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1 House calls
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Really, nothing compares to taking the Tube with an animated skeleton in tow. Especially when it’s an animated skeleton with a knife. Rosemary’s saving grace, she finds, is that as his knife is made from an ancient sea monster’s bone, it isn’t detected by the average security measures, and so as long as her faithful helper keeps his hood up and gloved hands tucked into his pocket, they don’t run into trouble.

This will all be much easier when she has a functional workspace again. For now she’s half working out of temporary housing, and half making house calls. The contractors predict the flat above her clinic will be at least livable within the month, since the fire was targeted at the clinic itself and the flat suffered less, but that isn’t going to solve the working-space problem for a while yet. There is only so fast humans can work, even when some of them are mages.

So here she is: visiting one of her regulars. Ms Radhika Reed had a kidney transplant some months ago, and it’s taking very well indeed, doubtless helped by Ms Reed’s natural alignment with water. Rosemary’s been following up regularly, smoothing out the immune transfer. She wants, ideally, to convince Ms Reed’s immune system that the new kidney had been there all along, to minimise the amount of constant intervention required — but even so, biweekly visits for a small magical effort are, Rosemary feels, a step ahead of constant immunosuppressant medications.

Usually, Ms Reed is fairly sanguine about all this. As patients go, she’s one of Rosemary’s favourites. Today she’s tense, however, even on the quiet balcony with its impressively verdant screen. It isn’t hard to track precisely why. Her eyes haven’t left Connor, and the skeleton has his hood down.

Rosemary swears, as the days go by, that there’s more and more feeling in the green light that flickers within his empty eye sockets. It’s not at all unsettling, really.

“He can go into the next room, if you prefer,” she says, offering it as delicately as she can. She has a hand at the small of Ms Reed’s back, and half her awareness is filtered through nerves and blood and lymph, following flows as the body lights up in her mind’s eye.

Ms Reed shakes her head. Rosemary processes it as electrical impulses and the push and pull of muscles just as much as she registers the actual motion. “It’s fine,” Ms Reed demurs. “It’s just — unusual. I’ve never seen one before. You said it was part of the settlement ...?”

With Connor, Rosemary steps carefully through the truth like it’s an overgrown footpath in an old garden. “The necromancers agreed no harm would have come to my premises if not for their representative,” she says, narrowing her magical reach as she does. There’s something a little strange about the kidneys, now that Rosemary has her magic fully through them. Something she can’t quite nail down yet. “They were cooperative about the invoice, and some extras were thrown in besides. He’s helpful, but — an adjustment, shall we say.”

It’s true enough, if rather an understatement. Rosemary is not and may never be used to the concept that a piece of an ancient Irish legend now occupies her space, and carries her tools, and rests unsleeping in the chair in her bedroom.

“I can hardly imagine,” Ms Reed says faintly, and she glances away from Connor.

Rosemary lets the conversation lapse, focusing entirely on kidneys. The two are nowhere near identical, of course, since Ms Reed’s native organ isn’t functioning correctly and the transplanted one is doing its job at near perfection, but they are the same in that some substance is building up in both of them. Rosemary can’t immediately identify whatever it is, and that gives her some grounds for concern. “Has anything in your environment changed significantly, recently?” she asks.

Ms Reed hesitates in thought, tapping her chin with the consideration. “I don’t think so,” she says. “Not — well. There was the wedding venue, but that was a one-off.”

“Congratulations,” Rosemary says into the pause, smiling faintly. “I knew it was soon, but I rather lost track of time. Remind me when I have files again that I’ll need to update your next of kin.”

“Anyone would have forgotten,” Ms Reed says, diplomatically. Rosemary appreciates it. “Everything else will stay the same — my wife took my name. Can I ask why you’re asking about changes in environment?”

Rosemary would really prefer not to alarm her. “There’s something I can’t immediately identify,” she says, widening her awareness again. She at least knows the sense of the substance, even if she can’t quite tell what name it should have — ah. Yes, there’s some in her bloodstream. Damn. “If anything significant has changed in the last two to four weeks, that might be why.”

Ms Reed shifts uncomfortably. Rosemary identifies tension in her shoulders and pulls back to put her awareness solely in kidneys again. “Well,” she says. “I was — rather suddenly laid off. A week and a half ago, now. So I’m not going in to work every day, but that wouldn’t add anything, right?”

“I’m sorry to hear it,” Rosemary says automatically. “But no, you’re correct. Unless something in your workplace was helping kidney function — which seems unlikely — then that would be the opposite.”

“I don’t think it would do that,” Ms Reed says, with a little laugh. “I work in software, after all. Worked.” It’s come up once or twice before. Rosemary had remarked, then, on the incongruity of a plant mage working with computers, but bills must be paid regardless, and Ms Reed has confessed she always finds ways to bring environmentally-conscious proposals to her employers.

Rosemary still can’t think of anything that would cause substance buildup like this. “Can I ask where?” If she can get a general area, she can do some research, perhaps see if there were any major industrial accidents nearby in the last month.

“I don’t mind.” The address Ms Reed gives is in Canary Wharf, which has Rosemary immediately a little more on edge. It’s an odd coincidence, given that the source of all her troubles last month also worked in that vicinity.

Coincidences are known to happen, now and then. It’s not impossible.

“I’ll do some research,” Rosemary says at length, otherwise at a loss. “Are you and your wife all right, for now?”

“We’ll be fine,” Ms Reed says. “Katy can support us both, for a time, and software engineers are always well-demanded. Although perhaps something else, this time.” Rosemary catches the edge of a wistful smile.

“And physically? Mentally? You haven’t noticed any anomalies?” Rosemary closes her eyes for a little better focus, shutting out everything in the world except Ms Reed’s renal system. There’s something almost warm about the buildup. Not a fever-heat, not something that would indicate infection: it’s just that the substance has a warmth to it, when Rosemary reaches out to touch it with her own magic. Like it’s something that was left out in the sun for a while before finding its way into Ms Reed’s blood.

How strange.

“I’ve been a little tired,” Ms Reed says. “I didn’t think much of it. You’ve said this is still an adjustment period, and I assumed anything else would be stress about work. Other than that, though, I can’t think of anything.”

Very, very gently, Rosemary tries to encourage the movement of the strange substance. Perhaps she can coax it into the ureter and out, where it belongs. And a little does move at her urging, but not very much, and slowly, reluctantly, as if it’s lazy and comfortable.

— And where did that impression come from? Hm.

She has other things to be doing while she’s there, anyway, the more customary magical effort to settle Ms Reed’s immune system, to accustom the organ to its home. That takes only a little time, now, with how much practice there’s been at it. Finally, satisfied with that if nothing else, Rosemary withdraws her magic, settling her awareness all in her own body again. Her notes for Ms Reed are in the file folder she’s left on the side table; now Rosemary picks it up again, takes the pen from behind her ear and starts making notes on the entire interaction, including all the noted situational factors. “Does Katy happen to be home? I’d like to rule out transmission from another source.” She hadn’t seen Ms Reed’s wife on the way in, but then again she’s never actually met Katy.

“Hm?” Ms Reed frowns. She’s watching Connor again, though he’s not doing much more than leaning against the wall, rather more insouciant than an unintelligent reanimation should be. “Ah ... yes. Can your — skeleton — stay here?”

Connor shifts with something that feels like restlessness. A guard dog mislikes that which is guarded being away, Rosemary supposes. “For a little while,” she says. 

Ms Reed nods, gets to her feet. Her gaze takes some extra time to wrench away from Connor. “Katy isn’t a mage,” she says then. “I don’t know if I ever mentioned.”

Rosemary can’t access a matching memory, but it may just be that she was focused on magic at the time. “But I take it she’s ... aware?”

A little wryly, Ms Reed indicates the array of plants surrounding them. “She could hardly not be,” she says. “But things you take for granted, she will not.”

Rosemary takes it for a sidelong sort of a warning, and follows Ms Reed back to the living room. Connor is only just visible through the half-closed door out to the balcony. There Rosemary waits, shifting her gaze from plant to plant, while Ms Reed goes to speak to her wife. 

Before Rosemary has much time for her mind to wander, Ms Reed is back, trailed by a taller woman who tends to redheaded and freckly. The introductions pass quickly — Rosemary sets a face to the name Katy Reed — and the other Ms Reed takes a seat on the couch.

Professionalism aside, having two Ms Reeds will complicate things somewhat. Katy, then, at least mentally. “I just need to do a quick scan,” Rosemary says by way of explanation. “Can you sit at an angle, please, so I can touch your neck and your lower back?” Under the theory that if Katy has a similar exposure, it will show in a similar place.

Katy looks to her wife, for a moment uncertain, and Rosemary feels as if she’s intruding on whatever warm passes between them. Then Katy shifts accordingly. “Is this all right?”

“Yes, thank you.” Rosemary moves up beside her, half-closes her eyes as she finds skin contact. “You may feel a slight chill, but that should be all.” She reaches her awareness out, the shapes of everything the human body contains lighting up once more in her mind’s eye before she narrows it down.

“Oh — I do.” Uncertainty has gone for tentative interest, and Rosemary feels Katy’s head tilt. “Why is that?”

“It has to do with the way I studied healing,” Rosemary says absently as she sifts through various systems for anything out of place. How to put it, how to put it ... hmm, Katy might do with more potassium. She puts talking on hold while she finds what she needs, checks kidney function, runs through a checklist of other organs for that strange warm sediment. 

Nothing. A relief. Rosemary starts filtering her awareness back, elaborates. “That is, I understand many healers learn through water or a simple affinity for life, but I began with mundane study and the aspect of light; and while sunlight may be warm, light removed from its source is not. It simply illuminates. Many find being seen clearly uncomfortable, but ‘the sense of being perceived accurately’ isn’t something the mind can parse easily, so it becomes a more readily available sense.” 

As Rosemary steps away with a short nod, Katy turns to look at her, interested. “Like magenta,” she says. “It isn’t a real colour, but the brain wants to put something in the empty spot. Right?”

“Something like that.” Rosemary smiles at her, finding some liking already. “You’re just fine, thank you for your time.”

“It wasn’t any trouble.” Katy nods to her, then looks back at her wife. “You’re sure you feel all right?”

Ms Reed adds a smile of her own, though one perhaps a touch strained. “I feel fine. Only tired, and that isn’t unusual. Healer Ingram?”

Rosemary considers, taking a moment to line up facts in her head. If whatever this is could be transmitted easily, Katy would already have it; for the moment she thinks she can rule out anything contagious. That leaves some sort of toxin, which would have to be environmental or perhaps dietary?

“I wouldn’t expect any sudden changes, based on today’s observations,” she says at length. “And you’re in good health otherwise.” She’d worry more if that wasn’t the case — some additional stressor could trigger a chain reaction of failures — but Radhika has generally been doing well over the time Rosemary has been seeing her. “To rule out a few things, would you mind putting a list together of things, especially food, that you two explicitly don’t share?”

Ms Reed’s gaze has drifted ever so slightly toward the balcony; now she draws it back. “I’ll email you,” she says with a nod. 

“Thank you. Please let me know if anything changes.” 

“I have your number.” Lines of worry are, for the moment, vanishing in cheer. Radhika moves to where she can take up Katy’s hand, and there’s more of that warm regard passing between them. Even this short an observation can see they’re well-suited. 

“Good.” Rosemary double checks her file, her pen, her phone; she has everything she came with save Connor. “Two weeks, then? It will likely still be house calls for another month, at least.”

“Two weeks,” Radhika agrees. “I do appreciate your extra efforts, Healer; and it’s good to see you’re doing well, despite your clinic.”

Rosemary winces at the reminder, well-meant though it is, and immediately brings up the calendar on her phone so they can confer over that and she won’t have to think about the losses. When they’ve settled on a suitable date she marks it then and there, and then hesitates over Connor.

Ms Reed solves that problem by asking Katy to put tea on, and as Katy slips off into the kitchen Rosemary goes to the balcony door to beckon Connor out with her. She demurs staying for tea, and from there sees herself out. 

She doesn’t have to tell Connor to put his hood up once they leave. As they make it out to the street he does so himself, resuming the casual slouch that mostly serves to help eyes pass over him, and he follows a half-step behind and to her right.

This would really be much easier if he were actually a dog, and not only a hound in name.

Rosemary sets aside thoughts of the Smith’s Hound, as she customarily does, and those of his spear as well, and turns them instead to the culprit: one Kian ó Maolomhnaigh, necromancer, all-purpose flirt, solver of mysteries and summoner of very unwise things. They’ve been meeting for coffee every week or so, while he’s still in London — Rosemary admits she doesn’t know his plans regarding returning to Ireland, since it seems to be the business of necromancers that has him in London in the first place. It’s been nice getting to know him without the pressure of immediate lethal danger, although her suspicions regarding his general flippancy have been confirmed. He is, in fact, constitutionally incapable of being entirely serious, even when his life is at risk.

And yet, Rosemary would be lying if she said he were not somehow endearing anyway.

Besides his personal capabilities, Kian also has rather a number of years on her, which lend to his experience if not always his wisdom. As she goes, navigating between people on the way back to the station, Rosemary makes a note on the standing weekly appointment in her phone’s calendar. She can bring some of this up with Kian without breaching any confidentiality ethics. If nothing else, it's often useful to talk through a problem with someone else; but perhaps Kian may know something. It's not out of the question.

And necromancy, she remembers, has felt warm to her before.

He has his own mystery, of course, and no debts lie between them now, but there's a virtue in asking nicely. So determined, Rosemary puts her phone away and glances back over her shoulder.

Skinny jeans, graphic hoodie, and the flash of bone, as ever. The shade of Cú Chulainn, twined through her old clinic skeleton and hidden from the world, follows her still.
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2 A coffee date
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Kian is not having as much luck as he would like, at least with regard to tying up the loose ends from the incident with Carruthers. He has had some, of course. He’s far too competent not to have had some. But ‘some’ is not ‘enough’, which means that Kian is willing enough to put everything down for the time being for the sake of having some coffee with someone who is no longer quite an acquaintance.

What, precisely, Rosemary is, Kian isn’t sure; but his initial impressions have only been compounded in the last couple of weeks, and most of those weren’t negative to begin with.

He’s at the café first, seated in a corner near the window, close enough to watch passersby and hum, and contemplate the mystery before him. When Rosemary arrives it’s with the jingle of the door’s bell and in the company of a walking pair of skinny jeans and a hoodie, and Kian rises to bow toward them. “Ah, Rosemary. You remembered.”

He’s greeted her like that every time thus far, and every single time thus far her brow has pinched and her mouth has flattened, and Kian smiles at her sunnily. Her companion throws him a cheerful salute with a thankfully empty hand, and throws himself into the third chair while Kian pulls out one for Rosemary. Connor sits with limbs askew and legs parted, and Kian taps the table nearest to him.

“Some decorum in front of a lady, if you please,” he admonishes, and Connor gives him a rude gesture, equally as cheerful as the salute had been, but condescends to change his seat to something less crude. Kian opts not to say anything about the hoodie.

“Have you already had something to drink?” Rosemary asks, to which Kian only has a headshake to answer; and for a few minutes, between order and delivery of such, there is some easy conversation. Kian is curious to note the thoughtful furrowed in her brow remains; and so when their drinks arrive he taps the table before her again.

“If I’m not mistaken, you have something to ask, yes?”

Her expression is more startled than exasperated, but she seems to delight in giving him Looks, and curls her hands around the mug. “It’s not much, really. No mystery like we’ve handled previously.”

“One could hardly forget,” Kian says dryly. He’s fairly sure she wouldn’t let him: surely there’ll be an ‘I told you so’ carefully withheld from being voiced for as long as they know each other.

“In this case it’s a medical matter,” Rosemary tells him. “One of my patients is showing signs of an — infection, for lack of a better word. It isn’t a normal reaction for the matter for which they need healing, and frankly I haven’t seen it before.” She drums her fingers on the table, idle while her gaze goes distant past his shoulder. “It moved when I nudged it, but reluctantly; and it was warm, but not the sort of warmth of a fever. Nor does it appear to be a contagion.”

“Curious indeed,” Kian murmurs. He has little experience with medical matters, save neatness of sutures if he’s had to cut himself for blood. “Not a poison, I take it?”

“I shouldn’t think so,” Rosemary says slowly, “but primarily because I can’t think why someone would want to poison them. They were recently laid off from their job, and they’ve been in recovery. I can’t imagine how they might have irked someone to such an extent.”

“There’s more in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy, and so forth.” Kian smiles small as her gaze snaps back and she sighs exasperation.

“And your mystery?” she asks instead, and since it’s to her interest, he has no compunctions about details on this.

“Not so unravelled as I could have hoped,” he admits. “The witch I contacted was able to scry a general geography and some of the places our unnamed driver has been, at least on a map; however while one of them is an apartment, if he lived there he lives there no longer.”

“Can you ask her to scry again?”

“Him, and not in such a short period of time. Something about ripples, as I understand it — the act of observation changes the direction, the act of measurement changes the position, and so forth.”

“What about the other locations?” she asks, leaning in slightly and, Kian rather thinks, entirely unaware that she is. He gives her a small slow smile, the mischievous kind; and, he’s discovered, one which makes her ears start to shade red.

“Two of them are in Canary Wharf,” he says. “One is our delightfully-departed friend Carruthers’ office.”

Rosemary frowns. “Canary Wharf?” she murmurs. “That’s the second time that’s come up today.”

“Oh?”

“My — patient. The place where they used to work was on Canary Wharf.”

“How interesting,” Kian murmurs, and perhaps it isn’t; perhaps it’s nothing, really, because Canary Wharf is large and there are any number of reasons to go there for quite innocent reasons. He is not, however, in the habit of dismissing potential connections: which, to be fair, is at least partly why he hasn’t made as much headway as he’d like, for investigating potential connections which wound up not connected at all.

“When do you see this patient again?” Kian asks.

“Two weeks.”

Much too long, if Kian feels inclined to go and speak to them. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to render an introduction?”

Rosemary looks startled, and then frowns. “Do you really think your case is related to my patient?”

“Honestly, no,” Kian admits, “but I’ve spent a great deal of time in the last two weeks knocking on doors and windows and asking questions of things which may be related and weren’t. What’s one more? I frankly don’t have any firmer leads than this. Whoever this fellow is, he’s adept at covering his tracks.”

“As long as we don’t have assassins coming after them,” Rosemary warns.

“Oh, I doubt he’s an assassin,” Kian says cheerfully. “Otherwise I’m sure I would have drawn his attention by now.”

Her mouth thins and he’s fairly sure, at this point, that it’s at least partly to hide amusement; and for the time being after that they don’t speak of mysteries, crimes or assassins. It is, as Rosemary had described early on and rather stiffly, an opportunity to get to know each other outside of defying death; to which Kian can only laugh. There is no greater measure of a person than defying death, in his opinion, but she doesn’t share it.

In order to avoid awkward silence, they’ve come up with a game — of sorts. It involves nothing more complex than asking each other question for question, with the proviso that one question must be related, but not identical to, the one which the other has just asked. It’s yields something of a breadth of knowledge, though perhaps not one Rosemary may find useful. Evasions and obfuscations are allowed; lying is not.

Kian is the one who winds up talking more often than not, if only owing to having significantly more years to talk about. He has not, thus far, deigned to ask about her background, about why she’s here in London rather than living with the elfs; and likewise she has declined to ask him further about his childhood barring what he already mentioned relating to his violin and his parents.

When their meal is finished Kian rises to shrug on his coat, and pick up Rosemary’s to help her into it. She doesn’t fight the courtesy, though many women would and be justified; but no more justified, he thinks, than the simple offer. He rather thinks she likes it, as she has not yet refused.

On this occasion she pauses, frowning as she shrugs on her coat, and leaning back ever so slightly, not quite as if gravitating; and she takes his wrist over her shoulder before he can pull away entire.

“That’s where —” she murmurs, and turns, her eyes distant with thought and head tilted consideringly. “I thought it felt familiar.”

“Ah?” It’s a prompting sound, and Kian doesn’t say anything else. She hasn’t let go of his wrist, yet, which is fine, as her hands are warm and his aren’t.

“It felt like the wound on your thigh,” she says, picking words carefully, “but not quite so searingly hot — yet. And ... lingering. Embers, to an open flame, but similar.”

Kian frowns. “That is strange. Necromancy doesn’t tend to linger in such a way unless there’s intent or promise involved.”

“Is there such a thing as necromantic infections?” Rosemary asks, turning to look at him more directly. She realises then she still has his wrist, thumb over pulse-point entirely by habit; and she releases her grip, her ears shading red once more — what he can see of them. Kian smiles at her, amused, so she knows he saw and to make that blush more acute.

“It’s possible,” he acknowledges, “though I’d need to consult with someone more knowledgeable. To be perfectly frank, all of the most virulent diseases feel like necromancy to those who can tell — the lethal ones, at least.”

“It didn’t feel lethal,” Rosemary mutters, and moves first away from the table if only to hold her head high and pretend she had not been caught almost holding his hand.

“Most things are lethal when left unattended,” Kian says dryly, “though I’ll grant you there’s a difference between the plague and the flu, at least as far as we’re concerned.”

He gets to the door first owing to his longer legs and opens it for her with a charming smile which she pretends to ignore, to sweep out ahead of him. Connor, trailing behind, slips in ahead of Kian and turns his head, hidden by the hoodie except for a flash of an everlasting grin, and Kian sighs exasperation. For someone dead and quite possibly in pieces, soul-wise, Connor has rather specific opinions.

But when Rosemary pauses and Kian catches up, the skeleton only trails them once more, slouching as he walks as if he’s a younger sibling dragged along to chaperone. Perhaps it’s not entirely inaccurate.

“To the church, then?” Rosemary asks, and it’s barely even an ask; Kian nods.

“They won’t like it,” he says cheerfully, “but frankly that’s reason to sneak you through the door, and you’re there for good reason. If this infection of yours is indeed necromantic it’s in our best interests to know about it.”

“So you can do something about it, or not do something about it?” Rosemary asks dryly, and Kian shrugs.

“Millions of people dropping down dead in modern-day London would draw rather a lot of attention, don’t you think? We worship death, we’re not sadists. Most of us.” He considers, and then adds, “I think.”

She shoots him a disbelievingly amused glance, and clearly opts to believe he’s joking, even though he’s not, entirely. Necromancers are no different to any other group of people who remain insular enough that their overarching communities don’t even know where they exist. There’s a reason most mages haven’t met a real necromancer. Far be it for Kian to criticise his leaders, at least to the point of being punished for it, but when one tends to stay entrapped in one place, one becomes short-sighted. He honestly cannot say for sure whether most necromancers are, in fact, good people; at least, not the ones on the Isles. Egypt seems to do fairly well for itself.

They walk in silence for most of the way, or nearly in silence; it’s a lovely day if a bit chill, so they aren’t alone on the street, and Kian hums as he walks, at least partly absent and the other part just to see how Rosemary slants her gaze to watch him be absent. It’s mildly endearing, really.

Less endearing is the church, when they arrive on the street and see from a distance several rather anxious-looking pairs hurry up the driveway, only some of them dressed in streetwear. And pairs? They look like search parties.

“That isn’t good,” Kian murmurs, watching them vanish in through the doors, and hastens his step just a tad. Rosemary is faster on the uptake, and as they reach the gate Kian pauses and turns. “Wait here,” he orders Connor, and Connor crosses his arms and sets his shoulders mulishly. Kian sighs. “Guard our exit, then. They’ll know in an instant you aren’t alive and I truly don’t wish to have to explain. If we aren’t out within half an hour, feel free to come barging in if it pleases you.”

Connor considers that for a moment, and then nods, shortly, and turns to lounge against the fence-line, glancing up and down the street. Kian opens the gate for Rosemary and follows her in, setting an alarm on his phone for twenty-five minutes.

“I can’t tell if he likes you or not,” Rosemary murmurs, and Kian smiles a little.

“I have that effect on people. Mostly he’s just young and used to looking out for himself, I think; and looking out for others.”

“He can’t be that young, surely,” Rosemary says with startled amusement, and then they reach the door and the conversation effectively ends until such a time Kian won’t have to explain how and why he has a guard-skeleton with a piece of the soul of Cú Chulainn. The door opens under his hand and they enter easily, without the door-guardian saying a word; she is, in fact, speaking to those pairs Kian had noticed entering the church, in hushed furious tones which looks remarkably like a debriefing. She only comes rushing up as Kian closes it behind them, looking furious and scared at once.

“Where have you been?!”

“Lunch,” says Kian simply, raising an eyebrow. “You have my phone number, in an emergency. Whatever’s the matter?”

The door-guardian stops only to eyeball Rosemary, who wisely says nothing but looks as imperturbable as only someone elf-blooded can. “Who’s this? Do you have authorisation?”

“This is Healer Ingram. She identified a possible necromantic infection in one of her patients and wanted to see our records.” Kian answers without shifting his gaze from the door-guardian, and frowns. She sounds mildly belligerent, but mildly belligerent is a far cry from actively snide; and glad to see him, to some degree, to have asked where he was? Or perhaps anxious? And as for the other, equally anxious-looking clerics behind her ... Good gracious. “What happened?”

The door-guardian hesitates, and then finally caves under the weight of Kian’s raised eyebrow. “One of the elder priests has gone missing.”
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Rosemary, an outsider and a healer, now knows one of the elder necromancers is missing, which she’s absolutely certain the other necromancer didn’t want to tell her. She’s impressed with Kian’s ability to extract sensitive information, but that pales beside the further concern for the situation.

They will be lucky if he’s alive, she thinks. For a moment she wonders if they’re sure Carruthers is dead, but — no, he certainly is. She saw the spear strike his heart herself, though it wasn’t in the man’s chest at the time; all the legends about that weapon neatly proven even with only a piece involved. Rosemary should hate to see what the entire thing looks like.

A whole new question is raised, however: how does one kidnap a necromancer evidently of an age enough to be called an elder among the deathless? Skill tends to accompany age, she finds, and suspects it to be doubly true among the immortal disciplines, if only because the prolonging of life takes a certain amount of practice with magic: both to master it, and to stay alive through whatever else the world might have to offer in challenge. So Rosemary has several questions immediately, and bites her tongue on all of them, uncertain of her position in this. Outsider; healer; certainly diametrically opposed to necromancers by any reasonable standard, not least of which is the fact that she finds blood most useful when it stays inside the body.

“Missing how?” Kian presses, with a quick flicker of an impatient smile. It’s one of Rosemary’s primary questions, as well, so she appreciates doubly his asking of it.

“I mean missing,” the woman says, frustrated as much with Kian as the situation at large. Rosemary can’t lay a name on what role she might fill here — necromancer, certainly, but what else? A guard, an acolyte, a librarian? Surely not a nun. “Father Strathcoyne didn’t come down for the services this morning, so someone else had to fill in, and we assumed he was ill or sleeping in —”

Kian clears his throat in a way that sounds suspiciously like he’s covering an unimpressed laugh. The woman grits her teeth at him, but doesn’t rise to the bait. “— but when someone finally checked his room, it was empty. And it turns out no one has seen him since yesterday evening, when he retired, nor have we found any signs on a neighbourhood canvass.”

“... Interesting,” Kian allows, more intently now, and Rosemary watches the sharpening of his gaze and then immediately glances away, pretending that she isn’t marking such things. Kian goes on. “So either someone kidnapped him somewhere between then and the early morning, or he stepped out in such a way that not a single necromancer saw it, and was carried off then.”

“Not a single necromancer wishes to report seeing it,” Rosemary murmurs. She regrets it almost within the next breath, as she suddenly has attention both from Kian and his colleague. “Well. It’s an important distinction to note, isn’t it?”

“You’re the healer from — the thing with Gregory,” the woman says, slow and thoughtful. “Aren’t you?”

The thing with Gregory is something of an understatement for exactly all that had happened last month. Rosemary presses her mouth into a flat line as she tries to figure out how much to say. She doesn’t know, really, what’s been said among the necromancers about what happened, only that Kian was taking care of things, that her secondhand ownership of the soul-reaving knife has been recorded here. 

On the whole, she thinks she’d rather not be known in that context, if at all possible. “I did my best to help,” Rosemary demurs. “I really am only here for healing research. If there’s an archive I may be permitted access to, or perhaps even only one or two books with some information on necromantic infections, I’ll stay out of the way.” Kian, as she understands it, specialises in problem-solving, among other things like problem-creating. She can’t imagine they won’t want his take on this.

The woman glances at Kian, who puts on a terribly sincere smile, and then back to Rosemary. She hesitates — shakes her head. “You can’t be allowed unsupervised access, and in light of recent events, Cleric ó Maolomhnaigh can’t be spared, either. You’ll have to wait, or leave it for another time, Healer.”

In principle Rosemary doesn’t object to this. Ms Reed was well enough, after all, that barring an emergency call she thinks it will be reasonable enough to address whatever she may find at their next visit. And there is the matter of Connor, after all: Kian got the promise, more or less, of half an hour from him, but after that it is anyone’s guess as to when there will be a skeleton attempting to invade the necromancers’ church.

Rosemary is not going to wager on anything more than thirty minutes, personally. Perhaps, at the outside, thirty-one.

But by the time Rosemary has acknowledged the practical limitations, and come to the decision to turn back and simply contact Kian later for details, Kian has already made his own decision, which does not at all appear to resemble hers. “Healer Ingram will just have to come with us, then,” he says, with a cheer sharp enough to be a weapon. “May we pass through the library on the way to examine the scene of the crime?”

Kian’s colleague looks approximately as horrified as Rosemary feels. “I don’t think,” she says. “That is. She isn’t authorised for — anything.”

“Whyever not?” Kian says. His voice has acquired the sort of agreeable charm which Rosemary has learned means he is about to be very disagreeable, and she tucks away any number of exasperated gestures under blank, calm body language. She will tender him several meaningful and withering looks later, see if she doesn’t. “Healer Ingram already knows of the trouble, and she’s well versed in patient confidentiality ethics. She’s been a help to my investigations before. In fact, she may well have insights we would miss. And as time is of the essence in most kidnapping cases, I don’t estimate you’d care to stand here with me and discuss the issue at length.”

The other necromancer appears to be done with this before Kian’s finished his third sentence. “Fine,” she says, “Fine. Whatever comes of this, it’s your fault, and I expect you to take responsibility.”

“Of course.” Kian offers a sunnier smile now. “Shall we pause in the library on the way?”

They pause in the library on the way, inasmuch as it’s actually on the way. There’s a long hall toward the back of the church, and then they take stairs up. Rosemary tracks their steps only vaguely; she wouldn’t be able to estimate exact dimensions, but she’s certain that they’ve exceeded the dimensions of the church alone. And the library presents itself almost immediately once they’ve ascended the stairs — it might genuinely comprise the entire level, and the only reason Rosemary isn’t certain is she has no idea how large the complex is. There’s enough room, enough books, that the shelves grow too distant to distinguish from each other for counting before. The lighting is decent near the reading tables and dimmer over the books, the windows heavily shaded to prevent any harsh sun seeping in, the air the perfect cool dryness.

She wouldn’t have expected this, if asked to envision a library run by necromancers. It’s beautiful. Were it permitted, Rosemary could stay here a long, long time.

“I hope you know what you’re looking for,” their companion says with arms folded, toe tapping.

“For a basic grounding, yes. I won’t even need to bother our dear archivist.” Kian slips off briefly. They’re drawing some curious eyes — mostly from the younger of the library occupants, those she takes mostly for students. No one approaches them at first, leaving only the sensation of being watched.

Rosemary counts heartbeats, painfully aware of the time pressure on multiple fronts. By her resting heart rate, even accounting for slight elevation, it’s two minutes before Kian returns, looking pleased with himself. A little more pleased with himself than usual, that is. He puts a book into Rosemary’s hands — hardcover, not heavy, bound in cloth, soft enough around the corners that Rosemary can guess it has some age to it. The embossed title informs her it is A History of Plague in Europe, which is just the wrong side of bland, and when she takes a quick look inside, it’s typed, not handwritten. Not much of a risk to put in her hands, she supposes.

“Um — Father?” That’s a younger woman, just on the edge of teenaged if Rosemary is any guess, and breathing a little hard. The carpet has camouflaged her footsteps, but it certainly seems like she’s moved across the library at speed. “D’you have a moment? There was something from your last class —”

Rosemary has to conclude she’s talking to Kian, given that he’s the only one in the group who appears male, but Father takes her a moment to process. Not so Kian, who responds as if he’s used to the title.  “Not right now, I’m afraid,” he says, courteous with almost no hint at all of sarcasm. “Urgent matters beckon. Later? I can make some time before next week’s.”

“Oh — yes, of course.” The student seems only now to notice the annoyed bearing of the other necromancer, and her gaze lingers on Rosemary with some question she doesn’t ask. “I didn’t realise — I’ll have my notes then, too. Thank you.” She manages something that looks like she wants to bow and comes out with a deep nod instead, and then takes off back into the stacks, furiously intent on her research.

“I didn’t realise you taught,” Rosemary says, assimilating this into her knowledge of him. Father Kian. It doesn’t quite seem to fit with the other pieces. Yet.  

“Someone has to, after all.” There’s a quick flash of the mischievous smile, there and gone again, too fast for Rosemary to take it as a front. He sweeps an arm wide. “Shall we?”

“That can’t leave the building, of course,” their unfriendly guide warns.

Kian waves it off and gestures that she should lead on. Rosemary just nods an agreement, and opens the book as they go, aiming to maximise her efficiency. She’s long since had the art of reading and walking at once. As long as she keeps Kian’s heels just visible over the top of the book’s pages, she’ll be fine. “Please warn me if there are further stairs,” she says belatedly, and bows her head to scan through the index.

Reading tables in the library aside, the entire floor is terribly dim. It’s enough to make Rosemary wish, for a moment or two, that she’d spent any time at all studying light, instead of only reaching through it to the way life grows and breaks and repairs itself again. The convenience is alluring, and yet: she never could have safely learned the ways of her mother’s magic. A pity, but this course is a survivable one.

She dilates her pupils as wide as they will go within bodily reason instead, and flips back and forth between pages. Kian is talking a little further with the other necromancer, but Rosemary can’t quite split her focus that successfully. Both the page and the conversation become so much nonsense until she relents and stops listening, putting the reading alone at the forefront of her mind.

The scant time
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