, he added, “With murders.”

“You look sick.”

“I’m fine, but thank you for your concern.”

“It was an observation, not concern,” said the genet. “The full moon is approaching and Aurienne is anxious to schedule a planning session for your ill-conceived break-in of the Færwundor.”

“Can she come to Rosefell Hall on Tuesday night?” asked Osric.

“Rather short notice, isn’t it? But that’s typical of you. Short notice, short-sighted, short on brains.”

Osric whipped a throwing knife at the impudent deofol. It was only a creature of seith and the knife sailed harmlessly through it, but it made him feel better.

“Short-tempered, too,” sniffed the deofol. “I’ll see if she can make it on Tuesday.”

“I’ll send my deofol to confirm the time,” said Osric.

He expected the genet to disappear, but it continued to hover before him. Its tail twitched violently. “Breaking into the Færwundor still strikes me as a terrible idea. What if the Druids catch you?”

“It was your mistress’s idea,” said Osric. “Her precious data pointed her to the Færwundor as the best place for the next healing session.”

“That was before you disclosed that you’re wanted under Druidic law, and that you’re to be subjected to the Threefold Death if caught.”

The Threefold Death was a Druidic punishment. Death inflicted three times: impalement, stoning and drowning. Professionally, as an assassin, Osric admired the concept. This was commitment to the kill. Several layers of redundancies built in. Personally – well, it was unfortunate that he was on the Druids’ list to receive it, but he’d never let them catch him to dole it out.

“The Druids won’t even know we’re there,” said Osric. “I’m very good at what I do.”

The deofol remained unconvinced. “Aurienne will bring any materials she can find on the Færwundor. She asks you to do the same.”

“I will.”

“If anything happens to her, I will haunt you.”

“I would never let anything happen to her,” said Osric.

He meant this to sound casual, but an emphatic sincerity rang through the words.

It surprised the deofol as well as Osric. The genet twitched a superciliary whisker as it faded into the ether. “Strangely, I believe you.”

Osric felt ready to meet Fairhrim again. There was no peril here; there was no Great Love. Flights of Fancy were not dangerous. He could even flirt with her if he wanted. Perhaps he would flirt with her, just to prove it to himself.

Such was his colossal arrogance.




Chapter 2

Aurienne Is Troubled
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Aurienne

Regret was unfamiliar to Aurienne Fairhrim. One did not become the Haelan Order’s top researcher by making regret-inducing decisions. She was as prudent as she was clever, her decisions were strategic, her choices well well-reflected upon, her actions informed by the best parts of integrity and intelligence.

Until fate had placed Osric Mordaunt in her path, and flung her organised life into chaos.

Aurienne’s regret began to roil after Mordaunt, with the orchid cradled against his heart, left her window. It reached a crescendo with the rise of the sun as daylight cast its frank clarity over the night’s events. Aurienne wondered, with increasing alarm, What She Was Doing, giving flowers to assassins perched upon her window sill.

The orchid – and the romance of Mordaunt’s night-time visit, and the softness of their whispered conversation, and the sweetness of the hours passed together – was part of a larger, unwanted, blurring of lines. The blurring put Aurienne in a cold sweat. She was a Haelan and Mordaunt was a Fyren and these were comfortable absolutes – good and bad, right and wrong, and never the twain shall meet. Between them must always stand the bulwark of hate.

But her feelings towards Mordaunt were seeping past hate and bleeding into something else. Appreciation pulled towards admiration. Admiration flowed into affection. The absolutes were unsteady. Her hate was losing its purity.

Aurienne recalled, with appalling vividness, their kiss during the dance. They had said it was for show and then kissed like they meant it. The memory, tinged, now, with regret, was bitter-sweet, and bitter had the larger share.

And now she was sending him off with flowers and soft words in the moonlight?

She wasn’t in control.

She regretted the kiss; she regretted the flower; she regretted everything.

Aurienne skittered, panicky, into justifications. The kiss had been factitious. The flower had been a spontaneous marker of gratitude, offered to Mordaunt because he had discovered the Pox in storage in Lord Wellesley’s cellar, and also helped Aurienne work out, possibly, why the plague had been orchestrated in the first place. Mordaunt had also informed her that the terrifying head of his Order, Tristane, had Swanstone within her sights. The man had done Aurienne and her Order several good turns. For her part, Aurienne had managed to slow down – barely – the degeneration of his seith system, and removed one (1) seith embolism. (She had also healed a lethal stab wound, but given that it had been incurred by Mordaunt in her protection, she didn’t feel it counted.)

So, Aurienne told herself as she dressed, Mordaunt deserved the flower. There was relief in the conclusion.

It was time for her morning rounds. She put the finishing touches to her ensemble, buttoning her Haelan whites up to her neck and twisting her hair into a bun. She pushed a silver curette through it to pin the last unruly strands into place.

She was in control again.
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Normally, Aurienne’s priorities were her patients in Swanstone’s Centre for Seith Research, closely followed by the goings-on in her lab. However, in light of Mordaunt’s visit, she foisted these duties upon unsuspecting colleagues who made the mistake of making eye contact with her while not actively saving someone’s life, and dashed to her office.

There she scrawled the following request, as comprehensive as she could make it, given her ignorance of the subject matter:


Any works on the Dreor Order including: creation of; history; ideals; recruitment; expansion; allies; ranks; secrets; systems; locations; conventions (rituals; ceremonies; initiations; other rites); decline; and any connected materials, please and thank you.



She called for Quincey, her assistant. The small, owlish man popped his head into her office. “Yes, Haelan Fairhrim?”

Aurienne handed him her scrawl. Quincey took it with confidence: he was one of the few who could decipher her handwriting.

“Send a copy of this request to every academic and research library in the Tīendoms,” said Aurienne. “Ask them to be discreet about the enquiry.”

“Of course.” Quincey took Aurienne’s bit of paper and blinked. His confidence in his ability to decipher her handwriting was shaken by the note’s contents. “The – the Dreor Order?”

“Correct,” said Aurienne. “It’s a matter of urgency as well as secrecy. Let me know as soon as you begin to receive materials.”

“Yes, Haelan Fairhrim.”

Quincey bowed his way out and went to clatter feverishly at his writing ball.

Aurienne swept out of her office in search of Xanthe to inform her of the night’s events. Xanthe, an outstanding Haelan specialising in limb and organ regeneration, was one of the three Heads of the Haelan Order. She was also Aurienne’s mentor and confidante. (Occasionally she put the “mentor” in “tormentor”, such as when she ordered Aurienne to take on Osric Mordaunt’s case.)

At Ward 5 (Regeneration), Aurienne enquired after Xanthe’s whereabouts and was directed to the toilet.

A tentative knock upon the door revealed Xanthe flushing out her mouth and gargling hlutoform: a patient had ripped out their IV. Xanthe said that it was One Thing to be sprayed in the eye, but to be sprayed in the mouth was Quite Another – sentiments that Aurienne found impossible to refute.

“It’s always the ones on an anticoagulant,” said Xanthe. “Blood on the ceiling. Blood in the light fixtures. At least the potted plants are thoroughly hydrated . . .”

Cleansed of her patient’s redecorating efforts, Xanthe turned to Aurienne with a face equal parts wet and grim. “What is it?”

“Two disturbing updates,” said Aurienne. “I had a late-night visit from Onion Boy. And I got the results back from Élodie’s lab for those bottles he found in Wellesley Keep.”

“What news from Onion Boy?” asked Xanthe, in a voice muffled by a towel. (Onion Boy was the unfortunate codename Mordaunt had been saddled with, after his first encounter with Xanthe.)

“Item one,” said Aurienne. “Onion Boy has indicated that the head of his Order accepted a job at Swanstone. Someone – or several someones – is in danger here.”

“What? The head of the Fyren Order? Tristane?”

“Yes.”

Xanthe paused her drying, then resumed it with ferocity. “Has Tristane lost the plot? That’s a direct violation of the Peace Accords. We don’t touch other Orders. How dare she?”

“Onion Boy doesn’t know who or what the target is. It’s the same job Brythe had taken on, which failed due to Onion Boy’s – er – intervention.”

“Did Onion Boy say who’s paying Tristane?”

“He didn’t know. Only that whoever it was is also responsible for blocking the funding for Pox immunisation research throughout the Tīendoms. And they’re still alive – so it isn’t Lord Wellesley. I think we need to inform Élodie, in confidence. She and her lab are the most likely targets, since they’re working on the immunisation.”

“I agree. Tell her, and when she asks for your source, say I’ve instructed that the informant’s identity is not to be disclosed.”

Aurienne nodded. “Onion Boy has also given me advice on how to keep ourselves safe from Tristane. We’ll have to involve the Wardens.”

“Jot down what he told you,” said Xanthe. “I’ll manage the Wardens. If Tristane Épervier sets foot in Swanstone, she’d better hope it’s them who catch her, because if I do, I’m blowing up her liver.” Xanthe seethed for a moment, then asked, “What did Onion Boy ask for payment for all of this information? I suppose we’d better prepare a small fortune?”

A logical query which left Aurienne entirely wrong-footed. “He – he didn’t, actually.”

Xanthe was rarely shocked by anything, but her sparse eyebrows disappeared into her hairline. “He told you for free?”

“Yes.”

“The Fyren gave you intel? Pertaining to his own Order? For nothing? Gratis?”

“Erm – yes,” said Aurienne. “He said it’s because I’m at Swanstone and he wishes to keep me alive. It’s pragmatism, not generosity.”

The look Xanthe gave Aurienne advised her that she was thoroughly unconvinced.

“Second item,” continued Aurienne. “Bioterrorism.”

“You have my attention.”

“As you know, I sent the bottles Onion Boy discovered in Wellesley’s cellar for testing. Got the results back last night. It was as we suspected – the Pox in transport media.”

Xanthe’s jaw clenched. Her wrinkles ran deep.

“This is massive, Aurienne.”

“It is.”

“But why?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it? Why bring back a virus that last affected the population a century ago? Why deliberately spread the Pox and produce heaps of dead or brain-dead kids? Who would be so profoundly cruel?”

“You’d better have an answer for me, after this preamble,” said Xanthe.

“I’ve got a hypothesis,” said Aurienne. “It centres on the brain-dead. The Dreor Order.”

“The Dreor Order,” repeated Xanthe slowly.

“We now know that the Pox was deliberately loosed. We know someone poured vast resources into it, and subsequently even more into blocking inoculation development across the Tīendoms. We know the Dreor Order has been in decline for decades. I only know the usual tales about them – that they’re mad, that they’re the walking dead. The last Platt’s Pox outbreak occurred a hundred years ago, in Lichfield – that’s where the Dreor HQ is. I haven’t yet been able to connect these dots with facts. I’ve just reached out to libraries to pull out all available material on the Dreor Order. I may be entirely wrong.”

Xanthe stood round-shouldered, her face drawn by heavy fatigue. “You may also be right. Aurienne, this is ugly.”

“I know.”

“I’m going to need to tell the other Heads.”

“All right, but don’t give them our informant’s name. And emphasise that this is purely speculative. I’m doing some research on the Dreor. When I’ve got something more concrete, we can present the hypothesis to them. At this point, this is nothing more than conjecture on my part.”

Xanthe massaged her temples. “There’s a logic to it. The Dreor Order is almost extinct; they need to repopulate. Does the Pox create an ideal Dreor candidate? I wouldn’t have thought their Order had the funds, or the connections, or the brains, for a plan of this magnitude.” Her shrewd eyes narrowed. “If you’re right, any surviving children are at risk. They’d be the prize.”

“We need to keep them safe,” said Aurienne. “We’ve got beds full of survivors here, but there are others all over the Tīendoms.”

“The Hedgewitch Order has just advised us that the Pox is rampaging through their newlings, too.”

“We should bring them into Swanstone. Every child we can.”

“I fear we’re heading into dark days, Aurienne.”

“Haelan Xanthe?” came a voice from outside the toilet.

Xanthe opened the door. A Haelan apprentice in a grey tunic was looking for her. “I’m sorry to disturb you. Have either of you seen Lambert?”

Lambert was Swanstone’s head of Charity and Donations. Xanthe answered in the negative, as did Aurienne.

The apprentice sighed. “His wife is at reception. She says he hasn’t been home in days.”
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Aurienne did not think about Osric Mordaunt because she was In Control. However, she couldn’t help but note that he was being singularly uncommunicative since their rooftop tête-à-tête. She couldn’t remember her tācn going this long without being touched by his seith: he was regularly victim of some crisis or other and never hesitated to make use of their link.

His silence wouldn’t bother her, normally, only they had a plan to break into the Færwundor at the next full moon, for which they had done very little actual planning. As Mordaunt’s silence continued, Aurienne sent her deofol to ask to meet. Her deofol, Cíele, was ignored by Mordaunt over the course of several days.

Today, at long last, he returned with an answer. “I finally got through to the Fyren.”

“Was something the matter with him?” asked Aurienne.

“He said he was busy with murders,” said Cíele. “I think he’s been ill. He’s hollow about the cheeks and eyes.”

“He ought to tell me if he’s been ill,” said Aurienne.

“He suggests Tuesday, for the planning session for the Færwundor.”

Aurienne pulled out her diary. “I’m doing a demo on the Fulhame Chemiluminator that evening. What time?”

“He’s to send his deofol to confirm,” said Cíele.

“Right. Thank you for going to him, darling. I know you don’t like it.”

“Unfortunately unavoidable,” said Cíele, fading away in a dissatisfied puff of white fur.
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Days whizzed by, filled with lab work (end-to-side seith fibre repair; seith hydrodissection; congenital irregularities in seith systems: surgical considerations of), shifts in the Platt’s Pox ward, mildly enraging budget meetings, and Quincey and the Administrative Faff.

By Tuesday afternoon, Aurienne had still heard nothing from Mordaunt about their meeting that night.

She paced in her office. Quincey brought her tea and a few more instances of administrative faffery.

She locked the door, preparing to summon Cíele again.

A high-pitched meow interrupted her. It was her cat.

Her cat? Not really. The cat who lived in her quarters. Or whose quarters Aurienne lived in. The black cat’s name was Acts of Warranted Brutality, and she had been given to Aurienne by Mordaunt during their infiltration of Wellesley Keep.

Acts of Warranted Brutality demanded the milky remains of Aurienne’s tea.

Aurienne poured tea onto her saucer and nudged it across the desk. “Only a little, all right? Caffeine isn’t good for you.”

The cat flattened her ears when Aurienne dared look at her. She loathed everyone, including Aurienne.

Acts of Warranted Brutality did continue to earn her name, however – she was a wicked hunter who left Aurienne daily gifts of dead spiders and rats murdered by diverse and creative means – and thus maintained her place in Aurienne’s good graces. She also provided a superb source of material for Aurienne’s collection of skulls. Aurienne didn’t mind the cat’s prickliness as long as it came with competence. (In this way, Acts of Warranted Brutality reminded her strangely of herself.)

The cat lapped at the tea with her yellow eyes fixed on Aurienne, in case Aurienne tried to do anything obscene, such as stroke her.

Then, just to make sure Aurienne knew her place, the cat volleyed the saucer off the table. It landed with a thump on the carpet.

“Brat,” said Aurienne as the cat darted away.

She was far more beloved by her deofol, Cíele, who she summoned presently. The albino genet materialised, curled into a fuzzy white doughnut.

“Poor thing,” said Aurienne. “I didn’t mean to wake you. It’s Tuesday, and I’ve had no news from Mordaunt regarding our planning session tonight. Will you go to him again?”

Cíele made a sound of lugubrious assent. “With any luck, it’ll be the last time.”

“Why?”

“The Druids’ Threefold Death.” Cíele stretched, flipped over, and suggested, elastically: “I thought perhaps you could see to it that he gets caught.”

“Cíele,” tutted Aurienne.

“I know you won’t.” Cíele sighed. “You’ve already had one chance to let the Fyren die, and you didn’t take it.”

“You really think I should’ve?”

Cíele grew serious. He gathered his paws below him and pressed his chin gravely into his chest. “No. Not after what he did for you. I was – unfortunately – joking.”

“This is messy, isn’t it?” said Aurienne.

“Yes.”

“I abhor mess.”

“It won’t last much longer,” said Cíele. “It’s a temporary arrangement.”

He was right. Aurienne’s deal with Mordaunt was temporary. The problem was that the end point – healing Mordaunt’s seith deterioration – was, as far as Aurienne knew, scientifically impossible. The arrangement could go on for months or, Frīa forbid, years. They’d know a bit more after the healing session at the Færwundor.

A sly, inky seith prickled at Aurienne’s tācn.

“Speaking of devils,” she said to Cíele, “Mordaunt’s deofol is asking to come through.”

“Brilliant. Spares me the journey. Let it through; I’ve never met the foul creature.”

Cíele, his tail twitching with splenetic anticipation, perched himself upon Aurienne’s shoulder as she pointed her tācn towards the floor.

Mordaunt’s deofol took her usual form: black miasma in the shape of a wolf. Few had the control over seith required to render a deofol in the kind of detail Aurienne did with Cíele. Aurienne wasn’t a snob about it, but Cíele was, and he scoffed at the developing haze.

Only the wolf’s maw revealed itself with any sort of precision. A set of very large, very sharp teeth grinned at Aurienne and Cíele.

“Greetings, Haelan Fairhrim,” said the teeth, suspended at Aurienne’s eye-level.

Cíele sniffed the air and said, “Smells like wet dog.”

The teeth disappeared and reappeared, closer than before. “Ah. The Hellrat.”

Cíele moved to Aurienne’s other shoulder, further from the wolf. “I’m a genet.”

“You’re dinner,” said the wolf.

“Am I meant to feel threatened by a few floating incisors?” asked Cíele.

Aurienne interrupted further deofol grandstanding by asking the wolf, “What news from your master?”

“You’re to meet him at nine o’clock, at Rosefell Hall.” An amused ripple passed through the wolf. “I look forward to hearing how it goes.”

Aurienne bristled, as did Cíele, who asked, “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” said the wolf. “Oh – and he asks you to wear black.”

“Why?” asked Aurienne.

“How should I know?” asked the wolf. “I’m only a few floating incisors.”

The wolf vanished. Her teeth faded last, grinning in Cíele’s direction for a long time after the rest of her had gone.

“Hardly even a deofol,” sniffed Cíele, though the fur along his back stood on end. “A lump of seith debris.”

“Why must I wear black?” asked Aurienne. “Have I even got black things?”

“Perhaps he wants you to be camouflaged. When is the break-in happening?”

“At the full moon, three days hence.”

“Summon me if things go wrong during. I can call the Wardens if you’re in need of muscle.”

“I certainly hope it doesn’t come to that,” said Aurienne. “The Druids are our allies. They don’t deserve to be drawn and quartered.”

“If the Druids confine their Threefold Death attempts to Mordaunt, they’ll be fine,” said Cíele. He pressed his cheek to Aurienne’s in farewell – it felt like the kiss of a breeze – and faded in a shimmer of white.

That evening, having led the Chemiluminator demonstration only mildly distracted by what was to come, Aurienne returned to her quarters to change into something black. She searched with increasing desperation through a wardrobe consisting chiefly of Haelan whites, discovering, eventually, dark wool trousers and a black roll-neck. She donned her blackest boots and a cape of navy and twisted her hair into a meticulous plait, pinned to her crown. A pair of black, two-button gloves gave the ensemble a final whiff of criminality.

Aurienne pulled her cloak around herself to cover her unusual attire and descended the spiral stair that led out of the north tower.

The Wardens on duty saluted her as she strode through Swanstone’s courtyards on her way to the portcullis. Their plate armour and closed-face helmets made it difficult to identify who was who. Aurienne had grown to recognise them through their body language or their brief words of greeting: Verity, the leader and the friendliest, which wasn’t saying much; Haven, brash; Solace, quiet; Ataraxia, always up on the ramparts; Tenet, the taciturn ward specialist.

Aurienne very much hoped that she wouldn’t need rescue by any of them when she eventually broke into the Færwundor. Each of the Wardens bore an enormous spear, but far deadlier were their wards, which trapped any who came within range, and, with the twitch of a gauntleted finger, dismembered them. No Druid deserved such a fate. As for Mordaunt, unless he did some extremely speedy shadow-walking, he’d be reduced to a slurry. If the Druids and the Wardens got hold of him, he could be the first person to experience a Fourfold Death.

Engrossed in these morbid thoughts, Aurienne approached Verity and Haven at the portcullis. Their glowing wards flickered restlessly across flagstones. When they reached a wall, the wards tilted and shimmered upwards, and danced over carved swans.

“Good evening,” said Aurienne, flashing her tācn at them.

Haven, nearest the postern gate, pulled it open. “Off to the waystone, Haelan?”

“Yes,” said Aurienne. “I should be back by tomorrow morning.”

“One of us will walk with you,” said Haven. “New protocol.”

“That’s fine,” said Aurienne, who was very aware of the new protocol – and its provenance.

Verity, however, was not, and took the opportunity, as they crossed the bridge to the mainland, to query Aurienne about it in her clipped sentences. “The Heads of your Order have learned of an imminent threat. They’ve refused to give my Order details, other than that Swanstone is a target. Do you know what that’s about?”

“I haven’t any idea,” said Aurienne. “I’ve only just heard of the new protocol, too.”

There was annoyance in Verity’s bearing, obvious even under her armour. “We’re under oath to protect the place; we’re being told it’s in danger, but not being told what the threat is. Tenet’s been stationed here for the next fortnight.”

“She’s the Warden doing the enhanced wards on the windows and things? I’ve seen her at work.”

“Yes. She doesn’t know what we’re up against, either.”

What they were up against was Tristane, the Fyren Order’s warchief, but Aurienne couldn’t say so – it would raise rather awkward questions, such as how Aurienne knew such highly confidential operational intelligence pertaining to an enemy Order. Osric Mordaunt had shared the information with Aurienne, who had shared it with Xanthe, who had given a redacted version to the other Heads of the Haelan Order, who had filtered an even more redacted version to the leader of the Warden Order.

And so, poor frustrated Verity was reduced to Haelan babysitting, clanging along beside Aurienne.

“Perhaps it’s something political,” ventured Aurienne, as it would be normal to indulge in some light speculation, if one didn’t know the truth.

“Our Orders are above the political,” said Verity. “But if it is, we should know about it.”

“Is it only Swanstone that’s of interest, or have you also been warned about the Warden HQ?”

“Only Swanstone,” said Verity. “I don’t believe anyone would be stupid enough to attack Tintagel Castle.”

“I hope it’s only a temporary threat,” said Aurienne. “But I’m not worried, anyway – we’re in the best possible hands with your Order here.”

Verity accepted this with a nod; as far as she was concerned, it wasn’t a compliment, but a fact.

Mordaunt had given Aurienne advice regarding where to ward to dissuade Tristane from entering Swanstone, including the bridge to the mainland. Aurienne had passed the suggestion on and was pleased to see that it had been done.

They neared the village of Swanstone-on-Sea, where the pub and its attached waystone were. Verity slid open the palm of her right gauntlet and pointed her tācn – the horned head of an auroch – at the ground. Her wards spread around both her feet and Aurienne’s. Passers-by gave them both a wide berth.

Aurienne had always been intrigued by wards. As a Haelan, she was trained to control seith in specific contexts, almost all internal, requiring the physical touch of her tācn. The Wardens were able to manipulate their seith in this external way and control it from a distance. The closest Aurienne came to such a thing was the seith markers she had put in Mordaunt, which would sit inert indefinitely until she chose to deploy that seith. But it was, again, an internal application of seith – meanwhile, the Wardens could cover entire buildings with theirs.

The Orders jealously guarded their secrets, however, and Aurienne’s occasional queries on the hows of warding were responded to with brief generalities by Verity and the other Wardens. For their part, the Wardens were equally fascinated by how the Haelan used their seith. During her rotations at the infirmary of Tintagel Castle, Aurienne was subject to wide eyes and disbelieving shakes of the head when she sealed up wounds.

Aurienne and Verity came to the Publish or Perish, the village pub. Aurienne was pleased to see Tenet at the waystone, at work on an elaborate ward at its base.

“I’m ravenous,” said Aurienne. “I’m going to pop into the pub for a pie and chips first. Thank you for accompanying me tonight.”

Verity gave no answer but a dry salute.

Aurienne entered the Publish or Perish, was greeted by the merry throng therein, and bought dinner. Then, under Tenet’s eye at the waystone, she pressed her tācn to the runes for the Higgledy-Piggledy, the pub nearest her parents’ house. Mind the gap, flashed the waystone.

Aurienne was pulled into the waystone graticule and whizzed through ley lines from Swanstone-on-Sea to London, at which point, no longer under Warden supervision, she touched the runes for her real destination: Rosefell Hall.




Chapter 3

Fate’s Continued Interference in Matters it Does Not Understand
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Aurienne

When Aurienne materialised at Rosefell Hall, she clung to the waystone to wait for her stomach to turn right-way up. Waystone travel always made her woozy; successive dips into the graticule made her nauseous. The stars spun too quickly overhead. The gravel drive ribboned queasily away.

A piece of darkness detached itself from the waystone. It said, “Hiya.”

Aurienne did not pierce Mordaunt’s eardrums with a scream, but he would have deserved it if she had.

He was dressed in his deepest hood and blackest cowl. Only his pale eyes were visible among the shadows, along with a few artistically placed strands of hair, silver-white in the dark.

He pulled down his cowl to uncover a scar-crossed grin. Aurienne had not foreseen the tingle of gladness that possessed her at the sight. As though she had missed it. As though it mattered to her. She quelled the feeling.

Mordaunt swept towards her in an elegant bow. “My saviour has returned. You’ll no doubt find it impertinent of me to tell you what a delight it is to see you again.”

“I wouldn’t if I thought you were sincere,” said Aurienne. “Spare me your theatrical ardours.”

The smile gave way to a laugh. Mordaunt had cast off the softness of their rooftop talk. He was himself again: debonair, arrogant, mocking. There was, however, a new thinness to his face. Cíele was right – he looked like he’d been ill.

“Have you been sick?” asked Aurienne.

“Why?”

“Your face.”

“How dare you?”

“Answer me.”

“I’m fine,” said Mordaunt. “Quite over it, actually.”

“What happened?”

“Stomach bug. Don’t start quizzing me about diarrhoea. It’s not manners.”

“You should tell me when you’re not well,” said Aurienne. “I’m your Haelan.”

“You’re my Haelan,” repeated Mordaunt. He passed a hand along his jaw. His smile lingered but his eyes were unamused.

Then, as one seeking distraction, Mordaunt gave Aurienne’s outfit a look of assessment – this she did find impertinent – and asked, “What look were you going for? Lonely Adventuress? Exploratrix?”

Aurienne gave his ensemble an identical look of assessment, and asked, “And you? Widow in mourning? The remains of the deceased?”

And then they were at each other again, irresistibly, a pin to a magnet.

Mordaunt, vexed, called her a Paroxysm.

She informed him, on general grounds, that he was an Adhesion.

He called her a Vortex.

“Fiasco,” said Aurienne.

“Crisis,” said Mordaunt.

“Sybarite.”

“Malapert.”

“Furuncle.”

“Niminy-piminy.”

“That’s not a noun.”

“Neither are you.”

It was a fruitful exchange. It reminded Aurienne that Mordaunt was the most constitutionally irritating man she could possibly have been cursed with healing.

They glared at one another; aggravation simmered and spat between them; Mordaunt said, “I’ve so missed the pleasures of your company.”

He led Aurienne into crumbling, rambling Rosefell Hall through the kitchens, where he shed his cloak and cowl to reveal a wildly unnecessary – though splendidly cut – silver suit.

Aurienne was greeted by his motley pack of dogs. Rigor Mortis (Great Dane), Arson (retriever), Perjury and Forgery (Border collies), Outraging Public Decency (bulldog; prolific farter), High Treason (borzoi) and Crème Brûlée (whippet) all limped to her and collapsed around her feet. Tails flumped at the floor in greeting.

Diverse Felonies, an arthritic terrier who usually objected to Aurienne’s presence through vigorous, voiceless barks, greeted her with cheerful belligerence. Crème Brûlée, the timid one-eyed whippet, permitted himself to be stroked. Arson liberally coated her black clothes with cream fur. High Treason, possessor of a long empty vessel instead of a head, leaned into her from behind and buckled her knees.

Mordaunt snapped out an instruction to sit, which his pensioners ignored as they smeared wet noses all over her.

Aurienne was also greeted by Mrs Parson, Mordaunt’s steward – a sturdy, sensible woman, out of place in the household of a Fyren – and Mr Parson, the groundskeeper, kindly and shy.

Mordaunt opened the door of the house’s sole usable sitting room. Perjury and Forgery herded Aurienne in.

The sitting room was in its usual state: it was a room of rococo exuberance in which an art gallery and an antique shop had fought. The antique shop had won; both had left debris upon every surface.

Aurienne cleared away the bric-a-brac on the coffee table – crystal bottles shaped like anemones, a terracotta horse – and replaced it with Grette’s pies from the Publish or Perish.

“Did you buy me dinner?” asked Mordaunt.

“Yes.”

“Romantic.”

“Economic.”

“What?”

“They were on offer, two for one,” said Aurienne. “Steak and ale or chicken and mushroom?”

Mordaunt chose the steak. They ate. Mordaunt said his pie was lovely and tender, unlike Aurienne. She said her crust was superbly flaky, just like him.

Aurienne extracted materials from her satchel. She laid a map of Glastonbury Tor – the outcrop upon which the Druids had built their stronghold of the Færwundor – on the table.

“We were meant to pool our information on the Færwundor tonight,” she said. “I brought what I could find. What have you got?”

“I’ve got a plan.”

“Show me.”

Mordaunt fished about in his pocket and pulled out a bit of paper, which he gave to Aurienne. It said:

Plan:

Make a plan.

Aurienne delved deep into the font of her patience.

“Your plan is to come up with a plan?” she asked.

“Bit shit, isn’t it?”

“It’s well shit,” said Aurienne. “You are riding my last nerve.”

“My favourite place to be,” said Mordaunt.

“But at least you’ve been inside the Færwundor. That’s something.”

“Er – I haven’t, actually.”

“You haven’t? But you killed the Druids’ Seer.”

“I killed him at a restaurant,” said Mordaunt. “In London.”

“A restaurant?” repeated Aurienne.

“It was his birthday party.”

“You killed a man at his own birthday party?”

“Obviously: I knew he’d be there. What?”

Aurienne and Mordaunt stared at one another in mutual incomprehension. The gap between their principles yawned wide.

“So many of the things you do frankly erode my faith in our species,” said Aurienne.

“I’m not convinced we are the same species,” said Mordaunt.

“Immoralist.”

“Valkyrie.”

Aurienne pressed fingertips to the bridge of her nose. “Right. Excellent. Perfect. So we’re going into the Færwundor blind.”

“Not that blind,” said Mordaunt, pointing to the table. “You’ve got a map.”

“Exterior only. We’ve got a few Druid contacts at Swanstone – they’re a major source of plantings for our medicinal gardens – but I daren’t ask for too much information about their headquarters. All this map confirms is Glastonbury Tor’s position over three ley lines.”

Widdershins was a professor who claimed to have translated the inscriptions on the Monafyll Stone, an ancient obelisk depicting a healing pilgrimage following full moons. Aurienne and Mordaunt had harassed the man in his own home to obtain his translations, which described, in the vaguest and most unhelpful terms possible, some sort of healing pilgrimage to be followed at the full moon. Aurienne was using Widdershins’ notes to guide her interpretation of her data – it being understood that by “data” she meant a quantity of ill-sourced, poor quality, unverified anecdotes describing miraculous healings at the full moon.

This was the sum total of the research project upon which Mordaunt’s healing was predicated: maps with scribbles on them, fabricated translations and anecdata. Ludicrous.

Ludicrous, and yet.

Frankly, the most ludicrous part of it all was that, following this poorly conceived “treatment”, Aurienne had arrested Mordaunt’s seith degeneration.
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