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      Autumn ushered in the busiest months Hannah could ever remember, even though the social season had officially ended. Over a period of weeks, Hannah and Wycliff journeyed repeatedly to the Duat and searched for the trapped ka of the Afflicted. Word spread among the ton and at odd times (normally dusk or dawn) a quiet knock on the door would herald the arrival of a woman seeking a cure to the rot nibbling at her limbs. Hannah even received a gilt-edged invitation from a duchess, asking her to call upon them with her basket of coloured glass. That visit resulted in a daughter being restored to full life, and a heavy sapphire was added to Hannah’s hoard of the gemstones left behind when a soul was returned.

      Through a process of trial and error, Hannah discovered that she needed a connection with an Afflicted in order to identify the missing spark of a soul now contained in the glass. They would chat of inconsequential things much like any normal social visit, as Hannah sorted through the shards, seeking the one that resonated with her visitor’s voice. A lump would form in her throat when a woman perched forward on the sofa with hands clasped and bright expectation on her face, only to meet with crushing disappointment.

      “I’m sorry, it is not among these.” Hannah’s voice always caught on the words as she delivered the sad news.

      One woman, the wife of an earl, became angry at being told her spark did not dwell within the basket.

      “I shall take another. That red one is pretty and matches my gown. Give it to me at once,” she demanded, and gestured with a gloved hand.

      Hannah tucked the basket closer to her body and glanced at her husband. “I cannot. It does not work like that. I will not place another woman’s soul in your body.”

      Her incensed ladyship rose to her feet. “Do you know who I am? I demand you cure me of this dreadful curse.”

      Wycliff pushed off from the window, where he had been a silent observer. “Do you know whom you are dealing with?” he asked in a quiet tone. His features shimmered as the hellhound dropped over him, and the large hound of Anubis sat in the middle of the parlour. The creature bared its long fangs and smoky, red-tipped fur drifted to a disturbance in the air.

      The countess gasped and clutched the necklace at her throat, though whether to defend her jugular or the jewellery wasn’t entirely clear. Behind the thin mask concealing her rotting features, wide eyes stared at Hannah. “What is that thing?”

      “That is the creature who enables me to hunt down and return the missing souls taken from the Afflicted. I am sure our next foray to the afterlife will reveal the shard needed to stop the decay spreading through your limbs.” Hannah kept a serious expression on her face. She suspected Wycliff relished the rumours that sprouted about him, and he secretly enjoyed shocking people when they glimpsed the hound. For a man who had once buried his secret deep, he now shared it freely.

      Gossip had erupted in London that the viscount was a creature from Hell, and if society had been afraid of him before, it was nothing to how they felt now. Although it must be said that many people weren’t that surprised by the news, given his reputation. For the common people, it somewhat allayed their fears knowing that Black Shuck stalked London solely to find foul souls and drag them back to where they belonged, not to feed on any of their number out after nightfall.

      Having made his point that they would not be intimidated or threatened, Wycliff shrugged off his underworld persona and walked to Hannah’s side. He took the basket from her and held it close to his chest.

      “Now that I have made your acquaintance, it will be easier for me to find your missing spark. I am sure your next visit here will bring good news. Is a delay of a few days so terrible to bear, when it will result in immortality?” Hannah murmured as she stood next to her husband.

      Hearing a person’s voice and being in their presence would help guide Hannah’s search on her next trip to the underworld. Rarely had she failed to find their spark after meeting with someone, and their second encounter was more joyous. A week later, even the rude countess was reunited with the missing piece of her soul. Not too surprisingly, she declined to have her heart weighed in the scales of Ma’at and chose to remain as one of the undead.

      Life transformed in many ways for the unusual family in Westbourne Green. Joy flowed through Hannah that her body had thrown off the curse, and she could now dare to dream of what the future might hold for her and Wycliff. Her mother created an uproar by claiming a spot on the mage council, as England’s only shadow mage. Not to mention the very public walk she had taken through London to the palace for a tête-à-tête with Queen Charlotte. The newspapers were filled with tales of the cured Afflicted, and the fear that had once roared through the streets crept back into the shadows.

      Even Unwin and Alder took the decline in their clientele with good grace, although Wycliff muttered they had probably already spotted a new market in the range of services they offered to Unnaturals. As more creatures stepped into the light, they had particular needs that required the discreet help of Unwin and Alder.

      Lord Tomlin retreated from London to a remote estate near the Scottish border. He claimed he wished to immerse himself in scholarly pursuits. Seraphina chuckled, certain that his fear fuelled his desperate search for a way to escape death itself.

      Hannah’s mother and husband conspired to find a way to navigate the dark path. One night, Wycliff’s hellhound walked through all of Tomlin’s protective wards and appeared at the foot of his bed. The hound reminded the mage that the jaws of Ammit, Devourer of the Dead, awaited him.

      However, a shred of charity for the mage remained inside Hannah, for his magic flowed through Timmy’s veins and gave the lad his gift. There was a chance, however remote, that Lord Tomlin would use his time to make amends for his past actions.

      Hannah’s past actions paid dividends in her new life. Wycliff had engaged a solicitor to visit jewellers around London and farther afield in Europe, as they sought the best price for the gems that were their payment for services given to Anubis and Anput. The couple didn’t want to ignite rumours by selling off the lot openly, but over a period of three months, enough jewels were sold to generate a life-changing sum.

      In trying to decide how best to apply their newfound wealth, Hannah found a mentor in Lady Loburn. Her mother’s best friend dispensed practical advice as they marshalled their resources in a plan of action. Seraphina and Hannah called on her to finalise several details before they all departed for their country homes to hunker down for the winter.

      Lady Loburn embraced her friend. “I never tire of seeing your face. How I have missed you.”

      “Or more likely, missed our mischief,” Seraphina murmured.

      “That, too. I am so looking forward to next season. We shall be the gossiping matrons as our daughters make their mark.” Kitty bent her head close to Seraphina’s as the women plotted.

      Hannah rang for tea and laid out her notes on the table. Once the older women had caught up, Lady Loburn joined Hannah to review her progress. She wrote notes in the margin of a list and other items were struck through with a bold hand. “Excellent, Hannah, not a single pointless trapping on your list. It sounds as though you have a housekeeper to handle the day-to-day running of the household, and the handful of staff you have engaged so far will be enough to get by for now. Most of your house is still closed up, and I imagine it will only be yourself and Wycliff in residence throughout the year.”

      “Mrs Rossett is exceptionally capable, although getting on somewhat in years.” The housekeeper had beamed at seeing Mireworth revived and had rubbed her hands at the prospect of more staff.

      “Look for a sensible maid with potential, who can be trained up for the position one day,” Lady Loburn said.

      “Sensible ones seem light on the ground.” Hannah pondered how Mary had come to work for their family. She would never have been engaged if sensible had been a criteria, but Hannah wouldn’t trade her for any maid to be found in London.

      “What about a butler?” Every grand home possessed an equally grand butler to cast a critical eye over its guests.

      Lady Loburn scoffed. “There’s no point in engaging a butler yet. Knowing you and Wycliff, I doubt you will entertain much. Besides, a butler is a critical position in a household and you must find the right one. Take your time to ensure a good fit. If you don’t get along, he could make your life miserable.”

      “Or we will make him miserable. Not everyone is open-minded enough to accept Frank and Barnes.” Hannah had determined that having the disembodied hand scuttle past while conducting interviews was a sure way to narrow down the number of candidates. Some maids fainted outright, others screamed. The few who stared with wide-eyed curiosity were hired on the spot.

      “A married couple might provide a solution, if you can find a pair to take on both tasks.” Lady Loburn moved on from the subject of staff to that of restoring and refurbishing Mireworth.

      Lizzie was undertaking a similar task, although on a much grander scale, as she wrestled Harden’s Mayfair mansion into shape and stamped her mark on its walls and floors. The two young women had spent many an hour discussing soft furnishings and the best colour combination to bring a room to life. Then, there were other, more intimate topics about their marriages they discussed in breathless whispers when completely alone.

      The duke and duchess had already retired to Harden’s country estate in Kent, and Hannah missed her friend terribly. Her mother had given each of them a small ensorcelled notebook with a pencil that cleverly hid down the spine, and an attached chain to make the book harder to lose. Now the friends always had a way to communicate close at hand. In the evening’s quiet, they could catch up through short, chatty messages to one another that spanned the physical distance.

      A few weeks later, the combined Miles and Wycliff family was almost ready to depart for Dorset.

      “How many souls have you released now?” Seraphina asked over breakfast one morning. Hannah’s mother sipped a cup of tea, relishing the taste after two years of dining only on pickled cauliflower.

      “One hundred and thirty-two. I have twenty-seven crystals collected that do not belong to anyone who has yet crossed my path.” Of those who had had their ka restored, less than fifty had availed themselves of the opportunity to have their heart weighed in Ma’at’s balance. Hannah understood their reticence. She had thought that her own organ would tip the scales and couldn’t look until Wycliff had murmured her worth against her ear. “We are still missing so many, and I’ve not even found half of the Afflicted that could have been created.”

      They had seized three hundred containers of infected face powder in the early days of the outbreak. Less than half that number of Afflicted were somewhat restored. In her mind, Hannah saw the souls trapped in shards of glass and hiding somewhere in Duat. She kept a ledger, tallying those who had been restored against those who continued to suffer in silence. A plan formulated in her mind to dig up those Afflicted they feared had been interred prematurely by their families. The question remained, though—would they still possess their minds after more than two years trapped in their coffins?

      A sad smile flitted over Seraphina’s face, and she patted her daughter’s hand. “You do what you can, Hannah. We have turned back the tide of panic with the public announcement of those whose hearts have restarted. I have rather enjoyed my own return to court. There’s nothing like regrowing one’s legs to stimulate discussion. I think some people are jealous that the others like me may now be immortal.”

      The undead who no longer decayed had created a new species. They referred to themselves as jewels, both in reference to the crystal where the curse had imprisoned their spark, and to their enduring nature. Doctor Husom took a fatherly interest in their condition and made himself available to offer advice about how to withstand the centuries—should the women exist that long.

      Another unexpected side effect was the lawyers, rubbing their hands with glee. So many rich nobles would need a way to financially sustain themselves through the years and protect their fortunes. Solicitors were drawing up plans and schemes to benefit the women, who could not legally hold property due to their dead status.

      Hannah let out a sigh. There was so much to do, and so many demands on her time. How she looked forward to returning to Mireworth, where they planned to spend the winter. They had managed only two brief trips there in the preceding months, one to celebrate the autumn harvest, and another to view the progress of repairs to the roof and windows.

      “You are right, Mother. We can do no more this year. Most nobles retired to their country homes months ago.” Some only stayed to give Hannah time to find their spark. In spring, they would start anew. Besides, they could continue their search in Duat while nestled in the countryside. A trip to the underworld would be a pleasant way to escape the winter cold.

      The next day, Wycliff cast around their bedroom one last time. “Are you all packed?”

      “I am packed.” Hannah stressed the pronoun.

      Her husband rolled his eyes and muttered, “I don’t know why you put up with that maid.”

      “Because she is loyal, honest, and excellent at her job. Although I do admit, she is rather distracted by planning her wedding to Frank.” Mary had expressed her desire to marry at Mireworth, where Frank had proposed. Hannah thought it a fine idea and just the opportunity they needed to bring a dose of happiness into the long neglected house. “How has Pike settled in?”

      With the change in their finances, Wycliff had

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/mistletoemireworth1707x2560vellum.jpg
A MANNERS AND MONSTERS CHRISTMAS NOVELLA

MISTLETOL: s
MIREWORTH

TILLY WALLACE





OEBPS/images/initials-small.jpg
W





