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By Sean Russell

Prologue

HE sat before awindow that stood dightly gjar and read by starlight. There had been atime when he'd
preferred thewarm light of day, but in the decades since the passing of his centenary, he' d become more
inclined toward the cool illumination of the stars or even the moon. He studied the star's, of course, and
one could hardly do that by daylight, but even so, he found the pale light so much more restful. Or
perhaps he had just seen enough of the world.

Recently there had been a particular wandering star that he’ d been observing nightly, using hisimproved
telescope—an invention of Skye's, ironically. This star had a strange halo about it and afiery tail. Things
even the ancients did not know.

But more than anything he felt its passing. Felt it pull on dl the heavenly bodies and, in turn, the effect this
had el sewhere. Here, in the house of Eldrich, for instance.

The mage marked his place with afeather and closed the ancient book with care, placing it on asmall
table. He rose and walked out onto the terrace, looking up at the heavens. Eldrich had been reading
Lucklow’ streatise on augury—its practice and its perils. Especidly its perils. The chapter on
interpretation particularly fascinated him. Interpretation was the key, and it was the least certain aspect of
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theart.

Thewandering star, for ingtance. It meant something—he was utterly sure of that—but try as he might, he
could not understand what. And there was no one else whom he might ask.

“Dol fed londy, being thelast? he asked the stars. He waited amoment and then decided that they
could not reply. Only he knew... and would not say.

From beyond the garden wall he heard awolf raise up itsvoice, the howl reverberating in his own breast.
Hisfamiliar, off in the hillsand wood, hunting asit mug.

A spring night... dtill, awaiting the voices of the frogs and insects. Only the chord stars Singing their
ancient melodies.

He looked up and found the wandering star. “ Perhaps we have roamed long enough, ” he whispered.

Augury tempted him. He could fed it. Perhaps thistime he would have avision that was absolutely clear,
and his course of action would be obvious. Obvious beyond al doubt.

“A fool’shope,” he said adoud. Certainly he wastoo old for those.

The world wasin motion. There was no doubt of that. Everyone poised to play their part, to make their
sacrifice, if that was what was required. After all these many years he could not have amistake. Not the
smallest error.

Eldrich tilted back his head and gazed at the stars, wondering again if he had calculated correctly. If he
could make an end of it soon.

Chapter One

Itis, perhaps, lessthan trueto say it all began in a brothel, but | found Samual Hayes hiding in such an establishment and this
marked the turning point if not an actual beginning. How Samual Hayes had become misfortune’ s whipping boy, | will never
understand.

Thejourna of Erasmus Flattery

Hayesthought it particularly appropriate that the Streets of the poor lacked public lighting of any kind.
One passed out of thelight of the better areasinto near darkness, only dull candldight filtering through
dirty panes and casting faint shimmering rectangles on the cobbles. At night one often saw dark feet and
legs passing through these rectangles of light, or if the passerby walked closer to the window, one would
see aslhouetted head and shoulders floating oddly above the Street. Hayes had sat in hiswindow often
enough to mark this strange anatomical parade passing by— incomplete men and women flitting into
existence before each dull little window, then ceasing to be, then coming to mesger life again.

Paradise Streest—he wondered if the man who named it had foreseen its future—lay near the boundary
between the light and darkness, an area of perpetua twilight, perhaps. Almost aborder town where few
seemed to make their homes permanently. Most were on their way into darkness—a handful were
moving toward thelight. It was a place where ayoung man might end up if hisfamily had sacrificed their
fortune to foolishness and keeping up appearances, as was the case with Samuad Hayes.

For him Paradise Street was also a place to hide from on€' s creditors, as astonishing as that seemed to
him—ayoung man who, for most of hislife, had never given money a second thought.

He passed through a candlelit square of light and looked down &t his hands. There he was, not gone yet.



Still more or less substantia. Perhaps there was hope.

“HisHigh and Mightinessis <till among us, | see,” came an old man’ s voice out of the shadows. Hayes
dtiffened, but walked on, feeling hisresolve harden aswell.

Hewould have thought hisfall from grace into thisworld would have made him one of them, perhaps
even engendered some sympathy, but for some few it made him an object of enormous disdain. How
could anyone born to privilege have fallen so far asto land in Paradise Street? That iswhat they
thought. Only afool or aweakling could take such afall. And there were moments when Hayes feared
they wereright. It made him dl the more grateful for the kind treatment he received from some of his
other neighbors.

As he came up to hisrooming house, he redlized that there were perhaps a dozen people gathered in the
shadows across the Street, but they were uncommonly quiet.

“Mr. Hayes!” said awoman who was one of the local busybod-ies. “ There’ s men taking your rooms
apart. Look, sr.” She pointed up at his windows.

Shadows were moving in hisroom, though Hayes knew he' d left no lamp burning.

“Flames!” he heard himself say. He redlized that everyone stood looking up, but no one made amoveto
interfere.

Someone laid ahand on hisarm as he went to run for hisdoor. It was an old soldier who lived down the
dreet. “Them' snavy men, Mr. Hayes,” he said with distaste. “Mark my words. Navy men, whether they
wear their fine uniforms or no. Y ou' d be best to give them awide berth, sir. That’smy advice, for what
it sworth.”

“Navy men?’ Hayes rdly to save his possess onswas stopped short. “ Agents of the Admirdty?’ There
was clearly some mistake.

“And they aren’t the only ones, Mr. Hayes,” thewoman said. “When they arrived, they surprised others
aready in your rooms. Those ns jumped out the window. My Tom saw ‘em, didn’t you, Tom?’ she said
to aboy who clutched her hand.

The boy nodded and took his fingers from his mouth. “ They floated down, landin® soft as pigeons, if you
please. Soft asbirdies.” The woman looked back to Hayes, as though awaiting an explanation.

“But who were they?’ Hayes said, asking a question ingtead. “ Robbers? |—I have so little to stedl.”

“If they wererobbers, Mr. Hayes, they were uncommonly well-dressed ones. ‘ Gentlemen,” Tom said,
and the old blacksmith saw them, too. ‘ Gentlemen,” he said aswll. | don’t know what you' ve been up
to, Mr. Hayes, but there are men around asking after you— navy men. Y ou' d best be on your way
before someone turnsyou in for the few coinsthey’ll get. There are enough around that would do it, too,
I’'m sorry to say.”

“I'll talk to them. There' s some explanation, I'm sure...”

The old soldier touched hisarm again. “I’m sure you didn’t do whatever it was they think you done, sir,
but you’ d best go. When authorities come bustin® down your door, they don't want to hear no

explanations. The gaol isno place for the likes of you, Mr. Hayes. Find the most well-placed friend you
have, sir, and go to him. That’ s your best hope—that and agood barrister. Be off now, before some un



turnsyou in, as Mrs. Oshourn said. Good luck to you, Mr. Hayes.”

A group of burly men appeared around the nearby corner and in the light from awindow Hayes saw
someone pointing toward him, and he was sure the men he was leading weren't residents of Paradise
Street.

Hayes dipped back into the shadow, making hisway dong the fronts of the buildings, hugging thewall.
He pulled up the callar of hisfrock coat quickly to hide the white of his shirt and neckcloth. Fifty feet
farther he brokeinto alope, as quiet as he could, passing ghostlike through the rectangles of stained light.

He dodged down an aley, dowing now for lack of light, feding hisway, his heart pounding and his
breath short, though he' d hardly run at dl. Fear, heredlized. / am running in fear from the authorities.
Thiswas how men disappeared into the darkness of the poor quarter.

There were shouts behind him and the sound of men running, then suddenly dowing. A lantern swung into
thealey at hisback, but it wastoo far away for the light to touch him.

In ahundred feet he came out into another street and turned left. Hisingtinct was to head for the lighted
streets—the safe streets—but the men chasing him were not cutthroats who kept to the dark, and in the
dreetlights he would be seen more essily.

But till he found himsdlf gravitating that way, mothlike. It wasthe habit of alifetime; adesreto escape,
to not disappear entirely. He continued to hear the men shouting. Hayes pushed himsdlf on, fighting to
catch hisbreath, not even sureif they were sill following him—afraid to ook back.

He was heading toward Brindey Park, and Spring Street—the beginning of the lighted boulevards. This
is madness, hetold himsdf. The darknesswas hisaly now. The place he thought constantly of escaping,
and now it sheltered him. He should cling to it, wrap it around himself, for it was dl that protected him.

But if he stayed here, in the twilight quarter, someone would give him away—for he would never be
anything but an outsider, here. Not safein the darkness or the light. Better the light, then. Too many
disappeared in the darkness.

Hayes took the risk of pausing before he went out onto the lit street that bordered Brindey Park. For a
moment he stood listening to the sounds down the darkened aley he was about to leave. His pursuers
werelikely not far behind.

Almost more than hear, Hayes sensed noise down the street, not on top of him but too close. Composing
himsdlf, he stepped out onto the lamplit street, monitoring his pace so that he would not stand out, yet
making the best time he could.

Coupleswaked at their leisure, especidly on the street’ sfar Side, which iswhere he wanted to be, asfar
from histormentors as he could be. Weaving between carriages and tradesmen’ s carts, Hayes strode
quickly to the opposite Side, redizing that this was a mistake—because of the size of the park there were
no streetsleading off from that side of the avenue for adistance equal to severa blocks. More than
anything, he needed to make as many turns as he could to confound his hunters, and now that wasn't
possible. They might think he' d scrambled over the iron fence into the park, keeping to darkness like any
crimina would, but the fencewas so high. ..

He pressed on, fighting the urge to look back—a man who appeared to have pursuers would be noticed,
no question of that.

Men and women passed, arm in arm, chatting and laughing. A coach clattered by, ayoung man leaning



out itswindow, toasting the passerdby theetrically; his drunken companions laughed and as one of them
tried tofill hisglass, a crimson stream of wine splashed over the cobbles.

“Hayes?’ someone cdled.

Hayeslooked about wildly. Bloody blood and flames, someone was announcing his nameto everyone on
the avenue!

“Samual Hayes?’ the voice came again; from the carriage, heredlized. “ Driver! Heave to, man.”

Sowing, the carriage veered toward the curb, frightening pedestrians, clearly not in perfect control.
Hayes was not sure who had called to him, but he took one ook back and made a dash for the
gtill-moving carriage. As he gpproached, the driver set it off again, laughing inandy, for it was another
young gentleman with the reinsin hand. Hayes forced himself to sprint, and as the door swung open, he
reached out and grabbed the carriage, feeling hands take hold of him and drag him in where he sprawled
on thefloor.

Half adozen men hisown age looked down at him, grinning. “Why, Samua Hayes,” one of them said,
“have adrink,” and proceeded to pour wine dl over Hayes face.

“Hume!” Hayes managed, dmost choking. He pushed himsdlf up, fending off the bottle.
Theyoung gentlemen were laughing medly.

“Aye, have another drink, Hayes.” Hume began tilting another bottle toward Hayes, but he managed to
push this one away, too.

“Hames, Hume, but you came just in time. 1 was being chased by footpads.”
“On Spring Street?” someone said, clearly certain he was joking.

“Y ou' d have been better off with the footpads, I'll wager,” someone laughed. “We're celebrating
Hume' simpending demise. Marriage, that is.”

Hayes struggled up into a crouch and stared out the rear window. He could see them now, a group of
men at the run, but too far back to be distinguished. Too far back to catch them, that was certain.

“Blood and flames,” Hume said, twisting around to look out. “Y ou were serious.”
“Let’sgo back and give them what-for,” someone called out. “I’ ve arapier in here somewhere.”
“No!” Hayes said quickly. “Driveon.”

“Hah! Out of the frying pan into thefire, Hayesy. Y ou're with us now and our intent isfar more wicked
than any footpads. Driver,” the young man cdled “ The brothel !”

“The brothel!”

“The brothel!” the otherstook up the cry, and the carriage careened off down the street, only the fragile
common sense of horses keeping the gentlemen from disagter.

The anemic light of coach lamps smeared across rain-oiled cobbles and lit the moving flanks of horses
without having anoticeegble affect on the overwhel ming darkness. Avonel of an evening in early spring.



Erasmus Hattery stepped down from the hired coach and, with barely anod, shook some coins out of
his pocket for the driver. This was the address, he was sure. A doorman held an umbrelafor him,
interrupting adrizzle so fine it seemed more like acoal, faling dew, or the actual substance of darkness
dribbling down from the heavens.

“Sr... 7" the doorman said expectantly, and Erasmus redized he was standing there as though unsure he
would enter—like ayoung man who' d logt his nerve. In truth he had always avoided such places, though
not on moral grounds. He was not a prude. But brothels were the haunts of foolish young men, and the
old attempting to deny the truth of time. Either way it was ahouse of delusions, and, as such, repugnant
to Erasmus. But then, Erasmus had come out of perverse curiosity.

Only the Marchioness of Wicklow could ever have brought off such an event, for who could refuse an
invitation from Avonel’ s principa hostess? Only a prude or aman who had much to hide, clearly. Any
woman who did not attend would unquestionably be admitting that her husband frequented such
establishments and that therefore she could not bear to even enter the place herself. No, the Marchioness
had weighed things out with akind of ruthless precison and cruel irony that Erasmus thought had to be
admired. Of course, as abachelor, he wasin no danger here. Hiswife would not be watching, wondering
if any of the matron’s comely employees seemed to treat him with just abit too much familiarity.

So here gathered the cream of Avonel society, pretending to be engaged in something exciting, risque,
and watching each other like predators. Erasmus thought that the Marchioness had gone along way to
expose the truth of Avone society this evening. He, for one, was dmost certain he could smell the swest.

Erasmus was escorted quickly up the short walk and into awell-lit lobby. Smiling young women relieved
him of cloak and hat, gloves and cane.

“Lady Wicklow's party,” he said, and one young woman turned to the matron who approached and, still
amiling, repeated hisdisclamer.

The matron was a cheerful 1ooking woman whose age could not be disguised behind even the layers of
makeup she had gpplied. Erasmus thought that if you took away the makeup, she would ook far more
like the competent wife of a particularly boring, country squire than the proprietress of such an

establishment. She should have been serving tea and exaggerating the accomplishments of her children.

“Mrs. Trocket at your service. And you are... 7’ she asked as she curtsied, surprising Erasmuswith a
bright look of both intelligence and humor.

“Erasmus Hattery, ma am.”

Her face changed as she heard the name, and though she held alist of guests, it wasimmediately
forgotten. “Ah, Mr. Flattery. Itisagreat pleasure, I'm sure.”

She motioned for him to escort her, clearly pleased to have amember of such an important family visit
her establishment. The name, Erasmus thought, did occasionally prove useful—when it wasn't acurse.

“Wdl, you'll find we' ve created aplace of refined entertainments for the discerning gentlemen—and
lady—for we do not cater to gentlemen aone. Not at al.”

All of the*ladies’ Erasmus could see were clearly in the employ of the able Mrs. Trocket, and they
gmiled at him lessthan coyly as he passed. One blew him akiss. They wore gowns that one would not
seein most Avond homes, that was certain, and severd seemed to have forgotten their gowns and wore



only the most exotic En-tonne lingerie. He tried not to stare, but they really were the most fetching
cregtures. And they laughed with the gentlemen present, flirting in the most open manner. Erasmus
thought suddenly that the place was a bit too warm.

The air was redolent with the smell of perfumeswhich did not quite mask amusky odor that pervaded
the rooms. Erasmus did not have to wonder what that scent was, his body reacted to it of its

own accord, and likely would have had he never encountered it before. Love had its own scent.

They passed into another room, not so different from the first, though perhaps not so well lit. Here
musicians played, and the men had shed their coats or loosened neckcloths. The women seemed to have
joined in the spirit, and were less encumbered by clothing as well. Some couples—or even
threesomes—were dancing drunk-enly, pressed close while others were locked in more passionate
embraces, too drunk or too aroused to care that they werein public. On either end of adivan anava
officer sprawled, like tumbledown bookends, insensible with drink. So much for their evening with the
ladies, Erasmus thought, though it would not likely stop them from boasting, dl the same.

A woman put her hand on Erasmus arm as he passed, and she did it with such familiarity, meeting his
eyes 0 camly, that for amoment he thought he knew her, and he was sure he looked at her with the
greatest surprise. Mrs. Trocket led him through the next door.

They entered ahallway with large roomsto either side, and through the open doors he could see that
severd “refined entertainments’ were underway. He glimpsed near-naked dancers through one set of
doors, and heard singing from another. A farce, played out in elaborate and outrageous costumes, wasin
progressin yet another room.

“Wetry to have something for everyone,” Mrs. Trocket said, noting hisinterest. “ And things change
often—nothing sde a Mrs. Trocket’s. Amusement with wit and charm, that is our god. A bit too...”
she used an Entonne word that did not have an exact Farr equivalent, though its meaning lay somewhere
between “racy” and “fashionable.”

“... for many of theworthies of Avond. But for ayoung man such asyoursdf...” She smiled knowingly.

Erasmus was thirty—not s0 young by the standards of Farr-land—and was, despite his name, no longer
easy prey to flattery.

Up abroad flight of stairs and finaly into the most eccentric library Erasmus had ever seen. It belongedin
an ancient abbey or college for sudiesin the arcane. The room was polished oak from the floor to the
very top of the shelves—some two stories up—and was al nooks and a coves and stairways and carrels.
Bal conies were suspended precarioudy overhead, backed by cliffs of books. Sliding ladders, at odd
anglesto everything ese, ran up to bronzerailings.

BENEATH THE VAULTED HILLS

People stood on these ladders, surveying the crowd or holding forth to groups who gathered about their
feet.

Erasmus redlized that Mrs. Trocket had left him aone. Perhaps she had even bid him farewell.

The room was crowded with people, and there was such ahum of conversation that he thought of his
beehivesin far off Locfd. It was, to Erasmus eye, atypica gathering of the educated classes of Avond,
though to one well-versed in such things, it might have been amore fashionable group than was common.



Erasmusdid not much carefor such distinctions.

He noticed that everyone seemed a bit more animated than usua, as though they weretrying to hide their
discomfort, or perhapsthey were merdly thrilled to find themselvesin such aplace, for certainly none of
the ladies had been in abrothel before. Many of the men looked distinctly uncomfortable, and Erasmus
was sure it wasn't because thiswas their first visit—but they had unquestionably never been hereinthe
company of their wives. They were likely terrified that some young woman was going to recognize them,
though Erasmus knew that the able Mrs. Trocket would have advised her young ladies beforehand. Still,
it was good sport to watch the husbands shying like nervous fods.

Scattered among the peopl e attending the party were both servants and working girls and they talked and
laughed with the guests and plied them with spirits and delicacies. The atmosphere here, in the center of
the Marchioness circle, was less bawdy and brazen than Erasmus had seen in the other chambers.
Passions were wd | under control where on€' s reputation could actualy suffer some damage. After all,
the usua code—that one did not speak of who or what one saw in a brothel—would not be in effect this
night. Peoplewould likdly talk of nothing elsefor days.

Erasmus began searching the room for familiar faces, and though there were many that he knew by sight,
he couldn’t find anyone he thought might offer interesting conversation, and he saw severa he knew for a
fact had never said an intriguing thing in their lives. He thought the rather intense looking man acrossthe
room seemed vaguely familiar, and then redlized that it was his own face in alooking glass, and this made
him laugh.

Well, he certainly won’'t have anything to say that | haven’t heard before, Erasmus thought.
He backed up againgt the wall of books, and thinking he would

keep people at bay if he were engaged in some activity, he took avolume from the shelf and opened it.
Intwo lines he redlized that it was erotic fiction, and returned it to the shelf. What pleasure could such an
activity provideif one could indulge it openly? All the books he could see were of the same variety, so he
turned back to the gathering.

“Isn’'tit divinely wicked?’” ayoung woman said to him, and he redized he was|ooking at a daughter of
the Shackleton family, though his memory would not cooperate by supplying aname. She waved aglass
of wine expangvely, thelook of drunken delight not varying measurably. “ Only the marchionesswould
dare such an evening.” Shelooked a him suddenly, her manner inquisitiveif alittle unfocused. “Don't |
know you?’

“Erasmus Flattery,” he said, and watched her expression change from drunken ddlight.
“Redly?’ shemanaged, remaining fairly collected. “Y ou’ ve been to our home, | think.”
Erasmus nodded.

“| so wanted to ask if the rumorswere true, but | was too shy, and my mother warned me to mind my
manners. But tonight I’ ve had enough wine. .. Isit true you served Eldrich?’

He shook hishead. “Vicious rumor. | once visited aschool chum at Lord Eldrich’shome—hewasa
great-nephew or some such thing. But it was dl very ordinary, and the legendary Eldrich never appeared.
Not even to my school chum, if he’ sto be believed.”

“Too bad,” she said, her ook of ddlight fading alittle more. “Too many good stories end up that way.
Thetruthisabit of abore, isn't it?’



Erasmus shrugged.

“Wadll, that' swhat I’ ve found anyway,” she said resignedly, placed ahand on his chest rather clumsily,
then backed away into the crowd, waving theatricaly, asthough she had lost dl capacity for the
unself-conscious gesture.

Dora, Erasmus thought as he watched her disappear into the crowd. Dora Shackleton, although
“Simpleton” might be more appropriate.

Nearby a gathering of people swayed and bobbed, all trying to view the object of interest that lay at the
very center of thismovement. Drawn by what force Erasmus did not know—jperhaps merely because
the audience was dmogt entirely young ladies—he

found himsdlf looking over the heads of the watchers. Heads of lustrous swaying hair that fell to bare
shoulders and beyond.

“But you see sheis completely rdlaxed,” aman was saying. “In fact, she will wake from thisrefreshed, as
though she had dept the night through and experienced only the sweetest of dreams.”

The man bent over ayoung woman seated in a chair. He sported both an ostentatious mustache and a
monocle and looked too much like aplayer on the stage—the foreign count whom no one trusted,
despite hischarm. He laid ahand on the young woman’ s shoulder, but she did not stir, and kept her eyes
closed. Indeed, she seemed to be adeep Sitting up.

“But what will shedo?’ awoman asked, alittle embarrassed by her question.
“Or not do,” another added, and they all giggled at her boldness.

“Clarawill do nothing in her present state that she would find objectionable while awake. Sheis
mesmerized, but her morals are perfectly awake, let me assure you.”

“Canyou cureillnesses, then?’ someone asked. “ Some make such aclam.”

“Someillnesses, yes. | have had encouraging results treating nervous dyspepsia, insomnia, dropsy, and
brain fevers, to name but afew. Consumption, | regret to say, it will not affect, though it will take away
some discomfort from the consumptive patient. Irrational fears 1 have treated with great success.
Recurrent nightmares| have solved utterly.”

“Can people redly remember back to their very childhood, Doctor? To their birth, even?’

“I have seen long-lost memories surface, often, but | cannot claim perfect success. | treated the great
Lord Skye, who as you know can remember nothing that took place before his childhood accident, but
we were unableto recover hispadt. Itislog, | believe. Lost when he suffered histerribleinjury.”

“But hisintellect was not affected... 7’

“Only his speech, dightly. But otherwise we do not know. Perhapsif he had not suffered histragedy, he
would have shown even greater genius. But what isamemory? Can it be weighed or measured? If oneis
forgotten, doesthe brain weight less? How isit that we hold so many in our minds? And where are they
kept?’ He looked around at the gathering as though expecting answers, but when none were
forthcoming, he continued. “ There are those who
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claim the mind and the brain are not one and the same, but clearly when the brainisinjured, so asoisthe
mind. Thus Skye logt his memories—as though they were destroyed when his brain was damaged. But in
an undamaged brain | believe the memories are never truly logt, but only misplaced. Memories of every
event and smdl| and taste and emotion, dl there, like perfect novelsin infinite numbers. The novels of our
lives. It isone of the mysteriesthat empiricism hasyet to explain.“ He turned to the deeping woman. ” But
let us see what Clara can remember. Perhaps she has some memories|ong forgotten. Clara? | want you
to turn your mind to your childhood... Y our very earliest memory.*

Erasmus drifted away. He had seen such displays before. Fascinating the first time or two, but largely
quackery, he thought. This man had made more modest claims than most, who were milking the ignorant
for their hard-earned coin with promisesto cure al manner of iliness and deformity, and much more,
Which only made this man dightly less of acharlatan.

But what is memory?

Perhaps not an entirely foolish question, Erasmus thought, but he was more interested in knowing why
one could not forget. Or how one could forget. For that he would hand over his own money, and gladly.

A young woman offered him aglass of champagne. She was wesaring nothing but lingerie of black lace,
sheer black stockings, and an astonishing tumble of dark curls.

“Youlook, sr, asthough you might require some help erasing that troubled expression from your brow,”
shesaid in alovely warm voice. Erasmuswas usudly easy prey for abeautiful voice.

“I cultivate looking troubled,” he answered. “ It keeps people a adistance.”

“Ah,” she said, stepping aside to let people pass and pressing herself softly against him. “Areyou trying
to keep me at adistance then?’

“It svery likely, | fear.” Erasmus glanced around the room. “1’m looking for friends, actualy.”

“Do they have names?’ she asked, speaking near to his ear in atone so intimate that Erasmus could
hardly help but respond.

Erasmus hesitated. “I believe so, though they’ ve never told them to me.”

This caused her to pause for amoment, then she laughed.

“Ras! Short for rascdl, | see” came avoice from behind. Erasmusfelt ahand on his shoulder and turned
to find Barton, an old classmate from his Merton days. “ Come out for an evening of wickedness, | see?”
The man was beaming at him abit foolishly, asthough overcome with ddight a finding Erasmus Hattery
inabrothd, of dl places.

“I wasinvited by the marchioness,” Erasmus said, not quite sure why he wastrying to explain his
presence.

“Oh, to be surel Aswerewedl.” Barton laughed. “ But have you seen the contortionists? Well, | tdll you,
it will fire your imagination. Possibilities undreamed of!” He laughed again, and snatched aglassfroma
passing tray. Barton’ s face was red, even his now completely bald pate was flushed. “Y ou look a bit out
of sorts, Ras,” he said sympatheticdly, and then suddenly looked alittle self-conscious himsdlf, asthough
afraid he' d been caught in the act of frivolity. “I hear you' re setting your stamp on the Society. Making
quite aname for yourself,” he offered, perhaps searching for some topic that would put Erasmus at ease.



It was not agood choice—Erasmus did not like to be patronized. He nodded distractedly, and the
woman who gill held hisarm pressed againgt him again, cdling for his attention.

Barton smiled and drained hisglass. “Wel, mustn’t keep you from your friend,” he said, nodded to the
woman on Erasmus arm and turned to go.

“But, Barton...” but Barton was gone.

The woman, pressing her arm into Erasmus, leaned close to his ear and made arather outrageous
suggestion. Erasmus disentangled himsdlf. “Ah, “ If it were not a phantom moon, and your affections,
Lady, were but true.’

Shelooked at him, confused.

“Denis,” Erasmussaid. “ The Prince Alexander.” And seeing that thisinformation did not help, he added:
“It' saplay, my dear.”

Shereleased him, her ook of confusion not fading, and Erasmus set out into the fray. Tight little dleys
opened up in the knots of people, and he pushed hisway down these, awash in the scents and sounds,
the colors and shapes.

Hejostled someone accidentaly and arather poorly dressed young man shot him alook.
“Erasmus?’ the young man said. “Farrdle sghogt, Erasmud”
“Samud?’

The young man put afinger to hislips. “Don't say it so loudly.” Helooked truly frightened, shrinking
down alittle so as not to be noticed.

“Hiding from afiancee, are you?’ Erasmus amiled.

“No, nothing like that. Far worse, in fact.” Samua Hayes|ooked about him quickly. “I’m hiding from the
law, Erasmus”

Erasmus amogt laughed, thinking it ajoke—Samua Hayesin trouble with the law!—but then heredlized
that the young man was completely serious. “Martyr’ s blood, man, what have you been up to?’

“Nothing,” Hayes said quickly, “1 swear. Yet 1 am being pursued dl the same.”
“Mr. Hattery?’

Erasmusturned to find anava officer gpproaching, smiling. The navy men were aways extremely
amiable to him, not for anything Erasmus had done, but because a recent ancestor had been an admiral
and something of awar hero. Odd how the accomplishments of one' s family seemed to somehow rub off
onaman.

“Captain Adelard James. We met once at the duke' s country home. At adinner, thistwo years padt...”
“Of course. A pleasure to see you again, Captain. Y ou were off to Farrow, wasn't it?’

The man looked pleased that Erasmus would remember. “That’ sit exactly. Y es, we talked much about
the idand. Have you been back since we last spoke?’

Erasmus shook hishead. “No, I'm afraid not.” He turned to introduce Hayes, but the young man had



disappeared. They talked for amoment about nothing much in particular, and then parted. Erasmus stood
wondering what in the world Hayes had been on about.

Barton reappeared suddenly. “Finished with that little bit already?’ he asked, speaking too loudly. “Well,
never mind, there' saways more here, Ras. Do you know, I’ ve just been told that the Countess of
Chilton isin attendance? Can you believeit?I’m dying for aglimpse.” He raised abushy eyebrow
comicdly. “Come dong, old man, and we'll seeif therumorsaretrue. Seeif adart of pure desire strikes
right to our very hearts”

| hey had taken an astonishing length of time to make their way to this room, searching asthey went.
Hoping for aglimpse of the

woman said to be the most beautiful in the known world. Barton touched Erasmus arm suddenly, and he
turned to look in the direction hisfriend was staring. There was someone there, no doubt, in the middle of
the press of both men and women—Iike a queen bee surrounded by her attendants. And the smilarity
seemed very gpt to Erasmus. It was as though they all hovered about, rubbing antennae, caught up ina
collective orgy of adoration.

He could not see the woman who was the focus of this adulation, but he could see the reactions of those
around. They were transported, foolish with delight at finding themsalvesin the company of thiswoman.
And it was not just the men. The women seemed hardly less affected. Erasmusfdt it himsdlf, and he il
had not caught a glimpse of the countess.

“Canyou see her, Barton?’ Erasmus asked, for Barton was agood haf afoot taler and looked over
virtualy everyone shead.

“Almogt,” he answered, not shifting his gaze away from the spectacle.

Suddenly someone in the throng moved to one side and Erasmus thought he caught aglimpse of a
beautiful amile.

“Now, now, gentlemen. Not polite to stare. Actually, the countess has gone, and what you seethere are
merely the people who were o unbelievably fortunate asto actudly have spoken with her.”

“Sennet,” Barton said, turning to adapper young man who looked on in vast amusement. “ Do you know
Erasmus Hattery?’

“No, but certainly | know your brother, the duke. Y our servant, sir. And | should add that | know you
by reputation. I’ m not an empiricist mysdf, but, even so, one cannot help but hear the name of Erasmus
Hattery. Not these days.”

Erasmus never knew how to respond gracioudly to praise, and as usua changed the subject. “Wereyou
serious?’ Erasmus asked. “ Are these merely the people who spoke with the countess?”

Sennet bobbed his head, hislong, rather sharp nose performing aprecise arc in the air. Erasmus thought
the marquis—for thiswas undoubtedly the Marquis of Sennet—was the most oddly formed man. His
chin seemed to have been drawn out too far, hisforehead doped back. Freckles of vastly differing sizes
were scattered over hisface, and yet dl of this seemed to be offset by the most kindly eyes, large and
filled with humor, with deep lines a their corners from much laughter, Erasmus suspected.

“Yes” Sennet said, hisamusement apparently growing. “Isn't it wonderfully absurd? 1t sredly a
madness. A collective madness.” Hislook became just a bit more serious, as though something in this



disturbed him.

“I've never actualy seen the countess myself,” Erasmus said, wondering if there was as much regret in
hisvoice as he heard. “Is she as beautiful as everyone clams?’

Sennet tilted his head to one sde. “ One would haveto say yes, | think. It isvery odd. | actudly believe
there are other women in Avond just as beautiful—perhaps even in this room—~but they do not have the
effect of the Countess of Chilton. It isaforce of persondlity... | don’t think | know aword to describe
the effect, for sheis more than enchanting.” He shook his head and laughed. “Well, you see, | am as
besotted as everyone ese. Though | shal not duel with otherswho do not declare her the most beautiful
woman who has ever lived, which apparently happened this week past.”

Erasmus thought this agood thing. He seemed to remember hearing that Sennet was aformidable
swordsman, and had once won aduel with the master of Avond’ s principa fencing academy. A feat that
had given him something of a reputation these past three years.

“No, I make it something of arule,” Sennet said. “Never risk your life over awoman who cannot
remember your name. Sensible, don't you think?”

Erasmus answer died on hislips, for he saw Samua Hayes haf-hidden behind a column, trying to caich
his attention.

Erasmus excused himself and made hisway over to the young man.

Y oung Samud was the only son of neighbors of the Hattery family. The Hayesfamily werekindly if not
terribly competent people, who had lost their estate not too long ago from bad investments and profligate
gpending. Not an uncommon story, unfortunately.

“I haveto get out of here,” Hayes said as Erasmus came near. “It’ sthe navy men; they’re after me.” He
paused, avoiding Erasmus’ eyes. “But | have no placeto go.”

Erasmus reached out and took Hayes arm. Better to find out what went on here. He owed it to the
young man's parents. “ Come dong, then. Y ou can hide at my home—at least until you' vetold mewhat’s
happened. Don't look so frightened, Hayes; unlessyou've

murdered the prince royd, it’sunlikely agents of the navy will try to rest you from me without a proper
warrant, and | rather doubt the officers present this evening have onein their pockets. They have other
thingson tharr minds”

Erasmus steered Hayes toward the door, wondering if he would miss anything that evening, but then
decided that he had only come out of boredom. An unhealthy reason in thefirst place. The rescue of a
family friend seemed infinitely preferable.

Chapter Two

IT was not a secret in Avonel that the Earl of Skye had a preference for a certain type of woman—opetite,
white-blonde, green-eyed, and young. An Entonne accent was desirable but not absolutely necessary. For a
man of surpassing intellect, his tastes were hardly extraordinary.

The woman who answered the door, however, was not only a complete stranger, but she had none of the
characteristics that Skye expected. In truth, he thought her arather unusual looking woman. Not more than



twenty-three, he guessed, but he had seldom seen awoman so... faded. Her hair, her skin, they appeared
to be drained of color. The hair was red, but of such alifeless variety. If anyone were to return from death,
Skye thought they would look like this—as though part of their life had been drained away. Y et her eyes
had the gleam of youth and even standing there, holding the door, he sensed a vivacity about her.

She curtsied with grace. “Lord Skye, it isan honor. Please, comein,” she said pleasantly. Whoever she
was, she was no one's maid servant.

He hesitated on the doorstep. “ Thisisthe right address?’

“Y ou’ ve come to visit Miss Finesworth?’ He nodded and she beckoned him in.

“Y ou have me at something of adisadvantage, Miss... | do not know your name.”

“l am afriend,” she said, and smiled as though she had been put up to this and found his reaction rather
amusing. “Come up, sir,” she said, not offering to take his coat or cane, nor was there any servant to do so.

It was turning into something of an odd assignation, Skye thought. Where was Miss Finesworth? She had
assured him the house would be empty.

At the stair head the young woman opened a door and preceded him into the room.

“What in bloody blazes!” Skye stopped abruptly. There were three naval officers dumped so limply on
chairs that Skye feared they were dead.

“They are drugged,” the young woman said matter-of-factly.
Skye felt an urge to bolt, but he stood, staring, amost dumbfounded, at the scene.
“But why?" His voice came out in awhisper. “Why are they here?’

“Toarrest you, I'm afraid,” she said. “Y ou see, the young woman you were to meet, Miss Finesworth, was
to pretend to be an Entonne spy who had offered her allegiance to Farrland. She would claim that you had
come here to give her plans for the cannon, so that Entonne could produce naval guns of their own.” She
waved a hand at the unconscious officers. “ These gentlemen were then to take you away. To gaol, Lord
Skye.”

“That's... that’s preposterous. It's...”

She crossed to atable and dlid alargeroll of papers across the smooth surface. “Y ou will recognize these, |
think?’ she asked, releasing the ribbons that bound them. She spread them quickly open and looked over at
Skye.

Not sure why, he went to look.

Helet out along breath. “My drawings of the naval gun. The Admiralty had them.”

“Y es, and sheets of specifications. Instructions for casting. Everything one would need to produce cannon.”
Skye stepped back stunned to silence. “Who are you?’

“A friend, Lord Skye. Someone who would not see you harmed.” She touched his arm gently. “You
needn’t fear me. With-

iNIMISSELL

out my intervention you would be on your way to gaol this moment. Y ou have made an enemy, Lord Skye.
A formidable and somewhat ruthless enemy. Moncrief, | assume, but perhaps you know already.”



“Moncrief!? But heismy friend! | dinewith him. |..."” he blustered into silence.

She stared at him with what appeared to be compassion. “1 would be surprised to learn that Moncrief has
any friends, Lord Skye. Y ou threaten him in some way. Y ou are afavorite of the King and have His
Majesty’s ear. Perhaps too much for Moncrief’sliking.”

Skye leaned on the table. “It is unbelievable. Moncrief would not dare attack me.”

“Moncrief dared to attack Enttone, Lord Skye. What is a mere citizen to him? Even one as influential as
yourself. After al, he has brought men down before. Powerful men.”

“Why have you done this?’ Skye asked, stepping away from the table, eyeing this peculiar looking woman.

“You have many admirers, Lord Skye. We would not see you fall victim to... anyone. Trust me when | say
this. We are your friends. It is best that you leave now. Tell no one you were here. Is your driver to be
trusted?’

Skye nodded.
“Then you should be gone.”

Skye nodded again, turning away without further urging. He was not sure what went on here, but escaping
this place seemed imperative.

At the bottom of the stairs, he turned to the young woman. “If this all provesto be true, Miss, 1 will bein
your debt.”

She nodded. “ So it would appear, Lord Skye. But for now...” She opened the door for him, and with a
quick bow he went out, opening the door to the carriage himself, and sending his surprised driver on.

He slumped back in his seat, a hand over hisface. Had he just escaped ruin? It didn’t seem possible.
Flames, but he should not wait in Avonel to find out.

Chapter Three

Memory isfiction, a narrative we write and rewrite to explain an ever-changing present, a story in which we are the hero, the
victim, the wronged or the incomparable lover. And if memory isfiction, what then is history?

Halden: Essays

Theride to Erasmus home passed almost entirely in silence, asthough Hayes were afraid the driver might
overhear them. Erasmus thought that something dire must have happened to frighten the young man so. He
looked positively haunted, and this was not helped by the fact that he was rather poorly dressed and smelled
of wine—though he appeared perfectly sober.

It came out that Hayes had visited the brothel only because he’ d been rescued by friends who were on
their way there. They were celebrating the coming marriage of one of their circle. An odd practice,
Erasmus thought. Apparently the groom-to-be had been stripped naked and tied to a woman, who was also
without clothing, and they would not be released until they had performed the act before the groom’s
so-called friends. All rather difficult in that they had been tied in such away as to make consummation
almost impossible. Somewhat more entertaining than anything Erasmus had seen, but then his exploration of
the brothel had been cut rather short.

They arrived at Erasmus’ town home and were let in by his man servant, Stokes, who looked askance at
this young vagabond Erasmus had brought home.

After Stokes had found Hayes some clothing and let him clean



up, they met in Erasmus’ study on the second floor. “1 will tell you, Hayes, you look like you’ ve survived
thewar.”

“Do excuse me, Erasmus, |—| appreciate you taking mein likethis.”

“Yes, well, come and st by the fire and warm yoursdlf.” Erasmus motioned to his servant. “Brandy
would seem to bein order. And coffee. Will that answer?’ he asked Hayes, who nodded.

Erasmustook the second chair. “I think you should tell me what’ s happened, Hayes. There will betime
for pleasantrieslater.”

The young man nodded, rubbing his hands up and down histhighs as though to bring some feding into
them. He Sared into the fire, martiding histhoughts.

The young Samua that Erasmus remembered was barely detectable in the man seated before him. The
good-natured, apple-cheeked child was gone, and in his place was someone leaner and harder. The
bones of hisface showed through, as though hardship had caused his skeleton to expand and strengthen.
Thisyoung man looked like he could stand up to some adversity, which no doubt he aready had.

“1 don’t need to acquaint you with my recent family history, Erasmus. Sufficeit to say that, snceleaving
Merton, I’ve been living in... one of the city’s more picturesque quarters.” Hayes shook his head as
though he could not quite credit his memory. “I came home this night to find my rooms had been invaeded
by... wel, my neighbors claimed they were navy men. And | was pursued by others and only managed
to escape by pure luck.” He looked up at Erasmus. “ 1 redlly had no place to go. No friend good enough
to burden with my troubles.”

“Don’'t worry, Samud, you' re both safe and welcome. There are one or two advantages to having a
brother who' saduke. Y ou haven't any notion of why these men werein your rooms, | take it?’

Hayes shook his head. “None.”
“And you' re sure they were men from the Admiraty? Y ou saw uniforms?’

“No, but the peoplein that quarter of the city have an uncanny ability to spot the representatives of the
Crown no matter what their dress. If they say they were navy men, | would wager al 1 havethey were
right. Not that it would be much of awager, I'm afraid.”

Stokes appeared just then with coffee and brandies. Erasmus

wanted to reassure Hayes that his life would not ways be thus, but by the time Stokes | eft, the moment
had passed.

“Wadll, perhapsit isacase of mistaken identity.” Erasmus stared at Hayes, who gazed fixedly down into
his brandy. The silence was protracted and more than alittle awkward.

“It makeslittle sense to come to me, Samual, and then not trust me,” Erasmus said softly.

Hayes shook hishead and shifted his gaze to thefire. “ 1 have been racking my brain dl evening trying to
think of any reason, any reason &t al, that the Admiralty would be interested in me. Interested enough to
sack my rooms.”

“And... 7



Hayes |ooked up at him. “I can think of only one thing, and even it makes amost no sense.”
“Out withit, Samud.”

“I had been doing some research for a gentleman. Someone who wanted utter discretion. It was paid
work, you see” he said, alittle embarrassed.

“No shamein that. Not to my mind, anyway.” Erasmuswaited, his patience wearing thin, though he
fought to hideit.

“Widll, the gentleman has some involvement with the Admiralty. That isthe only explanation | can think of.
But, for thelife of me, | can’t imagine how thework | did could lead to nava officers searching my
rooms.” Hayes rose from his chair and paced two steps across the hearth, clearly troubled. He stood
looking down at his hands oddly, turning them over and over before the flames.

“Itissuch agtrangething...” He hunched down before thefire,

“Perhgps you should tell me about thiswork you' ve done, Hayes. | might notice something someone with
less distance would miss”

Hayes nodded, still looking into thefire. “Itisastory | want to tell you, Erasmus. You, in particular.” He
glanced up. “But | would haveto ask for complete secrecy in this matter.”

Agents of the navy wereinvolved, Erasmus reminded himsdf. “If your story bears upon the security of
the nation in some way, Hayes, | cannot guarantee that I'll be able to keep your confidence.”

Hayes stood up quickly. “But it doesn’t, Erasmus. | sweer it.”
Erasmus considered. It was not that he didn’t want to offer

Hayes some help, it wasjust that he didn’t want to become more involved than was necessary. “Y ou
sad that you particularly wanted to tell methistde...”

Hayes nodded hopefully. “Y es, for you see, the story involvesamage, or at least | think it does. That is
what | hope you cantell me.”

Erasmus shifted in his chair, wary now. “1 will tell you honestly, Hayes, that | havelittle specid
knowledge of mages, despite what people will persstin believing.”

A tight smile of polite disbdlief flickered across Hayes face. “ Of course... | amply thought...” He
stopped and |ooked away again.

“If, asyou say, the matter isinnocent, | will honor your confidence. That isdl | can promise.”

Hayes nodded. “It al began about two years ago with a professor at Merton. Y ou see, he cdled meand
aclassmate to his study one day and asked if we' d be interested in undertaking some research for a
prominent gentleman—he would not tell uswho it was, for the gentleman desired absolute discretion. We
had to agree before we were told his name. Our professor did assure usthat the gentleman in question
was above reproach and it was al on the up and up. | agreed readily, for | would be paid, and my
classmate, Kehler, agreed aswell.

“We were sent off to meet our prospective employer, completely in the dark asto what we would be
doing, and 1 dare say we would have thought it something of alark if we hadn’t known the man by
reputation.” He glanced up at Erasmus, clearly still impressed by this mysterious gentleman. “1 can't say



more than that he is a person of some standing.

“We speculated agreat deal about what our task might be, but | can tell you, Erasmus, we were not even
near the mark. Do you know anything about alittle village called Compton Heath?’ Erasmus shrugged.
“Jud the name.”

“And 1 should have said that’ sredlly all there was to know— except for this one peculiar incident that
the gentleman was interested in.” Hayes reached down and took asip of hisbrandy. “1 don’t know how
he ever learned the story, but hisfascination with it was obvious. Ashetold it, he could not sit till but
paced across the room speaking as though he were explaining a great discovery. " According to our
employer, astranger appeared oneday in

Compton Hesath: a man dressed oddly, who spoke no tongue that any recognized. He seemed more than
alittle disoriented and distraught, aswell asahit fearful of the people, though from al accounts they
treated him kindly. A doctor was caled who determined that the man suffered nervous dyspepsiaand
required rest and quiet.

“A priegt, skilled in languages, was located and came to hear the man' s sirange speech. The priest
confessed that he could neither name the man’ s language nor even from what region it might originate.,
Some theorized that the stranger had been shipwrecked and was the only survivor, and that he had come
from aland in some unexplored part of the world where there was arich civilization. The imagination
being what it is, these people also bdieved the stranger was aman of importance in hisown land—a
prince or awedlthy adventurer. The problem with thistheory, of course, was that the town of Compton
Heeth lay some twenty milesinland, and it ssemed unlikely that this man would have traveled so far
without first encountering other towns or homes and their people.

“But then the stranger was not quite right in hismind, so it was not entirely out of the question that he had
wandered so far. Thelocd officialstook the man under their wing, not quite sure what should be done.
He became something of alocd curiosity, and men of learning traveled from neighboring townsto see
him for themsalves and to hear his strange tongue.

“But this Situation did not last long. One evening agrand coach arrived, from where no one knew, and
when it eft the stranger was no longer domiciled in Compton Heath. The officias claimed the man had
disappeared of hisown free will, though few believed them. In fact, the town worthies were clearly
frightened and did not like to speak of the matter at al. Afterward the rumor went about that a mage had
sent for the stranger, though this can be neither proven nor disproven.”

Erasmuswas slent for amoment, and Hayes turned his attention to him, trying to read hisreaction to the
news of amage sinvolvement. Thiswas clearly the question he hoped Erasmus would answer, for
everyone knew that Erasmus Flattery had oncelived in the house of the mage.

“What year did this happen?’ Erasmus asked.
“1453”

“Over sixty yearsago.”
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Russell

assuring us that the old man would not speak to us of this matter. Indeed, that he would not speak of it
even with her. We asked if we might talk with Doctor Ripke al the same in hopes that we might change
hismind, and thiswas eventud|ly alowed.

“And talk we did. We sat in asmall garden above the cand, the old man tucked beneath an ancient,
threadbare blanket, for he would use no other. He seemed something like a child who believes that once
under the blankets heis safe from al the mongters hiding in the dark. The conversation ranged fredly. as
you might imagine, though it was not dl unpleasant. At times hisold sdf, or so | imagined, would come
forth and he displayed red charm, and even some concern for others. Then, very unexpectedly he would



lapseinto tirades, for he believed himsalf avictim of terrible persecution.

“The man took aliking to me, | think, and at asign from my partner, Kehler, | took over our inquiry,
Kehler being content to sit and listen. 1t was sometime before | could steer him round to the topic of
interest to us, but findly after some cgjoling, hefdl into along silence, and then said, ‘Damn him, | shall
not takeit to the grave!” | think he had been keeping the secret so long, and living in fear, that he could
no longer bear it. * Let him take me now and be donewith it, he kept repeating, as though someterrible
fiend would learn of our conversation and comefor him. Occasiondly hewould even fall to accusing us
of being agents of thisthing he feared but never named.

“It was along difficult processtaking three days, and | don’t think | would ever have been dlowed to
pressmy questions as| did, for obvioudy the interview was a detriment to the old man’ s already
precarious state, but his daughter was clearly even more interested than I. She sat just out of theman’s
sight and listened carefully to every word, hardly ableto believe that her father wastelling the story at
last.” Hayes stopped to drink, histhroat dry. “I learned anumber of things from Ripke that our visit to
Compton Heath had not uncovered. The stranger was certainly civilized, not awild man as some
claimed. He was modest regarding his body and submitted to the doctor’ s examination only after it was
demondtrated to him that he would not be harmed. His hands bore no calluses or signs of [abor. Hewas
clearly curious, even amused at times by things he saw. Theworkings of aclock caused him greet
merriment, apparently, and he obvioudy understood the ways of mechanica things. Given writing
implements he not only wrote in ascript no one had

ever seen but produced anumber of sketches of objects, the purpose of which could not be readily
grasped.”

“Farrdle sflamed” Erasmus blurted out. “ Do these drawings and script exist?’

Hayes shook his head sadly. “No, but | will cometo that part of the story. The stranger began to learn
Farr; quiterapidly | believe, and it soon became clear that he knew more about many thingsthan his
supposed teachers. He drew afairly detailed anatomica drawing of the human body, and clearly had
strongly held beliefs about how it functioned—Ripke was of the opinion that the man might well have
been aphyscianin hisown land. If what Ripke said was true, the stranger suggested things about the
functions of the heart and lungs that are only just now being considered. For instance, Ripkeis convinced
that the stranger did not believe that air in the lungs cooled the heat of the blood but rather infused it
somehow, and this enriched fluid was carried to the extremities of the body to nurtureit, like fertilizer
doesagarden. Or so 1 understood him to say.”

“Thisiswhat some medical men are proposing now,” Erasmus said, abit surprised.

Hayes nodded. “So it is” Though he did not seem nearly as astonished as Erasmus. “ Just as Ripke and
the others began to realize what amiracle they might have on their hands, alarge carriage arrived in
Compton Hegth late in the night.” Hayes took along drink of his brandy, and seemed suddenly very sad.
“Ripke was not present when the coach appeared, but as Compton Heath was asmall village, he soon
had word of it. He hurried to the house where the stranger was lodged and found a scene of terrible
confusion. Horsemen held back the few onlookers from an ornate carriage that had pulled up in the lane,
and when the doctor tried to enter the house to determine what went on, he was stopped by the
horsemen, who would provide no explanation. He stood helplesdy by as he saw the bewildered stranger
bundled into the carriage, and as the door opened, in the darkened interior, he saw aman, or at least his
Slhouette, camly waiting.



“At thispoint in the telling, Doctor Ripke went into aspasm of cursing and cowering thet findly sent us
away for the rest of that day and part of the next. When we were alowed to return, only | was ableto
gpesk with the doctor. He would see no others. | found ahaggard looking Ripke waiting, for he had
been awakeraving dl

night. But he was more lucid than at any other time during our visit, as though the fit of madness had run
its course and left him too exhausted to continue with such mania. | took a sest with him before the
fire—for though it was awarm day, he huddled next to the hearth as though it were the worst day of
winter—and he suddenly reached out and took hold of my hand. Y ou cannot imagine the look he gave
me then, as though he pleaded with mefor hisown life. ‘ Pursue this no further,” he said, hisvoice dl but
gonefrom hisnight of raving.

“When | asked why, he would not answer but curled up in his chair, drawing his ancient blanket up over
his head, and from underneath | heard him muttering, and then crying pitifully. | could learn nothing more
from him, and findly his daughter took pity on the man’s state and sent me away.”

“But what of the writing and the Sketches?’
“They disgppeared at the same time as the stranger.”
“And no one could reproduce them?’

Hayes shook his head. “ Ripke tried, but each time he put pen to paper, he would be overcome by a
strangefear. A fear 0 grest that it drove what he had seen out of his memory. And his notes, taken at
the time, could not be found. His daughter thought that he hoarded them in awooden box which he kept
locked and hidden away, but when he died, afew months after our interview, her husband opened the
box and found nothing but pages of gibberish. Linesthat connected in no way that conveyed meaning.
The artigtic equivaent of amadman’sravings.”

Erasmusfdt a sudden chill himself, for he could dmost see the poor doctor huddlied up by hisfire,
dipping back into madness. “ And who was it took the man away?’

“I was hoping you would tell me, Erasmus. This doctor wasfilled with aterror that he could never

escape. | might dismissthis asjust the dementia of one old man, but severd others who were present that
night suffered smilarly—two much worse, in fact. They sdf-murdered not long after. Wasthisthe doings
of amage? That is my question? Could one place such aterror on aman? Would they do such aterrible
thing, for surely this Ripke had done nothing that could offend amage? Unless there was some part of the
story hewas not telling. A stranger appeared in hisvillage, and the doctor endeavored to learn something
of the man, and did nothing to cause him harm. That isall.” Hayes stared hard at Erasmus,

clearly unsettled by what had happened to this poor doctor. “Could this have been the workings of a
mage?’

“1fearitisentirely possble” Erasmussaid quietly. “1... yes, they could ingtill such afear inaman, and it
would not likely go away with time—not in the yearsthat men live, a least. That this man Ripke lasted as
long as he did with some gpparent sanity isthe miracle.”

“Y ou speak with some confidence, Erasmus,” Hayes said.

Erasmus glanced at him, his annoyance not hidden, but Hayes did not look at al abashed.



“Yes, wdll, | had an experience while 1 was in the house of El-drich that |eft me with some specia
knowledge.” He pressed thetips of hisfingerstogether, staring into his past, Hayes was sure; and it was

not a happy past ether.

“Perhgpsit isan evening for stories,” Erasmus said softly, asthough he spoke to himsdlf. “1 will tell you of
this oneincident that might give you some evidence of the mage' sindifferenceto our ideas of what is
just.” Erasmus paused, as though reconsidering, but then pressed on. “The millennium was but four years
off when | wastaken to the house of Eldrich,” he began. “Tothisday | have only the vaguest idea of why
thiswas done. Somefeat | had performed as achild, | would suppose, though for the life of me | can't
remember what.

“My father, the duke, must have made the arrangements, though he never bothered to explain his
reasoning to me—a pattern that continued through the rest of hisdays.

“There were three other boys in the house at the time. One was two years older, had been there longer
and kept to himsdlf; another was younger and had attached himself to awomen servant. That left Percy
andme.

“Percy wasthree months older, severd inchestaller, and though quick of wit, heleftittometolead in
our friendship. Hisfamily were mildly successful shopkeepers, 1 understood, but even at that age | cared
little for socid distinctions. He was agood and true friend, and we stood by each other in aSituation that,
though never truly threatening, was less than hospitable and more than allittle strange.

“Percy had lessidea of why he wastherethan 1 did, and the fact that hisfamily had no influence at dl
makes me wonder if my own family’ s prominence had anything at al to do with my being there.

We knew that Eldrich was said to be amage, and we were both terrified and fascinated by this. That is
to say, by day we were fascinated, but once darknessfell, terror reigned. Most nights, after

the lights were doused, we dipped into the same bed and clung to
each other, amost pardyzed with fear, until wefindly fell adeep.
We were never sure what we were afraid of, though we specul ated
endledy.

“For months we didn't see Eldrich himself, so we imagined that he was a hideous near-monster, or
perhaps turned into one after nightfall. The onetruly frightening thing we did see was Eldrich’ sfamiliar, a
great wolf that roamed the halls, often by night. This beast never actudly threstened usin any way,
though we did much to stay distant from it, but we did on occasion hear sniffing outside our door—and
there were many more times when 1 suspect we imagined it. This put afear into usthat cannot be truly
conveyed, for there is no one so accomplished at terror as aten-year-old.

“We were given a pleasant enough room to share and put in the charge of atutor who was to see to our
studies. He was a good-hearted old man who reeked of tobacco smoke and the fecund soil from the
gardensin which heloved to dig. In the spring he aso smelled of horse droppings.

“Mr. Waky, as hewas caled, was aman of prodigious learning—or perhaps | should say he had been a
man of prodigiouslearningin hisday. By thetime Percy and | cameto him, hismind had begunto...
‘decay’ | think would be the right word. 1t was solid enough in places, and growing if not quite flourishing
in others, but, overall it had begun to loseitsfoliage, and the trunk was sadly rotten at its center .



“Walky often called us by the names of former students, and lost track of our lessons, hismind
wandering off. Very occasondly he would tell us the most wondrous tales of the past, and sometimes
even tales of the doingsin the house of Eldrich. To children, these seemed more like stonesthan
history—Ilike ghost stories, some of them—and it was difficult for usto discern those that were red from
those that were fanciful.

“Had | been only alittle older, | would have been wise enough to set these down inink, but | was not yet
perfectly proficient in my letters, and—to be hones—the thought never occurred to me. They seemed so
much like tales from old booksthat | didn’t for amoment imagine that they would not be recorded
elsewhere. But |

realize now that they weren't—at least not anywhere that could be found.

“Percy and 1 had agreat ded of time to ourselves—too much, really—and, 1 confess, we got up to
some mischief occasondly. For thisMr. Walky would give us extrawork and refused to tell us stories,
though earning histemporary disgpprova wasfar moreinjurious, for we had no other friend or dly in that
strange world.

“Indl themonths| lived in Eldrich’s house 1 never actualy spoke with the master himsdlf and, in fact,
only saw him perhapsthreetimes. Thefirst | was Sitting in awindow seet staring out at the garden. It was
acool autumn day, windless and with an odd, thin cloud layer through which the disk of the sun was
visible, though just. In the distance occasiona holesin amore dense cloud layer would open and shafts of
light that we then called ‘magerays would illuminate some far-off patch of the countryside, the colors of
fal appearing there like some promised treasure.

“| was supposed to be reading abook, but as | had not the habits of mind that | later developed, 1 was
staring out the window, daydreaming. At some point 1 redized there was aman standing in the garden,
looking down into one of the fading flowerbeds. Hewas atall gentleman dressed in black but for awhite
shirt. On hishead he wore no wig and hisdark hair, curly and loose, framed his pae face which, at that
distance, was hard to distinguish.

“1 had about two seconds of mild curiosity before | had a sudden realization: this was the legendary
Eldrich! | knew it asthough | had seen him athousand times. This was the mage. My heart began to
pound like mad, and | leaned forward to press my forehead to the glass so that 1 might have a better
look. At that very moment the man looked up, perhaps attracted by the movement in the window. And |
swear to you that | thought my heart had actualy stopped.

“Thelook thisman fixed onme... ! | was sure he could read my thoughts, learn every bit of wickedness
| had ever thought or done. | nearly fell out of the window seet i was o terrified. He had noticed me!
And al those months | believed he was unaware of my existence, but now | knew thiswas not so. |
could tdll by thelook. He knew me. Eldrich knew me!

“I flew back to my room as though pursued by the foulest murderer, and burst through the door in such a
near hysteriathat | darmed Percy even more than | had been frightened mysdif.

“For along moment | could not speak, but only gesticulated

wildly, opening and closing my mouth to no avall; findly | managed, ‘ Eldrich.” And Percy, who thought |
meant the mage was on hisway to our room, went completely white with horror. He began to tremble
uncontrollably and actualy became so light-headed that he collgpsed onto the bed, and his eyes
threatened to roll back in their sockets.

“ *What does he want with us? he whispered when he had recovered alittle.



‘Hewants nothing of you,” | told him. * At least not that | know of. But he saw me! Saw me shirking my
sudies. Flames, what if he turns meinto agoat? Or fixes me with a stutter?

“It soundsridiculous, now, but at the time | had never been so terrified. We both stared at the door as
though it would burst open at any moment and the mage would be carried in on ablast of wind, and we
would find out at last for what terrible purpose we had been sent to this place.

“We stayed like that until a servant cameto cal usto supper—he must have wondered why, when he
opened the door, we were clinging to each other, cowering as though we were about to be spitted, our
eyesthe size of saucers. Of course, Eldrich never appeared and we recovered from our fright after afew
days, but we never laughed about it, nor teased each other. No, anything to do with the mage was not a
laughing matter. And | will tell you honestly that | am not convinced that thisfright was smply the natural
result of two young boysliving in strange circumstances. Can you imagine what kind of man would take
amusement from so terrifying children?” Erasmus stopped, unsure if hewould go on, but the memories
kept flooding back.

“While 1 wasthere, the older boy tried to run away, but regppeared the next day |ooking decidedly
sullen, and could never be convinced to speak of the matter. This proved what we suspected: we were
prisoners, and though it might have been more like boys at boarding school than prisonersin geol, a
stranger boarding school | had never heard tell of .

“One of the things Walky taught us, once the weather grew fair, wasthe art of swvimming. He scoffed a
our protests that it would ruin our congtitutions, and called us old wives. His own good hedlth, he
claimed, was dueto regular physica labor and swimming. He even said that the mage himsdlf swam,
though we did not believe that Lord Eldrich would stoop to such afrivolous activity.

“We not only learned the art of swimming, we grew to likeit and while the weather remained warm,
complained if aday went by without us being alowed into the water. Walky used thisasacarrot for us.
‘Finish your maths, my young lions, and we shdl go for anice swim. Be aout it now.’

“He often called us his*young lions,” especidly when he was pleased with usor when hewasin a
particularly agreeable mood. | did not know it at the time, but old half-mad Walky, aswe thought of him,
was agood friend to us, and concerned with our welfare.

“Sometimelater in my stay at Eldrich’shouse, Walky’ sgrip on redity seemed to dip alittle more.
Occasiondly he would forget what lesson he had begun and make odd requests of us. Once he asked
me to name the three herbs used to purify water, which | had to tell him was not in my course of studies.
Another day when he was particularly distracted—to the point of mumbling to himself—he demanded |
recite the incantation for locating springs, and when he saw the look of incomprehension on my face, he
began astrange rhythmic chant in alanguage neither Percy nor | had ever heard. After amoment of this
strange behavior, Walky fatered in mid-word, looking at usin astonishment. Quite abruptly hefled the
room.

“We did not know what to say, and for along moment sat there in stunned silence. But there was no
doubt about what we had heard. It had been magic! We both felt the power of it. Walky had been
performing an enchantment!

‘ "Do you know what | think? | said to Percy. ’Waky must have been ateacher of mages.
‘He' d have to be a hundred years old—maybe more,” Percy protested, aways practical.



‘Neverthdess, that iswhat heisdoing in Eldrich’shouse.” | was utterly sure of what 1 said.
‘Then he must be amage himsdlf,’ Percy said.
‘Maybe not. He might prepare the young ones before they go to study with the mage proper.’

“There was along silence while we consdered the ramifications of thisinsight, neither of uswanting to
actually put into words what it meant. We did not ook at each other, and the silence stretched on. |
remember hearing the insects buzzing outs de the open window.

S ean Russell

Are we to be mages, then'’ Percv and filled with awe. * *V
‘) | said quickly. ‘It can't

S

h,svo,ce very small

Chapter Four

Thefina hour of darkness held the city close, not willing to rlease it until touched by the burning sun.
The birdsthat lived in the eaves and openings of houses stirred and cooed their waking songs, like men
and women deepily readying themselvesfor their day’ stail.

Anna s carriage entered the courtyard through an arched opening and she heard the gates close behind
her. By the main door, alamp chased the darkness from that small corner of the courtyard, illuminating
the wisteriavine climbing the posts of the entry porch.

It's done, she thought. For better or worse, it’s done.

The door to the carriage opened, and she was handed down to the cobbles, where she stood a moment,
not quiteready togoiin.

Banks appeared beneath the wisteria.
“Anng?’

“Coming,” shesaid, ill not wanting to. A walk in the garden to clear her head and calm her was what
shewould prefer. She had never felt such dation and such anxiety at the sametime. The two emotions
seemed to be struggling within her, producing a nervousness that was entirely uncharacteristic.

Bankstook a step toward her, and rather than have him come and lead her inside, she relented and went
toward the door, sweep-

U

ing past the concerned-looking young man so that he could not take her arm in his too-possessive
manner.



The house waswarm, the air redolent with smoke and the smells of coffee.
“Everyoneis here?’ she asked Banks.

He nodded. “Y es, there have been no mishaps. Y our part went well, | take it?’
“Not as 1 expected, but well enough. We arein thelibrary?’

“Thedining room, in fact.”

She set out for the dining room where she found the others seated around the table, talking with
animation despite the hour.

“Anna,” Hasey said, standing, as did the others. Halsey was the oldest of the group, the leader by both
seniority and acclamation.

“WEe' ve just been speculating about Skye,” Kdlssaid. “ So tell uswhat happened.”

Shetook the chair that Banks pulled out for her and collapsed in it, suddenly tired. The high back
pressed into her skull, and she shut her eyes amoment.

“All went much as we expected. Not aswell aswe might have liked, but not as badly asit could
have-not nearly as badly.” The sound of a coffee cup arriving on the table before her brought her upright.
“He... hewas shocked, asyou might imagine, but | think, on balance, the earl believed me. The
unconscious sailors helped make my point. Asthe earl |€eft, he owned that hewasin our debt...” She
lifted her cup and let what she'd said sink in.

“Wadl,” Kdlssad, “that is hardly bad news, though it was the least we could expect from a gentleman.
Wedid save him from gaol, after dl. From utter ruin, in truth.” Kells nodded. He was dways quick to
judge. Quick to act. In someways she fdlt closest to him for that. Asusud, Halsey said nothing, weighing
her words, considering every possible interpretation that might suggest disaster.

“But what will Skye do now? Did hesay?’ Delide wasfive years older than Anna, and asked most of the
guestions—even the obvious ones, which was good, she' d cometo redize. Many thingswould never
have been discussed openly without him.

“I don’'t know, and 1 didn’t ask. It was a delicate moment. Aswe agreed, the most important thing was
that Skyeredize and be-

lieve we had saved him—for no reason other than our admiration of him. | think he did bdieve that. What
of your own tasks?*

Delide glanced quickly at Banks. “I wish we could say thingswent so well. We were almost
apprehended in Samual Hayes rooms. A pack of navy men came up as we were there, and we had no
exit but the window. | fear they are till wondering how we jumped from such aheight and apparently
sustained no injury. It was the worst luck, but once we were up the sairs, there was nowhere elseto go.”

“It never occurred to usthat the Admiralty would send men to search Hayes rooms at the sametime as
they sprung their trap for Skye,” Bankssaid. “1 ill can’t imaginewhy they did it.”

Halsey was shaking his head just alittle, sitting back in his chair, alook of some disbelief on hisface. He
was not happy with what he heard.

“Y ou had no difficulties?” Annaasked the old man, her tone quiet and deferential. He had never been



entirely in favor of this endeavor and now seemed to be having hisworst fears confirmed.

“Difficulties? No,” he said softly. “I have dways managed what must be done, even when it ismurder.”
He shook hishead again, clearly disturbed. “ So, Skye did not offer to open any gatesfor you?’ he
asked, fixing Annawith a gaze. She wondered how a person made their ook so hard.

“He offered nothing, not that | expected he would. Not yet. But | ftill do not doubt that my vison was
true. He will open agatefor us. I'm sure of it.”

“Yes, but who will wait insde? Y ou till do not know, | collect?’” Halsey’ s gaze didn’t soften, nor did it
release her.

Annashook her head. Visions were not so easily explained, and augury wasimperfectly understood,
even by the ancients. Annacould recal her vison in detail if she closed her eyes, yet she dtill could not
say who stood beyond the gate. A man who held abook and awhite blossom, but as he turned toward
her so that she might see hisface, alight blinded her. Nothing more. Skye would open the gate to
knowledge and power, that was the vison's meaning. Who held the book, she was sure was irrelevant.

“Let usnot have the argument again,” Kellssaid. “It will not come out differently. Eldrich till plansto
bring an end to the artsin our time. The years of caution are past. We cannot wait Eldrich

out—not now. When the mageis gone, the artswill disgppear with him.*

Y es, Annathought. She had seenit. Eldrich disappearing down the corridors of aforest, leaving behind a
world devoid of itsformer power, devoid of al magic. She shuddered a the memory. The forest had
seemed so lifeless, though to most it would appear still green and growing. She could not imagine wanting
tolivein such aworld.

“But, Anng,” Banks said gently. “Y ou’ ve not seen what we recovered from Hayes rooms.” Hedid a
|etter across the table. “ There was much more—ajourna, asheaf of notes—but we were caught
unawares and left it all behind in our panic.” Anna picked up the letter.

“It isfrom this other young man Skye employed,” Ddlide said. “Fenwick Kehler. We have wondered
where he got to. It appears he has been researching in the Farrdllite archive in Wooton!”

My Dear Hayes:

| had begun to despair of ever accomplishing my task here, no matter how hard | searched, but
recently things have changed. You would not believe what | have found, sir! All that we ever
dreamed and more! The archive is a mine of knowledge lost and forgotten, one must only find the
vein one seeks. | will tell you much more when next we meet. | hope to be granted a few days' |eave
come late spring and will travel to Avonel in all haste.

IL-looe
| hope this letter finds you well.

Yours as always, F. W. Kehler

“It says very little,” Anna said, surprised that Banks would think this so significant.

“So one would think, but we saw Hayes' journal. Pages and pages about the Stranger of Compton Heath.



And much speculation about Baumgere! Assuming that Kehler is till in the employ of Skye, the letter says
agreat deal. One should realize that Kehler must write with extreme caution. After all, heis clearly delving
into matters of which the priests would not approve—and they are likely not above monitoring the
correspondence of their guest scholars.

m, if read in the proper light, thisletter saysagreat deal. Skye might open the gate, and the man standing
insde could well be this oung scholar, Kehler. Who can guess what he has found in Woo-,? We know
the priests have been hoarding knowledge for centuries, and not al of it of ardigious nature.”

Annashrugged. “ Do we know what has happpened to Hayes? Do the Admiraty have him?’
No one answered for a second.

“Wedon't know,” Kellssaid. “Itispossible. Now that Skye has escaped their trap, it will not look good
if they have taken thisyoung man into custody. Heis, after al, innocent of any crime. | don’t know what
they’ I do with him. And who knows what the worthy gentlemen of the Admiraty will think if hetellsthem
what he has been researching for Skye.”

“We needn’t worry about the Admirdty,” Halsey said suddenly, his aged, gravelly voice sounding tired
and somewhat sad. “For now we must watch for any sign of Eldrich’ shand in al of this. Wewait and
keep our distance.”

“Certainly caution has served uswdll dl thelong years,” Annaheard hersdf say, “but those days are at
an end. If we aretoo cautious now, we |l sacrifice everything. The artswill belost to usforever. And
Eldrich will have triumphed.”

“Youwill learn aterrible lesson, Anna, if you persst in underestimating him,” Halsey said, some
frudrationin hisvoice. “Heis a mage. Evenif Eldrichistheleast skilled of mages, heis sill more
powerful than you can imagine. Y ou do not begin to understand what he can do. It isentirely possible
that Skye does hisbidding, or that the men who attempted to ruin Skye did so on behalf of the mage,
whether they were aware of it or not. And we have |legped to Sky€ srescue. We have reveded
ourselves. Reveded oursalves after centuries of hiding. We have been reckless enough. Now we must
wait.

“It isonething to say that the time for caution has passed and another to go running foolishly into the
armsof Eldrich. I will not alow it. Imprudence now will be our ruin. Let us see what Skyewill do. | don’t
want to find that he has opened this much vaunted gate only to discover that the man who awaitsusisno
man at al—but amage.”

“Perhaps Anna should attempt to see again. After al, we have contacted Skye. We have passed a
way-point—adggnificant one.”

Delideglanced abit guiltily a Anna “Things might be clearer, now.”

Annasat immobile. The thought of attempting augury again brought up something near to panic. She had
gone down that path too often, at great cost, and more often than not there was nothing to show for it.
Ha sey had begun to protect her from it recently, protect her from the others who saw augury asthe
solution to al doubt, despite the fact that it never was. She waited for the old man to come to her rescue
so that she would not have to start making excuses... start showing her fear.

It draws the life out of me, shethought. Can’t you see that? Halsey did not look at her, but suddenly
nodded his head, th smalest motion. “ Can you bear it?’ he asked looking up at her, the sadness he had
nurtured dl evening suddenly manifest, like the scream of anewborn.



“Of course,” she heard herself say. There was no other answer. She was no less dedicated than the
others who would do anything to keep Eldrich from accomplishing his purpose.

But why is he doing it? she asked hersdlf again. She did not know. The mages were selfish and willful.
They needed no more reason than thét.

They aretaking the magic with them... somewhere. She saw theimage of Eldrich, disappearing down a
corridor of theforest. Saw the world left behind. A world where augury would no longer be possible. A
world where her talent had even less chance of blossoming than it did now. No chance, in fact.

She pushed back from the table, not waiting for the others. Better to |lead than follow. She wasthe one
born to talent. She was the one who would lead one day, if all went asthey hoped.

She went out into the garden, into the starlight, listening to the night as she walked. Forcing her heart to
be Hill, her mind to become cam.

/ cannot be afraid, she chanted over and over again. There was a difference between not showing fear
and not being afraid, and smply not showing fear would not pass here. It could even bring her to... well,
shedid not like to think about that.

They went to asmall pool among the trees. Anna stopped here and breathed in the night, drew the
darknessinto her lungs, the starlight, the shadows. Still, they were so Hill. Shelistened for the songs of
the stars—the chord stars.

The stars appeared before her as she closed her eyes, wavering, and then holding steady. She began a
whispered chant, bending quickly to make amark in the earth, to draw afigure of paelight.

When it held steady, she rose and stepped into the figure, not needing to open her eyes, for the lines
burned in her mind, burned so that she could feel them.

It isnot pain, shetold hersdlf, though she longed to shut out the glowing lines, longed to scream.
It isnot pain. Sherepested the lie, knowing it was the only way to survive.

A burning hegat searing her nerveslikefire, likethe coldestice. ~*an so terribleinitsintengty that it did
not seem human. Mankind could not fed such agony. Like birthing a child and then experiencing your
own horrible desth as the child howled.

Annascreamed, opening her eyes suddenly. Staring down into the dark sky of the pool, where the stars
hung like points of white hot fire,

I’mlooking into my own mind, she thought, and then gtiffly tossed a pebble into the water. The stars
wavered, svaying back and forth and shefdt hersdf faling. But till she stared, waiting. Waiting.
Opening hersdf to the emptiness, to the agony, but only for an ingtant. It was al she could bear. All
anyone could bear. And then she shut her eyes, feding the earth beneath her knees, hands taking hold of
her.

She had seen nothing. Nothing.

Chapter Five



This particular visitor aways arrived unannounced and, somehow, unexpected. Considering the amount
of timethat Sir John dedicated to contemplating this gentleman, and the dread he felt whenever Bryce
actually appeared, it wasimpressive that the man invariably seemed to arrive when Sir John’ s guard was
down. The maid thought it very peculiar, and Sir John was sure that his own reaction made her even
more suspicious. There was, however, nothing he could do about it. These visits were not ameatter he
controlled or even had influence upon—and not many things transpired in Avond that Sir John could not
influence

It was understood that Sir John never kept this visitor waiting, no matter the hour or circumstances. He
looked at the clock again in disbelief. Not even haf-five-ill dark, and only morning by the most liberd
interpretation of the term. He bent over and stirred the cods of thefire, carefully arranging dry kindling.
Mornings were cool, though that would soon change, but afirewas ill apleasureif not an absolute
necessity. Therewas a crack from the cedar, and a thin thread of smoke streamed up. Flame erupted
withasigh.

Sir John was gill dressed in his nightclothes, and felt strangely vulnerable, not that he usudly fdt any less
vulnerable when Mr. Bryce cameto call, no matter what the circumstances.

“Congratulations on your baronetcy, Sir John.” Bryce stood at the door to the drawing room. No
gpology for arriving a such an hour, not that Sir John expected any.

“May 17" Bryce gestured toward achair.

“Please. Brandy? Wine? | have afine claret from the southern dopes of Farrow.” Sir John insisted on
pretending it was late at night rather than obscendly early inthe morning. It madeit al easier to ded with,
somehow.

“Claret, please”

Sir John poured them each aglass and took a seat by the fire. Bryce was, without a doubt, the most
sf-assured man Sir John had ever met—not arrogant or full of himsdlf, but apparently without
self-doubt. And the effect of this confidence on others was profound. Sir John was quite sure the King
himself would defer to the man.

The odd thing about it was that Sir John, who prided himself on his ability to understand hisfellow man,
could not quite explain how Bryce managed to convey this degree of confidence, nor what lay &t its
center.

The truth was that Bryce wasinvariably extremely polite, even sengtive; thingsthat Sir John did not
associate with thiskind of self-assurance. Power was what he thought of when he met aman with
confidence, and Bryce was not typical of men who possessed power.

Sir John thought Bryce dmost inhumanly precise. His dress was impeccable, his speech exact and
explicit, asthough it conveyed histhought perfectly and without effort. Sir John had never spokento a
man who did not occasionally grope for aword, or use some term that was less than exact—except for
Bryce. The man was meticulousin every way—disturbingly so. Sir John could not escape the fedling that
he was dedling with someone who had passed beyond norma human functioning.

Sir John could not imagine Bryce ever making amistake, needing deep. He was certain the man did not
swest. Bryce existed on some other plane and descended only occasiondly to the muddled world of
men, who must seem only dightly more organized and thoughful than beaststo him.



Bryce sat regarding him for amoment, sipping hiswine. “I suspect the seeds you' ve sown have begun to
bear fruit, Sir John.”

Beneath the Vaulted Mills

Asapoalitical animal Sir John had spent many years learning to keep his feelings and reactions to himself,
but he was under no illusion that he could hide such things from Bryce, so no doubt what Bryce saw was
the flash of fear that Sir John had just experienced.

“What has happened?’ Sir John asked. Who had fallen? Mon-crief or Skye?

“That iswhat | hope you will be ableto tell me. 1 suggest you pay avisit to your friends in the Admiralty.
Bring every little detail you gather to me. | will weigh them, Sir John. Do not presume to know what is
significant yourself. Only 1 can decide that. Do you understand?’

Sir John nodded. This little lecture was unnecessary, for he was well aware that he had not the slightest
insight into the man’ s intentions. At Bryce'sinstructions, Sir John had nurtured this feud between Moncrief
and the Earl of Skye—though feud was hardly the right word; Moncrief never let his vendettas become
public. It was one of the reasons the man was so feared. He would go about knifing you in the back and all
the while you would have not the slightest sign of what was about to befall you. But by any name, Sir John
had encouraged Moncrief’ s jealousy and loathing of Skye. Not atask he had taken on with great joy. Sir
John might not understand all the discoveries Skye had made, but he had no doubt that the man was a
genius, agenius and largely benign. Benign in a society where Moncrief was the most voracious of
predators, but where predators were not in the least uncommon.

“1 will visit you again this night. That will give you ampletime...”

Thiswas most definitely not a question, and a day would certainly not be anything like the time Sir John
needed. “I... yes, that will be adequate.”

“Good.” Brycelooked at Sir John and attempted something like asmile. Like al other human emotions,
pleasure and joy seemed beneath him, and any attempt at imitating them was doomed to sad
failure—though Sir John certainly never found any amusement in such attempts.

“You do not look pleased, Sir John. Were my assurances that we intend no harm to Skye not enough?”’
“More than adequate, but | suppose |l still worry. Setting Mon-
crief against someone... | don’t know if thereis any animal so vicious asthe King's Man.”

“Yes, itisawonder... the way he walks through civilized society, as though he were actually part of it...
Bryce shrugged. He was not given to philosophizing about mankind. “Y ou admire

Skye."
“Yes,” Sir John said quickly. “Yes, | do. But not for the reasons he is admired by everyone in the nation.”
Bryce did not say anything, but waited patiently.

“1 admire him for his convictions. It is no secret that Skye has had great misgivings about the use of his
invention. The cannon is the deadliest weapon in the history of warfare, after all. Some say we have hardly
begun to understand its uses. And look what has happened already. The battle off Cloud’ s End was pressed
too far, many think. It is said that the admiral of the Entonne fleet tried to surrender, but even so his ships
were destroyed. They have taken poor Admiral Stewart to task for this, but it was policy. | have no doubt
of it. The goal was to destroy the Entonne fleet to the last ship.” Sir John shook his head. “Barbaric, really.
And so many seamen lost. It did not matter what flag they sailed under, they should have been allowed to
surrender. It was nothing short of murder.

“Lord Skyeis not pleased with the way the Farr government has used this advantage he has given them,



and | dare say he would be less willing to give them such aweapon again.”

Bryce actually raised an eyebrow at these words. “A man of conscience,” he said, and Sir John nodded.
Bryce seemed to consider this for amoment and then his focus returned, his gaze fixing on Sir John.

“WEell, you needn’t worry about this moral dilemma much longer. Y ou see the Entonne now have the ability
to produce cannon and gunpowder on their own. In fact, they have been engaged in this activity for some
months.”

Sir John sat forward in his chair. “How in theworld... ? Was it Skye?’

Bryce shrugged. “| don’t know how they discovered this. It was apparently not so difficult to manage,
really, not once the cannon had been invented. Even the Admiralty must have realized their advantage
would be brief. No doubt that played a part in their deci-

son to destroy the Entonne fleet—presstheir advantage whilethey till had it.”
The Entonne had the cannon?1.

“Y ou look rather surprised, Sir John. It wasinevitable. And will the world be different when Entonne has
the cannon? No, it will bethe same asit wasfor the last three hundred years. neither country having an
advantage. Better to have balance.”

“But my government should be informed.”
Bryce s manner seemed to indicate that he thought this a matter of little consequence.

“If you think it'simportant. | supposeit might profit you to be the first with the news. So you see? Do |
not act with your best interests at heart? Was that not always our arrangement? Have you not been
granted a baronetcy as aresult of my efforts?’

“Areyou suggesting that I’ m not worthy of thishonor?” Sir John said, the words out of his mouth before
he redlized what he said.

Bryce only smiled. “Y ou are thrice worthy, my dear Sir John, but worth haslittle to do with the granting
of titles, asyou well know. Y ou have long been worthy, but never influentia—at least not influentia

enough.”
“But whose purpose does this baronetcy suit, | often ask myself.”

“My employer’s, Sir John, make no mistake of that. My employer’s. But will it not benefit you aswell?
Do you not have thejoy of it? Doesit not gratify you to be addressed as* Sir John’ ? Speak honestly.”

“You know it does,” he said quietly, feding alittle overwhemed. “And | know your fear, Sir John. Y ou
worry that you will be asked to compromise your principles. Or that my employer will demand something
of you that will bring about your ruin or the ruin of your good name. Isthisnot so?’ He did not wait for
an answer, asthough he didn’t require confirmation of another’ sthoughts. “But rest assured; my
employer doesnot wish youill. You' reagood and loya servant, Sir John. Why would he endanger one
such as yourself? When one has a champion race horse, only afool would demand it run to the hounds.
My employer, Sir John, isthe least foolish of men, let me assureyou.”

Sir John fet himsdlf nod. One could not disbelieve Bryce. Aswith so many things, he waslikely above
lying. If hedid not want



Sir John to know something, he merdly did not tell him. He had no qualms abouit that. There was dways
aningdiouslogic to any claim Bryce made. Sir John often wondered if he were not merely under the
man' sinfluence, bespelled by his superior logic and overwhel ming salf-confidence. Was helosing sight of
his own principles, or merely learning to see the world more clearly, tutored by this stranger who cameto
hima dl hours?

Bryce waited patiently, most watching Sir John' s thought processes.
“1 will find out what | can,” Sir John said.

“My employer also needs to know where Skyeisnow.”

Sir John nodded, not at al sure he could find him.,

Bryce showed no acknowledgment, but reached into his coat and removed an envelope. “ Thereisa
venture you will find interesting, Sir John. A short cand to join the Singe and the Trent Rivers, undertaken
by reliable men. All the details are here.” He handed the envelope to Sir John, who took it quickly. Mr.
Bryce actudly smiled at him. “1n afew months your debts will be discharged, Sir John. | think you can
indulgein aman servant now. Next year you shal have acarriage, the year after alarger home. Y ou have
been following your budget assduoudy, | trust?’

“Totheletter... or number inthiscase” And | have not been out to gamble, not once. Bryce had been
right; the desire had faded. Even though he had failed to master it for more decades than he cared to
count, it had disappeared. And even more remarkable, his debt, which he had previoudy thought
insurmountable, was nearly paid.

Bryce did not even bother to smile politely at thisweak jest. “It isa profitable arrangement, isit not?’
Sir John nodded.

Brycerose “I shdl let you get on with your vauable work, Sir John. No, please, | will let myself out.”
But who is his employer ? Sir John asked himself.

Sir John went to the window, though he hung back alittle so that he would not be seen. Bryce emerged
onto the street below, into the light of the still glowing streetlamps and the pale luminescence of
approaching dawn. There was no carriage waiting, not even a hired hack. Mr. Bryce crossed the street
with adetermined air, like a man on hisway to an gppointment, and just as he stepped

cou/rf lie We Anovwi / watched?

Chapter Sx

She hated confessions. She did not careto listen to other people bare their souls, and she cared even less
to hear her own voice spesking in that pathetic, too-intimate tone. Y et here she was, standing before the
fire, the portrait of her late husband staring down upon her sternly—though he had never, inred life,
turned such alook upon her—and she was revedling things that embarrassed her deeply. Confessing
things she would much rather keep to hersdlf, and she did not know why. And to Marianne Edden, of al

people!
“1 thought he showed signs of interest,” Lady Chilton said, annoyed by the meek little voice that escaped



her lips.

Silence. A blessed moment of silence. Perhaps she had finished. May Farrelle help her retain some
dignity.

“1 amimpressed. Y ou seem to have found the one man in dl of Farrland who isimmune to your
charms,” Marianne said dryly, rather unaffected by the countess' s plight. “But you rate genius rather too
high, | think. I myself know several men of undeniable brilliance, and | must tell you that 1 think them the
greatest boresin the nation. 1 would as soon hear amother talk of her children than listen to these*men
of brilliance.” Thereisno one so sdlf-absorbed as aman convinced of his own lofty intellect—a condition
that far
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And then the countess found hersaf speaking again. “ The most humiliating part,” she said, unable to stop,
“wasthat | attended the marchioness evening only in hopesthat | might see him. | went to a brothel
because 1 had dropped a hint that | would be there, and he did not even bother to show hisfacel A
brothel! And what did | hear people discussing but hislatest passon, and she' s hardly morethan a
child...” She put ahand on the mantle and leaned againgt it. There, it was out. Perhaps now she could
stop.

“Isthat not likeaman? A beautiful and accomplished woman pursues him, and he chases after adoll.
Now thereis genius for you! A genius a making a perfect ass of himself!”

The countess did not answer. Oh, it was good to hear Marianne offering her support, but it had little
effect on how shewasfeding. Shake yourself out of this, she thought. You of all people should not
complain because you are not being madly pursued by a gentleman. Thethought caused a different
feding of distress. There was a madness that whirled around her, and had for many years, and she could
not control it except by staying out of society, which she could not do entirely. She could not hide hersalf

away.

The countess was awidow, it wastrue, but shewas still young. Certainly she could not be condemned to
living out her life alone, or worse, with apartner who was only vaguely satisfying. Men pursued her with a
kind of ferocity that other woman amost never experienced; surely one of these countless men would be
the match she sought. Thewall againgt londliness.

“When will you show methese paintings heis so interested in?’ Marianne asked.

The countessfelt atiny shudder at the mention of the paintings. “1 will have them removed from their
cases for the gentleman who isto authenticate them. What was his name?’

“Kent. Averil Kent.”
“Y es. So you might see them this afternoon, if you like.”

“Thisday | shdl be otherwise engaged, but | should like to see them at some point. What is Skye's
fascination with them, do you think? Have you ever found out? He hardly seemsthe kind of man to be
interested in things mydic.”



The countess ran her hand aong the mantlepiece and looked up at the portrait of her late hushand—even
with his disapproving look, she found more comfort in this painting than in the pieces by Pdlier.

“So onewould think. | don't redlly know what it is about Pelier that so fascinates him. Heis not an open
man, Skye.” She shook her head, thinking that she meant that he was not emotionally open, for about
most subjects he would happily spesk at length—but about hisinterest in the Peliers he was very close.
She suspected that, about this one thing, he was embarrassed.

“Thereis something more to hisinterest than mere art. Perhaps now that | have them in my possession, |
will discover what it isthat so intrigueshim.”

“Perhaps, though | fear you will not tell me,” Marianne said. “Y ou arerather unfair, | must say. | sharedl
my gossip with you, and it isnot just gossip but gossip of the very first rank, and you... well, you are
positively discreet.” She said the word with impressive disdain. “Hardly ladylike. Y ou are only supposed
to be discreet in the company of others—not with your dearest friends, of which | presumel am one.”

“You most definitely are, Marianne, but | have so littleto tell you. It isterribly unfair, | agree, but do | not
introduce you to everyone you could ever want to meet? Do you not gather reams of materia for your
novels from the people you meet through me? Thereis somereturn, | think.”

Marianne nodded alittle reluctantly. “1 suppose 1 cannot deny that entirely.” She looked up at the clock
on the mantlepiece. “1 fear | must be going. My public awaitsme.”

The two women said their good-byes, and the countess was | eft dlone. She settled hersdf inthe chair so
recently vacated by Marianne and stared at atill life acrossthe room. It was hardly aremarkable work,
merely competent, but it soothed her dl the same. The Pdliers, on the other hand, she found unsettling, to
say theleast. There was something about them. .. Likelooking at another’ s dreams—or nightmares
perhaps. Not that they were horrific,

just disturbing and oddly unredl. They seemed more the result of delirium—the fever dream—than of a
normd imagination.

Why was Skye o fascinated by them? It was dmost unseemly that an empiricist would be so captivated
by aman like Pdlier, who was said to paint “visons,” some of which later, it was clamed, cametrue.

“Foolishness,” shesaid doud. Y et Skye was hardly foolish. Oh, hewas alittle vain, and took too much
pleasure from his great reputation, but he was not foolish—not yet at any rate.

The countess was surprised not to have heard from the earl. She had sent him a note as soon asthe
paintings had arrived the previous afternoon and had expected areply amost immediately. He might not
beinthrall to the Countess of Chilton, as so many others were, but she expected the Pelierswould bring
himat arun.

Very odd.

Why does he not care for me she wondered? Why, when so many others are driven to foolishness?
The mere thought disturbed her. Two men had dueled over her recently. Sheturned red with
embarrassment and distress. Dueled over her, and she had never met either of them! Strangers... And
one had been wounded fairly serioudy. What if he’ d been killed? Did they never think of her? How
would shelivewith that?

/ will be driven to hiding myself away, she thought. But not yet. | need to be sure that there is not



the least chance of interesting Skye. Not the least chance.

Kent sat in the parlor, waiting as patiently as aman could to meet the most beautiful woman in Farrland,
and very likely beyond. He sat in achair across the room from alooking glass, staring at the poor,
anxious wretch who looked back at him so guardedly.

Take hold of yourself, man, he chided himsdlf. It's not as bad as you think.

His head knew thisto be true; after al, Kent was something of afavorite of the ladies of Avond. Oh, he
knew he was not an outstandingly handsome man, but he had his good qudities. He gazed a the manin
the looking glass and willed him to appear more at his ease.

That’ s better, he thought. Yes, sit up as though you were vital and confident—no matter what the
truth might be at the moment.

No, hewas not so difficult to look at. His brow was high and smooth, his eyebrows well formed. If he
werelooking at hisidedl portrait, he would certainly repaint the noseif he had the chance, for it was abit
larger than he would like. And his chin could be bit more in proportion—not quite so strong. His eyes, of
course, were very fine—agrayish blue that changed with the light. He'd worn a blue frock coat that
brought out the color of hiseyes. He had dways known how to dress—had even become something of
trend setter thislast while. Y es, the man stting across from him would do. Many awoman would be
happy with less. Oh, taler. He would like to be abit taller, but he wasn't short by any means, and his
form was perfectly acceptable. No, many alovely woman had settled for men no easier to look at. Even
the countess' first husband was said to have been arather ordinary man, in the physica sense.

Footsteps sounded in the hallway outside and he rosein anticipation, his mouth abit dry, but the sound
passed on and faded, leaving Kent fedling a disturbing sense of loss. He was so unsettled that he went to
the mantlepiece to examine aminiature portrait, as though he would hide the fact that he had risen
nervoudy in expectation, only to have no one arrive. But no one is watching, hetold himsdf. Still, hefelt
he had looked foolish.

He hardly registered the subject of the portrait; aman like many another. His mind was on the woman.
Kent had seen the countess on more than one occas on—his recent success had brought him entrance to
such circles—but he had never actually been introduced. Which meant that in many ways he was gill on
the outside. Y &, here he was, invited to the countess Avond home, even if it wasin a professiona

capacity.

He dearly hoped that the countess would buy one of his paintings. It would set the rest of the aristocracy
scrambling to follow suit, and would send the prices up. Thisthought produced a bit of anxiety. But not
as much astheideathat the countess would take adidiking to him. That was his grest fear. Not only
would it likely ruin his career, but such a humiliation was not to be recovered from. He would be forced
to leave the country.

/ do not expect her to fall into my arms at first sight, hetold himsdlf. I’ m not such a fool as that.
But if she could find my conversation pleasant, and be at least a little charmed by my wit... If |
could enter her

circle—even its outer rings—so that she would invite me to her home on occasion and acknowledge
me at the theater, then | would feel at least that | am not a complete buffoon,



Kent knew alittle about the countess, as did dmost everyone in Farrland. She was said to be very bright,
eadly bored, literate, artistic, aloof in her manner. The men who managed invitationsto her famous salons
weredl of thefirst rank, known for their persona charm and sophistication. Mere physical beauty did
not qualify onefor invitationsto the home of the countess—a woman renowned for physical beauty. Nor
did atitle seem to much impress her, for severd of her favoriteswere not of particularly notable families.

[ am almost there, Kent told himsdlf. Recently his paintings of nature had gained him entrance to the
Empiricist Society—an achievement of which he was justifiably proud. And his landscapes would soon
have him made aFellow of the Roya Society for the Arts. Averil Kent, FE.S,, FRSA.

By accomplishments aone he was dmost ready to step into the countess' world. But accomplishments
were not enough. The countess must meet him and judge him worthy.

“My late husband, the Earl of Chilton,” awoman said in avoice so warm and full of color that it melted
into Kent' s very heart. He turned to find the countess standing just inside the door. “ Or perhaps you
were more interested in the artist? Montpelier, | believe.” Kent bowed a bit avkwardly, unsettled by her
sudden appearance. “It isalovely little piece, Lady Chilton,” he managed. “Lord Chilton was astriking

“Doyouthink 07" shesad, avery dightly mocking smile gppearing on her lovely mouth.

Kent nodded. What was it about her? Why did she drive men to utter foolishness? He fought the urge to
dare.

“1 never really thought of him as striking, not even as handsome. But he was kind beyond measure, and
deft in politics, and fair, and consderate. And he seized life like no other. Though hislife was cut short, 1
am sure Lord Chilton lived more than many whose spanstripled hisown.” Shelooked over at the smal
painting initsslver frame with alook of great affection and some sadness.

The countess held out her hand suddenly. “And you are Mr. Kent, | takeit.”

“Averil Kent, Lady Chilton. Y our servant.” Kent touched hislips

to the offered hand, and redlized as he did so that he blushed, though the countess gave no indication that
she noticed.

She gestured to achair and Kent gladly sat whileteawas caled
for.

It struck Kent that the countess did not possesstheidea femininefigure, for in truth she wastoo tal and
dim. Almost willowy, he thought. Too girlish and not womanly enough, and this surprised him, for no one
would hear the dightest suggestion that she was less than perfect. Her dark hair, nearly black, was
perhaps perfect, for it wasthick and fell in lustrous curls about her heart-shaped face.

With his painter’ s eye Kent quickly noted her features. Large blue eyes set too wide gpart and dightly
elongated, which was unusua and gave her face an exotic appearance. He realized that therewasamole
hidden in her right eyebrow, though no onewould likely notice. Her lipswere full and complemented the
shape of her eyes. Kent thought the structure of her face very fine. Unquestionably she was a beautiful
woman but not really so striking as to cause the furor that she did.

And if that were true, why was he responding as he did? He hadn’t felt so nervous since he had first



begun to court. It was her voice, he redlized. It was so rich with color—he could amost seeit. A palette
of the most vibrant hues. When she spoke, her voice penetrated into his very center and something there
began to vibrate as though in harmonic empathy. When she spoke, he wanted to close hiseyes and just
fed the effect, as though he was being caressed.

“My friend, the Marchioness of Wicklow, has avery fine landscape you did of the Whye Valley, Mr.
Kent. | admireit grestly. Have you done others?’

“Of thevaley?’ he said, dmost unable to hear the words for the warmth of her tone.

“No, landscapes.”

“Ah. Yes” hesad trying to pull himsalf together. “ The countryside has been my principa subject these
past few years, though the naturad world has dso drawn my attention.”

She amiled. Kent got the distinct impression that he was talking to awoman who was unhappy.
Something about her festures— dightly frozen—as though she weretired of keeping up the facade. “And
thisiswhat gained you entrance to the Empiricist Society?’

Kent nodded. “I’m surprised Lady Chilton would know.”

“Y ou are thought to be an artist with a considerable future, Mr. Kent. And | am an admirer of the arts
and afriendto the artist.”

Kent felt adight shiver as she said this, as though she had inferred that she admired him. Teaarrived,
interrupting the conversation and giving Kent achanceto try to collect himsdf. He hoped his blush had
disappeared, though hisface felt warm yet.

“I’m given to understand, Mr. Kent, that you are an expert on Pelier.”
“I must say, in al modesty, Lady Chilton, that thisis precisdly true.”

Shelaughed, which he found gratifying. “But | think you are being too humble, Sr.” She gestured with her
teacup to the doors behind Kent.

“Would you be so kind as to give me your opinion of these pieces?’ She rose, taking up her cup and
saucer, and led Kent through the adjoining chamber and then into the room beyond. He thought she
walked alittle fiffly, as though undertaking some task she found distasteful.

The paintings were not hanging but resting on aside table and leaning againgt the wall. Though Kent had
along-gtanding interest in Pelier and hiswork, he redlized that focusing his mind on anything other than
the countess at that moment would take an act of extreme will. For her part the countess stood back
from the paintings, an odd look on her face.

“Asyou will see, they are signed Pelier, but there seems to be some doubt asto the veracity of the
dam.”

Kent set down his cup and moved closer to look. The first was atypically ambiguous piece: three figures
gathered about amarble crypt. If it had meaning, it wasimpenetrable, as was the case with many of
Pdier’ sworks. They were reinterpreted regularly to fit events. The second was even odder. A man,
dressed unconventionaly, his back to the viewer, crossed a bridge over a stream, but the bridge changed
itsform from one end to the other, as though two different designs flowed together in the center. On one



bank of the river it was morning, the light pouring down upon the flowering trees of aspring day. The
other bank was neither spring nor morning, but depicted afall afternoon. In the background Kent could
seetheruin of an ancient cathedral, and then he redlized that there was an old-fashioned carriage drawn
up in the shade of the trees. It seemed to be waiting.

“How very odd,” Kent said. “ Do you see the way theriver flowsin two directions? As though the bridge
were downstream from either side.” Kent shook his head and smiled: the wonderful ambiguity dways
made him do both of these things.

“Doyou have alens?’ he asked.

The countessrang for a servant who quickly fetched alens. Kent bent closer to the canvas, examining the
sgnature, the technique, the brush strokes, the palette.

Theinscription on the tomb was not in any script that Kent knew, he realized, making it likely aMoravian
painting. Pelier had almost unquestionably been amember of this secret society. It might be amessage
for fellow Moravians. But there was something about this painting. ..

“I believe, Lady Chilton, that thisone, at least, isavery skilled forgery. | am sorry to say it. Wasit sold
toyou asaPdier?

“It wasagift, Mr. Kent, and the kind soul who gave it me did not claim with certainty that it was genuine.
What isit that makesyou so certain that it isnot aPdier?’

Kent gestured with ahand. “ Do you see the white in the marble of the tomb, and herein the gentleman’s
shirt? It was not made from lead, I’ m sure. Pelier used only white made from lead. And the brush
strokes, though avery closeimitation, are not quite as | would expect. Pelier had avery light touch that is
particularly difficult toimitate. The signatureis astonishing. | should have believed it to bered if not for
these other things.” Findly Kent pointed to the areaof sky. “But thisisthetrue error in the painting. |
have often thought that Pelier’ shandling of cloud and light in the sky was unpardlded. Thisisonly
competent. No doubt about it, Lady Chilton. A wonderful forgery, but aforgery al the same.”

The countess shrugged and smiled. “ Oh, wdll, it was agift given in kindness and that iswhat matters. Itis
rather ironic that | haveit at dl. | pretended to admire these paintings a someon€e' s home— out of
politeness, you see—and the next day they arrived at my door.” She stepped back and looked at the
painting. “And they are forgeries, to boot.”

“Oh, no, Lady Chilton. Thisfirgt isaforgery. But the man crossing the bridge. ThisisaPdlier. I'm quite
sureof it. Look at thistremendous sky! If he had painted nothing but skies, | would have counted him a
master dl the same. No, this oneis quite genuine, and more than that, | have never heard tell of it. It

happens, now

and then—area Pelier isfound. It will set the art world abuzz—not to mention those who spend their time
interpreting and reinterpreting Pelier’ swork.*

“How exciting for all concerned,” she said, looking at the painting and wrinkling up her nose.
“The countessis not an admirer, | collect?

“Oh, | suppose there is nothing wrong with Pelier, but...” She made aface. “Do you believe Pelier was a



seer, Mr. Kent? Or wasi it all aterrible ruse?’

Kent considered a moment. Somehow he felt his answer to this question was “the test.” His fate hung on
hisreply.

“Well, I will say without hesitation that Pelier was no charlatan, which isto say that he believed that his
paintings were inspired and prophetic, though he did not claim to know what they meant. Whether he was a
seer... ? It depends on whose interpretation you read. | think there is little doubt that he predicted the great
earthquake of 1378. If you look at the two paintings that deal with this incident— Have you seen them,
Lady Chilton?" She shook her head.

“One shows the ruin of the city of Brasa, so much like the actua ruin after the disaster that it cannot be
mistaken. Thirteen doves fly overhead against the perfect clouds and sky. The number 78 can be seen on a
falen house, and thereis a cherry tree in blossom, which would make the scene February—exactly when
the tragedy occurred. A young girl runs naked down the street, obviously avictim of burns, as so many
were. And ateam of gray horses still in harness can be seen running wildly across the distant hillside, their
carriagelost.” Kent met the countess' eyes, wondering if she thought him afool. “I think it is clearly a case
of prophesy. | cannot explain it any other way.”

“1 see. And did Pelier really paint in atrance with his eyes closed?”’

“1 very much doubt that his eyes were closed, but he would not allow anyone in the room as he worked, so
we will never know. Pelier did say that he did not know what the painting would be when he set brush to
canvas and that he was ‘inspired’ as he liked to explain it. He made very few claims for himself, Lady
Chilton, it was only those who gathered around him toward the end. They were responsible for his
myth—these men and those who came after.”

“It isafascinating story,” she said looking at the paintings again. “| am alittle sorry that only oneis
genuine,” she said, but Kent was sure she did not mean it. She still stood back unnaturally far, and
everything in her manner spoke of great discomfort. These paintings unsettled her in some way.

Kent looked back at the paintings. “But the other could easily be a copy—perhaps even a very faithful one.
Many were made, and there is no precise catalogue of Pelier’ s works. Once a canvas was complete, he did
not much care for what happened to it. He was simply driven to make the painting. | tend to agree with
those who believe there were some forty paintings that were never recorded. Sold for near to nothing or
given away. Lost now these many years. A genuine Pelier, like this, turns up every decade or so, and there
are any number that might merely be imitations made for gain, or actual copies done by his various
devotees.”

“Y ou do not subscribe to the school that tries to find meaning in every element of his paintings, do you?’

Kent shook his head. “No, | tend to think that is a bit off the mark, nor do | believe that an event must be
found for every painting. Some, however, | think were genuine acts of prophesy, and although this runs
against my beliefs, | can’t think of any other explanation.” Kent shrugged, a bit embarrassed. He had told
the truth when it might have been better to have lied. But it was done now.

“Well, Mr. Kent, | certainly agree that there is moreto life than we percelve daily, that is certain. After al,
thereis still amage alive in this very land, and one cannot deny all the acts of the mages, augury among
them. That a man painted pictures that alluded to eventsin the future is not impossible, | think.”

“1 agree entirely, Lady Chilton,” Kent said, his enthusiasm, and perhapsrelief, obvious. “ That iswhat |
havelong said...”

“Lady Chilton?’

Kent and the countess turned to find a maid standing in the door. “Pardon me, ma'am. Thereis aletter...”



There was an odd second of hesitation. Kent thought he saw a hint of annoyance flit across the countess
face, and then her manner changed. “Oh,” she said, then turned to Kent. “Would you excuse me for a
moment, Mr. Kent?’

“Certainly.”

The countess swept out, leaving Kent to watch her go, more graceful than a dancer, he thought. He could
hear quiet voices out-

sde, for the door had been |eft dightly gar. Kent found himsdlf gravitating toward the door, straining to
hear, not redly sure why. Perhaps the countess would say something about him, give him some hint asto
how he had been judged.

But the whispering fell sllent, making him wonder if he' d been heard. That would finish your chances,
Kent thought. St down, man! But he stayed where he was, straining to hear.

A rustling of paper. “ Castlebough,” the countess said. “ Yiag/e thingsreedy. | will leavetoday if itis
possible. Themorning & the latest.”

Kent stepped away from the door and pretended to examine another painting.

“Not another forgery, | hope,” the countess said, but Kent could see her manner had changed. The letter
had erased the discomfort caused by the Peliers, though she did not seem utterly sureand

joyful, asthough she had heard from alover. In fact she still seemed
rather sad.

“No, not that | cantell,” Kent tried to smile but found the countess: manner distressed him, as though he
could hardly bear to see her unhappy—a complete stranger.

“Moretea?’ the countess asked, clearly prepared to continue their visit in al politeness.
“I think Lady Chilton has other matters more pressing. Please, don't let me detain you.”

She stopped, looking at him, her manner very solemn. “Y ou are very kind, Mr. Kent. Yes, 1 am cdled
away. Perhapswe might try thisagain? | was so looking forward to getting to know you alittle better.”

Kent was touched by the gpparent sincerity in her voice. “Nothing would please me more. | will be awvay
from Avone briefly—a painting expedition—but when 1 return...”

“Then we shall indeed meet again.” She seemed to have athought. “ Do you do portraits?’
“I'mafraid | don't, Lady Chilton.”

“Unfortunate. But perhaps| could visit you in your studio? | would very much like to possess an Averil
Kent and want to be certain not to get an imitation.”

“It would be an honor, Lady Chilton,” Kent said, bowing his head.

“Hardly,” shesad, “but for some strange reason my influence



in Avond society isentirdy out of proportion to my actua accomplishments. 1 might increase the
demand for your work, Mr. Kent. Unless you are aman of independent means and disdain the making of
money from your art?*

Kent met her eyes briefly, shaking his head amost imperceptibly.

“Good. | despise dabblers. Red artists who must make their living by their own hand—these are the men
and women who have made Farr art what it is. Not the Lord Dinseys and Sir Gerrard Bainbridges.” She
paused and fixed him with apensive look. “If we areto be friends, Mr. Kent,” she said, her rich voice
dropping to atone so intimate that Kent almost forgot himself. “1 must tell you that | cannot bear to be
treated like... Wdl, asthough | am something other than human. Do you understand?’ Her manner was
most sincere, her last words amost aplea.

Kent nodded, fedling suddenly adeep sense of londlinessfrom this, the most desired woman in all of
Farrland.

“Until we meet again, Mr. Kent,” she said, offering her hand.

Kent touched hislipsto her perfect skin, and found himself out on the street, walking in the wrong
direction. Thetiny glimpse he had of the woman behind the persona of the Countess of Chilton had left
him utterly confused. Was she londly? Could awoman in her position have alife that waslessthan
perfect? Did she have doubts? Or dream of life being other than it was? What wasit that called her away
on amoment’ s notice?

He stopped on the street, looking around as though lost in aforeign city. After a second—as though
recovering from amenta |apse—he redized where he was.

“What are you thinking?’ he said quietly. “'Y ou would be seen asafool, certainly.” But he went off down
the street wondering how many daysit would take to reach Castlebough, and whether they might meet
along the way, s0 that he would not have to wait so long to hear that voice again.

Chapter Seven

Tocdl it an uneasy dliance would be something of an understatement, but the compact between
Moncrief and Admira Sir Joseph Brookes had survived a decade and continued to totter along as
precarioudy as could any dliance between two men whose ambitions were not entirely mutualy
exdusve

Brookes wasthe older of the two by some fourteen or fifteen years, placing him in hismiddle sixties,
though he appeared to be much older than that. Not that he wasfragile or frail in any way, for hewasa
vita man, hale and strong yet, but he was gray and wrinkled from hisyears at sea as were few men who
lived even to their eighth decade on the land.

Like most navy men, Brookes was highly conscious of his appearance and groomed and dressed himself
with akind of saf-awarenessthat was usudly the prerogative of adandy—yet he was not in the least
vain. It was merely ahabit required by the service—a point of pride that had amost nothing to do with
narcisssm.

Despiteitsfragility, the alliance was founded on rather solid foundations. Sir Joseph Brookes had
become Sea L ord largely, though not exclusively, through the efforts of Moncrief. Not that he lacked
qudifications—that was certainly not the case. Brookes was an efficient and even somewhat imaginative
leader. But one did not risein the service of the King without well-placed patrons.



In return for Moncrief’ s continuing support, Sir Joseph put at the disposal of the Kings's Man the
intelligence-gathering organ of the Admirdty. Of course the palace had agents of its own, but they were
forced to operate under the scrutiny of the government—a Situation that Moncrief found. .. inconvenient.

The Admiraty, however, was dmost an independent principality—and the Sea L ord was the prince of
this not so tiny nation within a nation. One of the reasons Sir Joseph had lasted aslong as he had in the
position was his politica acumen. Like the sovereign of any smdl nation, he had developed an
unparaleled deftnessfor baancing the needs of his own principdity againgt those of his more powerful
neighbor—in this case the King and government of Farr-land. He was amagter at disguisng hisown
plans as actions for the benefit of Farrland—and sometimesthey even were.

“We ve found the woman,” wasthefirst thing Brookes said as Moncrief entered.

The King'sMan had taken one of the leather chairsin the Sea L ord' s office. He leaned on his cane and
sared a Brookes, making his displeasure known, and though he felt some relief a this news, he did not
alow it to show. “ So we know who it was put her up to this betraya ”’

“Thehdl of itis, wedon't.” Brookeswas not aman to be easily intimidated. When one has faced both
battles and storms at seq, even aKing's Man does not look so frightening—but al the same, he did not
look comfortable. “ She was discovered this morning floating in the harbor—drowned.”

Even Moncrief could not keep hisface entirely impassive at the news. “ Surdly Skye would never have
done such athing,” Moncrief said. “Was she in the employ of the Entonne al aong, then? The plansfor
the cannon are missing, | tekeit?’

Brookes nodded. “Y es, unfortunately, they are. Whether she was an Entonne agent...” He shrugged,
meddeningly.

The plansfor the cannon were missing! 1t had to have been the Entonne. Farrell€ s flames! Had he and
Brookes given away Farr-land’ s military advantage in their attempt to bring down Skye? Moncrief felt a
littleill, suddenly, and sat back in his chair leaning heavily

ononearm.
“| suppose | should hear what happened,” he said at last, his mouth dry.

Brookestook along breath. “It isalittle difficult to be certain.

Our people werein place in the house, just as we had arranged. The doorbell rang, and Mary went down to
answer it, and that is all the officers can tell. They awoke some six hours later. Both Mary and the plans
had disappeared. And that might have been the end of the story if we had not found Mary this morning, as |
have said.”

“That isit? That's all we know?”’

Brookes shook his head. “ Almost. All we know for certain, at least, but there are afew other small details.
Two of the men present swear they had neither food nor drink while they were in the house, nor for several
hours before, yet they all seem to have fallen unconscious at precisely the sametime.”

Moncrief snorted. “Well, clearly, they’'relying. I’ ll wager they were al drinking and are afraid to say it.
Who admits derdliction of duty, after all?”



“So one would assume,” the Sea Lord said, “but | spoke with the men myself, and | tend to believe they
were telling the truth—or at least most of it.”

Moncrief was surprised to hear that Brookes would actually speak with men involved in such an action.
Best to keep oneself a step removed. That was always Moncrief’s policy.

“But they were obviously drugged...”
“So one would think. But how do we explain the men who took no refreshment?’

“If they are not lying, then they must be mistaken,” Moncrief said. “Liars or fools—take your choice.”
Brookes did not look convinced of this.

“If you will indulge me for amoment, Lord Moncrief, | will bring in two witnesses to an event you might
find edifying.”

Moncrief was alittle shocked at the suggestion. He did not want to get too closely involved—as Brookes
clearly had. “If you think it absolutely necessary,” he said, making sure his reluctance was clear. Sir Joseph
nodded, seemingly unaware or unconcerned. He tugged on atasseled bellpull, and his secretary’s
pockmarked, but rather dignified face appeared in the open door. “ Sir?’

“Send them in, will you.”

The secretary made a mation that resembled a bow and disappeared. A moment later the door opened, and
two individuals came reluctantly in with heads bowed and taking small, timid steps. One was a seaman, who
held his straw hat in hand, and the other was a woman—a harlot, Moncrief was sure.

“Thisis Abd Ransom, purser on His Majesty’s Ship Prince Kori. And Miss Eliza Blount—seamstress,”
Brookes said. “Would you be so kind, Mr. Ransom, asto tell uswhat you saw last night.”

The seaman nodded, his eyes only flitting up occasionally. Moncrief wondered if aman of so little rank had
ever entered this office before—unlessit was to scrub the floor.

“If it please you, sir, | was on the dock by Halls and Hale, sail-makers, late this night past when a carriage
drew up along the quay.” He glanced up apprehensively, as though he did not expect to be believed. For a
moment he struggled, fear apparently having driven all memories from his head.

“Wéll, go on, Ransom,” Brookes said, none too patiently.

“Yes, sir. Two gentlemen and alady disembarked from the carriage, sir. | couldn’t see them clear for the
light was poorly, but one gentleman was older, sir. Older and a bit cranked, sir.”

“Bent,” Brookes trandated for Moncrief.

“Yes, sir, bent and not so spry. He was speaking to the lady, though we could not hear what was said. We
was in the shadow of the door... talking, you know.

“The woman left the gentlemen, walking a bit stiffly toward the quay’s edge, but she didn’t stop, sir. |

swear. She just walked right in. Didn't jump, sir, but walked in as though she didn’t see the water. The two
gentlemen went to the edge, sir, and watched for afew moments, doing nothing to help her, as though she
were in no difficulty. And then they loaded themselves back in their carriage and set off.” He looked up, his
apprehension changing to defensive-ness “We went to see what had happened, sir. But the tide was at full
ebb, and she was not to be found. Drownt, I’ll wager.”

Brookes looked over at Moncrief, raising his eyebrows.

“And you did nothing to help?’ Moncrief asked.



The man glanced at the woman. “Well, sir, we didn’t realize she wasin trouble, you see. The two
gentlemen stood by so calmly, we didn’t know what to make of it. ‘ Perhaps she can swim,’ thought I.
These folk do the oddest things for sport, sir, if you don’t mind me saying. They’ll row aboat for pleasure,
sir. And some are said to swim, though I’ ve never seen it myself. It was al so peculiar that 1 just didn’t
think clear.”

“And you, Miss?’ Sir Joseph said. “Do you agree with Mr. Ransom’ stale?’

She nodded quickly, clearly hoping to not have to speak at all.

Moncrief realized that under the makeup hid agirl of perhaps sixteen or seventeen. Older than some,
perhaps but <till too young. Having daughters himself, Moncrief was both appalled and filled with pity.

“Speak up when you're spoken to, girl,” Brookes said.

“Yes, gr,” the girl managed, her voice coming out asawhisper. “ Just as Abd tdlsit, ar. If it please you,

gr.

“Vey little pleasesme,” Brookes said, though he was not redly talking to the girl. “Have you any
questions, Lord Moncrief?’

“I suppose | need not ask who the woman in question was?’ Moncrief said quietly to Brookes, who
nodded. “ Can they identify the men?’

“Canyou?’ Sir Joseph asked the pair. “I’m sorry, gir. It was very dark.”
“I'msure,” Brookes said. “Have you anything more to ask?’ he said to Moncrief.
The King' s Man shook his head.

“I will have them kept close by in case they can offer anything more,” Brookes said asthe man and
woman were led out. “But do you see what | mean? Isit not an odd story?’

It was Moncrief’ sturn to shrug. “ The woman was threatened. It was either into the harbor or some
terrible violence would be done her: achoice we might have made ourselves.”

“Yes, | suppose, but both Ransom and the girl are sure there was no threat. Only quiet conversation.
When the woman went into the harbor, they were completely taken off guard. No wonder they thought it
innocent—some lark of the gentry, though no onewaslaughing, | will wager.”

“So how do you explain it?’
“I can’'t explainiit, but it was damnedly peculiar, don’t you think?”
“To say theleast.” Moncrief was not at all sure what to make of it.

“But do you see, thereisapattern of akind?’ Sir Joseph said. “Two of the men waiting for Skye swear
they touched neither food nor drink, yet they fell asinsensible astheir mates who had. Then this odd
occurrence at the harbor. Now let me add something more. The officers sent to look into the rooms of
one of these young men that Skye employed encountered others who arrived before them with the same
intentions.” He paused for asecond. “ These gentle-



men vacated the rooms by the only means available—they legped from the window. This seemed
peculiar enough, as the window was quite high, but they apparently landed without harm and disappeared
into the darkness. The officers who were present assure me that they would have been badly hurt if they
had performed this same legp—and nava officers see men fal from the rigging often enough to know.*

Brookesraised hisbushy gray eyebrows—like great storm waves, Moncrief thought. Raised them as
though what he had just said made some sense.

“And your point, Sr Joseph?’

“Men fell adeep asthough drugged when they had ingested neither food nor drink. A woman walked
camly into the harbor and drowned. She did not cry out or plead for her life, but smply went into the
water asthough nothing would come of it. And finaly, men jumped from agreat height to escape our
men, and landed so easily that they were ableto run off. Landed so softly that the men who chased them
out barely heard a sound. Thesethings are al more than peculiar, they are... well, | fear they are not
naturd...”

If anyone but Sir Joseph Brookes had made this statement, Moncrief would have laughed aoud, but the
Sea L ord had an uncanny intuition and had been proven right too often for Moncrief to scoff, no matter
how outrageous the proposal.

“Doyou think it' s Eldrich? Isthat what you' re suggesting? FHlames, Joseph, the mage has not lft his
edaein... decades. Therumors are that heisnot long for thisworld.”

“Y es, the rumors dways abound where the mage is concerned. He makes very certain that no truth ever
escapes from his own lands—unlessit serves him. No, we cannot be sure the mage is anywhere near
death, | think. Nor can | say with assurance that Eldrich was either involved or not involved, | only know
that something happened in the city last night that was not quite asit should have been, and it al centered
around Skye. Perhaps the King is not hisonly protector.”

The two men sat brooding for afew moments, as though the ideawas so far beyond their usual
experience that they could not even begin to imagine what it might mean, or what they should do. And
then Moncrief interrupted the sllence. “What has become of Skye?’

“Wedon't know.”

Moncrief shook his head. “1 have done everything | can to insure that he doesn't reach the King, or even
send His Mg esty amessage, but this can’'t be kept up forever. A few daysat most... We must assume
that Skye knows who was behind his attempted ruin?’

“Not necessarily. Surely Mary suspected but had no proof, and the officersinvolved | trust utterly. No,
we are safe from prosecution at least—how else we might suffer | cannot say. If the King wereto believe
Skyeover us...” Sir Joseph rubbed one of his eyes gently and Moncrief redized that the man had not
dept thislast night. “But | have afeding, Lord Moncrief, that Skye and the King are the least of our
worries. Something elseis afoot. Something very odd. If we assume that the men who jumped from the
window on Paradise Street and the men who sent the woman to drown in the harbor were not the same
gentlemen—for they would have had to have been in two places amost a once—then therewould
appear to be more than one man who has a least some knowledge of the arts. That leaves uswith two
possibilities. They are servants of the mage,” he paused, as though surprised by his own words, “or they
are some group of whom we know nothing at al.”



“The former seems much morelikely to me.”

“1 would haveto agree, but let metell you something else. The officers who went to search Samual
Hayes rooms came back with ajournd and anumber of interesting letters. Most from hisfriend Kehler
who has been studying at the Farrellite archive in Wooton. Y ou will not believe what they’ ve been up to.
It seems Skye employed them to delve into this matter of the so-called Stranger of Compton Hesath.
Have you heard of this?’

“Something, yes. Somekind of alunatic who gppeared in the town, and the locals made claim that he
was from an unknown land. Wasn't that it?”

“More or less. But the odd thing is Hayes and Kehler came away convinced that the man was not mad at
al. They dso seem to believe that it was a mage who took the man away.”

Moncrief was at alossfor words, and unsettled by how out of his depth he suddenly felt. Moncrief who
controlled the government and much of the kingdom, besides. * Joseph, | haven’t even the beginning of a
notion asto what goes on. Have you?’

“I can't clamthat | do, Lord Moncrief, but no matter how absurd it might seem, it beginsto look asif
Skye has some interest and perhaps even some involvement in the arts. Whether it is Eldrich or

some other, | cannot say. But it seemsto me that we should know if the arts have cometo life again
around the Entide Sea”

Moncrief aso wanted to know what went on here, but if amage wereinvolved... “I question the wisdom
of interfering with Eldrich. Hewill not look kindly on usmeddling in hisaffairs. | don’'t care how old or
infirm Eldrich has become—heis dill amage.”

Brookes nodded. “ Y es, but | would never advocate interference. Observationisall 1 am suggesting. If
thereis some other who practices the arts, we should know his purpose—or at least be reassured that he
means us no harm. If it turns out to be Eldrich, then we will break off our operation. If we are reasonably
sureitisnot Eldrich, then | would think it advisableto inform the mage.”

“Itisdill arisk, but | agree, however reluctantly.” Moncrief stopped as he began to rise. “But, Brookes,
we should be sure your best people are involved and that they understand how important it isfor them to
keep their distance. We mugt limit the risks as much as possible.”

“Certainly, Lord Moncrief. Leave that to me.”

Moncrief rose, but had asudden redlization—clearly the surprising turn the conversation had taken had
reduced his capacity to reason. “How will you begin, Brookes? Y ou lost track of Skye.”

Brookes had risen to hisfeet aswell. “ Y es, but only temporarily, | think. If Skye regppearsin Avond,
we will know, for we gtill have one of the earl’ s servantsin our pay. But | don’t think it will be so difficult
to find Skye. He had these young men looking into the story of Baumgere, and | am al but sure that
interest will give him away. | will wager that Lord Skye hasretreated to the village of Castle-bough—a
town conveniently near the Entonne border should he need to quit Farrland atogether. I'm sure he has
only temporarily dropped from sight, for the earl isfar too well known to be able to hidefor long. We
will soon know hiswheregbouts, and then we' || see what goes on in our kingdom. Something very odd, |
think. Something very odd indeed.”



Chapter Eight

The sound was rhythmic and syllabic but too low to be digtinguished. Chanting, Erasmus was sure. He
could amost make out the words, though they did not seem to be Farr. Anxiety began to grow in him.
The day was clear and warm, but here, among the green halways of the wood, it was cool, the sunlight
filtered to muted greens. Smoke; he could smell the smoke. It seemed to burn his nodtrils, but then there
was ahiss, and it turned sweet and aromatic. Leaves had been tossed onto the fire. Luckwort leaves, but
they did not cam him asthey should. Knowing what came next, he wanted to shout, but try ashe might,
he could produce no sound.

He pushed aside a branch, hurrying now, feeling the horror of what was about to happen drive him. But
something waswrong; he seemed to be gliding so dowly, like abird hanging on the wind, making little

progress.

And then the scream. He stopped, standing on the pathway between the trees and the angled trunks of
faling light. More than anything he wanted to look away, close hiseyestoit, but he could not. Not quite.
And then the child appeared, engulfed in flame, mouth open in aslent scream of unimaginable agony.
Every nerve shrieking in anguish. The child stumbled toward him, arms out as though begging for help, to
be held. And then it sumbled, looking at him till, the recrimination clesr.

Why? Why did you do this to me?

The burning child toppled forward, and the last thing Erasmus saw wasits face. His face. He was
burning. Not some other. He was aflame.

Erasmus woke from the dream, covered in sweet. He stumbled up from the divan where he had falen
adeep and made hisway to the doors looking down into his garden. He sucked in the cool air, almost
sobbing. Alive. He was dive and unharmed. It had not been he who burned. Thank Farrelle. Not him.

The dream was never easy to drive from hismind, and Erasmus was grateful that it came infrequently. He
paced back and forth across his study, unable to sit, running his hand back through his hair over and
over.

“Blood and flames. Bloody blood and flames.”

He often wondered what caused the dream to return, but, as always, he could not say. Perhaps nothing
caused it. It just would not let him be. His penance.

“Wedid not know,” he said aloud. “How could we?’

Hetried to think of something else: his conversation with Hayes, but Stokes arrived with Erasmus wash
water. The servant wore an odd, pensive look that was not quite in character.

“Y ou look either troubled or ill thismorning, Stokes. Now which would it be?’

“Never ill, gr,” hesaid quickly. “Nor particularly troubled. .. but your young man has been up sincel
don’t know when, pacing, sir. Back and forth acrossthe library. Across the main hall. He seemed to be
congdering leaving, dr, or so | thought.”

“He' s here now, 1 hope?’

“Oh, yes, sr. HE shad apot of coffee dl to himself and isvibrating like aharp string. He seems anxious
to speak with you, sir. Keeps asking when you might be up.”



“I'll be down directly. Don't let him |leave before I” ve spoken with him.”

Erasmus continued with histoilet, not letting Hayes impatience ruin his morning ritua. Stokes came back
afew moments later to shave him, and lay out his clothes, and with the warmed sted scrap-

ing across his face, Erasmus again considered the conversation of the night before.

Thetale of the Stranger would have seemed nothing more than folklore if it hadn’t been for Hayes
encounter with this physician, Ripke. That had aring of authenticity to it that Erasmus was not about to
deny. And Erasmus’ intuition told him that the man who’d come in the carriage to collect the Stranger was
no man—not in the sense that he understood the word. It was a mage, and Erasmus thought he might even
be able to supply the mage’' s name. If a mage was interested in this Stranger, then Erasmus was interested,
too. So Hayes had better be prepared to reveal alittle more—the name of the gentleman who had
employed him would be agood start.

As he went down the stairs, Erasmus wondered what the Admiralty’s part wasin this affair. Unless they
really did believe the Stranger was from an undiscovered land, for certainly most of the vast globe remained
amystery. Perhaps they’ d learned something on a recent voyage...

Hayes was sitting at a small table in the breakfast room, looking out into the garden. As Erasmus entered,
he jumped up, obviously relieved to see him. There was a certain anxiety in the young man’s manner that
did not disappear, however.

“Ah, Erasmus. | can’t thank you enough for your help and generosity, but I’ ve decided that | must get
messages to both Kehler and our employer as soon as possible.”

“Not before you've eaten, | hope.” Erasmus took a seat at the table and dropped a napkin into hislap,
reaching for the coffee pot. “Sit down, Hayes. I’ ve been thinking as well.”

Hayes took his seat slowly, as though he were ready to run out the door without any further discussion.

“The agents of the Admiralty might well be looking for you yet, so I’m not sure | like the idea of you racing
around the city on your own. If they’ ve come after you because of your link with this gentleman who
employed you, they’re likely after him aswell.”

Hayes shook his head. “I’ ve thought about that and decided it’s very unlikely. Y ou see, my patron is
beyond... well, not beyond the law, but certainly even agents of the Admiralty would not dare apprehend
him without...” He hesitated. “Let me just say that the man is not unknown to the King.”

Erasmus stopped with hiscup inthe air. “ Are you telling me that it is Skye?’ Erasmus could hardly credit
thisidea, but who else could

Hayes mean? A man of great reputation and standing who had some involvement with the Admiralty. An
intimate of the King, aman whose interests wouldn’t lead one to believe he would be interested in stories of
mysterious strangers. An empiricist, obviously. Skye. It could be no other.

Hayes hesitated, chagrin obvious on his rather tired countenance. “I’m not telling you... at least not
intentionally,” he added

quietly.

Erasmus sat back in his chair and stared at his friend. If he had been told the man in question was his own
brother, he would have been less shocked.



“What possibleinterest could Skye have in such atale?’ he asked finaly.

Hayes shrugged, reaching down and picking up his spoon as though suddenly interested in silverware.
“Erasmus, 1 hope you understand that the earl does not want his name connected with our inquiry—he was
most adamant.”

Erasmus nodded dumbly. “But why is he interested?’

Hayes turned the spoon over and dropped it so that it rattled off the floor. Erasmus bent down quickly and
retrieved it, reaching out and taking hold of Hayes wrist so that the young man would look at him.

“Why?' he said quietly.

Hayes shook his head. “1 don’t know. It... | don’'t know. We speculated endlessly about this, but you must
know that one does not ask the Earl of Skye impertinent questions.”

Erasmus nodded. The earl had a reputation for impatience with anyone who presumed too much of their
friendship. “Well, | agree that a message should be taken to him directly. And this young man, Kehler...
what’ s become of him?’

“He has continued in the employ of Lord Skye, though not herein Avonel. I'm not at liberty to say more.”
“Do you intend to see him in person—Kehler, that is?’
“No, I'll haveto write him.”

“Well, eat, and we'll pay acall on the Earl. | think, given the circumstances, we can risk doing so without
warning him.”

“You'll come with me? But, Erasmus, he'll know I’ ve told you.”

“Yes, well, that is a problem because I’ m not sure you should appear at his door, not with the Admiralty
looking for you.” Erasmus thought a moment. “We'll approach it like this. You write a

letter to the earl, and we'll take a carriage to his home where I’ll deliver it. You can stay in the carriage
unless the earl is there and wishes to speak with you. I'll claim to be merely aloyal friend helping without
explanation. Skye and | are both members of the Society and I’m known not to be one of the gossips. Will
that answer? Hayes looked enormoudly relieved to have an aly and went immediately to write the note,
not having touched his food.

Theride to Sky€e stown home was not so long, asit turned out he did not live far from Erasmus. Hayes
stayed in the hired carriage, as planned, while Erasmus rang the bell.

As he stood on the step, he turned around to survey the street. If Skye' s home was being kept under
surveillance, it was being done with some discretion. An old woman stared down from awindow across
the way, but she didn’t have the look of an Admiralty agent to Erasmus mind—a busybody was more
likey.

The door opened and aman servant nodded respectfully as Erasmus handed him acalling card.
“Erasmus Flattery. It isimperative that | speak with Lord Skye. | have aletter that | must ddliver.”

“I’'mterribly sorry, Mr. Flattery, but Lord Skyeisnot at home. I'll certainly seethat the letter is ddlivered
safely, however.” He reached out ahand which Erasmus ignored.



“I’ve been charged to placeit in the hand of Lord Skye and no onedse.”

“| am sorry, sir, but that isn't possible at the moment...” The servant looked up at the sound of the
carriage door opening. “Mr. Hayes!”

Hayesran quickly up the steps. “ Y es, isthe earl not at home? | desperately need to speak with him.”

The servant shook his head, apparently pleased to see Samud. “No, Sir. Lord Skye set out early this
morning and didn’t say where. It was most peculiar. Y ou don’t know where he' d have gone, do you,
Mr. Hayes?’

“I'mafraid | don't. You haven't had men from the Admiraty about asking after your master, have you?’
“Not aone, gr, though your colleague, Mr. Kehler, was by thismorning. He left aletter aswell.”

Hayes shook his head in worry, looking at Erasmus as though

unsure what to do. “Kehler didn’t say where he was staying, 1 don't suppose?’

“I'm afraid not, sir. Will you leave your |etter with me, Mr. Hayes?’

Hayes was about to say yes when Erasmus stepped in, pocketing the letter quickly. “No, but thank you.
If Lord Skye does return, would you ask him to contact me?’

The servant eyed Erasmus oddly, as though he were alittle offended that Erasmus did not seem to trust
him. “Asyouwish, Sr.”

Erasmus steered Hayes down the stairs and into the carriage.

“Whatever led you to do that?’ Hayes asked. “We don’'t know when Skye might return or if heiseven
actualy away. It would be better if he had my note at the soonest possible opportunity.”

Erasmus nodded. “ Perhaps, but did you not think that servant was more curious than was polite?’
Hayes was brought up short by this. “ But he knows me, and was likely concerned about his employer.”

“Perhaps so, but it isthe practice of the agents of the Admiraty to pay servantsfor information about
their employers. | would rather err on the sde of caution.” Erasmus tapped on the celling to have the
driver move on. “It ssemsyour colleagueisin Avond. What' shis name? Kehler?’

Hayes nodded, thinking. “ Y es, but where, that is the question. Under normal circumstances he would be
my guest. Asthings stand, however, he could be rooming anywhere.”

Thelittle window between the driver and the carriage did open. “I’m not surewherel’mto go, sr,” the
man said.

“Nor am I. Hold your course for amoment while we decide.” He turned back to Hayes. “I assume
Kehler has some friendsin the city? Besides yoursdlf, that is?’

“Emin, primarily, but he’ sabroad till midsummer.” Hayes consdered amoment. “We could try the
Bdch”

“Of course,” Erasmus said. “The old Gulch and Swalow.”

They pressed on to theinn where Hayes thought they might find Kehler, a place well known to Erasmus,



though he had not been therein years.

The Gulch and Swalow Innwas cdled “House Hopeful” by many of its patrons for the smple reason
that budding empiricists gathered there, both for organized discussion, and for discourse that could only
be described as unruly. The truth was that, beyond their

ou
S ean Russell

variousinterests, the patrons spent an inordinate amount of time gossiping about the doings of the Society
for Empirical Studies and its fellows, for House Hopeful (also referred to as the “Belch and Swallow”)
was filled with young men who longed to become fellows of that august Society.

They spent uncounted hours discussing how one would best go about bringing one' s efforts to the notice of
the Society, aswell as dissecting the tactics of every successful candidate.

Of course House Hopeful also provided a stage for the conquering hero, for who could resist returning to
the “old neighborhood.” And no matter how gracious the newly appointed fellow wasin victory, or how
much he assured the others that their turn would come, there was always alittle triumph there, and a bit of
jealousy aswell.

Erasmus thought that these young men could speed their fellowship considerably by ssimply using the time
spent in the Gulch and Swallow to further their original studies, not that he hadn’t squandered his own fair
share of hoursin this very establishment. Y outh, it seemed, had an undeniable need of company. It was
rather like misery in that regard.

Neither of them spoke as they rode. The measured clip-clop of hooves on paving stones was hypnoatic,
lulling Erasmus into a contempl ative state. The dream came back to him, but he pushed it out of his
mind—much easier to do in broad daylight. They were not long in coming to their destination.

Erasmus followed Hayes through the door and stood for a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness of
the room. There was afaltering of the conversation as many of the young men present noted that one of
the gods had descended to walk among them. Though perhaps Erasmus’ reputation was not yet so large as
to strike awe into the hearts of young empiricists. He might have been considered a mere demigod.

Hayes surveyed the young men present, acknowledging the occasiona nod, and then he waved to someone,
and crossed the room to him, Erasmusin his wake.

“Pleasures of the day to you, Dandish. Have you seen Fenwick Kehler?’

Dandish ailmost vaulted out of his chair, glancing nervously at Erasmus. “Y esterday. He was in here for an
hour or more, asking after you, too, as| remember. He was talking to Ribbon most of

thetime." Realizing that Hayes didn’t intend to introduce him, the young man turned to Erasmus. ” Sanfield
Dandish at your service, Mr. Flattery. I’'m agreat admirer of your work in horticulture and botany, sir.”

Erasmus offered the young man his hand and atight smile, never comfortable with even genuine praise.
“Kind of you,” he said.

“Y ou might try old Sam,” Dandish suggested. “He likely spoke with Kehler.”

Hayes ordered ale and left Erasmus at a table while he spoke with the tapman. He was back in atrice.
“Sam’ s not sure where Kehler's found lodging, but likely in this quarter. There are a number of rooming
houses that cater to visiting students and scholars. I'm sure I’ [l find him.” Hayes picked up his ae and
sipped it, staring at Erasmus. “L ook, Erasmus, it doesn’t seem that agents of the Admiralty are out in force



searching for me. They haven't been in here, apparently, and thisis a spot they’d likely not miss. | see no
need for you to spend your day searching out Kehler. Leave meto it, and I'll bring you any news | might
gather; that is, if you don’t mind having me as a guest another night. | till feel alittle trepidation at the idea
of returning to my rooms.”

“Y ou are thrice welcome, Hayes, but see if you can bring Kehler back with you. I'm curiousto hear his
story aswell. | could have Stokes put another room to rights and put you both up, if you'd like.”

Hayes brightened at the offer. “ Y ou’ re too kind, Erasmus. I'll seeif | can find Kehler, and we' |l see what
he's discovered in the archives of Woo ton. I'm alittle surprised that he’sin Avonel so early inthe year. It
makes me a bit suspicious. If I'm not at your home by eight, it will mean the Admiralty have me. | trust
you'll know what to do, for | certainly don’t.”

“Leaveit to me, Hayes, but stay alert and be careful who you give your name to.”

Erasmus spent the afternoon puzzling over the story that Hayes had told him. It had brought unfamiliar
emotions to the surface. He had even spoken of histime in the house of Eldrich, which he amost never did.
No, it was al very odd. The worst of it was that
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Erasmus was certain he could fed the hand of the magein the story of Compton Heath. The unseen
hand.

“He does not deep,” Erasmus whispered to the window. “ Not yet.”

Erasmus was quite sure the rumors that Eldrich neared his end were not true—at least not in the way that
othersinterpreted them. Eldrich, Erasmus was quite certain, would not pass through until hefelt histime
had come. But the idea that the mage was lying on his deathbed, aged and feeble, was smply not
possible. Eldrich would likely remain hale and vita up until hislast hoursin thisworld. People smply did
not understand mages—not these days, anyway.

Erasmus went out onto asmall ba cony which looked down into his garden. Unlike most people of
gature in Avond, hishome did not provide him aview of the sea. He found that the vast, open horizon
begged too many questions and he felt that enough questions plagued him asit was. No, Erasmus much
preferred his small garden. It gave rest to hissoul in away that the expanse of ocean never could. A
garden whispered no questions.

The onset of twilight released the pell over the shadows dwelling beneath the shrubs and trees so that
they began to swell, flowing dowly out into the open. A distinct demarcation between light and shadow
began to climb the foliage of an ancient oak, and the corner of the house cast ashadow in dark relief on
thelawn. Soon dl of redity would blend in darkness, and everything would lose definition. Erasmus
would dream and lose definition himsdlf.

The world when Eldrich is gone, Erasmus thought. A commonplace world.

A hard tap made him start, and his manservant, Stokes, appeared. He opened his mouth and then
stopped, a bit surprised. “Would you not like alamp, Sir?’

“Please” Erasmus said, trying to cam his heart, feeling much as he had when aboy, expecting Eldrich to
sweep inon ablast of wind.

Stokeslit alamp, and then lit another on Erasmus’ desk. The light seemed to have acaming effect—like
oil on stormy sess.



“Most unusud, sir. ThereisaFarrdlite priest at our door asking to speak with you.”
“Does he want money? Can you not tel him we are not of his
fath?'

“It seems he has not come asking money, Sir, but wishesto

speak with you, though he' d not say why.“ Stokes|ooked a bit out of sorts. Though not a believer
himsdlf, Erasmus was, like most peoplein Farrland, respectful of the priests, if only asaconcesson to
good manners.

“I am haf-inclined to send him away,” Erasmus said, thinking aoud. “Could he not take thetime to send
me anote telling me the purpose of hisvist? These priests... !” Helooked back out into his garden,
which was dowly being consumed by darkness. “Oh, bring him up. 1 suppose | shall find out wheat he
wants”

Stokes bobbed his head and went out, leaving the door dightly gar so that his employer might hear the
guest approaching.

A moment later Stokes opened the door and let in asmall man dressed in the robes of the Farrelite faith.
“Deacon Rose, Mr. Flattery.”

Erasmus extended both his hands as was expected, though he didiked doing it. He tried to remember
where adeacon fit in the Farrellite hierarchy. Above a parish priest, he thought, though the old root of the
word was servant—servant of the martyr in this case. Certainly not servant of the parishioners.

“Mr. Hattery,” the man said softly, his manner very humble, which annoyed Erasmus even more—falsely
humble, he was sure. The deacon grasped both of his hands and said aquick blessing in Old Farr.
“Thank you for seeing me without prior notice, Mr. Hattery. | apologize. It isnot ahabit of mineto burst
in upon people unannounced, | assure you.”

“Don't apologize, Deacon. Will you take wine or brandy? Coffee or tea?’ Erasmus gestured toward two
chairs.

“Brandy would be very welcome, | must admit. 1 have been traveling for the last three days and only
cameto Avondd thismorning.”

“WEell, then, you need a brandy, Deacon.” Erasmus was about to ask if the man had eaten, but stopped
himsdlf. He had never been too friendly with the priests of Farrelle, for he believed them to beacynical,
self-serving group that did much to dow progressin Farrland.

The priest collected up hisrobes and sat, smiling at Erasmusin away that was kindly but not too familiar.
Deacon Rose was asmall man, his shape well disguised by robes. His hair, both gray and black, was cut
short in the common style of the priests and he wore the round, crimson skull cap that denoted his rank.
Rose might not
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have been a particularly handsome man, but he had aface that exuded agreat deal of charm and humor,
and his eyes suggested redl kindness, athough there was atrace of great determination there aswell.



Erasmus was about to begin the smdll talk that was expected on such occas ons—comments on the
weather, etc—but decided that the unexpected visit was hardly polite and so went right to the heart of it.

“What isit that | might do for you, Deacon Rose?’ The priest gave an odd smile that was half agrimace,
asthough he was hurt by the lack of politeness, but such was the burden of bearing the one truth. “And
well you may ask, Mr. FHattery. But let me assure you, to begin, that you need do nothing for me. | have
come regarding amutud friend for whom | have great regard and concern. It isfor his sake entirely that |
am here,

“You see, after my arrival in Avond earlier today, | went seeking this young man, and though | was not
fortunate enough to find him, | wastold in one establishment where the young gather that someonefitting
his description and answering to his name had visited earlier, and, to my great surprise, 1 was not the first
man who had come seeking him this day. Only an hour before the notable Erasmus Flattery had been
asking after the same young man.”

Stokes arrived with brandies and lit another lamp before leaving. Erasmus should not have been surprised
that thisvist had something to do with Hayes and hisfriend Kehler, but somehow he had been caught off
guard.

“Erasmus Flattery was aname | knew well because of my own interests, and this brought me here. You
see, Fenwick Kehler isastudent at my college and, | have to say, such astudent as we see only once a
decade, if that. Mr. Kehler has the makings of an exceptional historian, perhaps even agreat one. That is
why I’m so concerned.”

Cynical though Erasmus believed the priests to be, this one seemed genuinely worried about his student.

“The problem, Mr. Hattery, if | might comeright to the point, isthat young Kehler has been searching
into the archives. | fear he has poked into matters the church considersto be private. Thingsthat, strictly
gpeaking, he was not to have had accessto.” For a second the man looked embarrassed. He began
rubbing his hands together dowly, and then turned the single ring that he wore. “Yes,

know, many people think we are hiding things in Wooton, but that is not precisdy true, or at least isnot
what they likely think.“ He looked up at Erasmus suddenly, and there was a keen intelligence in that [ook.
" Perhaps Mr. Kehler has spoken to you of this... ?*

Erasmus said nothing, but gazed coally &t the priest.

“Of course, that isyour affair and not really my business,” the priest hurried to add. “But let me only say
that Mr. Kehler haslooked into documents that would give him merely part of astory.”

Erasmus dmost interrupted to plead ignorance to the subject, but the priest began to speak again, turning
his gaze out the window and continuing to toy with hisring. “ Thewhole affair of Honare Baumgereisa
grave embarrassment and something of amystery to us. And all of this speculation...” Helooked back at
Erasmus. “It' s such utter foolishness.

“But that isnot my rea concern. Y ou see, Mr. Kehler’ s making free with our archives has caused quite a
dtir. He was granted greet trust, and did... well, did what he did, unfortunately, and now heisin grave
danger of expulsion. Not the end of the world, you are no doubt thinking, but the worst of it isthat our
young Kehler isfrom afamily of extremely modest means. Heis entirely dependent upon the good graces
of the Farrellite Church for histuition and other expenses. Oh, he does somework in the library in return,
but not enough to recompense, and now, you see, he has put his Situation in grave danger. He has not the



meansto return to Merton, or even some lesser university. | fear that we are about to seethe end of an
exceptionally promising career, Mr. Flattery.” He shook hishead. “I am not quite sure whét to do, for
you see he will not face up to the consequences of his actions. As soon asit waslearned that he had
broken hisword to us, Mr. Kehler dipped out of the monastery and away. Now a man of hisage and
learning should have the mettle to own up to hiswrongdoing and, at the very least, apologize. Yet heran
off like achild, to the disappointment of many who had done much to further his studies and who had
esteemed and trusted him.”

He reached out and touched Erasmus’ wrigt. “That iswhy 1 have cometo you. If he does not return and
take respongbility for hisactions, hewill certainly be expelled, which would be aterrible lossto the
world of scholarship, not to mention the effect it will have on hislife. I’ m sure he has greet regard for you,
Mr. Hattery. You are afdlow of the Society, asdl young men wish to be these
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days. Can you not speak with him? 1 assure you there is no great mystery to be uncovered in the
archives of Wooten. Heisthrowing his career away for nothing.“ He spread his hands. ”Nothing.“ The
deacon looked up at him, anxiety overcoming hisfacade of peace and charm.

Erasmus was affected by the man’ s concern, though it was againgt his better judgment. “Let me explain,
Deacon, it would be something of an exaggeration to say that Mr. Kehler and | were acquaintances. |
suspect | would have lessinfluence on him than you hope.”

Deacon Rose looked abit surprised. “I did not realize. | thought perhapsit was areationship of long
sanding. In away it would make sensethat Mr. Kehler would cultivate your friendship. Did he ask you
about mages, Mr. Hattery?’

Erasmuswas alittle taken aback by this. “| redly fed any conversations I’ ve had with Mr. Kehler were
private matters, Deacon. I’ m sure you understand.”

“Quite so. But even if you have not been long acquainted, you could do the young man agood turn.
Could you not have aword with him, Mr. Hattery?| suspect he would respect your advice. Think of
poor Kehler. What will become of him? He has no trade, no family connections. We are talking about a
gresat career being cut short over mere stubbornness. And that isatragedy. Youth, Mr. FHattery. Only a
young man could be so impetuous. Only ayoung man could fail to see the consegquences of hisdecision.
The future, no doubt, seemsinfinitely bright to him, but we both know that much can happen in the
course of afew short years. | fear hewill liveto regret thisdecison. Regret it most terribly.”

Erasmus wondered what Kehler was up to in the Farrellite archives. He was till in the employ of Skye,
and Skye was proving to have some very peculiar interests.

Scholars had long believed that agreat dedl of Farr history was hidden in the archives of Wooton.
Perhaps agreet ded of information about the mages. “1’m not sure where Kehler has gotten to, but if he
can befound, I'll speak with him. I can promise no more than that. | have no faith that he will heed my
counail.”

The priest reached out and took both Erasmus’ hands. “ Thank you, Mr. Hattery. May Farrelle blessyou
for your good heart. And Kehler will thank you aswell, one day.” He muttered another blessing in Old
Farr.

The priest sat back in hischair, taking up his brandy, and looking at Erasmus as though he were a



particularly prized student. “ As| said earlier, Mr. Hattery, we have acommon interest: viticulture. Years
ago, now, | held aposition in the south countries, and at the abbey there we cultivated the vine—oh, and
made wine as well— but my love was the vine and the grape. To work in the fields benesth the sun of
high summer, to see the clusters swell upon thevine... | missit terribly. | have afew vines growing at
Wooton, but it istoo far north—though | am finding some better resultsthese last few years. Certainly
you haven't donedl your work up in Locfad?’

“Someof it, but | have asmall holding on theidand of Farrow.”

The priest reacted as though Erasmus had mentioned the name of the man’slost love—the lossthat had
sent him into the priesthood. “ Oh, how fortunate you are, Mr. FHttery. | have traveled to Farrow only
once, and for far too short atime, but there can be few places better suited to viticulture, | think. Have
you seen thefamous Ruin?’

Erasmus nodded.

“Isit not marvelous? Astonishing redly. Lifeisfilled with mysteries, Mr. Hattery, and | amglad of it. I'm
much saddened by these young empiricists who wish to explain everything. Contemplating the mysteries
isaworthy meditation, in my view. It teaches humility and fills uswith proper awe for thisworld we have
been blessed with. Don't you agree?’

Erasmus shrugged. “I thought it was the business of the church to explain mysteries”

The priest did not look at al ruffled, hisamiable manner not changing in the leadt. In fact, he seemed
amog pleased that Erasmus might dispute with him. “The Farrellite Church isnot monalithic, Mr.
Flattery. There are schools of thought—many of them—and though we agree on the centra issues, there
are many more on which there are differing views. Thisisvery hedthy, | think.

“Perhaps I’ m something of amydtic. | believe there are mysteries that were not meant to be
comprehended by men. Not inthislife a least. But these mysteries are there to fill uswith awe. To intruct
usinwayswe cannot explain. They arelikethe best art in that regard. Their contemplation opens doors
within our own thoughts. We see things we would not otherwise have seen. And
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Chapter Nine

Avonel had dozens of private clubs of varying degrees of exclusivity. The most exclusive, and therefore
the most private, were the clubs that bore no markings to distinguish them in any way from the
surrounding buildings. Some of these did not even have public names, and were referred to by their
memberssmply as“the club.”

Every club had a purpose, though it was not aways the purpose inscribed in the association’ s charter.
For ingtance, the club that Sir John had come to this night was ostensibly agaming club, but its actua
purpose was to put certain of its membersin such debt that they would, for the foreseeable future, owe
their dlegianceto the“club.” Sir John had once been so far in debt to this particular organization that he
expected to do its bidding for the rest of his career—furthering the interests of its members at great cost
to hisown credibility asaminister of the government. That was before he met Bryce.

Now he expended effort to further the interests of Bryce's mysterious employer, though this had not
brought him into conflict with his conscience nearly so regularly. Still, more than anything ese, Sir John
longed to be free. To owe alegiance to no man but hisKing, and to his country. That was why he had
goneinto government servicein thefirst place: idedlism. He shook his head. Hard to be-



lieve he had once been idedlistic when you saw how things had turned oui.

Sir John wondered if his news of the Entonne development of the cannon had leaked out yet. It could not
be kept secret forever, that was certain. He was only afraid that the first the navy would hear of it would
be when an Entonne man of war opened fire on aFarr ship. He could not alow that, but before it
happened, he planned to make some palitical coin from hisknowledge. It was, after dl, acommodity like
gold or grain; avaue could be placed on it and it could be traded, and that was precisely what Sir John
intended to do.

“Sir John! How good to see you. We ve not had the pleasure of your company in agood long while.”
It was one of the senior members of the club. A man Sir John had once done many favorsfor.

“No, not for sometime,” Sir John said.

“Feding lucky tonight?’

“Indeed | am.” Sir John felt so incredibly fortunate that he did not intend to gamble asingle coin.

The man touched hisarm, smiling widdy. “Well, you know your credit isaways good here.”

Sir John looked down, nodding. The man’s smile caused such asurge of anger and resentment. He knew
what it really meant: We knew you' d be back. / am back, Sir John thought, but | am changed. Now |
can resist. | don’'t quite know how or why, but | can resist.

He moved on through the rooms, nodding to aman here or there. Feeling alittle let down by this
encounter. They thought me so weak, so in thrall to my demons. Theredization undermined his
confidence alittle.

He remembered wdll his conversations with Bryce, as he had come to know the man. Bryce had once
sad, daring insult: “ 1 will tell youwhat it is, for it isno mystery to me. Y ou believe you are aman blessed:
intelligent, of good family, first of your class, hedthy and vigorous, and handsometo theladies. You
believe so completely in your good fortune that you cannot accept your luck would desert you at the
tables. How could it? And so you go back, to prove your good fortune is no accident, as though you
cannot accept thisfailure. Y our luck will win out—it must. And so you havelogt afortune, thrice over.”

Bryce, dmost astranger then, had been so utterly right. Sir John

had known it the moment Bryce had uttered the words. A man so blessed should not lose a something
sotrivid ascardsor dice. Redly. It was absurd. But he did, repeatedly.

And then he had come to his agreement with Bryce—his ded with the devil. Bryce would clear his debt
to the club, though not his other debts—those that had been accrued because gaming took al his
money—Sir John would have to deal with those himself. And so it had happened. Bryce had
accompanied him to the club one night, they had sat down at a table with the men who owned Sir John's
debt, and they had played at cards. And Sir John had won! He had won as he always believed he
should.

And then, when his debt was cleared, Bryce had stood up, and announced it wastimeto go. Sir John
had never felt such frustration. Go!? But the look Bryce fixed on him told him that there was no arguing.



When Bryce l€eft thetable, Sr John' s luck would go with him.

He asked Bryce how he had done it—this was before he redlized that one did not ask questions of
Bryce—but the man would say nothing. Sir John was | eft with theimpression that Bryce must bethe
sharpest of players, handling cards so deftly that no man could see what he was doing. Sir John did not
care that he had won by chesating, for he dways suspected he had been cheated anyway .

But the most incredible thing was, after that night he had no urge to gamble. None whatsoever. He did
not even come down to the club to socidize. The desire was gone. He no longer felt that he had to test
himself—test his good fortune. In fact it seemed afoolish pastime now. He could barely understand how
he had been trapped in such folly.

He went into the largest room, searching among the faces, hoping to find the right gentlemeniin
attendance this evening. Few of the men at the tables |ooked up—intent on their cards. A winetasting
was underway in the next room, with anumber of men from both the dragoons and the navy serioudy
engaged. One, the scion of the Palle family, raised aglassto him as he passed. Sir John smiled.

Ten minuteslater he found one of the men helooked for; the Marquis of Sennet. The marquisleaned
back against awall with his thumbs tucked into his waistband and, with arather bored air, watched
severd men playing agame caled skittles on a pocketless billiard table.

“Lord Sennet,” Sir John said, leaning ashoulder against the wall.

“Lord? We are being formal tonight, aren’t we? Have you come back to lord it over certain gentlemen?’
he asked, and Sir John laughed. “ Tell me, Sir John, how did you do it? It has been the subject of endless
gpeculation around these rooms for twelve months past.”

“Wdll, | sacrificed aram and painted pentagrams on my chest initsblood. | went to the ruin of theold
abbey on the city’ s edge and sold my soul to adark spirit...”

“Theusud, then?’
“Wdl, | sacrificed no virgins, not even symbalicdly.”
“1 see” Sennet looked back to the game as everyone groaned.

“1 have ahit of newsthat might interest you,” Sir John said, lowering hisvoice. “Infact, I'm sureit will.”
Doyou/

“We should speak more privately.”
“Inthelibrary?’

Sir John nodded, setting off for the sairs. In this club one could usualy rely on thelibrary being vacant. It
was not the literary set that came to gamble.

Sir John cast aglance back at the gaming room, and al the men intent on their fortunes. It seemed a
rather pathetic scene to him. He shook his head, not without some sense of mora superiority, he realized,
and continued on.

The library was indeed deserted. He found a copy of the day’ s news and made himself comfortable by
the cold hearth. A few moments later Sennet appeared, his curiosity well in check.



He douched into one of the chairsand stared at Sir John as though he did not believe for amoment that
he could tdl him anything of interest.

“I have some news about the Entonne—not even arumor yet.”
“News of the Entonneisawaysintriguing.”
“And I'm very interested in knowing what goes on with Skye. There have been somerumors...”

“I might be able to help you there.” The one thing about Sennet was that he could be trusted to return an
equal measure of information. It was one of the things Sir John liked about the man.

“My friendsin Entonnetell methat their countrymen are casting cannon, and producing gunpowder aswe
gpesk. In two months, perhaps fewer, they will have armed ships.”

Sennet sat up in hischair, hislook changing completely. Sir John amost smiled. It was hard to catch
Sennet unawares.

“You'vetold theKing' sMan?’
“Not yet.”

“Martyr’sblood,” Sennet said, hisagile mind running over al theimplications of thisnews. “Weall knew
it would happen, but not so quickly.” Helooked up at Sir John, clearly impressed. “Y ou shan't make
Moncrief happy with such news—not one bit.”

Sir John said nothing. No onein Farrland would be happy at this news—except, perhaps Skye.

Sennet broke into agrin. “Well, you caught me looking at the wrong hand, Sir John. Well done. But then
you'’ ve long been a better conjurer than most.” Hetipped an imaginary hat to Sir John. “Y ou must have
thefinest of friendsin Entonne. Very well placed.” Sennet looked at him with alittle admiration, hismind
clearly trying to divine the names of these sources. “But your question—" Hislook became more serious.
“I don't know if you realize what a hornets' nest you'’ ve broken open. Flames, but Moncrief isplaying a
dangerous game.

“I am not surewhat you' ve heard, but | have afriend in the Admiraty...” Sennet let the sentence die.
“This night past Skye had gone to meet awoman. Though it was unknown to him, she was once an
Entonne agent now likdy in the employ of the Admirdty.” Hetilted hishead a Sir John, who did not
catch theinference.

Wheat in theworld was Sennet suggesting? And then it struck him. Moncrief’ s jealousy had run out of
control! “They weretrying to entrap him,” he said, not needing confirmation. That would be Moncrief’s
approach. Ruin Skye by destroying his reputation. It would not be so hard. Have awoman who was
reputed to be an Entonne agent claim that Skye was bringing her the design of the ship’s gun, then have
agents of the Admiralty apprehend them in the act. Treason. Even the King would not be able to save
Skye from that.

But Sir John, and now Sennet, knew that the Entonne aready possessed the cannon! They needed
nothing from Skye. If thisgot out, Moncrief’ s plot againgt Skye would explodein hisface.

“What happened exactly, do you know?’ Sir John asked.



“Not in detail, but I’ m sure you can guess. It went awry somehow. Moncrief actudly visited the Sea
Lord—went to the Admi-

rdty building! They’ re more than distressed. No one knows where Skyeis a the moment, and I’'m sure
that Moncrief and the SeaLord areliving in terror that he will appear in the palace, lunching with the
King. If it gets back to HisMagjesty that Moncrief and Brookes plotted against Skye... well, therewill be
no saving them.”

“Did Skye redlize what was afoot and escape?’

“I don’'t know. Perhgps. But thereis more. This morning awoman who fit the description of thisformer
Entonne agent was found floating facedown in the harbor.”

Sir John shook his head, redlizing suddenly that he had underestimated Moncrief’ sjealousy. The man
was less balanced, and now more desperate, than he had suspected.

Sennet smoothed hisfrock coat with exaggerated care.

“| sensethereis something else, Lord Sennet.”

“1 don’t know what to make of it. I'm even alittle embarrassed to tell you.”

Bryce swarning came back to him. Bring everything you learn back to me, and | will judgeit.

“Please, Lord Sennet, put aside your reticence. | will pass judgment on the information only, not onits
source.” -* Sennet nodded. “ Something very odd has happened. My friend in the Admiralty, even heis
not certain what it is. But it seemsthereissome hint of ... well, the arcane.” Helooked up a Sir John, a
bit defensive, but interested in hisreaction, too. “Does that make any senseto you?’

Sir John shrugged, suddenly fedling as though he had been set adrift. The arts? Isthat what he was
suggesting?* Perhaps. Can you say more?’

“Not redly. My friend was not very clear. Y ou might delve into the death of this woman—the one found
inthe harbor.” He shook hishead. “1 wastold that Brookes and Moncrief both |ooked as though they
had seen ghosts. And they interviewed some sailor and atrollop. My friend believed they knew
something about the woman' s death. Bloody peculiar.”

“Soitseems” Sir John shifted in hischair, anxiousto leave. Anxiousto relay what he' d learned to
Bryce—to see the man’ sreaction.

“Y ou had best be careful who you tdll about the Entonne and their nava gun, Sir John,” Sennet said,
sendng that hisfriend was

about to leave. “Moncrief will not want that information to get out too soon, | shouldn’t think.”

“No, I'm sure he wouldn't, though there can’t be many who know about his plot against Skye and therefore
could put two and two together.” He stared at Sennet, who shook his head.

“I'm sure that’ strue. Still... if Skye knows what was planned, then he will likely not keep it secret, though
accusing Moncrief without evidence would be a mistake. Especialy asit iswell known the two men dislike
each other. It might seem merely an attempt to slander the King’s Man, and that would be foolish. | can’t



imagine Skye acting rashly.”

“No.” Sir John had thought his own news of great value, but Sennet had repaid him with coin to spare, if for
no other reason than he was now on his guard against Moncrief. He would likely have gone to Moncrief
with his news of the Entonne and the cannon. And where would that have led?

Sennet had discharged his debt, that was certain, but Sir John was willing to trade on his credit alittle.
“You don’t know where Skye has disappeared to?’

Sennet shook hishead. “Itisamystery. Isit idle curiosity or do you need to know?’

“1 need to speak with him. | have information that he must have.”

Sennet considered this request, gazing at Sir John as though weighing his ability to pay. “It has come to my
attention recently that the Countess of Chilton has a certain regard for Lord Skye. She would not likely give
him away intentionaly, but...”

“The countess? Really? | should have taken up empirical studies.”
Sennet smiled politely.

Sir John was willing to make one more withdrawal against his credit. “| have alast request. Have you ever
had dealings with a man named Bryce or heard tell of him?’

“Bryce? What is his given name?’

“l—I don’t know,” Sir John admitted, a bit embarrassed. “He is a mystery to me. Tall man, dark, very sure
of himself. Extremely fastidious. Precise in his speech. | cannot really tell you more.”

“But aren’'t you describing the stranger who sat at the gaming table with you the night of your phenomenal
luck?’

Sir John nodded.

“But everyone believes he was afriend of yours. A...” He did not want to say “sharp.”
“Youredly didn’t know him?’
Sir John shook his head. A small lig, only. He barely knew Bryce.

“Well, that isinteresting. | don’t know if 1 can learn anything with so little to get me started. Y ou can't tell
me anything more? Is he a gentleman of leisure, or does he follow some profession? What schools? |
suppose you know nothing of his family?’

“1 can tell you nothing more. No, that is not precisely true. He has a head for figures, especially where
money is concerned, and is a shrewd investor.”

“Ah, there you go. If heisan investor, then he can be found.”

“Well, that might or might not be true. | am not absolutely sure he invests himself... Though one would
think he must.”

Sennet took out the smallest pocket watch Sir John had ever seen. “1 will do my best, Sir John.”
“1 will bein your debt,” Sir John said, meaning it more than figuratively.

“Hardly.” Sennet turned to him, very serious suddenly. “ Do be careful with what you know about the



Entonne. | would not like to see Moncrief hush it up because it could potentially hurt him. Some innocent
Farr sailors might die to learn what is already known. 1 suggest you find some other way to send that
information to the King, and not through the Admiralty, that is certain.”

“Moncrief is my superior. 1 can’t bypass him and go directly to the King myself.” He fixed alook of appeal
on Sennet. “Y ou could take this information to the King for me, and Moncrief would know nothing of its
source. If anyone could manage that, you could.”

Sennet nodded. “Very likely, but aren’t you afraid that you' Il lose credit for your discovery?’

So, there would be a greater cost for this interchange than he’ d anticipated. “1t’simmaterial who receives
the credit. Better Moncrief not know it came from me, and you’ re absolutely right—the King must know
immediately. Can you manage it?’

Sennet nodded. “Leave it to me, and if there comes atime when it is propitious to do so, 1 will share the
credit with you. Is that acceptable?’

“More than acceptable,” Sir John said, feeling his peerage dlip
away.

Then | will be about our business, Sir John. Good luck with

| will send you word immedi-

locating Skye. If | learn anything more, ately.”

Y es, no doubt you will. Y ou' re about to receive al manner of honorsfor theinformation that | have given
you. Sir John redlized that he felt alittle more amused than resentful. He had discovered what Bryce
wanted to know, and that was what mattered, for good or ill.

Sir John wandered down through the club in something of adaze, barely acknowledging the men who
gpoke to him. The thought that it was he who had started this entire affair—setting Moncrief up to be
ridiculed by Skye—wasfindly making its significance fet. He had known that Moncrief would never let
such an insult go unanswered. Had Bryce been out to bring down Moncrief dl along? Wasthat his
purpose? Astonishing. Who Bryce' s mysterious employer was suddenly took on more meaning.
Moncrief had enemies, that was without doubt, but which one of them employed Mr. Bryce?

But there was something else in his conversation with Sennet that stood out—for its strangenessif for
nothing dse. “ There was some hint of the arcane. ” Wasthiswhy Bryce had cautioned him to relay
everything he heard to him? Sir John shook his head. What was he caught up in?

Sir John stepped out the front door of the club and was about to ask the doorman to find him a hack
when the door of alarge carriage opened and aman leaned ouit.

“Sir John?”

It was Bryce, waiting at the curb.

Sir John stepped up into the carriage and settled into a seat, more than alittle surprised.
“What in the world brought you to be here at thishour?” Sir John asked.

“You might cdl it ahunch,” Bryce said, amiling only dightly. “Have you found Skye? Do we know what
happened?’

“I have the name of someone who might know Lord Skye' s whereabouts, or so | hope. Whether she will



help us or not remains to be seen. Asto what happened, it seemsthat Moncrief, in afit of jealousy, tried
to entrap Skye.” Hetold Bryce what he had learned from Sennet, holding back only the last piece of
informetion.

Bryce merely nodded. “ And that’ sit? That’ swhat you learned?’

“No, thereisonemorething...” Sir John watched this mysterious man very carefully, though he didn’t
expect to be able to read Bryce' s reaction—he never could. “My friend tells me that there was some hint
of the arcane in this matter. Perhaps something to do with how the woman died.”

To Sir John’ samazement, Bryce smiled. Not asmile of mockery or disbdief, but one of great
satisfaction. Asthough he’ d been told that the woman he desired most in the world was mad for him.

“Wadl,” he said, and no more.
“Doesit have some sgnificance?” Sir John asked, unable to stop himsdif.

“That isfor my employer to decide,” Bryce said, though he still looked pleased, and not annoyed as he
aways did when Sir John asked questions.

Thismade Sir John suddenly bolder. “So you will bring down Moncri€f. Isthat what you' ve planned all
dong?

Brycelooked surprised. “Moncrief?" he said asthough hearing the name for thefirst time. “Sir John,
Moncrief isno concern of ours. None whatsoever.” And with those words he folded his arms and turned
to look out the window.

Chapter Ten

IT was some time after dinner that Hayes returned to Erasmus' home. He looked as though he'd run
across the entire town on

his own two legs, he was so red in the face and out of breath.
Stokes led him into the study, his manner toward this young waif
considerably softened.

“Ah, Hayes. Without your friend Kehler, | see.” Erasmus paused. “|s something wrong?’ It appeared that
Hayes was more than just red in the face, he was unsettled. “Nothing ill has befallen your friend, | hope?’

“No. Not that I'm aware of. But | just had the strangest encounter. As| came up to your door—I was just
lifting the knocker— someone called out Kehler’s name. | turned around to find this little man hurrying
across the street. He came to the bottom of the stair and realized | wasn't Kehler at al. Then he mumbled
an apology and scurried off. The strange thing was that he was a Farrellite priest and Kehler has been
studying at their college in Wooton.”

“Deacon Rose.”
“Y ou know him?”

“Only since this afternoon. He came here looking for Kehler. He had been by the Belch and learned that |
was in there asking after him. He came here hoping | would help him find your friend. It seems Kehler has



been delving into things he was not meant to find,

and this has the church in rather an uproar. This man Rose claimed that Kehler had betrayed their trust, and
now was in danger of expulsion which would ruin his career, for he was dependent upon the church for his
tuition.”

Hayes snorted. “I’ ve never heard such rubbish. Kehler's people aren’t wealthy, but they’re certainly able
to pay his school fees. No, | don’t think the Farrellites are searching for Kehler for charitable reasons.”
Hayes reached into his jacket and pulled out aletter. “Kehler left thiswith afriend.” He started to offer it
to Erasmus, appeared to change his mind, and then pushed it into Erasmus’ hand.

Erasmus dlipped the letter from the envelope—a single page written in an appalling hand.
My dear Hayes:

I’ve instructed Colghan not to trust this letter to anyone but you. | do hope it finds you. | tried to see
you while | wasin Avonel, but you’d fled your rooms and there were all kinds of rumors as to what
had happened.

I’ve been on the run as well; from my good teachers. It seems they have not properly appreciated my
search for the truth. Well, be that as it may, | have found some things that would amaze you. | dare
not say more in a letter, but hope to be able to tell all in person. I’ve chosen the road of honor, I'm
sure you will understand.

I am leaving you this one line of text which is a complete mystery to me. Can you find someone at
Merton who might be able to read it?

There followed asingle line of characters which caused Erasmus to sit down abruptly.

“Erasmus?’ Hayes sounded worried. “Are you well? Y ou’ ve turned white as a ghost. Shall | call Stokes?”
Erasmus looked up at Hayes who stared at him with great concern. “He found this text in the archives?’
“So | would assume. Can you read it?”’

Erasmus shook his head. “No. No one can read it. No man at least. It isthe writing of the mages... | saw
it—in the house of Eldrich.” Erasmus raised the letter again, till unsettled and oddly

uz

saddened. “Whereis Kehler now, do you think?’ he asked, hisvoice very soft, asthough he had just
learned of afriend’ s death.

Hayes did not answer, and Erasmus looked up.

“I think it would be better if you told me, Hayes. I'm beginning to suspect that your friend Kehler has
involved himsdlf in matters he does not clearly understand. And we mustn’t forget that the Admiraty
searched your rooms—perhaps they have someinterest in this matter, aswell.”

Hayestook asedt, clearly struggling with promises he' d made to Skye and Kehler. “Kehler wrote that
he' d taken the road of honor,” he said, his voice very subdued. “It isa reference to apriest. A man who
died years ago. Honare Baumgere. Do you know to whom | refer?’

Erasmus shook hishead. “No, but the priest mentioned his name—amost in passing—as though he



wanted to see my reactionto it.”

Hayes raised his eyebrows. “ Baumgere was someone Skye was interested in. | mentioned that in
Compton Heath they sent for apriest learned in languages? That priest was Honare Baumgere.” Hayes
took along breath, and let it out dowly, his gaze fixed on some point well beyond the room.
“Later—many years later— Baumgere excavated a... structure near the town of Castlebough in the
Cdedon Hills”

“I’ve heard something of that. Wasn't it acrypt?’

“That' s how it'sknown, though there is no reason to believeit

wasredlly acrypt other than the fact that it vaguely resembles one.

But it isapuzzling piece of architecture. Some say itisasunique as

the Ruin on Farrow, for we don’t know who built it or when, or

even its purpose.”

“And Skye has some interest in this? It connectsto the Stranger in someway?’
Hayes nodded stiffly.

“Samud,” Erasmuswaved theletter at him, “thisisthe script of the mages and though it might one day
become ameatter of academic interest, | can assure you that while Eldrich lives, it istill ajedoudy
guarded secret. If the priests are keeping textsin this language in Wooton and Kehler has found them,
then it isno wonder they are searching for him. Eldrich will bein ablind rageif he discoversthe church
has been hoarding texts deding with the arts.

“Y ou see, when the Farrllites|ost their war againgt the mages,

they swore they would never practice the arts again, for they had used the mages' own arts againgt them.
All of the textsthey had gathered were to have been surrendered to the mages. If they have held some
back, or even discovered atext since that they’ ve hidden, Eldrich will not be merciful. | can assure you of
that. Theworst of itis, your friend Kehler might end up suffering as much asthe priests. Remember,
mages are not known for being just or fair. | think it best that you tell me what you know and then we set
out to locate Kehler. 1 only hope we can find him before he does something foolish. What say you,
Hayes, will you trust me with the rest of your story?*

Hayes thought for amoment, his boyish face very serious, which mysterioudy made him look even
younger. Then he nodded quickly, pulling hiswaistcoat down. For amoment he was very ill.
“Baumgere was ascholar of some note,” he began, “who, for many years, was an archivist at \Wooton.
Sometimein hismiddle years he was struck by the urge for amore pastora life and was granted the living
of the church in Castlebough. Do you know Castlebough? It is not far from the famous Bluehawk Lake. |
think it the most beautiful country. Right in the heart of the Cdedon Hills. Thevillageisnot aswell known
now as it was—oh, fifty years ago—when it was the fashion to take the waters there, but people still
travel to Castlebough for their hedlth.

“Baumgere had dways been a scholar—had likely never given asermonin al his days—but hewas
apparently arespected man within the church, and if that was what he wanted, then his superiors were
happy to oblige. After ascant three yearsin Castlebough, Baumgere eft the church, odd enough in itsdlf,



but then he discovered the buried ‘ crypt’ near the castle.

“He began to wander the hills, as though till searching for something. People would see him occasionaly,
in the company of his servant—a massive man who was both deaf and dumb. They were said to have
excavated other locationsin the areg, but if they found anything, no one saw.

“Baumgere purchased amanor house outside the town, proving he had a bit of money, though he had
aways claimed that he did not come from amoneyed background, not that he made many claimsfor
himsdlf, for he was a secretive man.

“There are any number of rumorsfrom this point in the story. The ones Kehler seemsto believe—and he
knows much more about this than I—have to do with writing on the crypt. It was said the

edifice bore asgnificant script, though Baumgere had thiswriting eradicated as soon asit was
discovered, which must have taken some labor. Apparently you can see where the work was done. No
one knowswhy.

“Thereisanother odd fact... Baumgere apparently owned a painting of the crypt, by Pdlier, no
less—which meansit was done over two hundred years before Baumgere discovered the crypt.
Everything that Kehler could find indicated that the crypt was unknown in that time—still buried, in fact.

“The painting istypicd of Pdier’ soracular style, complete with symbols and portents. Unlike most of
Pdlier’ spaintings, hisinterpreters did not have an explanation for thisone. If it foretold some event in the
future, no one seemed able to suggest what that might be.

“The painting apparently showed the tomb with the writing still intact, and three individuas paying their
respects or perhaps examining the tomb, it is difficult to say. There was supposed to be agentleman, a
somewhat grotesque man thought to be a servant, and aveiled lady dressed entirely in black. Oh, and
there might or might not have been a dark figure hidden in the shadow of the door. In the background
one can see the old keep that sits above Castle-bough, and Kehler believes that Baumgere used thisto
locate the crypt.

“Apparently Skye had been looking for sometime for the Peliers that Baumgere owned. He had spoken
of them to Kehler dmogt at their first meeting, and this had influenced Kehler’ s decision to attend
Wooton. Many thought that Baumgere' s effects were taken by the church, including the Peliers and
whatever writings the man might have left behind.”

Hayesrose from his chair and went to the window, closing it to within an inch, for the night was growing
alittle chill. He leaned forward cautiously and looked down into the Street.

“Ishethere?’ Erasmus asked, dmost whispering.

Hayes shook hisheaed. “I can't tell.” He picked up his story, not relaxing hisvigil. “1 find it odd that the
Farrellite Church gppeared to take no interest in their former priet, but then | suppose he did nothing to
interest the church—not until [ater on.” Hayes sat on the window |ledge now, where the lamplight threw
odd shadows on hisface; creasing it with lines of worry. “It is said that when Baumgere was on his death
bed, the priest who was his replacement came

to administer last rites. But upon hearing Baumgere' s confession, he refused to perform the absolution,
storming from the house in apassion and leaving the man to die the true desth—an astonishing event in



the history of the Farrellite Church, even if he was no longer apriest. So Baumgere passed through like
any man who had not found the faith. And then, oddly, not long after, the priest who refused him the
absolution was found hanged from atreein the forest. Self-murder! A morta sin according to the
teachings of the Farrellite Church. And that ismore or lessthe end of thetae.

“Baumgere | eft no money to any individua nor to his church, and no one knew his story unlesshe
confessed it on his deathbed, which iswhat everyone believes. Whether the priest who heard his
confession ever passed the story dong is not known.” Hayes stood up and smiled at Erasmus. “ So you
seg, it isfertile ground for speculation.”

“I should say s0. Do we assume this script that Kehler sent you has some connection to Baumgere?’
“It'squitelikely, but he didn’t say, asyou saw.”

Hayesturned to ook down into the street again. Erasmus could just make out hisreflection in the dark
glass. “One can never be sure what Kehler isup to. Hisinterests are. .. peculiar.”

“Such as?”

“Lost knowledge. Secret histories. Things he believes the church haslong known but kept hidden from
the lay public. One can never be sure with Kehler. He very much keeps his own counsel—rather like
you, Erasmus. The story of the Compton Heath Stranger sent him off on acompletely new direction.
Before that, hisinterests had been very academic and rather respectable. Skye opened up aworld of
mystery for him. An areathat academiaignored. Y ou cannot imagine his excitement. He hoped to find
something about the Stranger of Compton Heeth in the archives. He thought Baumgere might have
written something that would be found there.”

Erasmus considered for amoment. There were pieces missing from this story—entire chapters, he was
sure. “Isthere some connection between the Stranger of Compton Heath and the structure that
Baumgerefound?’

Hayes made an odd motion—amost ashrug. Almost alie, Erasmus thought. “ Anything is possible.”

“I imagine Kehler must have a theory about Baumgere and what he searched for?’

uo

“Yes, | think he does.” The same reticence. Lying did not come easily to young Hayes—at least not lying
to friends. Perhaps hefelt he' d said too much aready.

“But you cannot say, | collect?’

A long moment of hesitation, as helooked down into the street, or Stared at his own reflection. “ Perhaps
if wefind Kehler, hewill tel you more. That isdl 1 know. Oh, thereisone morething... Apparently
Baumgere' sown gravestone has aline of charactersinscribed on it that can’t be read. Perhaps
Baumgere sfind word, or merely ablack jest by the headstone carver; no one knows.” Erasmus
nodded, staring hard at Hayes, who gazed down into the darkened street. The hollow clip-clop of a
passing horse drifted up to them; alog in the fire shifted.

“Y ou are thinking that you should travel to Castlebough to aid your friend—and to warn him,” Erasmus
sad softly. “And | do not think your concern is misplaced. If the church has textsin the language of the
mages...” Hayes glanced at him, hislook of helplessnesslifting alittle. “ It ssemsimperative that Kehler



know what he has stirred up. 1 can arrange my affairsto leave by noon. What of you, Samua? Will you
comewith me?’

For amoment Hayes only stared at Erasmus, and then he stood up, dmost shaking himsdlf, shaking off
the lethargy and helplessness that was the legacy of Paradise Street. Then athought came to him, and the
light that had ignited insde him dimmed. “But Erasmus, | must tell you 1 haven't...”

Erasmus held up hishand. “Don’'t even speak of it. We are talking about Kehler’ swell-being here. Heis
potentially in danger from both the church and Eldrich. No, let us not quibble about money. My father,
bless him, Ieft me enough that | might live in complete idleness. Rescuing Kehler isfar better usethan 1
would otherwise put it to.”

When Hayesfindly took himsdlf off to bed, heleft the letter from Kehler behind. Erasmustook it up, and
for along time stared & the line of foreign script. Just the Sight of thiswriting brought up old memories
and the accompanying turmoail. Y et he could not put the letter down. For amoment he thought of
throwing it in thefire, but theideaof it bursting into flame was unsttling.

“He has escaped from memory,” Erasmus read doud. Escaped from memory.

Chapter Eleven
|

The Cdedon Hills crowded up against the western border where they grew to near mountain status,
beforefalling away to ahigh plateau just inside Entonne.

Sparse population and rugged geography meant that only afew roads managed to find their way through
the twigting valleys and gorges. The geology of the areawas dominated by athick stratum of whitestone
that current thinking said was formed at the bottom of a shallow sea, millenniaago, though it now resided
high above sealeve.

The pa e stone had been worn and broken by the long ages and I eft irregular hills stlanding, sometimes
quite rounded but often steep Sided and angular. Rivers wound through valleys and plunged between high
cliffsinto gorges where the water roiled and foamed and then fell in precipitous dropsinto deep turquoise

pools.

An ancient forest spread its branches over most of the Caledon Hills and here one could find species of
0ak, beech, and walnut that were not common to any other areaof Farrland. A particularly fragrant pine,
cdled the Camden Pine, grew on the north sides of hills at higher dtitudes, and the rose family had
spread afew of its species—from hitter apples and hawthorns to flowering rosebushes— acrossthe
hillsdesand valeys.

Long known for the abundance of game, the hunting lodges of

the aristocracy were scattered among the hills, and here and there afertile valley provided a patch of
farmland. Deep, clear |akes became the degtination of travelers drawn to the londly beauty, and in
particularly picturesque locations towns catering to such travelers sprang up.

Hayes |ooked out over the valley below and then toward the northern hills. They had stopped the



carriage a this point, not just to rest the horses after the climb but because it was awell known viewing
point, and the fact that they were not thefirst to find it did not reduce the pleasure.

In the distance Hayes was sure he could see the remains of alarge structure, though, when built of the
same stone asthe surrounding hills, it was sometimes difficult to tell—limestone had a tendency to bresk
into blocks that looked surprisingly man-made. Erasmus was dowly sweeping afield glass acrossthe
scene. “Isthat an old lodge there, on the hill to theright?” Hayes asked. Erasmus focused hisglassand
then shook his head. “ A tower. Perhaps even asmall castle.”

It was the other thing the Caedon Hills were famousfor; the ruins of castles and other defensive
gructures. Inthelong years of warfare that had plagued the nations around the Entide Seg, the hills had
seen more than their share of battles, and castles had been built and torn down and built again for over a
thousand years. No doubt there were several under construction at that very moment, though closer to
the present border in the great passes between the high hills. It was difficult to move alarge army any
other way—in fact, it had so far proved impossible.

Erasmustook afew stepsto the right and leaned against alow stonewall so that he could look west
aong anam of thevadley. A smdl lakelay there, reflecting the colors of the late afternoon, theimage of a
cloud floating white and ghodtlike in its center.

“There,” Erasmus said. “ That will be Castlebough, | think. Do you see?” He handed Hayes his glass.

It took Hayes eye a second to adjust, but then he saw, at the lake' s end on top of an angular hill, atown
huddled around the ruins of an old citadd. “ Trueto its name, thereisacastle, or a least the remains of
one”

“A keep of the Knights of Glamoar,” Erasmus said, surprising Hayes by knowing anything of the history
of such an obscurelittle village. “ The place where this man Baumgere discovered amysteri-

ous crypt. And the place where our good Kehler islikely pursuing his obsessions, asyou call them. Let
us hope that we are here before the agents of the Admiralty, and that the agent of the church has not
guessed where Kehler might be.”

Hayes swept the glass up the valey. A hawk hanging above the lake suddenly let go of its perch onthe
sky and plunged toward the water. He lost sight of it before it struck, asthough it had vanished into the
Clear air.

“Look! Erasmus! A woalf, by thelake.” He handed Erasmus the glass. “Hafway dong the left shore. Do
you see?’

Erasmus swept the glass along the lake' s edge, then back. “No...” he said, hisvoice oddly tentative.
“No. It seemsto have gone.” He lowered the glass, hislook utterly changed. Asthough he had seen
something that had unsettled him. “We should be on our way.” Erasmus motioned Hayes to precede him
toward the carriage, but when Hayes |ooked over his shoulder, he saw that Erasmus was |ooking back,
his manner very grim.

He must be reminded of the wolf he said prowled the home of Eldrich, Hayes thought, and felt awave of
pity for the child Erasmus. He could not imagine such a strange experience—so unlike his own rather
carefree boyhood.

They traveled on, Erasmus even less communicative. He sat very ill, staring out the window by the hour,



his chin supported on his hand, looking like aman bereaved. He didn’t know why, but somehow Hayes
thought that Erasmus mourned for hislost childhood and for the terrible legacy of memory which haunted
himdill.

Sir John stood on the edge of the road, which dropped several hundred feet into the gorge. He glanced
down and then quickly up again. The sight of the roiling waters—white and impossibly porcean
green—caused dl hismusclesto tense. He stood there on the cliff edge like a stick man—unbending,
awkward, utterly discomfited.

In contrast, Bryce hovered on the cliff edge as though he had not noticed that a step to hisright would
send him into the sky, briefly, before drowning himin the river below. He might have been abird for the
amount of concern he displayed. A mere ingtant of loss of balance and either of them would seetheir life
end.

Bryce pointed suddenly. “ There—do you seethem?’ Sir John squinted, leaning dightly and then pulling
himself back abruptly. A field glass was what was needed here. But then perhaps he did see something
move. Perhaps aydlow carnage. They had been told at the last inn that the countess was not far ahead
of them, and at the pace they had been traveling, it was no wonder. Sir John haf expected them to arrive
before her.

“I’'m sureyou're right, though I’ m surprised that the countess travelswith such asmal retinue. Two
carriagesonly.” For asecond Sir John thought he' d lost his balance, and stepped quickly back from the
edge, hisheart pounding.

Brycelooked at him closdly and then smiled—half from amusement, haf from pity. “I think we should let
them travel on for abit. I’ d rather not be seen.” He turned his head suddenly, hislook intent. “Do you
hear that?’

Sir John listened, but could hear only the river, the sound of the breeze bending the trees, and the poor
trees uttering their complaints. A raven cdled.

The horses had pricked up their ears, suddenly excited. “Is someone coming?’

“Yes. Let uswat and seewhoitis. If your Admirdty men are still chasing after Skye, | want to know.”
Bryce bent down suddenly and retrieved a pinecone, throwing it over the precipice. Like aschool boy he
stood and watched it fall, veering to one side suddenly asit neared the water, caught by a current of wind
gusting through the gorge. Then there was the smallest splash. Bryce stood for amoment asthough
watching the cone’ s progress, and then he turned to ook down the road just as atwo-horse team
appeared around the corner, pulling atrap.

The only occupant of the carriage sat abit taler in his seat as he approached, obvioudy peering at the
two men on the road. And then, as he came closer, heraised hisarm and waved. “ Sir John?” he called
as he pulled histeam up. “Why, Kent, what a surprise. Where are you off to?’

“Castlebough,” Kent said. “And yourself?’ Sir John hesitated, not sure if Bryce would want their
destination known, but then Bryce spoke up. “ The same. Y ou must betheillustrious Averil Kent...
Perciva Bryce, your servant, Sir.”

“And | amyours, Mr. Bryce,” Kent said. Sir John did not know Kent well, but even so, he thought the
young man looked abit un-



comfortable, amost as though he had been caught doing something he' d rather others knew nothing
about. There was an awkward silence for amoment, and then Kent tipped his hat.

“Perhapswe' [| meet in Castlebough, then,” Kent said. “Pleasures of the day to you, gentlemen.”
Sir John and Bryce followed Kent' s progress for a moment.

“Odd to meet Kent here,” Sir John said as Kent disappeared around a bend. “He must be on one of his
painting jaunts.”

Bryce laughed. “Heis pursuing the countess, Sir John. Could you not seeit?’
Sir John looked at his companion in surprise. “How can you be certain?’

“Oh, it was written in hismanner. In thetilt of his head. His dight embarrassment a meeting someone he
knew. Did you not see the way he peered ahead so hopefully when he saw our carriage, and then the
disappointment when he saw who it was—or who it was not, | should say. Do not doubt it. The poor
man isherein pursuit of the Countess of Chilton, like any sad hound chasing abitch in hegt. | pity him; he
isinfor abad timeof it, | think. Let us hope heis not fool enough to end up in aduel over sucha
woman.”

“Such awoman, indeed!” Sir John said. “Do you disparage her, then?’

Bryceturned to him rather sharply. “I meant only that she isawoman who draws men to her even when
she does not mean to, Sir John. Do | disparage her? No. On the contrary. | pity her. More even than
poor Kent.” Bryce looked off down thevaley. | pity her utterly.”

Chapter Twelve

A man may either move westward through life, following the light, or eastward toward the gathering darkness. It isa kind of
orientation of temperament that is set in our earliest years; an emotional compass. One either pursues one’sdreamsor one's
memories, and it is an exceptional man who, once his compass has been set, can alter it even a point or two.

Halden: Essays

When Hayes came down to bresk hisfast in the morning, he discovered that Erasmus had been gone
over two hours. Hayes cursed himself for alazy fool and considered going out after his companion, but
then decided that thiswould invariably lead to Erasmus returning while Hayes was out, and so on, 0 he
decided on food and staying in one place.

Around the site of Castlebough were severd hot springs, the waters of which were said to be hedthful,
and these dmost more than anything accounted for the town’ s surviva. Certainly the terraced gardens
and small pastures he had seen on the dope below the town did not provide commerce, and the few
travelerswho stopped there on their way € sewhere would not support anything but the smalest inn.

But Castlebough boasted nine good-sized inns, and these catered amost exclusively to people coming to
take the waters. To Hayes satisfaction Erasmus had chosen one of the better establishments, the
Sorings, and here he had found them each aroom on the same floor. As Hayes had no worries about
finances on thisjourney (Erasmusingsted on paying) he felt something like a gentleman of meansagain.
He had never redlized what a great sense of freedom onefelt at being able to spend money without
concern—not until he had been forced to count every penny.



Imagine, he thought, going into an inn and having to ask the cost of amedl before ordering! It had never
even occurred to him to do such athing before, and though he had become used to it intime, & first he
hed found the experience rather humiliating.

Well, | have been humbled enough to last a lifetime now, he thought. / shall never worry about
growing arrogant or vain, that is certain.

Now, if they could only find Kehler. Hayeswondered, not for the first time, what hisfriend was up to, for
Kehler was secretive even with him, and Hayeswas very likely his closest friend in the world.

May we find him before he gets himself in too much trouble, Hayes thought, though he redlized that,
more than anything, he wanted to know what Kehler had discovered. His curiosity was burning.

The dining room was not haf-filled with people, dl of whom gppeared to be taking their leisure—not
residents of Castlebough, that was certain. There were afew e derly people who might actudly suffer
infirmities, but most he saw were hardly old—in therr thirties or forties—nor did they look to be suffering
from any illness. If anything, they seemed to be on aholiday. He could hear some of them discussing
plansfor the day: aboat trip down the river which would actually take them through acave; asail on
Blue Hawk Lake; an excurson to various ruins. Hayes felt abit jealous of their leisure, supported asit
obvioudy was by resources he did not have.

“Ah, Hayes... You vefinaly managed to face the day,” Erasmus said as he found his companion. “Have
you been herelong?’

“No, not at al. Just long enough to overhear the plans of our fellow guests, and to begin to fed abit sorry
for mysdlf. Y ou have come dong just in time to save me from that particular emotiona quagmire.”

Erasmus pulled up a chair and ordered coffee. “Well, 1 have been out to look at our town and to check
the other inns. None seem to have aMr. Kehler in their care, nor anyone who fits his description, so |
hope we have not come so far to find he has already been and gone.”

“But he was two days ahead of us! | can’t imagine that he has already |eft.” Hayes was a bit distressed
by theideathat he might have brought Erasmus Hattery so far, on an errand of mercy, and found it was
only afool’serrand, after all.

“Wadll, I'm told there are any number of residencesin Castle-

bough that are owned by people from the lowlands. Some of these are et out by the week, and others
arelent to family friends. Y ou don’t know if Kehler has friends who might keep ahome here?* Hayes
shook his head.

Coffee arrived, and Erasmustook it up without cream or sugar. “Then | suggest we go have alook at this
mysterious crypt, then perhaps at the house that Baumgere owned. | have been asking the staff for
directions—not so uncommon it seems. Baumgere and his mysterious excavations have drawn any
number of people before us, apparently. Kehler might find his mystery well picked over. 1 wonder what
he hopesto discover?’ Hayes shrugged.

Erasmusfixed an odd look on his companion, and the younger man turned his attention to hisfood,
redlizing that Erasmus believed he was holding back information. It was aways difficult to know where
one stood with Erasmus, for the man seemed to have made up his own mind about which of society’s



grictures he would obey and which he would blatantly ignore.

“Assoon asyou'reready,” Erasmus said, having bolted his coffee. He rose from hischair. “I’ll bein my
room.”

Forty minuteslater the two gentlemen were walking up one of the steep streets of Castlebough. It wasa
typicd town of itstype, built of local stone, the main street jagging back and forth up the hillside with
numerous dleys and stairwaysjoining thelevels. A spring somewhere high up had been tapped for the
village water supply and this ran down among the houses on a circuitous route, appearing here and there
and could often be heard whispering beneath the paving stones. Hayes thought it a picturesque little town,
trim and neat, and no doubt kept in this sate for the visitors.

Asthey emerged above the last houses of the town proper, they found the old stair they had been
directed to and headed up. The graveyard they wanted was on the hilltop behind the old castle, and
though one could reach it by road, the stairway led to ashorter, if dightly more adventurous path.

Conversation soon ceased asthey saved their wind for the climb. The stair ended at a path that wound
up into the wood, then suddenly set off up a steep gully. Here stones had been set as steps occasionally
and in one place arusted chain acted as ahand rail; they pulled themsalves up on thiswith some effort.
Eventudly they

found stairs again, then aledge, afina staircase, and then they emerged on the top.

Both Erasmus and Hayes threw themselves down on astone bench to caich their bresth. Before them
spread awondrous view, out over the town and down to the lake. To the north they could see the hills
lifting up like seas toward an indistinct horizon that seemed impossibly distant and mysterious. If Hayes
stared hard, he was certain that he could see another mountain beyond those he had thought were the
farthest, and then others beyond that.

In the west the high hillslifted up to ajagged meeting with the cold sky, and here there was till snow to
be seen, bright and pure in the morning sun.

“If Kehler proves not to be here, | will fed we' ve been amply rewarded just by thisview,” Erasmus said,
making Hayes fed abit better, for he was worried that Kehler was gone, or worse—the priests had
found himfirgt.

They sat for amoment more, not speaking, but absorbed by the scene. Then Erasmus got to hisfeet, and
Hayesfollowed. Reluctantly they turned away.

The castle had been greetly reduced by the villagers taking away cartload after cartload of stoneto
enlarge the town below, but even so there were till the remains of some high walls and towers. Hayes
could see the blue sky through some of the openings, and tufts of dry grassand smdl yelow flowers
sprouted from cracks and ledges.

A vine of morning glories had taken hold on the west wall, and these were open now, nodding in the light
breeze. Behind some wild berry bushes they found an old graveyard. The most magnificent hornbeam
Hayes had ever seen presided over the Site, itstrunk nearly three feet thick and its branches twisted and
gnarled as such trees tended to be.

There were perhaps a dozen headstones half-obscured by brush and tall, golden grasses. Hayes bent
over the stones and began to examine them closdly. After amoment he called out, “Look! Baumgere' s



grave, but only his name remains. The inscription has been obliterated.” He bent close, running hisfingers
over the few discernable lines. “Was this vandalism, do you think? Or could it have been erased for some
other reason?’

Erasmus shook his head, but offered no opinion. There were afew bits of what might once have been a
design or partsof anin-
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scription left, and Erasmus looked long at these before taking out a pen and ink and copying them into a
little note book.

“And will you make sense of the remains, Mr. Flattery, where so many others have resorted to mere

fartasy?

Both Hayes and Erasmus turned to find the source of this strange, high-pitched voice, and there, adozen
feet away, stood an outlandishly dressed man who could not have been four feet tall. They were both so
surprised by the sight that they stared dumbly. “Randall Spencer Emanua Clarendon, at your service,”
the dwarf said, making asweeping bow. “ And you are theillustrious Erasmus Hattery, | takeit?’

“At your service, sir, and my particular friend, Mr. Samua Hayes.”

“Your servant, Sr,” Hayes said, offering ahand to the man who reached up his own small hand to meet
it.

Randa| Spencer Emanua Clarendon was impeccably dressed in expensive and el aborate clothing of
bright colors, and carried at his Side a short rapier in abeautifully tooled scabbard. His high boots bore
enormous Slver buckles and his shirt studs glittered with pale stones that Hayes believed were diamonds.
Hewore no wig and tied hisfringe of gray hair in atail with abright blue ribbon. His pate was bald and
colored by the sun, his eyesthe blue of mountain lakes, and beneath amagnificent white mustache, hisfull
mouth smiled as though he enjoyed the reaction of the men before him, for certainly they stared like
country boyswith their first view of anoble.

“You know who | am,” Erasmus said.

“Yes, forgiveme. Itisasmadl village, and the news quickly spread that Erasmus Flattery was domiciled
among us. Y our studies of the noble grape are well known to those of uswho are dedicatees. Thereis,
you see, quite alarge vintners society here. Some of the most successful oenologists and viticulturists
spend part of their year in Castlebough, and you might imagine what the talk isamong them.” He smiled
winningly, showing a gold-capped tooth. “I hope you will have timeto cometo our meeting, Mr. Hattery,
and your companion aswell. Areyou ahorticulturdist dso, Mr. Hayes?’

“I'm afraid not, though | admire a decent bottle of wine.” Hayesfelt therewas ahint of pity in the look
this statement dicited.

“Well, you might find it of interest dll the same. We have converted more than afew gentlemen to our
causein the past. But, ¢

Mr. Flattery, thereismore of a connection between yourself and the village of Castlebough. The famed
Admira Vinzen Fattery kept ahouse herefor anumber of years, and came often with hiswifeto take
the waters."



“lhad noidea” Erasmussaid. “Theadmira was not known to me, unfortunately, though still dive, |
think, when | was born. | shall have to see this house.”

“And | would be happy to show it to you. But I’ ve come looking for you because I’ d heard you had
been asking questions about our mysterious Baumgere. | thought | should find you before those who
would try to sdll you copies of the inscription, or maps that |lead to supposed treasure or what not. Not
that you would be taken in by them, I'm sure, but they will waste agentleman’stime. | once took an
interest in Baumgere and his story and would be pleased to put my small knowledge at your disposa and
act asyour loca guide, if you will permit me.”

Hayes and Erasmus|ooked at each other, their decision clear. “Wewould be delighted,” Erasmus said.

Suddenly something erupted out of the grass, causing Hayes to spin around. A massive wolfhound darted
past him and came panting up to Clarendon, who was obvioudy its master.

“Thisis Dusk, my particular friend,” he said. *“ Put out your hands and let him sniff you. | hope neither of
you wish me harm, for he will attack if you do. He can sense things men cannot and will not be
persuaded that aman who does not like me should be allowed to go happily about his business.
Fortunately | am not widely didiked, or | fear poor Dusk might have met his end by sword before now.
Anh, there, you see, he hasfound you worthy, and that is ajudgment worth more than many aman’s, |
will tell you.” He stroked the dog behind the ears, barely having to reach down to do so, for Dusk came
amost to Clarendon’ s shoulder.

“As Castlebough is so small, Mr. Clarendon, perhaps you have heard of afriend of ours. We were
hoping to meet him here. A young man named Fen wick Kehler?’

“Kehler? No... | know no one of that name, but | will ask. And please, call me Randall.” The dwarf
gestured toward some nearby trees. “Baumgere s discovery liesback here. Y ou are trying to discern the
remains of the mysteriousinscriptions... 7’

“Didthey redly exig?" Erasmus asked.

“Oh, indeed they did, though not for many years now. Thein-

scription erased during the time of Baumgere, as you have no doubt learned, though whether thiswas
done by Baumgereis not known. The story, you see, has been... embroidered over the years, and the
unfortunate truth is that the factua evidence—what isindisputably known—isvery dim.“ Hetook adeep
breath, and looked at the headstones, an air of sadness settling over him. ” That Baumgere chose
Castlebough for his home has fueled the fire of speculation, for there are few regions around the Entide
Seaasfertile for such theorizing as the Caedon Hills, with its uncommon history and many real mysteries.
And perhapsthe story of Father Baumgere did have its beginningslong ago, in some event that took
place herein these hills. That iswhat many say. He motioned again to thetrees. ”If you have thetime, |
will show you the mysterious‘ crypt,’ asit iscaled, and we can st for awhileand | will tell you what |
can remember.*

Randal led them into the bower of silver-barked beeches, then down stone steps between lilac trees.
The path circled around and then emerged in what dmost seemed asmal quarry.

There before them, carved into the whitestone, stood the facade of a smdll structure. Four pillars stood
proud from the stone, the heavy eaves of the roof facade appearing to rest on them. A doorway had
been cut into the stone, and a bronze door hung from heavy pins. Thisdoor stood gjar and dightly



askew, asthough it had been forced open and damaged in the effort. Hayes was quite astonished by
what he saw, for though it was not large, the tomb projected a sense of grandevr.

“Therewas an inscription over the door, aswell asonthelintel,” Randall said. “All gone now, asyou can
see” Heturned to the others. “Y ou look surprised, Mr. Flattery?’

Erasmus did not take his eyes from the structure. “It isnot quite what | expected. It is... wel, humblein
itsscae, yet grand in its design, asthough merely amode for thered thing.”

Randd| turned back to the tomb, gazing at it for amoment. “That is precisely true. And what did the
designer mean to convey by this contradiction? That the person buried here was more than others
realized? That hisor her true greatness was not recognized?’ He stood a moment longer and then sat
down on the gairs, hiseyes il fixed on the facade.

“I have sat herelike this often, and therefore the building, if it can be caled thet, is extremely familiar to
me, yet it s;emsmorea

mystery each time. Perhapsthisiswhat happens when the truth of an object € udes you—it seems
somehow to be resisting your efforts.” He shook his head and smiled. "But it isjust afacade cut into the
rock, empty inside, asyou will seeif you venturein. A chamber not twelve feet square carved into the
bones of the cliff. No secret doors or hidden chambers. Perfectly solid rock. The body or asheslong ago
moved elsewhere, or perhapsit was never meant to be acrypt at al. Who can say, for itisonly known
as such for its vague resemblance to such structures. 1t might have served some other purpose entirely.”
Randall looked at each of the others, and then down at the stone he tested with his hand.

“Asyou no doubt remember from your days at school,” he began, “the Caledon Hills have not dways
been part of the Kingdom of Farrland. Once they were claimed by what istoday En-tonne, and at other
times they were autonomous or semi-autonomous. Seven hundred years ago thiswas the Duchy of
Atreche, and only nominally under the control of Farrland. Early followers of Farrdlle hid here from their
persecutors, and more than one mage has chosen to make his home among these enchanted hills. Great
feats of chivary were performed here—in this very spot aswell as athousand others. And the hills have
witnessed tragedies, too. It isaharsh land, redly. Agricultureis difficult; whitestone offers no metasto be
mined. Only the forester and the huntsman can live to profit here. But despite that, the hills have a beauty
that | think incomparable, and many before me have thought the same, so they were drawn hereto find a
life, and often had to fight to preserve the lives they made.

“The Order of Farrdlite Knights, called the Knights of Glamoar, raised their greet citadels here,
eradicating the Tautistian Heresy which had taken root among people who had fled Entonne and Doom.
And then the knights themsalves were branded heretics, and fell findly to the army raised by the Bishop
of Nearl during the great turmoil.

“Many think the Knights of Glamoar |eft atreasure hidden among the hills, for certainly they had wedlth
enough, and this treasure some believe was the source of Baumgere' swedth. And perhapsit was, but it
is hard to imagine that Baumgere found the directionsto this treasure among the Farrellite archives.
Although it issaid that agreet deal of Farr history has been devoured by the church.” Dusk had
wandered off, sniffing the ground and the air,
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and suddenly he came bounding back again, checking on his master and eyeing the strangers.



“But what do we know of thisman for certain?’ Clarendon continued, sounding like alecturer.
“Baumgere did appear to comeinto at least alittle wedth after he left the service of the church, and there
isno obvious source for this. That isdl true. 1 will show you hishome on the edge of the village and you
will ssewhat | mean. Itisnot only large and ostentatious, but it isan architectural oddity aswell. The
home of atrue eccentric.

“Undoubtedly Baumgere had done something that made the local priest, who by the way was hisfriend
and admirer, refuse him absolution. Now there are only certain varieties of Sin that will see aman denied
absolution, and they are well known: heresy, though what congtitutes heresy changes over time; sacrilege,
of course— robbing agrave, for instance is sacrilege. Murder, oddly, will not see you denied absolution,
aslong as you seek forgiveness from the church and repent of your sin.

“But if you are apriest of the church, there are anumber of other thingsthat can damn you and leave you
wandering in the netherworld. Treachery during the religious wars would have seen aman denied
absolution. Betrayd of amystery of the church will have the same result. And so will acquiring
knowledge beyond on€' s station—a parish priest cannot have certain knowledge possessed by a bishop,
you see.

“1 havelong said that much of the speculation about the source of Baumgere' s wedth could be
repudiated by merely considering the possibilitieslaid out for us by the refusdl of absolution. If we
eliminate betrayd of the church intime of war, we areleft with heresy, sacrilege, betraya of amystery of
the church, acquiring knowledge beyond one' s station.”

“Y ou seem quite sure that this denia of absolution related to Baumgere s acquisition of wedth or to his
discoveries, Randall,” Erasmus said.

“Ah, that istrue.” Clarendon smiled, as though pleased to find that Erasmus had not gained his reputation
without reason. “But | set out only to tell you what was known to be utterly true, not to subject you to
either my own opinions or the speculation of others. Forgive me, for you are obvioudy correct: these
things are not necessarily connected as cause and effect. Asdifficult asitis, | will try to stay with what is
known, athough resisting the desire to specu-

latein this particular ingtanceisadmost impossible. The small man ran his hand over the sone again, as
though he searched for something th.;re. ” Father Joseph, the priest who refused Baumgere his absolution,
salf-murdered within aweek of Baumgere s death. Utter disillusonment? Loss of faith? Or perhaps
melancholiathat wasin no way related to Baumgere and his secret—for certainly Baumgere had a
secret. Of that even | am certain. But one must believe strongly in coincidence to accept that these two
things were not related, just as one must believe strongly to deny a connection between Baumgere's
mysterious discovery and the denid of absolution; or Baumgere' syearsin the Farrellite archives, his
unexpected departure from the service of the church and his sudden wedth.” Clarendon laughed.

“You seg, | cannot confine mysdf to the particulars! Do forgive me, gentlemen. | am doing my best.” He
gppeared to focus hiswill. “ Baumgere was an interesting person. He never rose far within the hierarchy
of the church though he was said to have been an excdllent scholar—something admired by the
Farrdlites. But perhaps he was not a political animal, which one must beto risein the church of the
martyr—it islike government or the court in that regard.

“Baumgere had few friends and kept his affairsto himself. | therefore suspect thiswas gpocryphd, but a
prominent citizen once claimed that Baumgere had answered hisinquiry about the source of hiswedlth by
saying, ‘Why is no one concerned with my trueriches? My red wedthisin my knowledge,” he said, ‘the



years| spent immersed in the study of our history. These are the basis of redl riches, and no one seemsto
beat al interested.’

“Asl say, | don't believethis story to be true but mention it only because it has become an integrd part
of the myth. Baumgere might not have been so rich as people thought.”

“And the headstone, and the ruined inscription on the tomb: where do they fit in?” Hayes asked.

“Ah. An excdlent question, Mr. Hayes, for wherethings‘fit in’” asyou say is certainly the crux of the
meatter. There was an inscription on the headstone that did disappear, though whether thiswas an act of
vanda s or done for some other reason cannot actudly be proven. Theinscription on the crypt, however,
was unquestionably eradicated—and dmost certainly by Baumgere.

“1 have only one thing to add to this particular instance—and | have shared it with very few. But, Mr.
Hattery, 1 will mekethis
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knowledge availableto you, for it is possible you might have something to add to the matter.” The smal
man stared at Erasmus as he spoke, then he stood. ” Come. Let me show you.*

Clarendon crossed to the tomb again. He put one knee on the ground and bent to point out something in
the design carved there. “Y ou see, thisisaflora motif circling the column.”

Hayes bent closer to look at what was avery common design—avine and flowersin high relief.

“Thisissaid to bewigteria, and though it isclearly stylized, | have often wondered if the clumps of
flowersareflowersat dl but bunches of grapes. Y ou are abotanist and horticulturist, Mr. Hattery, what
would you ssy?’

“That isthe grape vine, Randall. Y ou are absolutely correct.” Clarendon brightened. “Ah,” he said with
some satisfaction. “Now,” he said rising and pointing to the lintel above the columns. “Look there. Itis
the only break in the pattern. What do you make of that, Mr. Flattery?’

Hayes could see three flowers carved there, their semsintersecting.

Erasmusleaned back and looked up. “ The two outer flowers are dmost certainly roses, but the other
flower | cannot name. | have not seen it before.”

“Exactly. One flower isunknown and the others are roses. Vaeroses | am told by aman who hasa
great knowledge of roses.”

Erasmus stepped back abruptly, suddenly quite guarded.

Clarendon looked up at Erasmus. “I see you know what this symbol means, Mr. FHattery.”
Erasmus shook his head, though it was not a strong denidl.

“Teller,” Clarendon said, and nothing more, but he stared a Erasmus who met his gaze.

Hayes |ooked from one man to the other, wondering what in the world they meant. Teller?“Who was
Teler?’ Hayes heard himsdlf ask.

Clarendon did not take his eyes from Erasmus. “He was a man who once apprenticed to amage: Lapin
being the most likely candidate. But he did not complete his apprenticeship, for his mentor died.”



Clarendon’ s gaze seemed to become even moreintent as he said this. “ Thereisapossibility that Teller
asssted the Farrdllitesin their war against the mages. We do not know what happened to him after that,
though he may have lived for some good number of

years. Some believe that Teller started a secret society dedicated to learning the arts of the
mages—those he did not aready possess. During the Winter War the mages destroyed what was | eft of
Teller' s society—or so historians believe. The token of Teller, and later his society, conssted of three
vaeroses arranged as you see the blossoms here.”

“But there are only two roses here,” Erasmus said quickly.
“That istrue, Mr. FHattery, but | am content thet it is Teller’ stoken dl the same.”
“But this crypt is certainly not five hundred years old,” Erasmus protested.

“Itisdifficult to say. Authorities believe it might be much older, but it has been buried and not subject to
the usual weathering, so it cannot be dated with certainty. It might have been built long after Teller's
death, and his ashes moved here.”

“But if Teller’ ssociety somehow survived beyond the Winter War, why would they do anything to cdll
attention to themsalves? It would have been foolish of them to build atomb,” Erasmus protested. “The
mages had tried to eradicate them once. Why do anything that might bring down the wrath of the mages?
It makes no

Clarendon shrugged. “ Thistomb sat undisturbed and unknown until the time of Baumgere. Itisonly inthe
last century that Castle-bough has become of interest to the outside world. Perhapsit was not such a
great risk. Or perhaps the world had changed enough that they did not think it would matter. But it is
interesting, don’t you think?” He placed his back against one of the pillars. “But you began an
gpprenticeship with Eldrich, Mr. Flattery, and did not completeit... Perhaps you might shed somelight
on what happened so long agoto Tdler?’

Erasmus shook his head. 1 began no apprenticeship, 1 assureyou...” Erasmus denid wasinterrupted
by awild barking and snarling.

“Dusk!” Clarendon cdled, and immediately began to run in the direction of the noise.

The barking came from insde the castle ruin. Hayes and Erasmus followed Clarendon, though he was
dower dueto age and size, but neither of them wanted to find the apparently enraged wolfhound before
hismadter.

After amoment of searching through the ruin, they rounded a
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corner to find Dusk staring up at awall, snarling and taking the occasional leap, trying to scale the steep
stone, and snapping his powerful jaws at some invisible foe.

“What have you treed, Dusk?’ Clarendon called, trying to catch his breath. “Come out of it now.”

Hayes followed Clarendon, who took hold of his dog, and looking up found a man balanced in anichein the
wall looking quite terrified.



“Kehler!” Hayes exclaimed, completely surprised.
“Please, Hayes, call him off. | cannot hold myself here a second longer.”

And indeed Hayes thought that this was true. Poor Kehler was red with exertion and his arms were
beginning to tremble.

“Y ou may come down, sir,” Clarendon said, pulling back the still growling dog. “1 have him.”

Kehler hesitated, perhaps comparing the relative sizes of man and straining dog, but then his body decided
for him and he dipped, falling awkwardly onto the soft grass below.

Hayes helped him to rise, unable to hold back his laughter, and Kehler came up brushing at his clothing.
“1 hope you are not injured, sir?” Clarendon inquired, not letting go of Dusk.

“No, only frightened half out of my wits. Martyr’s blood, but that is afearsome beast,” Kehler said, eyeing
the dog.

“But he will not hurt you now, Mr. Kehler. Have no fear. He means only to protect me, and was unsure of
your intentions.” He turned his attention to the still growling wolfhound. “Now, Dusk, that will be enough.
Thisisafriend.”

The dog and Kehler were properly introduced, though neither looked as though they would trust the other
immediately.

Kehler collapsed onto a grassy bank, looking up at the two men and the astonishing little man they
accompanied.

“1 cannot tell you how surprised | am to find you here,” Kehler said.

“Nor can we tell you how happy we are to find you,” Hayes answered. “Where are you staying? We tried
al theinns.”

This seemed to unsettle Kehler alittle. “1’m not staying in the village. Have you been asking for me by
name?’

“And how else would we inquire about you?’ Hayes asked. “By

reputation? Y our accomplishments aren’t yet so grand, I’ m sorry to tell you.*

“ And these gentlemen are not the only ones searching for you, Mr. Kehler,” Clarendon said, his manner
very serious. “A Deacon Rose has been asking about town for you.”

“Demon Rose!” Kehler said. “Farrelle' s flames! Do not give me away, please,” he pleaded, hisface
contorting in fear.

Chapter Thirteen

Memory is nothing more than a receptacle of our past; the future a fabric of dreams. And the much vaunted present, that which we
areall to seize with a passion, is but the smallest measure of an instant, the single tick of a clock, a medium for translating the future
into the past, dreams into memory.

Marianne Edden:

A Reflection on the Death of Michael Valpy



The evenings were cooler in the highlands, and the countess stood at the closed door looking out over
the balcony into the valley. Dusk seemed to dter the distances so that the farthest hills appeared not so
much to be disappearing as dipping away. A moment more and they would be out of sght.

A light flickered to life behind the countess, casting her reflection back off the glass. Sheamost stared, as
though a stranger had appeared before her. An unhappy stranger.

“And do you see him there?’ came the voice of her companion. The countess shook her head.

“I never thought | would see the day when the most desired woman in the kingdom would chase after a
man like alovesick girl. And even more astonishing, he would seem to be running. Are you certain thet he
likeswomen?’

What had she been told? That all of his woman had |ooked the same—petite and very blonde. The
countess was neither of these. She touched her forehead to the cool glass. Did hethink of her asonly a
friend—the way she thought of severa men who were mad for her? Did those poor souls fed astortured
asshe? “Etaural 7’

“Excuse me, Marianne. Y es, he likeswomen. What isin doubt are hisfedingsfor this particular woman.”

“Hemust be playing at indifference. The oldest ploy. Introduce him to me, and | will soon have an
answer for you.”

The countess did not doubt that. Marianne Edden, she believed, was the most perceptive woman in
Farrland. Thisinsght into others had gained her great fame. No, that was not precisely true, and
Marianne could not bear inaccuracy. It was her ability to put these perceptions into words that had
ganed her fame, for Marianne was the finest socid novelist of her day.

“Wél, come away from the window and try to take your mind off the damn fool. | will even play at cards
withyou, if you like, asmuch as| detest the activity. Anything to not see you pining away likealady ina
bad novd. Itisundignified.”

The countess turned to her friend. “I thought you felt dignity was afoolish concern.”

“Dignity?No. | am entirdy in favor of dignity—it isthis exaggerated pomposity of the aristocracy thet |
cannot bear. Pomposity isnot dignity—it isnot even dignified. Itisan ass' attempt to hide hisown
mediocrity. A dignified shopkeeper—there is someone worthy of respect. Someone who does not
believe he has a specid placein society, yet bears himsalf with salf-possession and grace—and not
without humor. A shopkeeper who believesthat he fulfills hisrole in the world to the best of hisability.
Who is honest and fair because he believesin honesty and fairness—not just when hethinks othersare
looking. A man who suffers the setbacks and humiliations of life without constant complaint. Dignity.”

Marianne bent over and thrust adry stick into the fire until its end began to smoke and glow. She used
thisto light apipe, and then rose up in agreat cloud of smoke, puffing like abeast of burden.

Thiswasthe portrait of Marianne Edden that needed to be painted, the countess thought: al but
obscured by acloud of bittersweet-smelling smoke, as though she had risen from the flameslike a
demon... or amartyr, and cast her al-seeing eye on the weaknesses and foibles of the mortals scattered
about her. The countess smiled for thefirst time that evening.

“I’'m surel do not suffer setbacks and humiliations with quite the fortitude of your noble shopkeeper, but
| shdll try not to complain, asawoman in my position hasno right to do, I'm sure.”



Marianne settled her large frame into achair, alook of distraction on her face. The countess alway's
imagined that Marianne Edden was awoman who had mistakenly been raised asafarm

boy—the mistake only discovered when she was twenty, and the attempts to correct what had been
done only partially successful. To call Marianne masculine was not accurate. Oh, shewas certainly not
“ladylike,” asthe term was used. One could not imagine Marianne suffering the vapors. Or suffering
fools, something Farr women seemed to have been bred to do.

Marianne had once paid some medica studentsto alow her to be present at the dissection of a
corpse—saying that she needed to know more about the substance of man to write the truth about
him—and not only had she failed to suffer as the more sengtive sex should, but she went around to
peopl€ s parlors appalling their guests with graphic descriptions of what she' d seen!

“Sheisnot your average... citizen,” the countess had once heard her described, which had made her
laugh. Even for understated Farr society, that was an understatement.

“What isit, precisaly, that you seein thisman?’ Marianne asked, asthough it were not a persond
question at al. Asthough it were something that caused her great confusion and perhaps the countess
could set her graight.

The countess could not help but smile at thisinnocence. “Well, heisagenius...”

“I'm agenius, and 1 don’t have the most beautiful man in the kingdom pursuing me. Infact, in my case
intelligence appears to have the opposite effect. But go on. Clearly thisfaculty has more attraction for you
than mogt.”

“But heis guarded, asthough there were things he must hide. He dmost never makes an effort to impress
with hiswit and conversation, as others do. Asthough it ismerely agame that he cannot be bothered
with. Asthough hewould not put his giftsto such use. When he speeks, heis very sincere, choosing his
words with great care. And when he pronounces, for heis not known for making long speeches,
everything he saysisworth listening to with the utmost care. Although it isinfrequent, | have seen Lord
Skye refute the arguments of every man present with only afew well chosen words, and no one could
gainsay him. Asthough his own thoughts were unassailable.”

“A man not in love with the sound of his own voice seems very unnatural,” Marianne mused, asthough
the thought disturbed her. The countess was suddenly overwhelmed with her inability to

say what she felt. She had not the powers of her companion and that was certain.
“Should we not have sometea?’ she asked suddenly.

“Alewould be moreto my liking,” Marianne said, looking &t the countess with some distaste, obvioudy
appalled by theidea of tea. It was dark, after all.

“Then 1 shall call for de,” the countess said. She rang for a servant, asking for both ae and tea, not quite
ready to join Mariannein her passion for working man’ stastes.

A bubbling mustache appeared on the satisfied face of the novelist as, amoment later, she lowered her
glass. “You should try this, Elaural,” she said, using the countess' given name, her lovefor thingsworking
classnot dlowing titles—at least not in certain circumstances. The countess smiled sweetly, she hoped.



Marianne leaned forward to poke at thefire, her short hair swaying in the lamplight.

She would have such pretty hair were she to let it grow, the countess found herself thinking. But she
will not be admired for her appearance, but only for her mind—why it would be wrong to be
admired for both, | cannot fathom.

But in some way the countess admired the stand Marianne Edden had taken. It was courageousif alittle
eccentric. The countess believed it natura for men and women to admire each other. To flirt and court.
Did not the very animas do the same? Natura . But then it was easy for her to be sanguine about such a
thing—she had not been born with crooked teeth or a hideous nose. Men admired her—too much for
her liking. But to beignored... She couldn’t imagine how painful that might be. Will be, she reminded
hersalf. Age would seeto that. She would have the experience soon enough, and the thought disturbed
her asit dwaysdid.

“Will you consent to my seeing these portraits now?’ Marianne asked suddenly.

The countess felt asmall shiver run through her. “If you like, though they are not portraits.” The Peliers
were till in their cases, where she had purposely left them. The truth was that, as much as she wanted to
berid of these paintings, she feared that once they were gone she would never see Skye again.

Reluctantly, the countess went to the wooden case in which the paintings had been transported. “Could
you lend ahand? The frames are not light.”

The two women lifted the first painting from the case and unwrapped it carefully, and then the second.
They leaned them againgt the wall on aside table and shifted the light so they could be clearly seen. For a
long moment they stood there, gazing at the paintings by lamplight which, the countess thought, made
them, if anything, more eerie.

“What isit about these paintingsthat disturbs you, Elaural?” Marianne asked softly.

The countess shook her head. “I don't know,” she whispered, not even attempting to deny the truth. “But
areyou drawn to them, aswel|?’

The countess nodded, as much as she would have liked to have disagreed.

Marianne turned her attention back to the paintings. “ And this man of yours has an obsession with
these?’ the noveist sad flatly.

“I would not say that, but he believesthey are Sgnificant in thelarger mystery.”
“Thisisthe story you told me as we traveled? What was the man’ s name?’
“Baumgere.”

“But one painting isaforgery, you say?’

The countess nodded. “ Though it might be an accurate forgery—an exact copy. That, at least, iswhat
Mr. Kent believes”

Marianne leaned closer to look at the Sgnature.

“Thereis something peculiar about these paintings. | fed it mysdlf. And thisman.” She gestured to the
figure crossing the bridge. He looks like aman going to the gallows. Look at hisface. He knows hisfate



has been decided and continues only because thereis no dternative. Something or someone awaits him,
and he cannot turn back. Now hereis acharacter to be pitied. Thisisthe Stranger Skye spoke of 7

“That iswhat he believes. The spirein the background belonged to a church that burned yearsago in the
village of Compton Heath.”

“But what became of the man?”

The countess shook her head. “He was taken off in a carriage, though by whom, no one knows. The
story hasit that it was amage—but then that makes for a better story, doesn’'t it?’

“Yes, it does,” Marianne said. “1 wish you were not involved in this matter, Elaurd. Skye... Skyehashis
own obsessions. You

would be best to involve yourself no further. Y ou don’t even know what heis seeking—or do you?*

The countess shook her head. She didn’t. Something more than he wastelling her, that was certain. It
was not just curiosity. It was an obsession.

Where had the stranger come from, and what wasit that this priest sought? Was that what drew Skye?
Did he know what Baumgere was searching for?

“What does the writing on the crypt say? Does Skye know?’
“No. Apparently it cannot be read, or so Skye says.”

“And 1 understand one may not gainsay the great Skye?’

“Y ou may, but a your peril.”

“I will warn you only thisonetime, Elaurd. | am famousfor my intuition, and | do not have agood fedling
about thismatter. There, I've said my piece.” The dightest pause. “It would be different if this man was
med for you...”

“I thought you' d said your piece?’
“I have.” Sheturned away and went into the other room.
A moment later the countess followed, shutting the door tightly between them and the Peliers.

Marianne looked up, her face gtill somewhat grim, as though the paintings had left her fedingill. “This
cryptisnearby?’ she sad, forcing her voice to sound normd.

The countess nodded.

“Then we should &t least seeit whilewe re here. | hope this genius of yourswill contact us soon. It does
seem abit inconsderate.”

“Heisnot my genius, and | am sure there are reasons for what heisdoing. | would like to seethe
structure myself—I do not know if it can be properly caled acrypt. Apparently it isone of the Sghts
around Castlebough.”

“Wdl, we cannot missthe sights. We should have something for our trouble after traveling so far.



Perhaps aghost will rise from the crypt and answer al our questions.”

The countess shook her head, trying to force the fedlings caused by the paintingsto subside. “1 don’t
think you' re taking this as serioudy as you should, Marianne. | think tomorrow it will betimefor you to
go back to your work. | am going to keep my word on this. Y ou will belocked into aroom with pen and

paper every morning at

Chapter Fourteen

A memory is a dream turned to disappointment.

Haden

‘" | was something of aprodigy of theloca Farrellite Schoal, 1 but my father, who was more shrewd
than hislot in life would indicate, took me out of the clutches of the priests.” Clarendon lifted aglass of
wine. "Heredlized there was apossibility of making money from my talents, and money wasthe onething
that had always €luded the poor man.” He paused to taste hiswine. ” Do you find the finish bitter?* he
asked Erasmus.

They had come down from the ruin late in the afternoon to Clarendon’ s house. Kehler had indsted on
coming later, after darknessfdl, and had arrived looking more than allittle gpprehensive. He still would
say nothing, and the others gave up asking, hoping he would cometoitin hisowntime.

Erasmus thought there was quite a contrast between the lad-next-door |ooks of Hayes and his
sharp-featured friend. Kehler’ smotionswere dl quick, and he held his head lowered a the neck in such
away asto leave theimpression that he was ready, at an instant, to duck out of sight. The two were
about the same age, but Kehler dready showed gray at the temples and crow’ sfeet pressed into the
corners of hiseyes. But there was al so something between these two young men, some commondlity
despite their divergent appearances. They were both abit haunted, perhaps for vastly different reasons,
but it was unmistakable.

1Jt

Erasmustasted thewine again, hisfocus entirely inward. “Bitter? Very dightly so, perhaps. | dmost think
| enjoy it. Thereisan odd aftertaste, like dightly burned apple.”

Clarendon tasted his own wine again, inclined his head to one side, and closed hiseyes. “Yes. Yes, 1 see
what you mean. Y ou must meet the others, Mr. Flattery, they will make you most welcome.” He looked
up at a painting on the wall—acircus troupe under the light of torches and great lanterns, and then
seemed to remember that he had been teling agtory. “ Origindly | would perform arithmetical calculations
in my head—problems posed by people who came to see the show, for we had joined atraveling show:
Generd Albert W. Payne' s Traveling Company. Unfortunately the* Generd’ took most of the money,
and my father squandered whint was left on fine clothing, women, and drink. Hewas not avery origina
man, I’'m afraid,” he said, asthough apologizing.

“Many feats were performed. | memorized enormous blocks of text in one reading and parroted them
back without mistake, or merely glanced a athirty digit number and then wroteit down. | once sat the
find examinationsin mathematics at Merton making not one error and halving the previous record for
time. | was at that time three months shy of my tenth birthday. | gained quite areputation, and made even



more money for the owner of our traveling company. Not long after this my father died—choked on his
own gorge while insensible with drink. There was a struggle between severa of my relatives, peoplel
hardly knew, and the Genera, to decide who would be my lega guardian. In the end, one of the women
in the show, whom | had always caled ‘aunt,” produced a signed certificate of marriage proving that she
and my father had been joined in sacred matrimony—when he was drunk beyond knowing, I'm sure.

“It was something of ascandd, redly, but findly my ‘aunt’ managed to outbid my dear family and the
Genera, who only offered the judge money. Aunt Liz, who was a stunning young woman, managed to
offer the judge something he did not already have, and perhaps had never possessed—the apparent
adoration of abeautiful young woman, however briefly it lasted.

“My life changed on that day. Aunt Liz and | l&ft the company immediately. She had been adancer and
tumbler in the show, which was lewd in the extreme, and perhaps she had even worked in the tents when
the show was over, | don’t know, but shewas as

shrewd a businesswoman as ever palmed acoin, 1 can tell you that. She took what money she had
managed to save, which would indicate she redly was working on the side, and hired tutors. A retired
professor from Merton to teach me higher maths. An eocution instructor. My crooked working class
accent was hammered straight, and 1 was aso alowed to read as much as | wanted—and | wanted to
read dl thetime. Very soon Aunt Liz had Farrland’ s most respected scholars vying with each other to
ingtruct me, for | have aflawless memory and an ability to perform caculations that would take other men
hours or even days, though they might take me only afew moments.”

Hayes watched the small man’ sface, utterly entranced by the story, & ut sensing a sadnessin Clarendon
as he exposed these memories.

“Soon dl the performances 1 did were in the private homes of Farrland’ s wealthiest citizens, or in grand
halls. Once, | wasinvited to be aguest of the Society, where they posed the most difficult questions of
all, though I acquitted mysdlf well. | began to fed like less of a spectacle, less of afreak, though the old
feelings were not entirely gone. | was called The Petite Professor, or the Dwarf Savant. Professor
Memory. All manner of appellations. And among al the educated people | even made afew red friends.
And | dso made money. Lizzy saw to that. She was my guardian goddess, and | loved her hopelesdy.”
He swiveed asthough to look out the darkened window, raising a hand to hisface, but turning the
movement into amere gesture, placing the hand beneath hischin.

“When | was seventeen, my darling Lizzy fdl victimtoacad. A Colonel Window Petry. They weretoo
quickly married...” Hisvoicetraled off. And then he resattled himsdlf in his chair, Sraightening hissmall
back. “And so | was forced to begin again. For the second timein my short life | had lost everything.
Lizzy and the money, too. But fortunately | had ahead for figures, and in one sensethat’ sall money
is—numbers, marks on apage. | knew what to do to make it, eveniif it gave melittle joy, and the lesson
of my father taught meto preserve what | acquired.

“Lizzy and her colond went off, spending the money we had made. To thisday | can't think of it without
the deepest sadness. She was the one person | had trusted utterly... After that | traveled continuously for
sx years. Through Doom and Entonne. To every corner of the lands around the Entide Sea. Everywhere
I

went, | moved in society. | learned to play the pianum, though | am not so skilled at that as| am at other
things | have turned my hand to. | became a devotee of the arts and met many artists and writers. And it



was through thisthat | was saved.” Helooked up at his guests, hisface brightening alittle.
“| was so fortunate, after al my years of travel, to meet the Haywood family—do you know them?’
“The porcelain people?’ Hayes asked.

“The very ones. | wasinvited to their hometo give one of my demonstrations, and | aimost did not leave.
Such open-hearted people, such completejoy in my life, | had never encountered. 1 was captivated by
them in away that you cannot imagine. Y ou see, they invited meinto thefold, asit were, asthey dida
select few they took agenuineliking to. They rescued me... from cynicism, bitterness, resentment, dl the
ugly, unworthy things that had becomelodged in my heart. And | cast al of these things out, like demons,
and made mysdlf anew. Through the Haywoods | learned that my gifts were to be treasured, and that |
was no more afresk than aman who sits before a pianum and holds the audience in his hand, playing
upon their emotionswith hisown given kill. | was gifted, perhaps supremely so. Asfor my smal
dature... wdll, intheir homeit did not matter.”

“You see, | had never thought of myself asan intdllectud, but only as someone who could perform tricks,
tricks of the mind to be sure, but tricks al the same. In my own view | was no different from the
performing animalsin Genera Payne straveling show, or from the other freaks whose physica
deformities were a source of fascination and horror to the genera population. But the Haywoods made
me realize that thiswas not true, that in fact | was the equal of a professor at Merton—even more o, for
| disremember nothing and can perform calculationsin my head that others can never equal.

“Through them | actudly taught for ayear; higher mathematics a the University in Belgard. It will sound
odd to you, but the Haywoods humanized me, for | was aways an outsder in my own mind—a
near-human. A dwarf; different in both mind and body.” He smiled amost beneficently. “And so you see
before you aman, small in sature, yes, but large in mentd abilities. A true man of parts, asthey say. And
through the good graces and efforts of the Haywoods, | was even able to develop my other sensibilities.”
He

raised his glass as though toasting his benefactors. “ And that, more or less, ismy story. | have made
enough money that | no longer perform as 1 did, but devote myself to my interests and my many friends,
for asyou know people born with my particular physica characteristics often do not live anormal span
of years, and | want to be sureto waste asllittle time as possible.” He drank from hisglass.

“And so herewe dl are, having lived our separate lives, followed our separate journeys, yet somehow
we have dl arrived here at this exact moment. If, like me, you have grown suspicious of coincidence, you
might think that there is some reason for this. Why have we dl cometo this place tonight?’

Hayes was not sure the question was rhetorica . He even found himsalf wondering the same thing. What
werethey dl doing there?

“But you have an interest in the mages, Randall,” Erasmus said, “and you know something of Teller, and
thisistruly arcane knowledge. Hasthislong been an interest?”’

Randall looked down at the table, and Hayes thought the man was trying to decide what he would tell
Erasmus, for though it was obvious that the dwarf was an admirer, Erasmuswas till anear stranger.

“| came by thisinterest accidentally. Y ou see, 1 discovered Cas-tlebough through a physician who
atended me. He suggested | come here for the cure, which | did, and for me, at least, it worked. During
that vist | fdl inlove with the village and the surrounding countryside. It isa hedlthful environment, | think.



Clean air, sdlubrious water, exercise, and few of the aggravations of the city.

“I come herein the spring and usudly stay for the entire summer. Inthe winter | travel. Thiswinter last |
vigted Farrow.” He stood suddenly in his place, but it was only to lean forward to fill Kehler’ sglass. “I
am naturally curious and thought to learn something of the history of my new home. And what ahistory it
has! The citadel above saw some of the most terrible battles of the Wars of Heresy.” He shook his head,
the sadness coming back. “ And, of course, there was the mystery of Baumgere, which hasintrigued the
villagefor years. Unlike the inhabitants of Castlebough, however, | had an enormous advantage during
my research. In my travels| have had occasion to meet men of great knowledge, and | have looked into
private libraries to which few have been granted access.

“It isastonishing the way knowledge is scattered around our
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world," he said suddenly. ” Some written in books of which only one copy remains extant. Much passed
down by word of mouth, and very temporarily stored in the minds of the most unlikely peoplein the most
out of the way places. And then there are the grest libraries and the innumerable ttics of the known
world... Thethings people confidein their correspondence! So, yes, it began with an interest in thislocal
legend—the crypt of Baumgere and the denid of absolution—and led me to this man named Tdller, and
then to the mages.* Clarendon looked up at the others, his manner amost defensive.

Hayes could see that Kehler was staring raptly at his hogt, listening to every word, and to al that was
suggested but never stated. It was awonder that Kehler managed to contain himself.

“The society that Teller founded was dmost certainly destroyed during the Winter War—about
1415—amost five centuries after Teller. Five centuries! What did they learn in that time?” He looked at
each of his guedts, asthough sure they were keeping the answer to the question from him. “1 do not
know,” he said, dropping hisgaze. “I do not know. But enough that the mages felt they must hunt them
down and destroy them. Destroy them after they had managed to keep themselves secret for five
hundred years.”

“The mages had no need of hunting them down,” Erasmus said, surprising everyone.

Clarendon looked up, his eyes suddenly divewith interest. Erasmus met no on€e' seye, but stared at the
empty chair across from him, as though he addressed someone seeted there. “ The Tell-erites—and | use
thisterm for lack of any other; what the society caled themsalvesis unknown, and the mages would not
gpeak their name—the Tellerites were caught—trapped, | think—all together. Trapped and destroyed.”

“How?’ Kehler asked quietly.

“I don't know, though it seemslikely they had gathered to perform an important ritud. | haven’t been
ableto learn more. | can't even say where this happened nor, with any certainty, when, though Randdl’s
date of 1415 isprobably very close.”

“But what do you make of the crypt and the gravestone by the citadel?” Clarendon asked.

Erasmus shook hishead. “1 don’t know. If some remnant of the society had survived the purge... well, |
think it unlikely they would do anything to draw attention to themsdlves. Isthat the tomb of



Teller? 1 very much doubt it. What purposeit served isamystery. Asto the gravestones... well, you
sad yoursdf that it isonly rumor that connects them to Baumgere.”

Kehler leaned forward in his chair, barely suppressing his excitement. “ But where? Where were the
Tdlerites destroyed? Could it have been here, in Castlebough? Could that explain the grave?’

“No,” Erasmussaid. “I don’t know where it occurred, but I am more certain about whereit did not, and

| can say almost without doubt that it did not happen here. Thereisavery old song that originated among
the Cary mingirels, and isas ambiguous as dl their works.” Erasmus sat forward in his chair, and softly he
began to sing in athin, though expressive voice.

“ A shepherd, a maiden, an orphan often A night ‘ neath a kint in fragrant spring Seven men came
walking by torchlight and star And low by moonlight were heard to sing,

Adero, adelro

Ai kombi are.

We have come to the gate,
The gate of Faery.

Five passed through the moonlight more ghostly than men Singing by starlight in tongues unknown
Passed by the orphan, the maiden, the man Down into the labyrinth, to the mouth of stone.

A delro, adelro

Ai kombi are.

We have come to the gate,
The gate of Faery.

The darkness ascended, devouring the sky And wind cried in fury and toppled the tower The
heavens were scarred with letters of fire Shattering stone with words of power.

A delro, a delro Ai kombi are

The sun would not rise at its appointed hour

And the stars wandered, lost, across the sea of the sky
Five men slowly walking in sullen power

Past orphan, and maiden, and the one devoured.

A delro, adelro

Ai kombi are,

We have come to the gate,

The gate to Faery.

A delro, a delro Ai kombi are.”
V

Erasmus sat back in his chair, staring unseeing at the others. No one spoke for amoment, and then a



breeze moved the curtains, causing Hayesto start. He laughed nervoudy, the sound dying like a
pinched-of F flame. A moth camein from the night and fluttered wildly over the heat of alamp, unableto
ress the light. “But what could it mean?’ Hayes asked. “The destruction of Teller,” Randdl said firmly.
Erasmus nodded.

“And the language... ? It isthe mage tongue?’ Erasmus shrugged. “ Perhaps. | don’t know. Thesong is
partly fancy, certainly. * We have come to the gate, the gate of Faery.” But thereis something there, as
thereusualy isinthe mingrels songs. A buried truth. Seven men passed in the moonlight. Five came
behind, ‘ more ghostly than men.” Five mages. A great spell was cast, or aseries of them. Five men
returned ‘in sullen power,” past the witnesses, one of whom was devoured—went mad, | think. Mad
with fear. That isthe story.”

“But you know something more, Mr. FHattery, for you would hardly make such an assumption from so
little evidence.” Randdll fixed his gaze on Erasmus again, though thistime Erasmus did not even look up
to meet hiseye.

“Youwill not say.” Randall smiled kindly. It was not aquestion. A long silence. “Not now, perhaps,” the
dwarf said, “but when you know me better...” Randall stood and filled Erasmus’ glasswith wine, then
did the samefor the others. Heraised hisglass, and his guests ood aswell. “ To mysteries, gentlemen,
for they keep me dive. To unexpected meetings, for they, too, are mysterious. And to coincidence,
which | believeinnot a dl.”

Chapter Fifteen

Hayes sat in achair in hisroom and watched Kehler pace back and forth across the small square of
carpet. Occasiondly he would go to the window and twitch the curtain aside just enough to peer down
into the dimly lit courtyard. For amoment he would stare, perhaps searching for maevolent formsin the
shadows, and then he would return to his pacing.

“Deacon Roseisalot more dangerous than you redize. Certainly more dangerous than Erasmus
believes.” He stopped and made avisible effort to cam himsdf, taking long, dow breaths. “No, Deacon
Roseisto be avoided a al costs.” He looked over a Hayesin away that was uncharacteristically
measuring. “ But where is our much vaunted employer?’

“I agree with Erasmus; | think Skye would come here,” Hayes said, trying to ignore the gaze that was
cast upon him. “Though | can’t imagine the famous Lord Skye could be long in Castlebough without
everyone knowing.”

Kehler resumed his pacing, went two steps, and then stopped, looking at Hayes in some surprise. “What
in Farrelle' s name were agents of the Admiralty doing in your rooms?’ he said, going back to an earlier
part of the conversation. “ They can’'t be interested in this matter we' ve been chasing... can they?’

Hayeslifted hishandsin agesture of helplessness. “I wouldn't

think so. No, it must have something to do with the nava gun. Perhaps they’ re afraid Entonne agents
weretrying to sted the plansfrom Skye. Would they not begin to look at al of his acquaintances, then?
And here 1 am, interrible financid distress, recently applying for aposition in the foreign department. Do
| not look like the perfect person for the Entonne to enlist? That ismy guess, at least. | do hope Skye will
exonerate me, | don’'t much likeliving as afugitive. Things have gotten so bad that I' m acutely aware of



the nearness of the border. I" ve even made a plan for dipping acrossinto Entonneiif it becomes
necessary.” A short, sad laugh escaped him, and he shook his head.

“I’'m quite sureit won't come to that, Hayes. Y ou have Erasmus on your side, which meansthe Duke of
Blackwater will stand behind you. And certainly Skyewill vouch for you—for us. I'm one of theearl’s
associates, too, don't forget. At worst we' |l be exiles together.”

Thisamost brought asmileto Hayes, but not quite. “Y es, well, that is some comfort, but at the moment |
am rather adrift. I'm sure my landlord in Avone will have sold off my few belongings by now, and herel
am, entirely dependent on the good graces of Erasmus Flattery.” The sadness pulled at hisface, pinching
it sothat hiseyesamogt glistened. “1 have seldom had less hope for my future than | do now.”

“I don’'t think you need to worry overly about your future, Hayes,” Kehler said, a sudden smugness very
poorly disguised.

Hearing this, Hayes |ooked up at hisfriend with some hope. “Why do | have afedling you' re about make
meadevil’soffer?”’

“Nothing of the sort, my dear Hayes. Well, not too much of the sort.” The words might have been
jocular, but Kehler’ s manner had become very serious. “ To be candid, Hayes, | am not completely
satisfied with my relaionswith our employer. Perhapsit isthe perennid grievance of assgtants, but | fedl

| have donethe lion’s share of the work and see Skye taking dl the profit.” He stopped to think. “The
truthis| don’t understand what it isthat Skye hopesto learn or do with what I’ ve found, but | suspect he
will not put it to any use but hisown.” He looked directly at Hayes. 1’ ve made some discoveriesin
Wooton that will leave you alittle breethless, | think.”

“And I’m anxious to hear about them, but, Kehler, you undertook this matter for Lord Skye. Does that
mean nothing to you?’

“Indeed, it does. | ddivered aletter to the earl’ shome outlining

severa of my discoveries and have heard nothing from him. Hardly afair return for my efforts. But |
promised Lord Skyethat | would deliver my information, and keep the earl’ s confidence—by which 1
meant that | would not reved his part in the matter. But what / do with my findingsis another thing
entirely. Now, what would you say if | told you that we could satisfy both our curiosity, make what 1
hope will beamgjor discovery, and net you a substantial sum of money into the bargain?*

“I would say, bully for Kehler, of course, but you must know— considerations of Skye aside—Erasmus
seemsto think that you' reinvolving yoursdlf in mattersthat could well be dangerous. If the Farrellites
have been hiding knowledge from the mages, Erasmus believesthey will go to dmost any length to keep
it from Eldrich. Thusthe priest is pursuing you, or so | assume. Perhgps you should tell me precisely what
you have discovered.”

“All in good time, Hayes. All in good time. Our first order of businessisto dip away from al
concerned—agents of the Admiralty, priests, friends, and well-wishers, dl. I’ ve collected the gear we'll
need.” Kehler gestured toward the door.

“But where are we going?’

“To complete what Baumgere began, but grew too old to finish. To make our namesin theworld. Come
adong whilethereistime, for | can assure you of this, Hayes—it is an opportunity which shal not call



twice”

Chapter Sxteen

There was something about Skye that Marianne Edden could not quite grasp. Possessing an intuitive
faculty that she thought justifiably celebrated, it was difficult to accept that someone could so completely
elude her. Skye shifted dightly in hischair, and she watched his every move, hoping somehow that this
meditation on him would help. She had even placed her chair so that she could watch him unobtrusively.

Her eye wandered for a second to the countess—compared to Skye Elaural was as easy to read asa
child. She could hide nothing, not from her friend at least. But Skye...

Marianne had never met him before, and she was not unaware that there were people who would
congder thisevening of historic importance. The meeting of two of the great minds of their time— one
scientific, the other literary. It was lucky that none of these people were present; they would have been
exceedingly disappointed.

Skye sat staring at the Pelier paintings, only occasionally breaking away to attempt polite conversation.
His mind was clearly not on his hostesses—and most pointedly not on the admiring countess.

Alone in a room with the most brilliant novelist and the most celebrated beauty of histime, and he
hardly seems aware of us, she

thought, not entirely immodestly—it was not, after dl, Marianne who went about proclaiming her
brilliance, at least not usudly.

“Have you learned anything of the script?’ the countess asked, her voice very smal. She was obvioudy
awarethat Skye barely noticed her.

Heturned to her with a confused look, and then her question registered. “Oh...” He went back to the
painting, his gaze not even lingering on the face that other men could hardly tear their eyes from. “Nothing
useful. It has been suggested that it bears some smilarity to the writing found on the Ruin of Farrow,
whichisanintriguing idea. Thereisaso some evidence that it might be avery old Farr language, one not
spoken for some centuries, though perhaps known to the mages far more recently. Unfortunately the two
men who might be able to tell me the truth of thisare not inclined to be helpful .”

“Who might they be, pray?’ the countess asked, obvioudy making an attempt to capture his attention,
something she managed effortlesdy with other men.

Theway Skye shifted in hischair... there was something not quite right here, Marianne was sure of it.

“Weéll, Eldrich, obvioudy, and the other is Erasmus Flattery. Do you know the man? Heisabrother to
the Duke of Blackwater, | think.”

“No,” the countess answered, clearly feding asense of failure. “No, I'm afraid not. But isthis Erasmus
Hattery not an empiricist? A colleague of yoursin the Society?’

Skye nodded, adight grimace gppearing. “Y es, though he seldom attends, and is not well known to any
fellow at the Society. Something of an eccentric, this Hattery.” He paused uncomfortably, then went on.
“Helived in the house of Eldrich when he was aboy. Did you know that?’



“Wadll, | knew it was arumor, but 1 have never given it much credit. Have you, Marianne?’
“| confessthat | have not formed an opinion on the matter of Erasmus Flattery’ s boyhood.”

The countess cast her alook of mild annoyance, but Marianne could not resist. The Situation seemed so
patently false and strained to her. Why did Elaura continue to humiliate hersdf with this man?

“Wadll, itisquitetrue,” Skye said quickly. “Hattery spent some

three yearsin the house of Eldrich, if you can imagine. But he will not spesk of it, avoiding al questions
with some energy. Too much energy, many peoplethink.“ A long awvkward pause followed, and
Marianne braced hersalf mentally for what would follow. Did the countess not see what was happening
here? Did her usud ingtincts abandon her in thisman’s presence? Farrelle help her, Marianne thought, it
must belove.

Skye cleared histhroat quietly. “Thegreat irony is,” he began, trying to force acasud tone, “Erasmus
Flattery might actualy bein Castlebough—at |least thereis arumor to that effect.” He stared * hard at the
paintings, careful not to look at either of the women. “It isan odd coincidence that Flattery is here at this
time.” He glanced quickly at the countess, then back to the painting. “Imagine having spent timein the
house of amage and never saying aword of it. The man iskeeping asmall part of our most fascinating
history to himself. It seems so odd that / have heard some suggest that Flattery is bespelled and cannot
gpeak of it.” Skye snorted. “Apparently he aso spent some time studying the Ruin on Farrow and says
little of that either, though he has claimed that he discovered nothing new. | wonder if that istrue” He
leaned forward to gaze at the inscription on the tomb. “ Can he tell me what tongue thisis? Can he,

perhaps, read it?’

“What makes you think the mages knew thislanguage?’ Marianne asked, hoping to deflect what was
coming.

The earl hesitated. “I have seen a note—written by one of the mages—L ucklow, to be precise. Not a
very remarkable note really, considering its source, but benesth his sgnature letter L, thereisaline of
characters astonishingly smilar to the characterswe see here. | admit it isunlikely that Erasmus could
answver my question,

but who &l se might have such knowledge? No onethat I’ m aware of .

“But what would that mean?’ the countess said, sounding genuinefor thefirst time that evening. The news
had excited her interest. “How would Pelier have known such ascript, if, asyou sugges, it isthe script of
the mages? And why would one find the same script on Farrow? The discovery of theidand is
comparatively recent—in the last four hundred years.”

Skyeraised afinger, hisface brightened at the countess' interest. * Exactly. How would Pelier have been
familiar with thiswriting? Either he wastruly gifted with the sght and merdly reproduced his

vison, having no moreideawhat it meant than we do ourselves, or he somehow had knowledge that only

the mages possessed.

“Itiswell known that Pelier was amember of various arcane societies, though there has been so much
Speculation about thisthat the truth is certainly beyond retrieving now. Perhaps he belonged to some
group that had knowledge of this script. There are rumors of such cabals: men who had some knowledge
of the ways of the mages. 1 am convinced that at least one of these groups actudly existed, though it was



destroyed years ago.”

“But why do you care?’ Marianne asked, and she watched Skye' s face change, his manner suddenly
suspicious, vaguely hodtile.

“Itisthe great mystery,” he said easly. “ The fascination of every man in Farrland, and every woman, too,
| dare say. The mages and their arts. Men who lived twice or thrice our span of years, and could perform
featsthat were far beyond our own meager powers. That is reason enough for such afascination.”

“But what of this Stranger and the priest, Baumgere? What have they to do with your great mystery?’
Skye shrugged. “ That iswhat | hopeto learn, Miss Edden. Where did this Stranger come from?”’
“You don't think it ahoax, then?” Marianne said, pushing Skye more than was polite.

The great empiricist shrugged. “1 cannot prove that either way, but if it was ahoax it was managed with
agtonishing cunning, for some very astute men were takenin.”

“But was he from another land—acivilized nation yet undiscovered?’ Marianne could amost sense Skye
closing down, becoming more and more reluctant to answer her questions.

“Hewas from some other place,” Skye said, clearly becoming uncomfortable.
“But what does that mean, * some other place’ ?’
Skye shrugged, guarded now.

“Redly, Marianne,” the countessinterrupted, sounding abit anxious. “Y ou are being difficult this evening.
Weadl have our interests. | venture that you are seldom required to justify your own.”

Marianne bowed her head. “ Do forgive me, Lord Skye,” she said smiling at the countess' rebuke. “1
have been told that | have no tact at al, and apparently it istrue.”

“No need, Miss Edden,” Skye said solicitoudy, relaxing visibly now that her inquisition was over. “No
need.” He said nothing

ito
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more, and they turned their attention back to the paintings again, no one sure what to say to savethe
moment.

“Do you redlly think thereis some possibility that Erasmus Hattery can read this script?’ the countess
asked quietly. Skye shrugged. “It’snot impossible.”

The countesstook a deep breath. “Wdll, if you send him to me, | will find the truth for you,” she said.

Skyeturned to her, his eyes bright with... what? Smugness, Marianne redized. It waswhat he had
hoped for dl dong. “Do you redly think you could?’ he asked. “Have no doubt of it,” the countess said,
clearly hgppy to have hisfull attention findly. “ Some men find me difficult to refuse.”

Skye dmost legped to hisfeet. “ Then | will find him within the hour. Write anote, and | will seeit
ddivered to him thisnight.” He turned to Mariannein hisjoy, and redized she was not so enthusiastic as
he. But thisdid not cause him to reconsider.



Erasmus heard the note being dipped under his door, and after amoment rose from his bed to see what
it was. Seep after dl, was not so easily found that night. There was enough garlight and moonlight in his
room that he found the envel ope easily—arectangle of gray against the dark wooden door.

For amoment he stood by the window trying to make out the hand by the poor light—wasit from
Clarendon? Hayes? Perhaps even Deacon Rose? Finding acandle, helit it from the coas of hisfireand
dit the note with apocket knife.

My Dear Mr. Flattery:

I have just been informed that you are also visiting Castlebough (the joys of small towns) and
wonder if | might entice you to visit. 1 have long wanted to make your acquaintance, and will
confess that | have a very small favor to ask. 1 look forward to our meeting.

It was signed by the Countess of Chilton. “Indeed,” Erasmus said to the room. “What in the round world
does the countess want with me?’ Erasmus dumped into achair.

There was no question of him having suddenly become an object of interest to the smart set in Avonel.
That was not possible. No, it wasthis“smal favor” that had occasioned the sudden interest. And if that
were the casg, it had either to do with botany or the ways of the mages, and somehow Erasmus did not
think it had anything to do with botany, though he was not sure why. Even so, one did not pass up an
opportunity to meet the Countess of Chilton. It wasthe kind of thing that would intrigue people a decade
hence. “ You actually met the countess?’

“Yes, but none of the rumors are true. We were nothing more than acquaintances.”

Lost in thought, he sat by the window until his head suddenly rolled to one side, and he forced himself to
take to his bed.

K To report had been exaggerated.

| V That was Erasmus first thought upon meseting the countess. She was, if anything, more lovely than he
hed imagined—and hisimeagination was usudly unrivaled in thisregard. He found hewas hardly ableto
take his gaze away from those exquisite eyes, that perfect face. Certainly, he thought, no man can look
at those beautiful lips without wondering what it would be like to kiss them.

The morning sun cast eongated rectangles on the floor and turned the border of the countess' tressesinto
aflaming nimbus about her heart-shaped face.

/ should have worn my blade, Erasmus thought, / am prepared to fight a duel for her already. It isno
wonder that men are driven to foolishness around her.

“Itisvery kind of you to come, Mr. Flattery. And on such short notice. 1 am honored.”

“It was the summons |’ m sure every man in Farrland dreams of, Lady Chilton. | would have comeon a
moment’ snotice.”

“Well, you are not | etting down the family name, | see.”” She smiled charmingly to let him know thet she
teased and motioned to adivan set in the light of the windows.

Erasmustook his seat siffly, and Lady Chilton sat at ease near him.

“Y ou are known to be a man of some genius, Mr. Flattery,” she said, perhaps not to be outdone, “so |



will not patronize you. | was spesking truthfully when | said | had long wished to make your ac-
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quaintance, but as| wrote, thereisasmal favor | will ask, if youwill dlow it.”

“Lady Chilton, certainly any favor you ask will betoo small. Please, do not hesitate.” Erasmuswas glad
that shedid not indulge in an hour of aimless chitchat before coming to the point. Glad and alittle
disappointed. One did not want avisit to the countess to end any sooner than it must.

Sheturned her attention to two paintings that Erasmus had not even registered, though he had walked
right past them.

Hefet a certain disorientation looking at the paintings, though he could not say why. There seemed to be
subtle breaking of the rules of perspective, and a hyperreaism, as though the painting were redly part of
afever dream. And then he redlized that the crypt in one painting was the same as he had seen above
Castle-bough. These were the Peliers ye had found! He turned back to the countess, his manner
guarded.

“It isthe inscription on the tomb that | am interested in,” the countess said.
“Lord Skye has put you up to this, | see,” he said, hisvoice colder than he meant it to be.
The countess averted her gaze alittle. “I rather put myself uptoit,” she said softly.

Erasmus stared at her, feding sorry that he might have caused her discomfort. One could hardly look at
thiswoman and want to cause her anything but pleasure.

“But you are correct in your assumption,” she said. “How did you know?’

“I... I had heard arumor that Skye found the paintings once owned by Baumgere.” Heinclined hishead
toward the paintings.

“I see. And can you read thistext? Skye believesit might have been alanguage used by the mages. He
also wondersif it bears some passing resemblance to the writing on the Ruin of Farrow. 1 understand,
Mr. FHattery, that you are an authority on the Ruin, among agreat many other things.” Sheturned her
gaze back to him, her look amixture of defiance and guilt.

The countess could see by hisface and the stiffness of his posture that Erasmus Flattery was not pleased
with this development, and she was not so happy herself to be using him so. There was something in his
manner that also told her that Erasmus was hiding

more than most redlized. She wondered if Skye was right—Erasmus could read the writing.
“Itisamystery tome” hesad firmly.

The countess |ooked down at her fingers worrying the cushion’s edge. “Have | offended you, Mr.
Hattery? It seemed an innocent enough request to me.” She looked up again, meeting his eyesfully,
watching the effect this had. Y es, thisman, at least, was not indifferent to her charms.

“Offended me?No,” he said, though obvioudy she had unsettled him.



“Doesthis have to do with your service to Eldrich? | understand that you midike speaking of it.”

“Not at dl.” He hesitated, looking down for an instant, but he could not keep his eyesfrom hers. “Do not
gpologize, Lady Chilton. Itis| who am sorry that | have no answer to your question.”

“Oh.” Sheblew arr through her lipsin dismissa of hisapology. She favored him with her most charming
smile. “There are some who say that you were bespelled by Eldrich and cannot speek of those years...”

Helaughed.
She had managed to save the moment.

“I am not bespelled, Lady Chilton. My brief timein the house of Eldrich was so utterly without incident
that | refuse to bore people with thetale. | was aboy. | was sent to the house of the magewherel lived
for three years dmost to the day. During that time | was under the guardianship of atutor who was so
ancient that at the end of three years he till occasondly got my namewrong. | sudied thethings every
schoolboy studies. | stole sweet-tarts from the kitchen. | confess | missed my mother and family. And
then | was sent home, and a no timewas | offered an explanation—either then or since. Oh, and | forgot
to say; | never met the mage himsdlf. | did, however, see him, or so | believe, on more than one
occasion, though never closeto. A tall man with black hair and a tiff gait. And from thisrather odd
experience, peoplethink | learned the secrets of the mages.” He shrugged and smiled abit helplesdy.

“| seewhat you mean. Tea, Mr. Hattery?” She motioned for the servant to comein, redlizing that
Erasmus was more than relieved. He was hiding the redl story, she was certain. She wondered what it
would taketo pry it out of him?

She sent the servant off and poured the tea hersdif.

Erasmus Flattery, she decided, was not a bad |ooking man. Oh, he was not fashionable, though certainly
well enough dressed, but his entire manner was not what was currently acceptable in Avond society.
No, Erasmus Fattery committed the unforgivable sin of dlowing his passion to show. He was aman of
great intengty, and did nothing to hideit, unlike the fashionable gentlemen of Avonel who feigned
boredom in amost any situation. Farrelle help them, they were so indifferent (except to her, it seemed).
She found Erasmus manner rather refreshing.

Erasmus exhibited none of the openness and naivete that characterized many empiricists and scholars.
Instead he seemed guarded, like aman who had seen agreat deal and not all of it pleasant. She had seen
men who had been in battles who wore this same |ook.

“1 understand thereis amove afoot, Mr. FHattery, to allow ladiesto attend some of the lectures at the
Society,” shesaid, turning to smal talk, though small talk of his own world.

“Thereis, though | will tdl you that | have little hope of its success. The old men are dill very muchin
control there.”

“ Are these the gentlemen known affectionately asthe ‘fossls 7’ Erasmuslaughed. “Very affectionately, 1
assureyou!” Hetasted histea. “Thereisaplan to offer lecturesto the public for some very small fee.

Not on the Society premises or under its auspices, but mogt, if not dl, of the lectures heard at the Society
meetings might be offered. It would be agood thing, | think. The best we can manage until the old men
step down.”

“Wdl then, may the fossils soon pass on into the collections of the cosmic museum.”



“Hear, hear.”

“Tell me about thisruin on Farrow, Mr. Hattery. It israther romantic, don’t you think? This great
mystery Stting there dl these centuries, its purpose unknown, its builderslong passed from history. What
on earth could it have beenfor?’

Erasmus shrugged. “I don’t actudly know, though 1 fear it might be something less than romantic. My
best guessisit wasakind of caendar. Almost an instrument used to calibrate the movement of starsand
planets, to gauge the exact moments of certain celestia events. Thelongest day of summer, the shortest
of winter. It likely had ceremonia purposes aswell, though what those were is anyone' sguess.”

“But it isgtting there nearly intact, and has been for who knows how long, and yet al the other ruinson
theidand are buried beneath the earth, the wallsfalen to foundations. How isthat?’

Erasmus sipped histea. “ The other ruins bear no resemblance to the Ruin of Farrow. They are of
different stone, and not built in the same style. | think they predate the Farrow Ruin by sometime.
Perhaps centuries.”

“Agonishing,” shesaid. “I must make atrip there. | don't know why | haven't.” Her own voice sounded
so faseto her that the countess could not believe that Erasmus was not offended by her manner.

Look what | do here, she thought. This poor man has secrets he wants to keep, perhaps for good
reason, and | have set out to charm them from him. A wave of sdlf-revulsion swept over her. She
thought of Skye jumping up from hischair like aboy when she assured him she could get the information
he wanted from Erasmus Flattery.

How little he cares for me that he would use me so, she thought, and felt a sadness near to tears. And
now | will use this good man equally poorly. Shelooked over at Erasmus and felt that they were both
viciimsinthis

“I must ask—though please don’t let me pry—are you not haunted by what happened to you in your
youth? If such athing had happened to me, I'm sure | would think of nothing el se. Y our good father
never offered an explanation?”

“The duke was not in the habit of explaining himself to anyone.” Erasmuslooked up, reacting to the
sympathy on her face. “And yes, | do wonder.” Helooked down into his cup for amoment. “I’m sure
there was areason. | mean there must have been. It seemsvery likely that | performed some fest in my
youth that brought me to the attention of Eldrich. It haslong been known that mages required some kind
of native talent that alowed them to be trained in the arts—just asa singer must have avoice. Perhaps|
showed some signs of this, but either was found wanting, or more likely, the mage held faith with the
others of hiskind, and trained no apprentice.”

“But if hedid not intend to train you, why on earth were you taken into his home?”’

Erasmus|ooked out the window. “ Perhaps Eldrich was not absolutely sure that he would not take an
apprentice. No one knows for certain why the mages have stopped the practice of training the

next generation. It isamystery that will likely never be solved. But Eldrich may have reconsidered. Or
perhaps true talent, in the measure needed to become a mage, has become very rare.”



“Overwhelmed by reason, perhaps?’ the countess said.

Erasmus smiled. “Perhaps.” He met her eyes for a second then |ooked away, obviously unsettled by his
own hopes, hisfedlings.

The countess felt badly for him. She was, after al, attempting to rai se those hopes—not too much, just
enough to get what she wanted.

What a truly awful woman | have become, she thought.

“Tell me, Mr. Flattery, how have you enjoyed becoming the ‘illustrious Erasmus Flattery’ ? Has it given you
great pleasure, | hope?”’

Suddenly, Erasmus sat very straight and met her eyes, his manner no longer congenial, or so eager to
please. “ The script, Lady Chilton,” he said more coolly than men commonly spoke to her, “is not the same
asthat found on the Ruin of Farrow, though afew characters have enough similarities that | would venture
they are not so distantly related. | can’t tell you how Pelier could have written it, nor can | read it. Isthat
what you wanted to hear?”’

The countess felt herself shrink inside. “Y ou do me disservice, sir,” she protested softly.

“Do |, indeed? Then please accept my humble apology.” He set his cup on the table and looked as though
he were about to rise.

She reached out and placed a hand on hisarm. “No. It is| who should apologize. |..."” She searched for the
right thing to say, but everything suddenly seemed false. “1 should not have misused you so, Mr. Flattery. 1
hope you will forgive me. You see... | have found these last few yearsthat... | am not always satisfied
with my conduct...” She looked down at her hands which made small movements that seemed rather
helpless at the moment.

“The attention you receive, Lady Chilton,” Erasmus said softly, “it cannot be easy.”

“Itisnot,” she said quickly. “Though it is no excuse for my behavior, and | have no right to complain. Some
women have no suitors at al. Imagine the pain of that? No, | must not complain. But... | am really not so
charming.” She smiled painfully.

Look at the effect of this on him, shethought. Farrelle help me, | have tried to be honest for once,
and | think | have melted his heart.

“What is Skye' sinterest in this?” he asked with some difficulty. “ These are the Peliers Baumgere
possessed?”’

After what she had just done, she felt that she had no choice but to answer. “1 believe they are, though |
have been informed that one—the painting of the tomb—is not a Pelier. Skye believesit to be a close
copy—including the inscription that you see on the tomb—of an original, but | am not sure why he thinks
that.”

Erasmus turned his attention back to the painting. She wondered what he was thinking at that moment, for
hislook was very dark and serious.

“Isit not remarkable, Mr. Flattery, that Pelier would paint such a thing—and then this man Baumgere
would dig up the very crypt depicted?’

“Most remarkable, Lady Chilton.” Erasmus shook his head as though baffled, and then turned back to his
hostess. “I’'m sure | have taken enough of Lady Chilton’stime. It has been a great pleasure.”

She was certain her mouth dropped open. Men never volunteered to leave her presence. More often than



not she had trouble ridding herself of them.
“It—it was very kind of you to come, Mr. Flattery, and | hope you will do so again.”
They both rose at the same time.

The countess could hardly remember such feelings of confusion. L ook what she had been reduced to! Skye
had her performing seductions for his own ends, and even if they were emotional seductions only, even
so... Shefelt such a sense of emptiness at her center when she thought of what Skye had her do.

You did offer, she reminded herself. But he did not protest, as a gentleman should.

And here was this poor man, Flattery, who had never done her harm, nor any other that she knew of, and
she had used him so badly. And insulted him in the bargain. Treated him as though he were afool.

She could almost feel his pain at this experience. Invited to tea with the Countess of Chilton for no reason
but this information that he did not want to share. Terrible.

Anger toward Skye boiled up in her. Helpless anger, for she knew she could never let it show before him.
He did not care for her that much. He might simply walk away, and she would never

see him again. Was this anger focused on him, or upon hersdlf for her weskness?

She accompanied Erasmus to the door, so lost in these thoughts that she could not even attempt polite
conversation. The silence waked with them, like another; aghost in their company that they could fed
but not see.

At the door they stopped, both wary. She thought they circled each other, unsureif they would fight or
embrace. Erasmus bowed Hiffly. “Lady Chilton.”

“Mr. Hattery,” she said the last syllable disappearing from her lips unexpectedly. An awkward second,
then Erasmus reached for the door, but she snatched his hand away and did not releaseit.

“If you ask me not to repesat what you have told me, | will swear to keep it to mysdlf.” Sheredlized she
stood close to him now, holding his hand in both of hers, dmost clasping it to her. “It... it does not
meatter,” Erasmus said. She searched his eyes unsdf-conscioudy. “Then | will keep this secret, at leadt. |
know you can read what was written on the painting. No. Do not deny it. | know. And 1 know thereis
moreto your tory of Eldrich. But that, too, | will not tell.”

Erasmus held her hand tightly now, dmost causing her pain. And he stared at her, hislook unreadable.
She thought he would either explode in fury or take her in hisarms, she could not tell which.

He managed to open the door a crack with his free hand. Then she stood on tiptoe and bussed his cheek
before he went out the door, saying only her name as he took hisleave.

She watched him make his way to the gate, not 1ooking back, and then he turned onto the street and was
lost from sight. Still the countess did not close the door, but stayed drinking in great draughts of the cool
highland air.

“What has come over me?’ she said aoud but could find no answer in the confusion of fedingsthat
seemed to be whirling inside her. Why had she suddenly felt such guilt a the way she used thisman? It
was not thefirst time she had applied her charm for some specific end—nor wasit the hundredth.

Because now | know how it feels, she thought. “Poor man,” she whispered to the street, though she



was not entirely sure which man she meant.

Chapter Seventeen

Erasmus sat at atable on the terrace on the warmest morning that had been seen yet that year. Hismind
was on his meeting with the countess, which troubled him more than he had expected. Had she not
warned him that her interest was his knowledge? Why then did hefedl such a sense of dgjection and
emptiness?

Erasmus had a so begun to wonder what had happened to Hayes. On hisway out that morning he' d | eft
the young man anote saying that he had been briefly called awvay and would find Hayes here at noon.
They wereto meet Kehler within the hour.

Erasmus was hoping they would get some explanation for Kehler’ sflight to this place—more than he had
heard from Hayes, at any rate.

What had Kehler learned in the archives of Wooton? Could he have made the same discovery as
Baumgere? If so, were the priests pursuing Kehler to offer him money for his silence, as, gpparently,
some thought they had Baumgere?

Erasmustook histimepiece from his pocket and cursed silently. Almost one! Wasthis Hayes ideaof a
reasonable hour to rise? Erasmus could not be more patient. Draining his coffee he jogged up the stepsto
Hayes room and pounded ungently on the door.

Nothing. No sound of movement within. No voice caling out. Again he hammered on the door so that it
shook on its hinges.

Nothing. He went back down the stepstwo at atime, looking for the manager.

In five minutes they returned with akey for the room, finding it empty, the bed made asthough it had
never been dept in, and most of Hayes belongings gone.

“| do not carefor this,” Erasmus muttered.

“The young are impetuous, not to mention intemperate, Mr. Hattery,” the manager said soothingly. “I'm
sure nothing dire has befdlen your charge.”

“You are, areyou?’ Erasmus said, annoyed by the man’stone. “Ah...” A folded note was pinned to the
wardrobe door.

“Therewill be your explanation,” the manager said, as though proven right.
Erasmus jerked the note free and opened it.

My dear Erasmus:

I have gone with Kehler to ook into the cavern called the Mirror Lake Cave. He believes that it was
here that Baumgere searched and failed. Perhaps it is mere optimism, but Kehler believes thereis
still a great discovery to be made there. | have been sworn to secrecy, but only a fool would go into
such a place without alerting others. Do not come after us immediately, but if we are not returned
five days hence, you might confidently mount a search. It is our intention to look beyond the Fairy
Galleries. | will mark our way with the letter H. Apologies for this, but Kehler would take no others.



Your servant, Samual Hayes

“All isright with theworld, 1 takeit?’ the manager asked. Erasmus glared at the fool of aman and then
swept out the door without aword.

Clarendon unrolled the survey across the table, placing weights on each corner.
“Thereyou are, Mr. Flattery,” Clarendon said, “just as| told

you.

Erasmus had never seen anything likeit. Hewaslooking a a“map” of acave system, and it wastruly
labyrinthine. Passages crossed over and under each other, or even pardleled each other only feet apart.
Hetried to compare the plan view and side view and was soon confused. The complexity was

Saggering.
“There must be miles of passages here,” Erasmus said, dismayed.

“More than thirty, apparently, and likely even more that have not been explored or yet discovered. There
might be amore current survey than this. | will find out.” Clarendon put hisfinger on achamber. “Here
arethe Fairy Galleries, so called. 1 have not been in this section mysdlf, though | know men who have.
We can certainly speak with them, but perhaps we should wait the five days the | etter suggests before we
gather the men for asearch.”

“I don’t want to gather men for asearch. | want no one to know of this at al—at least not until we are
absolutely certain they arelost. No, | will take thismap, or the more recent oneif it exists, and go
immediately to the cave entrance. If they have not emerged in aday or two, | will go in after them.”

“Y oursdf, done?’
Erasmus nodded.

“Wadll, | cannot dlow that. It is more treacherous than this map might indicate. Y ou must take me, at
least, Mr. FHattery. Y ou would be imprudent not to.”

Erasmus began to protest, but Clarendon raised his hand, his mustache bobbing oddly; asign of
determination, Erasmusthought. “1 am far more vita than you guess, and in a cave, where passages can
often grow very tight, the smaller man can perform the greater deeds. And you forget—I have been in the
caves before.” He paused to consder. “We should not go unprepared, that would be dangerous, Mr.
Flattery. But preparations take time. Let us plan to |leave the day after tomorrow.” He looked down at
the survey, then raised his head and met Erasmus’ eye, ady smile appearing. “ Tonight thereislittie we
can do and | have promised to deliver Erasmus Flattery to a gathering of devotees of the grape.
Tomorrow | will put my staff to work on the preparations, and the next day we shall set out well rested. |
will tdl you honestly, Mr. FHattery, that we stand little chance of catching up with these young men even if
we were only hours behind them. They are younger than we and have the fires of both youth and
curiosity. Wewill not catch them up
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until they have dowed their pace, and that will be in the Fairy Galleries—two days hard push into the
cave. They are young but hardly foolhardy, | think, so | do not worry that they will cometo grief; at least
it would be very unlikely. Be of good heart, sr, wewill find them safe, I'm sure”



Erasmus and Clarendon walked to the mesting, for Castlebough was small and the evening plessant. This
night the gathering was to take place at the home of aman who, like most of the Society’ sfellows, did
not reside year round in the town.

Asareault of dl the comings and goings, the society had a constantly changing membership, and one
never knew who might be present, though Clarendon assured him that several men Erasmus knew at
least by reputation would be there. Erasmus had agreed to speak briefly about his own work, and to
answer questions.

The two men made their way through the streets and down stairways by the light of stars, the glow of the
occasiond sreet-lamp, and what illumination leaked from unshuttered windows. They were like two
shadows moving, one eongated by alow source of light, the other made short by light from above.

The house they went to was very pleasant, built in the generd style of the town with much dark wood
indgde, dl carefully polished. The gentlemen were welcoming and graciousto Erasmus, and if hedid not
fedl he' d found his place in the world here with these men, he a least felt highly appreciated. Odd that so
many people he had never met held him in such high esteem.

Clarendon introduced him to the man who had surveyed the great cave, who had brought aong the
current survey at Clarendon’ s request. Although the man had reached an age where he no longer went
into the cave himsalf, he consoled himsdf by meticuloudy recording the advances of others.

“1 oncethought | should complete the picture, Mr. Fattery,” the man said. “Explore every last tunnd and
chamber, but it was bigger than me, | fear. Nature' s energies far exceeded my own. Sometimes| ook at
the till-growing plan and think we must be near the end, but then remember that | thought the same thing
twenty years ago when only half what we now know had been discovered.

“Layd, thefamous geologist, waked over miles of hillsde around the cave, examining the drainage
patterns and finding any number of sink holes, most of them choked closed, and he told me he would not
be surprised if we eventually found ourselves linking to another system of caves aslarge again asthis.
Can you imagine? It would be one of the natura wonders of theworld, | should think. Asit stands now,
thereis much to admireinsde. Stalactites and columns, curtains, and ddicate crystal straws hollow in
their cores and asthin asthe stems of fine wineglasses. | know where there are cellings covered in them,
and they are astonishingly beautiful. And there are helectites as well—crystal straws, but twisted about as
though gravity had changed asthey formed, for they do not hang downward as the other formations do
but contort into the most astounding shapes.”

“Can one gill becomelost ingde? Surely this map has eiminated that problem?” Erasmus asked.

“1 wish that were so, Mr. Flaitery, but | fear it isnothing like the truth. | sometimesthink our effortsto
chart the passages have done more harm than good in that matter. People who venture in armed with the
survey aretoo confident, | think. They don’t redlize the real dangers, for there are some very precipitous
climbs and descents required to get into the less frequented regions. Those who seek to open up new
areas are the most often injured. But you can become lost even in the more frequented areas. It ismore
confusing than you might imagine. And | venture there are still many undiscovered passages, eveninthe
partsthat arefarly well known.” He put hisfinger on the drawing. “Y ou see this passage here? People
walked by it for twenty years before it was discovered, for it is high up and difficult to see. I'm till not
sure what caused anyone to noticeit. But look! 1t opens up fully one quarter of the cave and eventuadly
led usto find the third entrance: atight little squeeze high up on adliff. Twenty yearsthat went
undiscovered. Who knows how many such passages exist? No, if you go into the cave, Mr. Hattery,



don't assume this survey will keep you safe. Only common sensewill do that, though | am certain you
have no lack of that.”

Erasmus continued to examine the survey. Every so often there were ancillary drawings with lines pointing
to apassage. “What are these?’

“Cross sections of the cave at that point.” The man looked at
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Randall. “It isahit early yet to go far into the cave. It will likely be wet in places. Take good oiled cotton
bags, Randall, and try to keep as much dry as you can. It is dangerous to go wet in the cave for long. | have
seen men begin to lose their reason from this. They become lethargic and refuse to go on. I'm sure they
would have died, too, had we not warmed them with our own heat.”

“But surely the caveis not cold?’ Erasmus said. “No, Mr. Flattery, not overly, though the water is quite
chill, especialy thistime of year. But the cave is not what you would call warm either and a man soaked
through, unless heis very hardy, soon loses the natural heat of his body. Take my advice and keep asdry as
you can. But perhaps it will not be so bad, and Randall has been in before and knows what to expect. You
will bein good hands. Have no fear.”

The meeting proper was convened then, Clarendon taking up the speaker’s place at the front of alarge
room that had been fitted out with chairsfor all the company.

“Asmany of you have aready heard,” the small man began, “the illustrious Erasmus Flattery, Fellow of the
Empiricist Society, isamong us this evening and has consented to speak on the subject of grafting to wild
root stocks. | would venture to say that there is no greater authority on the subject. We are also fortunate to
have visiting us Delford Simon, proprietor of Simon and Dean Wineries—a man well known to many of us,
I’m sure. | would also welcome Deacon Rose of Wooton, agrower of great skill. Mr. Flattery, if you are
ready...”

Erasmus was so taken aback by the discovery that Deacon Rose was there that he did not start well. He
found the priest seated in the middle of the audience, apparently in the company of two gentlemen not of
the cloth.

It took afew moments for Erasmus to get over his surprise and warm to his subject, but then he managed
to gain the attention of his audience, and held it for the duration of his speech. Discussion followed, and
Erasmus had seldom found such a knowledgeabl e audience, even within the Society itself. Two hours went
quickly by, and then the meeting broke up for the evening’ sreal activity—the tasting of wines.

Erasmus was just swirling a particularly fine claret around in his mouth when the Farrellite priest found him.

“Well, Mr. Flattery, | did not imagine meeting you in Castle-bough. | assume we have come pursuing the
same matter?’

“Y ou have come to take the waters as well?” Erasmus asked innocently.

“1 was referring to our mutual friend, young Mr. Kehler,” the priest said, hislook of pious concern never
dipping.

“Why would you think he was in Castlebough, Deacon Rose?’

The priest looked away for a moment, as though controlling his temper—not something Erasmus had seen
in the man before.

“Perhaps we might speak more privately, Mr. Flattery?’



Erasmus took a second sip of his claret, considered a moment, and then nodded for the priest to lead the
way. They went out into awalled garden awash in the fecund scents of early spring.

“Have you spoken to Mr. Kehler?' Rose asked. “Is he here?”’

Erasmus looked at the man for a moment. “ Since our last conversation, Deacon, | have learned that Mr.
Kehler is not particularly destitute, as you suggested.” Erasmus was about to ask how long Rose had
watched his town home waiting for Kehler to appear but held back, to see what the priest would say.

Rose turned away stiffly, his eyes unfocused in the light streaming from the windows. “I will confess, Mr.
Flattery, that | was less than forthcoming when last we spoke, but | assure you my concern for Mr. Kehler
is quite genuine. He has taken something from our archives at Wooton that is of... great concernto us. |
would even say that heisin some danger.”

“From whom, Deacon?’
The priest hesitated, then turned hisintelligent gaze on Erasmus. “Y ou do not trust me, Mr. Flattery.”
“1 do not, that istrue. Until you are willing to tell me more, | don’t think that will change.”

The priest stared down at the dark ground and nodded. “Y ou were making inquiries this evening about the
Cave of the Mirror Lake... | assume that Mr. Kehler is seeking something there?”’

Erasmus did not react—not even a shrug.

“If I camp before the entrance, | assume | will be able to speak with Mr. Kehler, for speak with himisall |
wish to do.”

Erasmus did not offer to confirm this.

The priest’s manner changed, becoming suddenly very earnest. “Y ou will not help me, then? Even though
the young man’s safety might depend on my intervention?”’
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“I'mafraid | can't,” Erasmus said quietly, suddenly afraid that the man might be speaking the truth. Who
had invaded Hayes rooms and chased him through the streets? Could these men have been agents of the
church? Or even of Eldrich himself? Could El-drich know about Kehler’ s discovery?

“Areyou going into the cave after Kehler? Tl methat, at least.”
“I"'m sorry, Deacon, but | will tell you nothing until you give me reason to.”

The man reached out and put his hand gently on Erasmus arm. “Let me accompany you, and then you
can see yoursalf that | mean him no harm.” Roselooked out over the garden wall to the stars and the
hills. “1 will tell you my fear, Mr. Hattery; | fear that | am adready too late.” He turned his gaze back to
Erasmus. “When you spoke with Kehler, did he ask you about aman named Tdler?’

Erasmus must not have hidden his surprisewell.

“| seethat he did. Perhaps he then told you what he found? If that is so, you redlize why | must speak
with him. It istruethat | was not entirely candid with you on our first interview. 1 confessit, but certainly
you can seethat | could not be. Y ou must seethat? Y ou lived in the house of Eldrich. | do not know
what that might mean, but the mages and the church have long had an uneasy truce. We fear them, Mr.
Flattery—even Eldrich in hiswaning years.” Rose stopped, clearly unsettled to be saying these things
aoud to someone outside the church. “Let me assure you, Mr. Flattery, in case you still have commerce
with the mage, what happened was not of our doing. As soon as we became aware, we moved quickly



to... cleanse our house of the disease. We have kept our pact al these long years and will continue to do
so at any cost.” The priest searched Erasmus' face, perhaps looking for some sign of understanding, but
Erasmus was not willing to accept the position of emissary to Eldrich, or to refuseit. Better to let the
priest wonder.

“Kehler cameto you with questions that he hoped you might answer,” the priest went on. “Did hetell you
what he hoped to do?’

Erasmus did not answer, but the priest would not spesak further.

“No,” Erasmus said after amoment, “Kehler told me nothing, but I am hoping you will remedy that,
Deacon. Why has he gone into the cave? What is he looking for?’

Deacon Rose turned and looked back at the house, then out

over the garden at the sky. “ Something that might not even exist. Something that certainly should not
exig.”

“If you want my cooperation, Deacon, you will have to do better than that.”

Rose continued to Sare off at the stars, but he nodded vaguely. “Do you know, Mr. Flattery, that thereis
within the cave an area cdlled the Fairy Galeries. It was named for its reputed resemblance to amythical
place—or perhapsthe place was merely literary.”

“*The Journey of Tomas,'” Erasmus said, realizing suddenly what the priest was saying.

“Yes. ‘The Journey of Tomas.” It isan ancient lay, older than the Cary MingtrelsS rendering, that is
certain. The story of aman lost in agreat cave who emergesinto the starlight finally, dmost starved, but
he recognizes no congtd lations. When the sun rises, hefinds heisin another land, smilar but not the same
ashisown, and peopled by adifferent race. He lived there some time, learning their ways and their
tongue. But finaly he began to miss hiswife and wonder about hissmall children, so he ventured back
into the cave again. What happened thereisa story unto itself, but eventualy he emerged. And what did
he find? His children grown, hiswife dead and in the grave for many years, though he had been gone only
two years by hisreckoning. No one knew him, and hisworld was changed.

“After abrief time among his own people, he went back into the cave to seek the way back to Faery.
There are different endingsto the song: he finds hisway back, he diesin the cave, or he dmost dieswhen
the people of Faery come and bear him through by their secret way. One may choose the ending one
prefers—unlikelife”

“What are you saying? That Kehler is seeking the way to Faery?’ Erasmuslaughed but this did not seem
to affect the priest or his mood.

“The songisjust asong, no more. 1 am only saying that men go seeking the objects of their desire.
Perhaps even the creations of that desire. But what they find isinvariably different than they imagined or
hoped. This strange propendty in mankind iswhat makes us children—it is a so what makes us gredt.

“What does Mr. Kehler seek?| am not absolutely certain, Mr. Flattery, though knowing himas| do, 1
would say he seeks knowledge. But what hewill find, | fear, might be quite different.”
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Clarendon laughed as he and Erasmus walked through the village, returning from the gathering of
vinophiles. ““ The Bdlad of Tomas.” | do know it.” He chuckled again. “ Though | think most could say
the same. Y ou see, when the cave was discovered, it was given an entirdly different name, and then some
local worthy—amayor, | think—got the ideato renameit for the cavein the old song. Thereisafairly
large lake within it, you see, and other features that are smilar enough, though most large caves would
have many of these. It drawsthe tourigts, for in the summer many of the town’ svisitorstour the caves,
the Cave of the Mirror Lake chief among them, for, you see, the plan worked.” Clarendon laughed again.
“Thispriest, what is he up to, do you think?’

“I wish | knew, Randall. 1 dearly wish | knew.”

“Wall, a least | think he spoke the truth when he said that men go seeking their desires and often find
something quite unexpected. Hefailed to say, however, that these are among mankind’ s grestest
discoveries—both for good and ill.”

Chapter Eighteen

Kehler held aoft the lantern, illuminating the opening. “1 think we should go in tonight, at least some way,
in case we're pursued.”

“Doyouthink it' swiseto go onin darkness?’ Hayes asked.
“It' sadways night in the underworld, Samud.”

Hayes could hear his companion’ssmilein thewords. “Yes, of course, but...” Helet the protest die. “All
right, if you think it'sbest.”

They climbed back up the path among the firs and found their guide unloading the horses. “We can make
acamp here,” theman sad.

“We thought we'd go in tonight,” Kehler said, not at all self-conscious.

The man stopped what he was doing. “ Tonight? Y ou might be better rested in the morning.” He paused
and looked at each of the gentlemen. “But suit yourselves.” He set one of their bags on the ground. “I
would caution you to be most careful in your explorations, gentlemen. Y ou cannot imagine the difficulties
of carrying aman back to the surface again. There are sometight placesin the cave, and getting an
injured man through such can be near to impossible. | have had to do it mysdlf and never want to be so
employed again. | urge you, be mindful asyou go.”

Kehler and Hayes divided their effectsinto sturdy canvas packs of the type used by foot soldiers.
“It seems an enormous amount of gear,” Hayes said hefting his pack.

“We must haveit, though. A spare lantern is anecessity, and lamp oil, and ropes. We must have food
and achange of clothing, acompass, candles, and the survey. | haveleft everything out that | felt we
could possibly do without. Fedl fortunate that we do not have to carry water, for there iswater enough in
the cave.” Kehler took alast look at their bags. “We will leave some food and afew other thingsjust
ingdethe caveto await our return, but therest I'm afraid we must shoulder. Let mejust fill the lantern,
and we shall be ready.”



A moment later Kehler resedled the fue tin and hoisted his pack to his back. “Into the netherworld, my
friend.” Hewent to thank their guide, but the man wasrolled in ablanket and aready snoring.

They descended dong the path to the cave mouth. At this elevation and among such massive treesthe
underwood was very sparse, and the earth was often carpeted in mosses. Hayes felt as though they were
leaving a soft, green world for one hard, gray, and lifdess, for very littlelived out of sight of the sun. He
could not help fedling that the darkness emanated from this opening into the earth, exnded like adark
breath each night. He didn’t really want to go on, and hesitated at the very lip of the cave.

Kehler looked over at him. “It will be the discovery of alifetime,” he said smply. “And we shall writean
account of it that will be seen by every reading man, woman, and child in al the nations around the Entide
Sea. Y ou will not want for money ever again, Hayes, | can assureyou.”

“It would come down to money,” Hayes said peevishly. “Lead on, Kehler, I'm dreadfully tired of hiding
from my creditors”

Kehler gave him ahint of aconcerned smile, and went resolutely into the mouth of the cave. The lantern
illuminated afloor of dried mud, caked and flaking, and convoluted wallsworn by years of water erosion,
now broken here and there and not so smooth asthey were.

“You'resurethiscaveis... solid,” Hayes said, his voice echoing in the small entrance chamber.

“There are some areas of breakdown marked on the survey, but

for the most part the cave is utterly solid and not to be worried about. | can’t believe you didn’t read the
pamphlet, Hayes.”

“Y ou read mogt of it to me,” he reminded his friend. Some enterprising individua in Castlebough had
published asmall pamphlet on the cave, and though itsaim wasto draw visitors out to see this natura
wonder, there was some useful information aswell. But even so, Hayes was not convinced that a survey
and the information contained in some hack’ s pamphlet could really be considered adequate preparation
for their expedition. But Kehler absolutely refused to take aloca guide other than the man who brought
them to the entrance. Whatever it was he hoped to find, Kehler wasto be certain that he shared it with
no one but Hayes— and Hayes was not sure that he would have been included if Kehler had felt he
could have undertaken the matter done. But apparently even the driven Kehler was not willing to go into
the bowd s of the earth on hisown.

“Y ou promised to tell me what you had learned once we were underground,” Hayes said as they made
their way into anarrowing passage.

“When we stop to rest,” Kehler said. “Y ou will not be disappointed, Samual.”

No, but | will likely be too far along to turn back if | am. The passage was high, disappearing from the
lamplight at a dozen feet and varied in width as they went from three yards to places where the two could
not walk abreast. The walls were uneven, gppearing amost fluted in places, asthough over the great
expanse of geologicd time water had run here at different levels, and dowly eaten away at the softer
whitestone o that the surfaces were uneven. The cave twisted unexpectedly, and then began to descend
S0 that they were soon climbing down drops of four and five fedt, like erratic Sairs.

They went on like thisfor an hour or more, Kehler leading the way and holding the lantern for Hayes.
They were young and hale, and even Hayes soon forgot his fears and began to enjoy mesting the



chalenge. They heard no sound but their own bresthing and the scrape of their feet over stone, the sound
of the packs rubbing againgt the walls of the cave as they squeezed through some narrower part. And
then Kehler stopped, holding up his hand, obvioudy listening.

“Do you hear water running?’
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Hayeslistened. “ Thereissomething. .. It must be water. Doesyour survey show it?’
“Yes, but | did not think to come upon it so soon. We are making better time than | guessed,”

Heartened by this, they pushed on, hurrying where the cave would dlow it. At one point the passage
narrowed at its bottom, forcing them to climb higher, bridging their arms and legsto either sde and
picking their footholds with care. An hour later they were able to take to the floor again, but they had
been dowed appreciably by this section.

Theair changed, becoming suddenly damp and a bit refreshing, for they had been working hard and
were both hot and sweating. In another twenty minutesthey cameto thelip of adrop, and there at the
bottom lay apool of water fed by asmall fals. The water swirled in aswift whirlpool and then plunged
down into the cave, sounding unnaturally loud in the hard world of stone.

Kehler handed the lamp to Hayes and pedled off his pack, setting it down with atheatricd groan. “I think
we can easily climb down, but we should lower the lantern and the packs separately.” He dug out one of
their ropes, flaking it down onto the rock, and formed aloop at its midpoint. “When | get down, throw
me the end, then tie the lantern to the loop. Feed it out to me, and | will endeavor to keep it clear of the
rocks.”

Carefully, but apparently without trepidation, Kehler climbed the thirteen or fourteen feet down to the
edge of the poal. “All right,” he said, and Hayes threw him the other end. The lantern was lowered down
without mishap, and then the packs, one at atime. Hayes followed hisfriend, though with less
confidence. Kehler held the lantern high and gave hisfriend instructions as to the best footholds. Ina
moment they were both standing beside the small pooal, their relieved laughter echoing with the water
sounds.

“Where does thisgo?’ Hayes asked, waving a hand at the passage from which the water flowed.
“It goesafew hundred yards, and then chokes off, | think. Only ahole big enough for the stream.”

They both drank and then sat for amoment. The chamber they were in was amost perfectly circular,
risng fairly evenly to adome overhead.

“Itisremarkable, isn't it?” Hayes said, surprised by hisreaction to the place.

Kehler agreed. “ But we haven't come anywhere near the true wonders of the cave. There are chambers
decorated with stdactites and curtains and flowing moonstone. Thereisafalsamos ahundred feet high
and even asmdll lake, or so the survey shows.”

“How far have we descended?’

“| don’t think we' ve gone down a hundred feet yet, which leaves quite alot of cave below us, for we
started about three thousand feet above Blue Hawk Lake which lies at the cave' s bottom. Unfortunately



we will haveto climb up again, for the entrances at the lake are under water until the dry summer
months.”

They sat quietly, watching the water swirl into the pool, a bit awed by what nature had carved around
them.

Kehler filled the lamp again, checking hiswaich. “Wemay haveto kill the flame when we stop to deep,”
he said. “I’m not sure we have enough fud to keep it dive for the entire time otherwise.”

“But we have candles,” Hayessaid.

“Yes, though | hope we'll not need them. A lamp is so much more convenient and casts much more light.
Imaginetrying to keep a candle dight and make good timein here?’

There was amoment’ s silence, and perhaps sensing that Hayes was again about to ask the purpose of
their expedition, Kehler jumped up and hefted his pack into place.

“Takethe lantern and the lead, Hayes. | will follow blindly for awhile.”

They followed the course of the water, which ran swiftly down, its voice echoing in the dark tunndl.
Where the passage narrowed, and there was no dry footing, they at first tried to keep their boots dry,
climbing up and bridging again, but soon enough they had both dipped in one place or another and after
that they amply plunged into the water, accepting the ruination of their footwesr.

In half an hour they came to a short drop where the water course deviated into afissure in the floor which
left only alittle room on one sde where they might pass. They went carefully by this opening, afraid to
dipintoit, both imagining being swept down into adark, water-filled tunndl devoid of both light and air.

“I did not care much for that!” Hayes said, dumping up against the cave wall once they were past.

“Nor did I. Fortunately we have clear sailing now for awhile.”

Kehler filled their sngle water bottle here, and then they set off again.

“Inalittle over an hour we should reach asplitting of theway,” Kehler said. “We can go either left or
right, for both waysjoin again. After that, | think we will be an hour from the grest junction where four
passages meet. Can you go on till then? Are you game?’

Hayes thought he was. Kehler took the lead now, pushing on as though driven to complete their journey
that very night, though it looked more likely that they would require two days or even abit more. It all
depended on their ease of going. The passage was presently running aong quite evenly, and they were
making excellent time though that could quickly change. The next time they stopped, Hayes wanted to
have alook at the survey. His memory of it was getting muddled already.

Hayes was not quite certain how he had gotten drawn into this, aside from the obvious reasons. money
and bloody curiosity. Hefdt like he had betrayed Erasmus, dipping away without aword, but Kehler
had indsted.

“It will be the discovery of our lifetime,” Kehler had said, his eyesamost shining with his excitement.
And your name will be attached to it forever.” Kehler realized how much his pride had been damaged
by hisfdl in society. Erasmus will never forgive me, hethought. / do not know exactly what Kehler
expectsto find, but with the similarities between hisinterests and Erasmus', | have little doubt



that Erasmus will wish he were with us. And there was aso Erasmus’ stated concern: that Kehler was
pursuing matters that could be dangerous to him—meatters that Hayes was pursuing aswell.

Theroof of the passage had begun to dip, forcing Hayes and Kehler to crouch as they went. But soon
their packs were dragging on the rock, and they were forced to their knees. Packs were shed with some
difficulty, and they proceeded, pushing the packs ahead as they went. The ceiling continued to drop until
they were dithering dong on their bellies, though the width of their tunnel remained Six or seven fedt.

“I hopeitisnot dl likethis” Hayessad, “or we shdl bein hereforever.”

Ahead of him Kehler cursed. “Yes, | would say our pace has dowed to the proverbia crawl. Flames! |
shall have no kneesléft at thisrate!”

Hayes laughed, the sound echoing oddly in the darkness. They

crawled on, saving their breath for their effort, though that did not stop an occasiond curse. Hayes began
to think of the tons of rock above him, and the tunnel seemed to press down, as though the roof of the
cave were bending under the immeasurable weight. He struggled with agrowing panic. What if the tunnel
became smaller yet? What if they became trapped, unable to move? The thought caused him such
anguish that he pushed it from hismind.

Concentrate on moving forward, he encouraged himself. He fought to lift his pack over an edge that
shagged it, shoved it on in frustration, and then crawled after. He was not getting much light from the
lantern, and Kehler, who could see perfectly, no doubt, was getting farther and farther ahead. At thisrate
Hayes thought he would soon be in complete darkness. To make matters worse, he was certain the
tunnel was narrowing. And he had to struggle with his panic again.

He did not know how long they proceeded in thisfashion, but it ssemed hours. Hayes felt that his
existence was shrinking as the tunnel became smaller. He was reduced to a crawling beast, fighting his
fears, pushing his pack afoot, then dragging himsdf forward, pushing hispack... again and again.

And then the light appeared to grow; he thrust his pack through aholeinto an open areaand light flooded
in. Hayes squeezed through and lay catching his breath. Kehler was sitting with his back againgt the rock
wall, and hetried to amile.

“Do you know the hour? 1 have managed to smash my timepiece.”

Hayes fished in a pocket and found his own watch unscathed, though he made note to placeit securely in
his pack. “Two minutes beyond midnight.”

Kehler nodded. “ Six hours we have been at it. Three perhapsin thislast section. Our progressisless
than 1 expected.”

“Perhaps thiswaking upright hasits drawbacks after dl. I'm sure our distant relatives, the ape men,
would have managed much better than we.”

Kehler produced the water bottle, and they both drank deeply. The survey was spread out in the
lamplight, and the two bent over

it.

“1 would venture that we have just passed through the section known asthe * Slug’s Race Course,” and |



no longer wonder why it

was o hamed. | wonder how far it isto this splitting of the ways?* He tapped the drawing. ” Shall we go
on, or cal itanight?*

Hayestook alook around. He was feeling decidedly tired, but he was not certain that he could deep.
The claustrophobia of the last hours il touched him.

“I think we should go on. We have almost emptied the water bottle, and it would be good to be nearer
water inthe morning.”

Kehler nodded. “ Y ou'reright. Let’s go to the place where the four ways meet. From thereit can’t be
more than two hoursto the resurgence.”

They clambered on, relieved by the size of the passage, which was ten feet high and roughly round,
though it quickly began to vary, and twist asit went. Thelr pirits rose, as often happens after an ordedl,
and they talked as they went, buoyed by a sense of adventure.

In the world above, people dumbered, securein their homes and the routine of their lives, while here, far
benegth the surface, Hayes and Kehler went seeking secrets long hidden. Hayes thought that he felt more
dive at tha moment than he had in severd years.

Sooner than expected, they found the Y in the tunnel and, for no particular reason, elected to take the | eft
passage. In twenty minutes the passages joined again and they pressed on. A series of short drops, none
more than ten feet, dowed them only alittle, and an hour more brought them to the place where the four
ways joined. Here they found asmal acove off the Side of one passage and, cdling it the“ deeping
chamber,” threw down their packs.

Hayesimpressed Kehler by using the lantern as a stove. He removed the glass chimney and, using one of
their tin cups and the lamp’ s handle, managed if not to boil water & least to heat it. Taking asmall
package from his pack, he brewed something resembling teaand thisthey shared quietly by the lamplight.

Kehler produced the survey again and hunched over it, examining it minutely. “ If we take the southern
passage, we will beforced to use ropes to negotiate some rather large drops, but there are no significant
sgueezes on this route. The northern way has along crawl, perhaps longer than the one we have just
survived.”

“Let usgo by the south, then, Kehler. | fear heightsless than the tight spots.”

Kehler looked over a him, his gaze resting on hisfriend with some concern. “I will tell you honestly,
Hayes, that we have not

redly entered atight passage yet. Some tunnels we might meet are just large enough to |et a determined
man pass and no more.” Perhaps he saw the distress this caused, and he quickly added. ”But | am
smaller than you and will do most of thereal exploration. Y our job will beto pull me out by my ankles
should | get stuck.”

Hayestook the teafrom hisfriend and sipped it. “Y ou said you would tell me the story once we

stopped.”



Kehler laid his head back against the rock and closed his eyes. Hayes thought he would claim exhaustion
and put the moment off again, but without opening his eyes Kehler began.

“In my time at Wooton | managed to gain the trust of a number of the priests who worked in the
archives, dthough 1 will confessthat | planned to abuse that trust right from the beginning. Like many
historiansin Farrland, | was of the belief that the church hid much of our history in their records. If they
had so cheated us, | was prepared to do the same to them. | make no more excuse than that.

“The archives at WWooton house what is, perhaps, the most important collection in al Farrland. There are
some documents there of astonishing age! Many of the priests who do their scholarly work there maintain
exhausting hours, appearing to need no more than afew hours deep each day. Thisis part of the
surrender of their will to the church, 1 think. | cameto seeit asaform of salf-abasement, redlly. But it
meant that the archives were open at al hours. | began to work long hours mysalf and gained the trust of
anumber of the prieststhisway, for | think they were impressed by my monklike capacity for work. |
was not one of them, but | was, at leas, like them in habits.

“| soon learned that there were rooms in the buildings that were not open to any but the most senior
priests or scholars, and then only with consent from on high. The keysfor most of the roomswerein the
possession of the senior archivist, an ancient and kindly priest. | gained histrust by offering my servicesto
him, for he did not get around as he once did. Through this action, | managed to gain occasional access
to hiskeys. The poor man, he trusted me far too much, and | do regret this one betrayal, for I’'m sure he
has been retired in shame for what happened.

“| traced hiskeys one at atime, and then filed duplicates out of brass. It was alaborious process, | can
tell you, and it did not always produce results, but eventualy | had keys for most of the locked chambers.
Thefirst | entered documented the struggle of the
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church to influence government, and was astonishing enough, I’m sure, but it was not what interested me.
| was awhile finding what | looked for and, in fact, began to despair of ever discovering what | sought.

“And then fortune found me. | could only gain accessto the rooms at certain times of the night, when
those few priests who were in the archives were engaged €l sewhere, and during vespers. | was expected
to attend though occasionaly | did not and was seldom missed, but everyone el se attended, leaving the
archives protected only by their ancient locks.

Kehler opened hiseyes and fixed them on hisfriend. “1 will tell you truthfully, Hayes, thereisan archive
at Wooton that deals dmost exclusively with the Farrdllite Church’ s struggle against the mages. It isan
agtonishing history! | hadn’t timeto read it dl, of course, or even ahundredth part of it, but even so—the
things| found! It was Althons, the mage King, who preserved the vestiges of the Farrdllite Church after
the war between the church and the mages. And the church leaders did not know why! It was as though
the mages had some use for the church, perhapsfar in the future, but would say nothing of it. The church
fathers suspected that augury had led to this decision. The mages had seen something in one of their
visionsthat had led them to spare the church, and the priests had no ideawhat it might be.

“But theinformation | sought was more elusive and took me months of subterfugeto find. All thewhilel
expected discovery and expulsion—at the very least! And then oneday | found aletter from Baumgere
himsdf—alletter to the senior bishop of the Farrdllite Church, no less. Although it was written with all
apparent deference, and was clearly aresponse to aletter from the senior bishop, it contained athreat
that was only very dightly veiled. ‘1 should not want to contemplate the reaction of the mages,” Baumgere



wrote, ‘were they to learn that you concedled their enemy all theseyears.””

Kehler leaned forward and blew out the flame, plunging the chamber into a darkness such as Hayes had
never known. There was not atrace of light. No shadow or area darker than another. Uniform
blackness, and then odd visions, shades of color, seemed to appear before his eyes, though they were
not light but only the ey€ sreaction to its absence. He heard his own breath indrawn. And then Kehler's
voice came out of the blackness.

“I had learned about Teller by then, though at first | didn’t make the connection. It was not until | found a
record of an inquisition within the church carried out with utter secrecy that | began to redlize what had
happened. A hundred and sixty years ago the Far-rellites found that the society the mages believed they
had destroyed was till dive, and living like a parasite within the bosom of the church! The society of
Teller had somehow survived. And where better to take refuge than within the defeated church? The
church that no longer posed a threat to the mages, that did not dare to pose athreat! A priest speaking
out from the pul pit against the mages would have been summarily excommunicated for endangering the
church. And thiswas dmost without question what Baumgere was referring to. He must have learned of
itinhisgudies.

“Of course, by Baumgere stime, the society of Teller had been rooted out, though | was not ableto
learn what their fate had been. But till, the mages were not known to be just, and the fathers of the
church were, with good reason, terrified that the mages might one day learn the truth. Wheat if this hed
been their sole function, the reason the mages had alowed the church to survive? To destroy the vestiges
of Teler' s society? Would the mages have no more use for them if they wereto find out? And Baumgere
blackmailed them with this information—blackmailed his own church, though for what gain was unclear.
No wonder he was denied absolution!

“ S0 hearing Erasmus and Clarendon speak of Teller did not surpriss me.” Kehler paused a moment.
“The priest came to the Caedon Hills seeking something, and he was clearly not doing so at the behest of
his church. People would see him out roaming the hillswith his deaf-mute servant, silent, as dways, about
his business. In any number of placesthere were excavations attributed to Baumgere. Then, when | had
begun to lose hope, | found some of Baumgere' s papers. Nothing like I’ d hoped—no journa containing
al the answersto my questions—but afew odd thingsthat were likely deemed of no importance by
whomever had filed Baumgere' s papers away in thisforgotten room. A deed to hishome. A map of the
vicinity to thewest of Blue Hawk Lake marked here and there with intriguing circlesand lines. A
meticulous catalogue of everything he read. In acrate, | even found some of Baumgere' s books— dl of
which were entered in the catalogue. And something that seemed very odd at the time—a number of
cave surveys, dl annotated in hiswispy hand. It seemed from what he wrote that he had
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been engaged in carefully eliminating every section of each cave, though by what criteriacould not be
ascertained. On each survey there was adate and abrief entry; usudly something like, ‘ nothing here’ or
‘not thisone', but this cave—the Cavern of the Mirror Lake—this one he did not complete hiswork in.
Something stopped him. Stopped him just when his hopes were rising, for on one section of the cave
were written thewords. ‘Here, the way by darknessinto light.”*

“And that means something to you?’ Hayes said, surprised at the weight Kehler seemed to attribute to
theinscription.

“| confess, at the time it meant nothing. But as 1 studied Baum-gere' s effects, these few scrapsthat



proved the man had passed through thisworld, | was provided an answer. Among the books that
Baumgere owned, | found that severa contained the same lyric, and each was much underlined and
written over, which was very anomaous, for he had not written in hisbooksin any other place. It wasan
old lyric caled the‘Ballad of Tomas that interested him. Y ou' velikdly heard it sung...” Kehler then
proceeded to sing, off key, aline or two.

“Remarkably, | actudly do recognizeit, which issaying agreat deal asyou entirdly missed the tune, likea
blind carpenter after anail.”

“Wadl, | make no clamsasasnger. But theling, ‘theway, by darkness, into light,” isfrom the balad.”
“I'm waiting for you to enlighten me,” Hayes said.

“Wadll, clearly Baumgere had aromantic or poetica nature and a particular affection for that lyric. The
way by darknessinto light was the tunnel that Tomas used to reach Faery. The onetunndl in avast cave.
So you see, he used thisline to mark the spot where he believed lay whatever it was he looked for. It is
aso ametaphor, obvioudy. Perhaps, given hisreligion, he would have interpreted it to mean theway to
eternd life through death. Or the way to knowledge through struggle.”

“Wadl,” Hayes sad, “I’m glad we have come down here on such concrete evidence. * The way by
darknessinto light.” Why didn’t you just say so earlier? No more explanation would have been
necessary. | would have plunged into darkness ready to do battle with al the creatures of the
underworld, both real and metaphoricd. Farrd-l€ sflames, Kehler! Isthat why we re crawling dong on
our bellies

through utter darkness? Because Baumgere wrote that particularly edifying line on a cave survey?*
“Thereismore, Hayes, if you'll just bear with me.”

“Wadll, I’'m glad to hear thet, but just for your information, I’'m fixing you with adevastatingly skeptica
look at thismoment.”

“I can actudly fed it.” Kehler paused only to draw breath. “1 kept searching and began to take greater
risks, going to the rooms when it was not redlly safe to do so. But by thistime | was obsessed. | felt |
was S0 close to such astonishing secrets. | kept digging, just as Baumgere had.

And then | heard from Skye, arather cryptic note, for he was concerned that my correspondence might
be monitored. | gathered, though, that he had found the Peliers which was newsindeed. | assumed they
were in the possession of the church. | spoke to one of the monks who was a resident expert on art and,
fortunately, aman without atrace of suspicion in hisrather narrow character. To my surprise | learned
that there were Peliersin Wooton, stored away with agrest dedl of other art that isnot on daily display.

“1 managed to get access to these storage rooms as well, and was more than surprised by what | found,
for there, carefully covered and leaning against awall in astack of other art, | found one of the Pdliers
that Skye described, and two other paintings as well.

“But if Skye had it, how could it have been found in Wooton aswell?’

“An interesting question. | assume one or the other isa copy. Bethat asit may, | found the painting of the
crypt that you saw above Castlebough, the same painting that was owned by Baumgere, and a second
painting of aman in priestly robes standing in agrape arbor. But hishair wastoo long, and heheld a
book that at first 1 thought was scripture, but upon closer examination turned out to be a book of the



arcane, for it had upon it strange symbols and writing that 1 could not read—abook of the arts.

“Fames, Kehler! Pelier knew that Teller’ s people hid within the church?” Hayes exclamed
increduoudy.

“I don’t think you can say that he knew, but he had avision that thiswas so. Perhaps he predicted it.
Either way the church was forewarned, for Pdlier lived before the discovery of the Telleriteswithin the
church. Thethird painting was even more obscure. .. It shows agate pushed open, leading into what
might be a courtyard or perhaps a garden. Inside stands aman, smiling oddly, almost
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gloating, and like the figure in the other painting, he holds abook inscribed with arcane symbolsand a
strange script. He aso holds aleafed stem bearing apair of smal white blossoms. The background is
difficult to discern, but the odd thing about this painting is that the man bears an uncanny resemblanceto
Erasmus.”

“You aren't serious? Erasmus FHattery?’
“None other.”
“Martyr’ sbals, Kehler! Erasmus? Does the church know this? Do they redizeit is Erasmus?’

“I would think they must, now. Deacon Rose will not have missed that when he visited Erasmus, and 1
am admogt certain he will have known of the painting.”

“But what doesit mean?’ Hayes asked, il trying to grasp the ideathat someone had painted hisfriend,
Erasmus, hundreds of years before he was born!

“I am not sure. As| said, the figure bears a striking resemblance to Erasmus—too near for it to be
coincidence, I'm sure. | think it meansthat Erasmus knows more of the magesthan he clams, or at least
so | would surmise. So you seg, it began with Baumgere being called to Compton Heeth to listen to the
Stranger’ s peculiar tongue. 1 don’'t know how he came across the Pdlier that showed the stranger
crossing the bridge, but he did, and from there agrowing interest in the work of the artist would explain
how he came acrossthe Pelier that showed the crypt in Castlebough—and then the last painting that
shows Erasmus”

“But that can have meant nothing to him. Erasmus was not even born when Baumgerewas dive.”

“No, that’ strue, but there iswriting on the book that Erasmus held, and | haven’t even the dightest idea
of what it might mean. But then we re forgetting something. .. We don’t know that Baumgere knew
anything about thislast Pelier.”

“But this till does not explain why we are here. What isit we hopeto find?”

Kehler did not answer for along moment, and Hayes was about to repesat his question when hisfriend
findly spoke. “We are here because Baumgere searched for something in this cave. Something that had
some connection to Teller and the remains of his society that was destroyed by the church. If you ask me
to theorize, | will tdl you this. | think the crypt Baumgere uncovered might have been the burying place of
Tdler himsdf, laid to rest by hisfollowers, who



then concealed the place. 1 think the painting of Erasmusindicates hidden knowledge—that iswhat
Baumgere was|ooking for. Why he believed it to be hereis not clear, but you must remember that
Baumgere was a very accomplished scholar. He would not have been searching hereif he did not have
reason. | think he was seeking knowledge of the arts—knowledge that was hidden long ago, by the
followersof Teler."

“But why was Erasmus the subject of a painting? What has he to do with this?’

Hayes could hear Kehler shake hishead. “1 don’t know, Hayes. 1 don’t know. Unless Erasmus was
meant to find thisknowledge. .. and somehow it hasfalen to us. Or perhapsit meant that Erasmus would
be the guardian of the arts, in someway. | can’'t say. All | know isthat Baumgere believed what he
sought was here.”

They fdl slent in the darkness. From somewhere Hayes could hear the dow drip of water punctuating
the silence. Hayes mind was racing to take in the story—aterribly incomplete story. What was Kehler
keeping back? Something, Hayes was sure. Kehler would hardly have made such an expedition because
of an obscure line of poetry scribbled on asurvey. He was too thorough ascholar for that.

“It seemsvery dim evidence,” Hayes said. “ Hardly enough to bring us down into this particular
netherworld. What isit you' re not telling me?’

The sllence was protracted thistime.

“There was another letter,” Kehler admitted with such reticence that Hayes suddenly felt pprehensive.
The distant sound of water measured K ehler’ sreluctance.

“Yes...” Hayes softly prompted.

He heard hisfriend shift in the darkness, his clothing rasping against hard stone. “ Atreche, the priest who
refused Baumgere absolution wrote alast missive to the church. Baumgere had been searching the cave,
looking for what, the priest did not know, but he had employed two young orphansin this
endeavor—brothers ten and twelve years. Beyond the section of the cave known asthe Fairy
Gdleries...” Kehler stopped and drew along breath, “ one of these boys met avery untimely end.” He
paused again. “The letter did not say how. The brothers were not from Castlebough, and so the boy was
never missed. Baumgere kept it secret, somehow.” Kehler cleared histhroat, trying to force the emotion
from hisvoice.
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“The priest who refused Baumgere absolution, killed himsdlf not far from one of the lower entrancesto
the cave, after performing last rites, it would seem.”

“For the dead child.”
“That iswhat | think.”

“But why did he salf-murder?’ Hayes could hear Kehler’s breathing in the darkness, short breaths. This
was not a subject he liked to speak of.

“It isdifficult to say, though he was responsible for putting the two boysinto Baumgere' s care. It would
seem likely that he felt culpable. Perhaps he knew that Baumgere planned to use the boysin a dangerous
endeavor.”

“And thisiswhere we are going, beyond the Fairy Galleries?’
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“| can seewhy you didn’t want to tell me this before. Why did Baumgere seek this knowledge?’

“The seeking after knowledgeis, asyou know, Smply in man’s nature—some men far more than others.
But if there was some reason beyond that, it might be found in the story of Baumgere’ s hero—Tomeas.
He sought truth, and though he paid dearly for it, he dso saw things no other had seen, and lived far
beyond the years of men. That is enough reason to seek the knowledge of Teller.”

“And thisknowledgeis guarded by the ghost of adead boy?’
Kehler did not answer.
“Sacrificed for what gain, | wonder?’

No response from the darkness, only the dow drip, drip of water measuring the passing yearsin this
sunlessworld.

Chapter Nineteen

The countess was not sure what had aroused her. A sound? Had someone been whispering her name
over and over. Almost a chant.

“A dream,” shetold hersalf. Even so, she got out of bed, agitated. It had seemed so redl.
Elauradaurad... She pulled arobe over her degping gown and went out into the halway. Had
Marianne called her? Perhaps called out in her deep? She went to the door of her companion’ s segping
chamber but decided that the voice had not been Marianne' s and passed by.

Certainly it had not come from thisfloor. She went down the stairs and into the entryway, where she
stood completely bemused, not quite sure what she was doing there.

“I am 4ill half adeep,” she muttered.
“Lady Chilton?”
Thistime there was no mistake. Someone had whispered her name. The handle of the door rattled.

It is Skye, she thought, and quickly drew the bolt, throwing open the door. On the threshold stood a
small, round man, bowing awkwardly, his manner so sincere and so inept that she had to smile.

“Heawaitsyou, m’lady,” the man said, keeping hisvoicelow. “Y ou mustn't kegp him waiting longer.”
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“Who? Who awaitsme?’ she said, dill utterly confused, though, strangely, she did not fed frightened.
“Skye?’

The little man bobbed his head, smiling encouragingly. He gestured behind, and sheredlized acarriage
stood in the darkened street.

“But 1 am not even dressed.”

“It does not matter. Y ou must come asyou are. Quickly,” the man said. He extended a hand and she felt
hersdlf reach out and takeiit.



“But who areyou?’ shesaid, alowing hersdlf to belead down the few stairs.

“Waky, m'lady,” he said, handing her up into the carriage. “ There is agoose down for your comfort,
m'lady. We' ve not far to

it
I’ m dreaming, the countess redlized and felt some relief wash through her. She dmost laughed.

“Wake up,” she said doud, but ill she remained in the carriage, moving through the streets of
Castlebough. And it was cold! She reached over and pulled the goose down close around her. / do hope
| wake soon, she thought. Thisis most unsettling. But then, if it was adream in which she went to meet
Skye, perhaps she should not try to wake, but keep this fantasy assignation.

Up they went through the town, the team laboring to pull the great carriage. It was alarge coach she
realized; large and quite old-fashioned. She could not remember Skye owning such acarriage.

It does not matter, shetold hersdf, it is a dream. Certainly she felt as bemused as she did when
dreaming. Nothing seemed quite redl—not the little man who had come to her door, or the too-large
coach, or even the moonlight which appeared too fair and bright.

Her thoughts seemed to drift, but when she pulled herself back to consciousness she till rode in the back
of the carriage. Shaking her head did not cleer it.

Should I not be frightened? Certainly she would be if she were awake, so that proved it was a dream.
/ will shut my eyes and wake up in my bed, she decided, and did exactly that, except that when she
woke, she found the same smal man leaning in the open door of the coach, shaking her gently.

“M’lady? We' ve arrived. Let me assist you.” He handed her down onto the cobbles. They were beneath
the roof of alarge coach entrance, though the door lamps were not lit.

“Heawaitsyou indde, m’lady, if you please.”
“Who?’

“I thought you knew.”

“Skye.”

“Well, come dong, and you will see”

“But who are you?’

“Waky, m'lady.”

They went into the darkened house where, to her relief, acandle burned in aniche. Walky took it up and
led her on. Down awide halway with old suits of armor standing guard, and weapons mounted on the
wadls. Martyrs and gargoyles were carved into the capitals of responds and looked down at her passing,
dternately benevolent and ghoulish.

A dream, the countesstold hersdlf. Only adream.

They passed through two massive doorsinto arotunda.



“Hereyou are, m’'lady. Wait but amoment.”

And he was gone, taking the candle with him. Y et there was light. She looked up and redlized she stood
beneath adome of stained glass. Through the clear panes, she could see stars and moonlight, which fel in
abroken pattern on the stone floor around her, like weak sunlight falling through the forest.

Columnsstood in acircle, like the great boles of trees supporting the canopy of the forest above. A
dozen feet behind, lay adark wall.

The countess waited in the center of thisroom, where the light was brightest and where she could seeif
anyone or anything approached.

Silence. Only the sound of her own bresthing, her heart.

Awake, shewilled hersdlf. / am becoming frightened. Awake!

And then she heard the noise of someone moving, clothing rustling, but no footsteps.
“Who' sthere?’ she snapped.

“Who indeed,” came avoice from behind.

She whirled around and there, just near apillar and dightly back of it, she saw adark form.
“Who areyou?’

“A question many have asked, my dear, though few have had an answer.” The voicewas musica, soft;
not maevolent but nor wasit kind. Mocking—it seemed to be mocking her.

“What... what do you want of me?’

“That iswhy you are here—so that 1 might decide.” He came forth from the shadow, but till she could
not make him out—as though the shadow moved with him. He began to walk dowly about her. “No,
gtay asyou are,” he commanded as she moved to keep him in view.

The countess was not sure why, but she did as shewas bid. Very dowly he went, asthough shewerea
mare to be bought—and bred, she feared.

“Itisdark,” shesaid. “I cannot seeyou.”
“But | can seeyou. Perfectly.”

Again she shook her head, trying to cleer it, afraid that thisfog that clouded her senseswould bring her to
grief. / amin danger, shetold hersdf, but shedid not fed it.

“Who areyou, Sr?’

“You don't know?’

“No. My mindis... itisinafog.”

“And would you haveit cleared? Y ou may be happier asyou are.”

“1would like my mind to be clear.” Shefelt astab of fear, and she drew agreat breath, her senses



returned. “ Eldrich...1” shesad.
“Lord Eldrich, Lady Chilton. Y ou should respect your elders, at least.”

She began to turn and shrink away from him, and suddenly she no longer controlled her muscles, but
stood firmly rooted.

“Areyou happy now?" he asked, hisvoice sill gently mocking.

“1 amfar from happy. Y ou abduct me from my home, and bring me here, wearing my night clothes.
What gentleman would act s0?’

“No gentleman, | would imagine. But | am amage, thelast of my kind, Lady Chilton. And you... well,
you are not what men think.”

“And what isthat supposed to mean?’

“Perhaps you are not aware that it isthe prerogative of amage to speak in hints and riddles. Have you
not read the histories?’

She did not answer, but stood, fighting to have command of her own muscles.
“Do not struggle, Lady Chilton. It isfutile. Remove your robe,” he said.

“I will not!”

Helaughed. “What isit they dways say in novels?* 1 like awoman with spirit’?’

The countess redized that she was obeying his command. Her robe dipped to the floor from gtiff fingers.
Eldrich continued his circuit—he was beside her now.

Helaughed again, asthough genuingly amused. “I will tell you, Lady Chilton, you are the most amazing
cregtion | have ever witnessed. | tip my hat to those responsible.”

“My parentswould be so pleased,” she said, trying to control the anger she felt.

Helaughed again. “Would they, indeed?’ and this seemed to amuse him. “I am sorely tempted, Lady
Chilton, even with what 1 know and asold as| am.”

“Tempted by what?’ she said, not liking the sound of this.
“By you, my dear.”
“I will bethe least cooperative partner you will ever have known.”

“Oh, hardly,” he said, clearly amused by thisaswell. “ Some of the women | have known—" He took
another step and came back into her line of vision, but still he was in shadow. “In days past people had
more respect for mages.” He dmost sang astring of syllables, and perhaps moved his hand, and
suddenly the countess felt such awave of desire that her knees dmost gave way beneath her. Not just a
wave of desire, but desire for this man. It was an ache beyond enduring... and then, just asquickly it was

gone.

“The most unwilling partner I’ ve ever known? 1 don’t think s0.” A hand reached out and moved the hair



away from her cheek, pushing it back over her shoulder so that he could see her profile.
“I'mcold,” shesaid quietly.
“Then come and st by thefire,” Eldrich said, and he turned and walked away.

The countess found that she could move again. The thought of running was quickly put aside. Clearly one
could not run from amage. Beyond the pillars alarge hearth stood against the wall, and here afire had
burned to embers. As Eldrich came near, it flickered to life again, and then suddenly burst into
flame—glorious, hot flames. The countess pulled on her robe and went toward thefire, trying to control
her fear. Always best to show no fear—it gave the other person the impression that they werein control.

The mage had taken a seat in ahigh-backed chair, facing partly
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away from thefire. Only acushioned footstool remained. She stood looking at it for amoment, and then
remembered that he had said he was no gentleman.

Cold to the bone, she took the seat expected, though not without some anger. / am almost sitting at his
feet, shethought. And I'm sure he is enjoying it thoroughly.

They sat in sllence for along moment. The countess could almost make out his festures, but not quite, for
he was till in shadow. “Have you decided what you will do with me?’ she asked suddenly, unable to
bear hisslent brooding on her amoment longer.

“Itisnot so Smple asyou might think. What is your purpose? That iswhat | must discover.”

“My purpose? What in theworld... ?1 assure you that whatever my purpose might be, it has nothing to
dowithyou, Sir.”

The mage did not respond. Silence stretched on until the countess could not stand it. She opened her
mouth to spesk. “Bedill,” the mage said.

Sheredlized that she sat with handsin her |ap, like aschoolgirl, and she felt an anger burn up at thisman
before her. “Itisagreat risk,” the mage said softly. “Pardon me?’

Eldrich rose suddenly and walked away from the fire out into the darkness. She could see him silhouetted
inthelight falling from above, though none of it seemed to reach him. He made no sound as he went.
Sowly hepacedinasmal circle, like aman deegp in contemplation, and occasionaly he would stop and
raise his head. The countesswas sure that he looked at her at those moments. And then he began to
mutter, words she had never heard, and a cold light moved across thefloor in aprecise line, following
him as he waked.

Suddenly she was standing in the center of the rotunda, up on the balls of her feet, reaching toward the
dome. Around her a pattern of lines and curves seemed to glow like the embers of afire. She watched as
they dimmed and died away, her mind so clouded that she could not remember how she got there, or
what had happened.

“A work of astonishing craft,” amusical voice said. Suddenly shefelt dl her musclesrelax, and she
amost collapsed to the floor. The countess |ooked for the sound of thevoice, and as

her arms came about her in anatura gesture of protection, she realized she wore nothing at dl.



“I cannot tell if they have underestimated me, or taken my measure exactly,” Eldrich said, apparently
speaking to himself. “Who in the world did this? Certainly not Medwar. It isthe greatest mystery.”

“If you have finished misusing me, perhgos| might have my clothes,” the countess said bitterly.
“Areyou cold?’

Sheredlized that she was not. In fact, she was astonishingly warm. She dmost glowed with warmth.
“Have you no concern for my modesty?’

“None. It isagtrange vanity, | find.”

The countess redlized that her gown lay at her feet and she snatched it up. Asshedid it over her head,
she noticed that Eldrich stood, watching, and shetried to ignore him.

“Mr. Waky?' the mage said, and dmost immediately footsteps echoed in the hall.
“Sir?”
“Y ou may return her.”

Thelittle man came toward the countess, his manner very deferentia, as though he would make up for his
master’ strestment of her.

The countesstook a step and then stopped, turning to find the retreating form of Eldrich. “1 do not think
my friendswill be much impressed with your mannerswhen | tell them of our vist, Lord Eldrich.”

Thefigure stopped. “I rather doubt you will tell them, Lady Chil-ton. The pleasures of the evening to
you.” He bowed deeply, and turned away.

“M’lady, you must comewith me,” the smal man said.
“But who areyou?’

“Waky, m'lady. Please, I'm to take you home.”

((A reyou not cold?*

At Marianne found the countess seated by the large windowsin the library. Shewas curled up in achair,
watching the morning light find itsway into the smal garden.

“Cold? No.” The countesslooked over at her friend and saw great concern on her face.

“You look perfectly awful,” Marianne said disgpprovingly. “1 will tell you, Elaurd, Skyeisnot worth
this” Shewaved ahand at her friend. “Have you not dept at al?”

“Itisvery odd, Marianne. | woke here, yet | have no memory of coming down at al.”
Marianne shook her head, her lips pressed tightly togs e-.her in concern.

“And | think | had the most unsettling dreams, though 1 cannot quite recal them.” She turned back to the
garden for amoment, as though searching into her memory. “No. they are gone, though | have been left
withthe... fedings. And even those| cannot put anameto.” She shivered involuntarily.



“Youarecold.”
“Not at dl. Isit cool in here?| do not fed it.”

“Perhgps you are coming down with afever. The only time | recal waking in my deep | wasterribly
fevered and ddlirious.”

The countess smiled. “Wdll, | am neither fevered nor ddlirious. | fed perfectly hae, infact.” She stretched
her arms over her head. “Isthis unladylike?’ she asked, her mood seeming to change.

“Entirely.” Marianne rang for a servant and took a seat near the countess. “Is Skye coming to hear the
results of your interview with Mr. Flattery?’

“I would think.”
“But what did you learn? Y ou are being a bit secretive about this.”

“I learned only that Mr. Hattery agreeswith Lord Skye. He thinks the writing on the Pdlier isa script and
language known to the mages. It aso bears some resemblance to the writing on the Ruin of Farrow. He
clamsto know no more.”

“And do you bdieve him?’
The countess shrugged.

“Now Elaurd, | cannot imagine that he would keep anything from you if you exercised your charm on
him”

“Then perhapsheredly can't read it.”

Marianne looked away. “I hope you will not perform such aservicefor Lord Skye again. | was rather
shocked that he would ask it.”

“| offered, Marianne.”

“Wdl, he should have refused.”

“For awoman who has regjected so many of our socid values, | think you are rather old-fashioned
occasondly.”

Marianne shook her head in denid. “ Oh, it isnot thisthing of gentlemen should or should not do thisor
that. But to ask you to be duplicitous... 1 will tell you, | thought it rather reprehensible.”

“Wadll, I was not nearly so cunning. | was completely forthcoming wi/h Mr. Hattery. 1 told him what |
wanted of him and even that it was Skye had put me up to it. So you see, there was very little duplicity
involved.”

Marianne looked at her oddly. “Whereisdl thisgoing, Elaurd?’
she said softly.

“Whatever do you mean?’ the countess asked, though she was afraid she knew very well what was
meant.



Chapter Twenty

Captain James looked into his brandy snifter, then back to hiscards. “I think | shall haveto resign,” he
sad to hiscompanion.

“Resgn? And not give me achance to retrieve my losses? s that sporting?” Wilkeswasalittle
inebriated, durring hiswords noticeably, though he showed very little sign of his state beyond that.

“Thereisadwaystomorrow, Wilkes.”
“So they say, though I’ ve known men who' ve proved that wrong, not that they lived to brag about it.”

James smiled. “Not an accomplishment that | personally aspireto.” He tossed his cards down on the
table and pulled out histimepiece. It was damost midnight, not late, redlly, though these past few yearsit
had begun to seem s0.

Wilkes doshed more brandy into their snifters, and though his hand was not perfectly steady, his
concentration was such that he did not spill adrop. “The King' shedth,” he said, raising hisglass.

“We ve dready drunk HisMgesty’ s hedth twice thisnight.”
“Wdl then, to our hedlth. Damn the King.”
“Ah, there' satoast for you.”

Wilkes replaced his glass heavily on the table. “ Can you imagine having such awoman pursuing you and
choosing to deep done?” Wilkes said, shaking hishead in disgust. ““Tisnot fair.”

It wasthelitany of the evening. Skye had gone off to the house in which he stayed, not even visiting the
Countess of Chilton. Jameswondered if it was possible that the information from the countess’ maid was
not accurate. Wilkes had applied some of his abundant charm and a handful of coinsto the problem and
managed to learn much from the countess servant. Mot astonishing of al wasthat the countesswasin
love with the Earl of Skye who seemed hardly aware of her.

James shook his head. Savants, hethought. They live too much in the rarified world of the intellect.
Poor bastards.

“I will relieve Lieutenant Darby tonight,” Jamessaid. “1 cannot deep.”
“Areyou sure?* Tismy wetch.”

“I'm sure.” He stretched. “ The excitement of taking al your money will not let me deep. | must plan what
| will do with such afortune.”

“Wel, that’sdl right, then,” Wilkes said, pulling achair over and putting hisfeet up, clearly reedy for
leisure. “I'll relieveyou a eight bells. Y ou know whereto find meif I'm needed. I'll tdll you, if | werethe
earl, you' d know where to find me—in the deeping chamber of a certain lady, make no mistake.” He
thought amoment. “How in Farrelle s name can he be considered such agreat genius?’

“The laws of motion, the invention of the cannon, various arithmetica discoveriesthat | don’t understand,
the alloying of metds, improvementsto the telescope. He even invented a better water closet. And that is



only apartia list of hisaccomplishments. Perhaps the earl smply does not fancy the countess. He has
certainly been with other women, by al accounts.”

“Well, | think he' sthe greatest fool of ageniuswho ever lived!” Wilkes pronounced. “And | think thisis
al afool’ serrand we' re on. The manisaloya subject of the King. Thereisno doubt of it. We should be
at sea, James. Not stuck in thisfool’ stown where the rich come with their pissing little complaints.
Fames, but | hate thisduty.”

James shrugged and broke into agrin. “It isfor the betterment of your character, Wilkes. And to keep
you from trouble while you are landbound.” He rose suddenly. “1 must be off. Poor Darby will be adeep
a thewhed by now. Till eight bells, then.” He pulled on

his grest coat, checking the pocket for his gloves, for it was cool inthe hillsyet.
Darby was standing in the shadows of asmall common across from the house where Skye stayed.

“All'swell, sr,” the lieutenant reported. “No lights, no one has come or gone. Where' sWilkes? | thought
he had the next watch?’

“We' ve traded.” James |ooked at the house across the street. “ There has been alight in that window dl
evening?’

“Yes, dr, though thereis no sgn of movement within. A night light, | think.”
James nodded. “All right, lieutenant. Y ou' rerelieved.”

“Pleasures of the evening to you, Sir.”

“Andtoyou, Darby.”

Jamestook up his place in the shadow, leaning againgt the tree. He was mostly screened from the street
by shrubbery, but he still worried about being seen. It was asmdll town, and it would soon get around if
anyoneredized that Lord Skye' s house was being watched. But they could not let aroom or even a
house that afforded aview of the earl’shome, so thiswas dl they could do: stand in the dark and hope
not to be seen.

Therewaslittle doubt in James mind that they would eventudly arouse suspicionsinsuch a
town—where everyone was interested in everyone else' s business, for there was hardly another form of
amusement.

James rocked from foot to foot, wishing that he could sit down at least. He would begin to pace soon, he
could not help it. He was asimpatient with this duty as Wilkes, though he did moreto hideit. Unlike his
friend, he had more information about what had gone on. Better Wilkes did not know. Sailors, even
officers, were a superdtitious lot, and any mention of mages would have driven Wilkesto the bottle with
greater frequency than he visited it now. No, better to keep quiet about the admira’ sreal concerns.

Let this have nothing to do with Eldrich, James prayed silently, or the arts in any way.
He stared up at the windows and sSighed unintentionaly.

The truth was that he would have preferred to be asinnocent of the truth as Wilkes and Darby.
Unfortunately he had been one of the first to speak with Abel Ransom and the harlot. The worst of



it was he believed they were telling the truth, and so did the Sea L ord.
Something damned odd was going on, that was certain.
“And what does the great Skye do that so interests you?’ awoman'’ s voice came from behind.

Jameswhirled around. “What' sthat?’ He could just make out the form of awoman standing in the
shadows.

“| asked what the great Skye does that so interestsyou?’ she said again, alittle laughter in her voice. She
did not seem the least uncomfortable standing here in the darkness with a strange man.

“I am merdy taking thear, ma am.”

“Aswas your friend before you, and the gentleman before that. But that was you, wasn't it? Let me see,
that would mean that Wilkesisin his cups and you have replaced him. Very dedicated of you, Captain
James. The Admirdty will no doubt be grateful.”

“| seem to be at a disadvantage, ma am, for you know my name and business, but | do not know yours.

Shetook astep in hisdirection, enabling him to just make out her long coat and hat. She was dressed as
alady and certainly spoke like one.

“Itis1 who am at adisadvantage, sir, donewith you in the darkness. I'm sureif | cried out, no one
would hear.”

James did not quite know what to answer and she laughed at his avkwardness.
“Y ou may cal me MissFidding, Captain James, if you wish.”
“MissFdding. What isit you want here?

“Wadll, that isdifficult to explain. | supposethetruth isthat | wish answersto afew smple questions, but
then you might take that wrongly.”

He thought he heard her whisper, and in the shadow she seemed to be moving her hands, asthough she
wound abdl of invisbleyarn.

“But | do think it would be agood ideaif you were to come away from that tree. Y ou' re rather too close
to the road and can be seen.”

“I’m standing in complete darkness. No one can see me, | assure you.”

“Wall, that isnot entirely true. | can see you perfectly. But indulge me, come back into the park alittle
farther. | give you my word that | will not harm you.”

James heard himsdf snort. It was an old trick; send awoman to

lure aman back into an aley and then—But this woman was alady, not the usua sort to indulgein such
behavior. What in the world was she doing here? Watching Skye as he was? The thought that she might
be a servant of Eldrich occurred to him, and he froze in place. No, impossible, shewas abarely more



than agirl. Some admirer of Skyewas more likdly.
“I am happy here, 1 think,” he said.

Thisanswer did not please her, and shefell slent, perhaps wondering what she could say to convince
him. “Were you among the gentlemen who invaded the rooms of Samua Hayesin Paradise Street?”’

“I don't know to what you refer,” he said evenly, deciding that this Situation was not at al to hisliking.
She could not be so at ease and be done. He glanced quickly back to the street, but it remained empty.

“Infact, you do. It isvery difficult to lie to me, Captain James.” She paused and he thought he heard her
sgh. “What is said of the men who were surprised there?’

“What isit you want of me, Miss?’ James countered.

He could almost fed her gaze on him in the darkness, as though she contemplated him. “1 am not actualy
sure. You seg, | fear you have information that might endanger me and what | do. | would rather that did
not happen. What to do with you iswhat concerns me now.”

She stepped forward suddenly, into the moonlight, and James saw that she was young, but faded,
somehow, asthough she had survived trials that had aged her terribly. He felt an unexpected wave of pity
for her.

“Come away from the sireet, please. | do not have large, pugilistic men hidden in the shrubbery. If
anything, | should be afraid of you. But | am willing to trust you if you will do the same.”

“What is Skyeto you?’ James asked.

She sighed, looking off down the street and then toward the house. “It isatale too long to be told now.
Let me say that my purposeis not in conflict with your own. Please,” she reached out and took hisarm.

“I'm afraid, Miss Fielding, that | cannot cooperate,” hetook hold of her wrist. “But you will answer my
questions, or you will find yoursdf in astuation not to your liking. What is Skye to you, and why do you
care about the men found in Paradise Street?’

James heard her mumble something and reach out toward his face with her free hand. His vison clouded
oddly, and he wavered. The park went suddenly dark and he felt himself faling. Someone caught him,
someone soft who smelled of perfume.

((It was necessary,” thewoman said. ” Asyou know there are
limitstowhat | can do in agiven Stuation.”
James felt acool hand on hisforehead.

“1think it wasamistake,” amasculine voice said. “We should do nothing more that might draw any
attention. We have taken too many chances asit is. Far too many.”

i | There were severa peoplein the room, James thought. Mostly nen. He could smell tobacco from their
clothing and wine on their breeth.

“What will we do with him now?’ It was athird voice, another man. This one spoke very dowly.



There was no answer immediately, and James did not like the sound of that.

“Captain James?’ the woman who had caled hersdf Miss Fidding said. “Y ou are conscious—it is
obvious”

“| cannot see.”

“Y ou arein adarkened room, Captain James, but you are unharmed. There are four of you watching
Skye, isthat correct?’

“Yes” he answered though he had not meant to. Certainly this kind woman meant him no harm. There
was no reason to keep secrets from her.

“Do you know why you have been assigned this duty? Wasit the SeaLord sent you?’
“Yes, Sir Joseph. He thinks that someone practices the arts openly once again.”

A protracted silence. James heard the scraping of feet on wood as people shifted dightly.
“And who does he think this practitioner of the arts might be?’

“Eldrich,” James said. “ Though he has not ruled out.... other possibilities.”

“Meaning?’

“Thereis another mage of whom nothing isknown.”

Someone cursed under their breath.

“Who has set out to ruin Skye?’ the old man asked. “ Certainly Brookes did not do thison hisown.”
“Moncrief,” James said without hesitation. “Moncrief hates Skye.”

“And your only reason for being hereisto watch Lord Skye?’

“No... Weare on the lookout for others.”

“Whao? Speak up, man.”

“Two young men named Kehler and Hayes. .. and Erasmus Hattery.”

No sound again. Someone cleared histhroat.

“What has led Sir Joseph to believe the arts are involved?” Miss Fielding asked.

“I—I was not present, but it is said that the officers who searched for Samua Hayes surprised some
othersthere before them, and these men leaped from the window, apparently coming to no harm.”

“ And who were these people?’ the one with the old voice asked.
“No one knows.”
“Well, we have that to be thankful for,” ayounger man said.

“Isthere anything el se that has made the Sea L ord suspicious?’



“A sailor and hisgirl saw two gentlemen bring awoman to the harbor. Without coercion or aword of
protest she legped into the water and drowned.”

James heard the sounds of people shifting again. It occurred to him that he should not be answering
guestions as he was, but they seemed so kind, so trustworthy.

“Itisworsethan I'd hoped,” the old man said, his voice trembling with fear or anger. “Far worse.
Anthing we do now to disguise our involvement can only make mattersworse.”

James heard the woman draw in asharp breath. Fear. He could sensefear in thisroom.
“What do we do with thisone?’
“Heisadanger tous,” the old man said, hisvoice dow and devoid of warmth.

“It’stoo late to do anything about that. This goes up to the Sea Lord and Moncrief. Too late to put a
stop to it with the likes of Captain James. No, send him back to his duty, that isall we can do.”

“We could put him to work for us, at least,” Miss Fielding said.

“No,” theold man said. “It isout of the question. Eldrich would see our marks upon him in an instant.
Even thisistoo much. If Eldrich findshim, he will know immediately.”

“It istoo late to worry about that. We must trust the vision now. But | was not intending to use those arts
upon him. No, leave the good captain to me. Better he watches these othersthan we do it oursalves.”
Shetouched him; hewas certain it must be her. A light hand on his heed. “We are gathering here—all the
players— and each will have apart. That iswhat our visions have taught us. Everyone will have a
purpose. Perhaps even this poor sailor. Perhaps even these two boys who follow Skye so blindly.”

Chapter Twenty-one

Kehler climbed dowly down the drop, trying to stay clear of the spray from thefals, while Hayes leaned
out asfar ashe dared, holding the lantern to try to give his companion light.

“Itisnot so difficult—if one could but see,” Kehler cdled up.

They werein alarge passage, d most round and fifty feet in diameter, that doped down noticeably.
Occasiondly the floor dmost leveled and then dropped afew feet, though never more than seven or eight
and usudly less.

Hayesleaned out alittle farther, holding the lantern in arapidly-tiring arm, and fought to ignore the
muscles complaints. He was stiff and sore as he could not remember being in years. His kneeswere
tender from the long crawl, and his arms and shoulders ached so badly that it hurt terribly to carry his
pack. Y et he did not redly seem to mind. The cave was so incredible, so unlike anything he had ever
seen, that he barely complained, and when he did, it was with abit of laughter.

Suddenly there was a scraping of boots on stone, and Kehler shot down, landing and rolling backward.

“Areyou hurt?’ Hayes asked as hisfriend cameto rest on his back.



“Oh, hardly,” Kehler said with gpparent disgust. “ Ass over teakettle, | think that particular drill iscaled.
Very gymnadic, didn’t

you think?* Herolled over and pushed himself up siffly, pulling off hispack and letting it fal to the rock.
Bending over the stream of running water, he washed his now red face.

“Send me down the lantern,” he said, “and your pack aswell.”
A moment later Hayes was standing beside his companion and they both hoisted their packs.

“1 don't think it can be far now, though | am not so sure that the distances on our survey areredly in
proportion to redity. 1 think these passages were measured by men with vastly differing strides, that is
what | believe”

They st off again, climbing down beside the faling stream, which followed its own meandering channdl
more or lessin the center of the passage. Here and there they were forced to cross over to find dry rock
on which towalk, and invariably thisled to one of them soaking aboot yet again. They hardly cared
now. Their clothing was soiled and torn, the lesther of their boots scuffed and soaked through, and they
were both in need of abath, but it did not matter. It would not have been an adventure otherwise.

“One cannot adventure from one' s easy chair,” Kehler had said, and they had laughed, saying of theless
difficult sections, “averitable easy chair, that.”

“| think the passageis opening abit,” Hayes offered, and in afew minutes he was proven right.

Suddenly they stepped out into avast chamber, larger than any they had so far seen. Before them lay the
dark waters of alake. Thelantern lit the far reaches of the cavern only dimly, but even so Hayes could
see great stdactites and columns and formations called curtains, aswell as moonstone, the flowing white
substance from which the decorationsin whitestone caves were formed.

The hollow sound of water tumbling into the lake seemed unnaturaly loud and clear. Even though Hayes
knew they were far from being the first to discover this place, it till seemed a deep wonder, hidden
away, here, far beneath the surface of theworld. A lake, at once familiar and strangely dien.

“The chamber of the mirror,” Kehler said, taking up the lantern and going to the water’ s edge. Hayes
joined him, and they both stared down at their murky reflectionsin the dark water. Two unkempt young
men, their faces ruddy from exertion and adventure.

“I can’t believe you forgot the shaving kit,” Kehler said.

“Or the servantsto tend our clothes and groom our wigs. Y ours looks abit shabby, 1 will tell you.”

Asif to reinforce the strangeness of the place, Hayes redlized there was a bright blue skiff perched
awkwardly on the rocksthirty feet away.

“Wherein theworld did that come from?’

Kehler laughed. “I thought that might surprise you. I’ m relieved it’ s here. Some enterprising individuas
brought it down herein piecesand built it in place, if you can bdieveit. In fact, there are two of them,
oneat thelake sfar end, or so | hope. It is understood that we will take thisto the far end, then use the
other to return it, thus dways keeping askiff at either extreme of the lake.”



Hayes lowered his pack to the cavern’sfloor and sat down onit, having realized that it was much softer
than even the most malleable rock. “Do we go by boat, then?’

“Only ashort way, and then I’'m afraid it’ s back to our poor battered limbs—all four of them in places”
“Wall, | thought it had become a bit easy. Don't want to grow soft, do we?’

They sat garing at the scenein wonder, pointing out the formations that caught their eye. Hayes trimmed
the lantern wick and turned it up as high as he could, casting light out over the lake, though it did not
reach thefar shore.

“Pdier didn't paint this, | take it?" Hayes asked, and received a shake of the head in reply. He had begun
to wonder if Kehler wasright in his assertion that what lay ahead to be discovered would bring them
fame and, even better, fortune. It seemed entirely possible that he was merdly helping Kehler pursue his
obsession, though he had to admit that so far it had been an experience well worth the effort, athough he
shuddered when he thought of the claustrophobia of the crawl. Occasiondly he felt some anxiety when he
remembered that he would have to pass back through that terrible passage.

“Doyou 4till fed as confident of finding what we seek, now that you’ ve seen the complexity of this
cavern?’

Kehler nodded hishead. “We must find it,” he said quietly. Then he stood up quickly. “Well, help me
with this skiff, and we will seeif it fill floats. | can’'t imaginewho would leaveit high and dry likethis. The
seams are bound to be open, at least alittle.”

They shifted thetiny craft down the rocks, careful not to scrape

or bang it, for the boat was o lightly constructed that it would not stand misuse.
“I hardly think aboat thissmall will float thetwo of us,” Hayessaid, “itisbardly aslong as| antdl.”

They loaded their two packsin, released the oars from their ties and stepped gingerly aboard. When they
took their places on the seets at either end, the boat sank in the water until only afew inches of freeboard
remained.

Hayes shipped the oars, careful not to make any movement that would unbalance them. “I hope awind
doesn’'t come up. Our ship will hardly stand any kind of sea.”

He dug the oarsinto the still water and turned the cockleshell boat out into the subterranean lake. With
Kehler in the bow holding the lantern aoft, and occasiondly bailing, Hayes rowed fisherman style, facing
the direction they traveled, and gazed in wonder at the cave.

The decorations were astounding and some of the columns and curtains were on agrand scae—thirty
and forty feet tall from floor to celling—rising up like fantastic castles of ice. The dome of the chamber
itsalf waslogt in the darkness, though from the dope of the celling at the edges Hayes guessed it to be
Sxty fedt.

Kehler waved the lantern at one of the largest columns. “Imagine how long it took for that to form.
Thousand of years, certainly. Long before men cameto Farrland, this grest column might have aready
gpanned from floor to ceiling.”

“How old doesthat make the cavern, | wonder?’ Hayes answered. They rowed on, their eyesfeasting



on the wonders of the chamber of the mirror: moonstone, like glacid milk, flowing over the surface of the
parent rock, dmost tranducent, glistening in the lamplight.

“Surely it wasworth al of our efforts and the ruin of our clothing to seethis” Kehler said.
“Yes. | wish| werean artigt, for | haven't the skill with wordsto describeit.”

A small stream appeared from a side passage and added its water to the mirror. The |ake opened up so
that, for atime, they could see no shoreline, and small headlands began to appear, like the great capes of
the world seen from afar. When the shore appeared again, they noted severd passages of differing sizes
inthewdls, and, in
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one place, aribbon of water fell from an opening in the celling. They rowed once around thisin
astonishment before continuing on.

Hayes could not believe the length of the chamber, but when they came to what they thought wasthe
end, it proved to be only anarrowing. From either sdeasmall peninsulajutted out, creating a pass no
more than adozen feet in breadth. On one headland arock incisor was topped by awhite column
perhaps three feet acrossits base with afine tracery of flowing drape running down from the doping
caling.

“Magica,” Kehler whispered. “ 1 fed like we have entered the kingdom of men who dwell benegth the

mountain. A race that have chiseled and inscribed and scul pted for millennia, though now they are gone
and their dark world lies abandoned.”

They quickly crossed thisfind arm of the lake, which was more like asmall bay, and found the second
boat pulled up onto a shelf of stone. The stream disappeared into a passage here, and the sound of water
falling could be heard.

They managed to land without tipping, and Kehler immediately began dragging the boat up behind them.
“We haveto return that to the lake' send,” Hayesreminded him

Hisfriend stood up, his manner suddenly serious. “I have been thinking that we should leave this skiff
here. Do you remember that Clarendon said Demon Rose was asking after me in Castlebough? And the
guide who brought us herewill certainly not keep our presence a secret, especidly if heisoffered afew
coins. | don’t want to suddenly find we have company on our quest.”

“But isthat safe?’ Hayes asked, looking back out over the dark water. “What if we areinjured or logt.”

“With alittle luck we'll be back before anyone becomes concerned. The Farrellites are not pleased with
me, Samual. 1 can’'t imagine that Rose is going to come down here after me, but the church haslong
been skilled at using others. | don’t think that it isagreat risk to keep this boat here for the next day or
two. The caveisnot visited often until the lower entrances open in summer when the water leve islower.
Anyone ese venturing in here now would be after us, | fear.”

Hayes nodded. He was tempted to admit that he had |eft anote for Erasmus, but decided against it.
Kehler would likely befurious,

afraid somehow that Erasmus would reved this knowledge to Deacon Rose, though clearly that was



unlikely.

“Let’seat abite and then go on. At our present speed we might be at our destination yet thisday. Isit
past noon?’

Hayes found hiswatch. “Good guess. Twenty past.”

They made asilent dinner on the shore of the lake. Hayesfelt alittle guilty that he had betrayed Kehler’'s
trust by telling Erasmus, and at the same time he was annoyed that Kehler would not return one boat to
thefar shore. If some misfortune befell them, reaching them would be difficult in the extreme.

After their slent meal they took to the new passage, |eaving the chamber of the mirror with greet regret,
and followed the underground river that drained the lake. The flow of water was strong here and had cut
adeep channd in asoft vein of rock. The going was comparatively easy, and they made good time,
saving their breath for ther efforts.

Hayes wondered what Kehler was thinking. Was his mind completely focused on their goa, or was he
redlly worried about the priest who apparently pursued him? Hayes could not shake the fedling that
Kehler had not yet told him the whole story, asthough afraid that he might not continue if he knew the
truth. And Hayes was not sure that hisfriend wasn't right in this. What were they searching for? Kehler's
belief that it waslost knowledge was, a best, aguess.

Whenever Hayes asked himsdf this question, he thought of asmdll boy, trapped in atiny holein the
stone, impossibly far from any comfort—and that small boy was somehow Hayes.

The passage proceeded to drop and twist itsway down, like abowel, Hayes thought. After an hour the
sound of faling water grew to the point where they would have needed to shout to be heard, had they
talked.

Findly they were forced to wade into the rushing water, though the stream had widened and was barely
two feet deep. They moved dowly, placing their feet with care, and finally cameto thelip of afdls. A
small dike of rocks, like jagged teeth, raked the water asit plunged out of sght. Warily they moved to
the very edge, holding the lantern out so that they could look down. A chaos of white water disappeared
down alarge well, twenty feet across, but they could see no bottom. Hayes felt the pull of the water’s
movement, , drawn mysterioudy to the darkness.
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The way, by darkness, into light.
“"How far isit?" Hayes asked, stepping back, alittle breathless.

“To the bottom? | forget what 1 read. A hundred and fifty feet? Something on that order. Farther than
one would want to fall, that is certain.”

“But where do we go?’

Kehler pointed out over thefalls, and up the right-hand wall Hayes could see only a dark shadow on the
stone.

“That isapassage?’
Kehler nodded.

“But how do we get there?” Hayes looked down again, a sudden fedling that the motion of frigid,



coursing weater flowed through him.

“Itisnot so hard asit looks, apparently. There is supposed to be good footing, and as they always say,
thetrick isnot to look down. Wewill usetherope. | will try it firg, if you like.”

“No,” Hayes said quickly. “Y ou have gonefirst too often. | will take my turn.” Hefelt achill run through
him as he spoke, a sudden weakening of both hiswill and hislimbs. He glanced down again, wondering
how many men had stared into their own, freshly-dug grave.

Kehler balanced the lantern on a high shelf, so that both of his hands were free, and then tied the rope
around hiswaist, making aloop of one end and throwing this over atooth of rock at thefal’sedge. The
other end was made fast around Hayes' middle, then Kehler fed the rope out dowly, snugging it around
hisownwaist in theway of mountaineers.

“Haveyou climbed at dl?’ Kehler asked.
Hayes shook his head, looking out at the route he must take.

“Nor havel, but 1 have afriend who is something of afanatic about it. He told me that thetrick isto
keep your body away from the rock wall. Y ou must maintain your weight over your feet. Do you see
what | mean? If you lean into the cliff like this, you force your feet out and they can dip much more essily.

Areyou ready?’

“No. But | shall not become so with time. Weight out over my feet,” he repeated, and went to the edge.
Hisleather soleswould beimpossibly dippery, heredized, and elected to remove hisbootsand go onin
stocking fest.

Baancing on the corner of thefals, Hayes |ooked down for the

briefest second and felt his balance waver. Automaticaly he grabbed thewall for balance.
“Hames” he heard himsdlf whisper.
“Easy on, Hayes,” Kehler said.

Gathering his resolve, Hayes stared out at the rock and tried to pick his route to the opening. He stepped
out onto afoothold and found to hisrdlief that it was quite large and the wall was not as vertical asit
looked.

The sound of the falls changed as he moved, and he could hear the frightening cascade falling into the
dark well beneath him. He tried not to think about what adip would mean. Another step onto asmaller
foothold.

“Keep your weight out, Hayes,” Kehler reminded him, and he tried to comply, though hefelt that he was
leaning out dangeroudy far and feared the weight of his pack might suddenly drag him back.

He searched for another place to move hisfoot, and for handholds, reaching out and testing the rock,
which al seemed sound, if abit too smooth. He took alarger step thistime, up and out to hisleft, pulling
on agood handhold. And there he stood, looking for away to go on. A small platform afoot or so
square was not far off, but he certainly could not reach it in one step, and perhaps not even in two.

“Can you seetheroute?’ Kehler caled over the sound of thefals.



Hayes shook his heed. “ There are no handhol ds and the foothol ds seem too small—bardly toeholds, in
fact.” Hefet panic begin to grow in him, and he glanced back. He seemed already to have come
impossibly far. The safety of thelip of thefalls seemed too far away, he was not sure he could get back
without faling.

Hayesfet hisleg begin to quiver, perched as he was on such atiny hold, the musclesrigid. Suddenly the
rock al looked impossibly smooth and dippery. The sound of tumbling water seemed to grow louder,
reverberating insde his chest, as though making him part of it.

“Hayes? Either come back or go on, but don’t stand there! Y our leg istrembling, | can seeit. Come
back and let metry.”

“Martyr’sblood, there is nowhere for meto go.” Hayes looked back but could not see the footholds he
had used to get thisfar. Hisfingers began to cramp where he clung to the stone, and heredized that in a
few seconds hewould fall.
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“Take hold of yoursdf, Hayes!” Kehler said, hisvoicerising. Hayes saw Kehler st down in the rushing
water and brace hisfeet againg the rock, readying himsdlf for the coming fall.

/ cannot fall, Hayes said to himsdlf. If | fall, even if the rope holds me, | don’t know how | will ever
get back up again. | must not fall!

Helooked desperately at the small platform that seemed so far away. There were two impossibly small
toeholds between where he was and the comparative safety of the platform, but he could see nowhere
for hishands. If he could only land on the toeholds lightly and pass on, perhaps...

“Give me dack, Kehler,” he called out, and felt the rope release its pressure.

Redlizing that his shaking legs were about to fail, Hayes focused on the possible holds, forced hislegsto
be till, and then stepped quickly onward. One toehold came under foot, and he brought his other foot
onto it, feding thetiny ledge with only three of histoes. His hands found no purchase and he could use
them only for balance. He moved again, setting hisleft foot on ahold equdly precarious. He brought his
other foot insde this, and passed on, dmost legping onto the platform.

It seemed adance floor when he stood there. Impossibly large. He felt he could perform ajig there
without fear of fdling. “Well donel” Kehler caled out.

Hayes stood, catching his breath, nodding to acknowledge his friend’ s support, unable to spesk.

He glanced up at the opening. Ten feet to go, but the way looked comparatively easy—amost a
daircase. “ Areyou dl right there?” Kehler called.

“Yes... Yes. I'll gooninamoment. Theway looks easer now.” Hefet himsdaf smilewith reief.

A moment of rest and relative security helped him immeasurably, and his confidence was somewhat
restored by what he had done. He caught his breath, and then examined the rock before him. “1I’'m ready
to goon,” Hayesderted hisfriend, and then went deliberately out, picking hisfooting carefully, feding the
cold rock beneath his stocking feet. Three or four minutes of intense concentration, thinking of nothing

but where to place hisfeet and hands, and how to move, and he pulled himsdlf up into the passageway .
The light was not good here, but he felt around and found a place



for his pack. Kehler sent the lantern over, and to his dismay discovered that he now had very poor light
for dimbing.

After amoment of standing and shivering, he found acandlein his pack which he could not light with a
flint, and so the lantern was sent out over the falls again, swinging on the rope. Kehler lit his candle and
sent the lantern back yet again. They managed to bash it into the rock asit came near to Hayes, but
miraculoudly the glass chimney did not shatter.

Holding the stub of the candle in his mouth so that the flame wavered six inches before hisface, Kehler
stepped out onto the

sone.

Hayes had tied himself to ahorn of rock and kept atight rein on his companion, but even so he worried.
Hewas not sure that he could hold Kehler should hefall.

Fortunatdly, Kehler seemed more confident than Hayes had, no doubt helped by seeing that the climb
could be done, but he was shivering visbly from having sat down in theicy waters. Even at adistance
Hayes could see his hands shaking as hetried to grip the

rock.

“Keep therope snug,” Kehler caled out suddenly, hiswords distorted by the candle in his mouth. He
had come to the place where Hayes had nearly lost his nerve atogether. Here he paused, too, though
perhaps more to draw on his physica reserves. He shifted his weight to one side and accidently stubbed
out the candle againgt

the rock.

“Martyr'sblood!” he swore around the candle, then spit it out,
letting it fal into the void below.

“Canyou seeat al?’ Hayes called out over the chaos of the
watefdl.

“Bardy, andif | sand here and let my eyes adjust to the darkness, | shdl certainly fal. I'm trembling like
aleaf inthewind asitis” A slence ensued in which Hayes could fed the fear growing.

“Hayes? Can you tiethe rope off? 1 can’t go on without light. Y ou'll haveto tie the rope off and hold the
light out s0 | can see. Can you do that?’

Hayes did not like the sound of that. If hetied the rope asit was, Kehler would create dack when he
moved on. If hedid fal, hewould hit the end of thisdack and dmost certainly part the rope.

“I’'mnot so surethisisagood idea, Kehler. Can't you see at al?’
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“No. I must havelight, and quickly. My legs are shaking so violently that I'm sureto fall at any moment.
Please, Hayes, do as| ask!”

Reluctantly Hayes tied the rope over the horn of rock, but kept his own line about hiswaist so that he
could lean out asfar as possible with thelight in his hand.



He swept up the light and crawled to the very lip of the passage. Taking hold of the rope in hisfree hand,
he leaned out over the abyss and stretched the lantern out precarioudly. The sound of water was
suddenly very loud.

“Flamed” he heard himsdf say. “Bloody blood and flames.”

Feding utterly helpless, he watched hisfriend who stood shaking on the rock. Hayeswas dmost certain
that Kehler would fal, when suddenly he reached out with a hand, and then swung hisfoot onto a
toehold. Just as he positioned hisweight over hisfoot he dipped, and for asecond clung to the rock with
his hands, flailing for afoothold, and then, mercifully, he was back on the rock, gasping like a
consumptive, though it was from fear.

Hayes could hear him muttering, cursing under his bresth.
“Keep your body away from therock, Kehler, or that will happen again.”

He saw his companion nod, then push himsdf out a bit, though still not far enough, Hayes thought. Kehler
took a second to collect himsalf and then moved on, with exaggerated care thistime. Another step, and
then he was on the platform.

“Tischild'splay from there,” Hayes cdled out. “ A regular easy chair of aclimb, | would cdl it.”

Kehler could not even manage asmilein response. His face was drawn and white, hiswhole manner
grim, though more determined now. A moment more and he joined arelieved Hayes in the mouth of the

passage.
“Areyou sheking from fright or cold?’
“Both, 1 confess,” Kehler said. 1 must find some dry clothesimmediately.

Hayes had to help hisfriend into dry clothes, for his hands were not functioning properly, and he dso
made K ehler take his coat which was warm from his own body’ s heat. Using his previous trick, he made
something resembling tea over the lantern flame and this seemed to help. Even so it was agood hour
before Kehler was warmed sufficiently.

They ate there, on their bal cony overlooking the fals, and drank a second cup of the warmed tea.

“I think we must go on,” Kehler said. He had stopped trembling and regained some of the color in his
face, though he hardly looked well. Hayes was sure that Kehler needed anight’s deep in awarm bed,
and then aday’ srest. But nothing even remotely like that was possible here. They could either go on or
go back: those were their choices.

Hayes helped hisfriend shoulder his pack, and then raised his own. Taking the lantern, he set off, keeping
his pace moderate. The passage they were in now suffered from alow ceiling, and in placesthey had to
crouch, but it was ten feet wide and Hayes was rdlieved when it did not seem inclined to shrink any

more.

“Wearegoing up,” Hayes said suddenly. After descending since entering the cave, they were suddenly
ascending.

“Yes, this part of the cave drains down this passage when the water is high, and down into severa other
passagestherest of the year. It isamost aseparate sytem. Asfar as anyone knows, thisisthe only link



between the two sections of the cave, and another entrance has yet to be found. We areinto the remote
parts of the cave now. Few venture beyond thefalls, for that traverse we just managed stops al but the
brave and the foolish.”

“We arethe latter, | takeit?’

“Wadll, | certainly was not fedling terribly brave, hanging out there over thefals. | could think of nothing
but faling into that pit, and being swept down into the deep channds below the mountain. | think | shall
have nightmares of it for the rest of my days.”

A trickle of water ran in this passage, and occasionally they would find small pools of perfectly clear
water. In one place they were forced to climb up afifteen-foot face, but this hardly dowed them after
what they had just managed.

“I should think that any fear you have of Deacon Rose sending his minions after you should be put to rest
now. They would have to walk across the lake of the mirror and brave the traverse above thefals. |
think we can safely say we are beyond their reach now.”

Kehler nodded, but he did not respond. Obvioudy he was not as confident as hisfriend, which surprised
himalittle

Chapter Twenty-two

Erasmus awoke to a sound, not sure what it was. A scratching at the door and sniffing.

The dream, he thought. The wolf at the door . Herolled over and closed his eyes, bringing up a mental
picture of the countess. something to drive the fedings of the dream away.

A soft knock.
Erasmus sat up.
A knock again.

Who in this round world? he thought, but got quickly out of bed. Perhaps it was someone with word of
Hayes and Kehler. Blood and flames, he hoped they had not met with misadventure.

Hethrew on arobe and unbolted the door, opening it a crack. Therein the dim halway stood asmall,
round man, unfamiliar a first, but there was something about him. ..

“Martyr'sblood! Mr. Walky?’
“Ah, you' ve not forgotten me, my young lion,” the man whispered. “Now, let mein, if you please”
Erasmus threw open the door, and Walky entered the room, almost an gpparition in the starlight.

“I have never been more surprised by avisitor in my life,” Erasmus began, both overjoyed to seethe
man, and apprehensive. Why,

after dl these years, would Eldrich’ s servant appear? Perhaps the question was written clearly on his
face.



“I have cometo fetch you,” Walky said, abit of apology in hisvoice.

“Ah.” Erasmusfdt something like dread growing in him. “What does he want, Mr. Walky?" he asked, his
mouth quickly drying.

Thelittle man shrugged. “Only the mage knows,” he said, and tried to smile reassuringly. “Dress quickly,
he has not grown in patience since your last meseting.”

Erasmus nodded and began to pull on clothes.
A carriage awaited them in the Street, drawn up in the shadow of abuilding.

After traveling ablock in silence, Erasmus spoke. “ Y ou arewell, | hope?” though it was not the question
he wanted to ask.

“Yes, of course. How could | not be?’

The old man, who must be very old now, hardly seemed to have aged. His hair, what little therewas of i,
had been white those twenty years ago, and in the poor light hisface did not appear more creased.

Twenty years...

“Do you dill teach the young gentlemen?’ Erasmus asked, trying to think of someway of hinting toward
the events of the past, perhapsto seeif Walky shied away from the subject.

“There have been no young gentlemen since your day, sir. | tend the garden now, and do the mage's
bidding.”

The dow clatter of iron-shod wheels and horses' hooves echoed among the houses—the hard sounds
unable to penetrate stone.

“| don't think he meansyou harm, sir,” Walky said suddenly, his manner reassuring.
“No?No, | suppose hewouldn’t.”

The carriage rattled on, climbing dowly up the switchback road. Erasmus shut his eyes for amoment and
saw hislast meeting with Eldrich, and Percy. Exerting dl his considerable will, hetried to force theimage
fromhismind. Percy...

“Wearedmogt there, sr,” Walky said, pulling Erasmus from histhoughts. “Mr. Hattery? | know you
have grown and become aman among men... But to the earl, the greatest man in Farrland does not
impress him overly. It would be best to remember that. He has no tolerance for pride among men.”

Good old Walky. Even after all these years he was concerned
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for his charges. Had this concern only manifested itself alittle more effectively all those years ago...
They pulled up under the roof of a carriage entrance, and a silent footman lowered the step.

“Where are we?’

“You don’'t know? Thisis the house of the priest, Baumgere. He is waiting here.”

Walky led Erasmus into the old mansion, and as they passed through the dimly lit entrance way, Erasmus
realized another man emerged just behind them, led out to the waiting carriage.



It could not have been, Erasmus thought. It must have been atrick of starlight, for he thought he had seen
ahead of silver hair— like Skye—but it could not have been.

They made their way down hallways it only occasionally by candles and finally into arotunda, beneath a
dome of stained glass, Erasmus thought, for a pattern seemed to fall upon the floor, like the imprint of wet
|leaves on awalkway.

When he looked down again, he realized that Walky had retreated back through the door. The room was
amost entirely dark, and Erasmus felt his apprehension grow.

“You have nothing to fear,” came the voice that he would never forget—musical yet entirely lacking in
human warmth. Not the voice of aman at all.

“Lord Eldrich?’
“Yes, come forward, man. If I'd meant you harm | would have done it long ago.”

But you did, Erasmus thought. He stepped forward, his hand out before him like ablind man. A fire flared
up across the room, causing him to step back. He thought he heard a chuckle in the darkness.

Remembering Walky’ s warning, he went forward quickly. He found Lord Eldrich sprawled in a chair near
the hearth. Erasmus had forgotten how tall the mage was.

He had also forgotten the man’s presence. There was not alord who could equal it. Eldrich was aman
who knew his place, utterly. There was no mistake. Nor was there any mistaking what Eldrich thought of
others: mere men, hardly worth histime.

“Sit down, Erasmus,” Eldrich said, his voice amost soft, though still devoid of warmth. “ So thisis what
became of you...” He fixed a disinterested gaze on his former charge.

Erasmus could just make out the man, his dark hair framing a

thin face, always terribly white as though he did not care for the sun. Thin lips, and a sharp nose - almost
raptorlike, Erasmus thought. A hunting falcon, with all-seeing eyes and no remorse.

“It has been how long?’
“About twenty years, sir.”

“Redlly. Time... it speaksto me so little. Servantsdie. | hear rumors that there is a new King. Friends...
they’ ve been gone these many years now.” He shook his head alittle sadly, alittle confused, as though not
sure how these things had come to pass. “And you have grown to manhood, and some prominence, |
understand. Walky takes great pride in your accomplishments.” He smiled, though it was not a smile of
affection—more of amusement, Erasmus thought. Eldrich appeared to regard him for a moment, his gaze
not hogtile though neither was it friendly.

“What isit that 1 might do for you, Lord Eldrich?’ Erasmus asked, suddenly losing his patience, annoyed
that this man would treat him so.

Eldrich’s smile was derisive. “ Y ou play your part, Erasmus, do not be concerned. | want to know if you
have been contacted by certain people that are of interest to me.”

“Which people?’

“Well, that is difficult to answer, for | do not know their names. Y ou see, they have gone to great lengthsto
be sure that | do not know of their existence—but they have not been entirely successful. And now they
are growing positively bold. Desperate even. So much so that | expect they have approached you. The only



one | can describe is awoman—sim, hair of reddish-blonde, but faded. ‘Drained’ was the word one used
to describe her. She uses divers names.”

“1 have no knowledge of such awoman.” Erasmus was surprised to find Eldrich at all interested in the
affairs of men.

The mage shifted in his chair, turning his head sharply, looking into the darkness. Thought overlain by
sadness. That was what Erasmus saw, if one even dared to imagine what a mage felt. What they might
think was an utter mystery.

“Yo'u had seen this text on the Pelier before meeting the countess, | collect?’

Erasmus was surprised. Did Eldrich keep such close track of him? Had he done so all these years?“A
friend, Samual Hayes, had
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shown it to me. A friend of his had unearthed it in the Farrellite archivesin Wooton and sent it on to him.*
This seemed to focus Eldrich’ s attention. *'Y ou know these young men.”

Erasmus nodded.

“And they are here, in Cagtlebough?’

“Yes. Or rather they were. They appear to have gone down into one of the caves, searching for what |
cannot say.”

“The Mirror Lake Cave”
“Yes.”

Eldrich rose from his chair and paced out into the dappled darkness of the rotunda, pausing as though
forgetting where he went or why. He turned back to Erasmus.

“Have the priests come seeking this young man? What is his name?’

“Kehler. Thereisapriest here—aDeacon Rose—who is pursuing him. The priest told methat Kehler is
in some danger, though he would not say more. He also told methat if | were ever to seeyou, S, to
assure you that the Farrdllites have kept faith with the mages. He seemed very concerned that this be
understood.”

“And well he should be,” Eldrich said, and then walked another three paces, ahand to his brow,
Erasmus thought, though it was hard to tdll in the poor light.

The mage stopped in the rotunda center and |ooked up at the dome overhead, standing a moment with
his arms thrown oddly out, and then he came back and stood by the fire.

“Y ou have been busy these past years, Erasmus. No doubt you have heard of Tdler in your researches?’
“I—I have”

“Do you know what became of the society the man thrust upon the world?’

“1 believeit was destroyed. Five mages conspired to trap them and put an end to their efforts.”

“An end was put to more than their efforts” Eldrich said emphaticaly, “though it was not an easy thing,



for thefollowers of Teller had grown cunning and knew how to avoid coming to the attention of the
mages. And the years have not made them less skilled in this matter, that is certain. But they think | am
near to my end, my powerswaning, and that is making them rash. They aso sensewhat is coming, and

they grow desperate.”

“Areyou saying that the Tdllerites il exig?’

“Do you not listen when 1 spesk?’ Eldrich said, histemper flaring. He walked away again, out into the
center of the rotunda. After amoment of pacing he turned and gazed intently at Erasmus.

<<C at.

Erasmus:
Hefdt himsdlf falling through darkness, and then he struck something hard, though he felt no pain.
“Erasmus?”

He opened his eyes and saw what appeared to be low flame rippling before his eyes. His vision began to
clear and heredlized that it was not flame, though it was fading so quickly he could not put anametoiit.

“Y ou can get up now. Y ou're perfectly whole.”

Erasmus realized that Walky stood over him, holding something draped over hisarm.

“I haveyour clothes, gir.”

Erasmus sat up suddenly, hismind sill not clear. “What has he doneto me?’

“Only looked into you alittle; to be sure that you had not been contacted and your memory fogged.”
“What?’

“Comeaong, gr. | can help you if you aren’'t able. Daylight is not far off. We should get you back, sir.”

Erasmusredlized that there was allittle gray seeping down from the dome above. He felt abit of light was
finding itsway into hisbrain aswell.

“What part am | to play in this, Waky?’

Evenin the poor light he could see the man shrug his round shoulders. “ Only the mage knows,” he said.

Chapter Twenty-three

SKYE pulled on aplain white waistcoat, checked the hour on histimepiece, and dipped it into a pocket.
Stll afew minutesleft. He walked over to the window and stared out over the town of Castlebough
down to the lake which glittered hypnoticdly in the sun. The note from the countess had hardly been
warm—it had been rather curt, in truth. Unusua, he thought, then shrugged. There was no understanding
women, especidly this countess. She seemed dternately overanimated, amost girlish, in his company, or
sullen and petulant. He smply did not understand.

Perhaps the fact that she turned the head of every man in Farr-land had made her abit odd, but then this
was something that was lost on him. Oh, she was an attractive woman, there was no doubt of that, but



there were others he found far more lovely, and they did not act so strangely around him. Asthough he'd
made them some promise that he had not kept.

Hiseye came dowly back from the lake, just visible over the date roofs of the houses. Skye wondered
what the countess had learned from Flattery; certainly her note gave no clue. Perhaps Hattery had been
unpleasant to her and that explained her manner— she was angry at Hattery, not him.

His eye cameto rest on the smal park acrossthe street from the house he let. Nannies watched over
playing children and gos-

sped among themselves as they did handcrafts, apparently without devoting any part of their awareness
to the activity.

On one of the benches aman sat reading a book, one of the men who aways seemed to bein the
park—Ileaving only when Skyeleft his house. Agents of the Farr government, he was sure, and felt the
fear that seemed aways to tighten around his bowe.

“They would have arrested me by now,” he muttered. Certainly they had no evidence. Their attempt to
compromise him had failed, thanks to an unknown woman and her friends. He thought of her often,
fearing that she had somehow falen into the hands of the Admiraty. Who in thisround world was she,
and how had she gotten wind of Moncrief’ s plot? Meeting her had been one of the oddest experiences of
hislife. Thank Farrelle she had been there or he would likely bein the gaol, now.

“They cannot touch you,” Skye said, squaring his shoulders. They had tried and failed. And now hewas
on hisguard. The King was gtill an admirer. Moncrief would get what he deserved for thistravesty, in
time. Let him sweet awhile.

The man in the park appeared not to notice when Skye emerged onto the street, but Skye knew he was
there. Haifablock behind, perhaps on the street’ s opposite side, but he was there.

Put him from your mind, hetold himsdf. There is nothing the man can do now but follow. Follow
rather impotently.

Asit wasafine day, he decided to walk the short distance to the house where the countess was staying.

So absorbed in thought was the countess that she had lost all awareness of her surroundings. She sat on
asmall terrace, the warming sun touching her, protected from the small breeze by astone wal. Though
there wasincreasing warmth in the sun, the air il bore the cold of the recent winter, which lingeredin
the shaded valeys and on hilltops.

“The pleasures of the day to you, Lady Chilton,” Skye said, Sartling the countess from her thoughts.

Sheroseimmediately and curtsied, wondering if her manner was as guarded asiit felt. Skye, of course,
showed no sensitivity to her mood, as she had come to expect. “Please, Lord Skye, Sit. Be at your
ease.” Shetook her own seat and faced him, silent for amo-
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ment, wondering if he would ask about her meeting with Erasmus or if he would pretend that visiting her
was more important than anything she might have learned. When he did not speak, she began to fed
foolish.



“Your paintings are ready. Shall | have them taken to your carriage?’
“1waked, infact, Lady Chilton.”

“Then 1 shdl have them delivered to your place of residence, if you will but give directionsto my
servants”

He nodded histhanks.
“Y ouwould liketo hear of my meeting with Erasmus Hattery,” she said.

“Y ou have met with him aready?’ he said as though the thought had not occurred to him. Asif he had
come here merely to stare at her in anticipation.

“Mr. Hattery was kind enough to vist me.” She met his eye suddenly. “1 had not redlized hewasaman
of such charm.” Her gaze dropped to her hands. “ 1 showed him your paintings. He divined immediately
that | wasyour agent... I’m not sure how.” Shelooked up at him as though he might explain, but he only
shrugged. “1 managed to charm afew thingsfrom him, dl the same. He admitted that the script on the
Pdlier, or rather the copy, was likely known to the mages and might even be smilar to the script on the
Ruin of Farrow, asyou expected.” Shelooked up to see Sky€' s reaction to this news, and though he sat
perfectly ill, she could see the excitement on hisface. “He claimed not to be able to read the script,
however.” Shefdt hersdf shrug. She had amost blurted out the truth. Anything to please him. A shudder
of revulson ran through her at what she would do to attract this man.

“But can he? Did you sense he was telling the truth?” Skye had leaned forward in his seat, staring at her
intently.

She shrugged again, feding that shelooked at him a bit hopelesdly, trying to hide the excitement shefetin
his presence. If hewould only look at her so for the proper reasons. ..

Skyeturned suddenly in his seat, and stared off at the view. “Buit if it isthe script of the mages... ? How
could Pelier have known?’

“Hedid not merely adapt it from the script on the Ruin, 1 collect?’

“No, | don’t think so. Flattery would know better than I, but

no, | think it has come from some other source. Perhaps from ‘inspiration’ as Pdlier clamed.” Skyeran
his right hand back into histhick silver hair, as she had noted he did when deep in thought.

“But why doesthisinterest you so?’ she asked softly.
Skye looked down on her asthough surprised by the question. “It is difficult to explain.”

“I have no pressing agppointments. Take al day if you like. Infact, | think | will be free tomorrow, aswell,
if astory could take so long.”

He seemed to measure her for amoment, with that gaze that never looked upon her warmly. Then he
shifted in his chair, asthough to spesk with her moreintimately, but still he said nothing. The countess
remained slent, waiting, afraid to push now. The dightest misstep and he would decide to say
nothing—all chance of intimacy would be gone.

Twice heturned his attention to her, and drew abresth as though to speak, but both times his resolve



failed or he could not find the words, and he looked away.

“| shdl swear mysdlf to silence, if that isaconcern,” the countess said softly, hardly daring to utter a
word.

Then she saw hisface change, the tenson draining from it, and he nodded unconvincingly. “ The story of
the Stranger of Compton Hesth hasintrigued me sincethe day 1 first heard it, and the more | learned the
more fascinated | became. You seg, | don't believe it was merely aloca myth, as do many, nor do |
think it was ahoax. The priest, Baumgere, met the Stranger, and | think there can hardly have been a
shrewder man than this priest. No, his knowledge of languages was far too deep for anyone to deceive
him. The Stranger unquestionably spoke atongue that Baumgere had not encountered before.

“So where did this Stranger come from? Some unexplored part of the world is the accepted explanation,
and one can hardly imagine amore convincing answer, but | have reason for doubt. Y ou see, there have
been other such occurrencesin history, al thought to be hoaxes for one reason or another, and likely
some were. Of course one would have to ask what purpose they served other than gaining the impostor
some brief notoriety. But some are of such anature that | wonder if, indeed, they were hoaxes.

“A boy was discovered in Doom, nearly frozen on awinter’ s day, and he soon succumbed to his ordedl.
But he, too, spoke a strange tongue and was dressed oddly and found his surroundings

unfamiliar. He seemed atogether foreign to the people who found him.

“Seventy years ago awoman dwelt in the mountains of En-tonne, ahermit who was said to Sng songsin
an unknown tongue and had knowledge of healing that others did not. She was alittle mad, some
thought, for she aways claimed that she had been spirited here from another place—a place one could
not reach by land or sea. And aboy of about twelve appeared near Tremont Abbey. A shepherd and his
son found the child, wandering the hills, frightened, speaking alanguage the man had never heard. They
took him to aphysician in the town, and as happened at Compton Hesth, a carriage came late at night,
and the boy was never seen again.”

“And last, and strangest of dl, the case of the Milbrook children. Y ou must know it? The three children
and the nanny al disappeared from aroom while others were outsde. It was agreat mystery seventy-five
years ago, and rewards were offered for the nanny, who was thought to have abducted the poor

children. But they were never found, nor could anyone ever explain how they had disappeared from the
room without anyone seeing. The laughter of the children stopped, and the parents thought they had fallen
adeep, or listened raptly to astory. But when they opened the door later, there were no children to be
found. Gone. Impossibly gone.” Heféell slent.

“They could not have disappeared into the air,” the countess said, strangely affected by this story of lost
children,

“Not into theair, no.” Skye paused, thinking. “1n ancient times there was a bdlief among a group of
scholars—they cdled themsdvesthe ‘lunarians,” for it wastheir habit to meet at the full moon—thusthe
terms‘fool’smoon’ and ‘lunatic’ were born—and they had many strange ideas about the nature of the
world and the heavens, and have been much scorned by men of learning ever since. But even so, they
were some of the earliest to believe that the earth was a sphere, and even calculated its circumference
very closeto our present value. They aso believed that the netherworld was aredl place. They believed
it lay within our world, which they hypothesized was hollow at its center. To this end they explored some
very deep caves and even tried to enter amarginally active volcano, with near disastrous results. This
belief that another world lay within was part of alarger cosmology—if one can cal it that—a hypothesis



that there were other worlds, *infinitely distant yet near

at hand." It wastheir beief that these worlds were, at times, so close that people could pass from oneto
another, and that sometimes, though not by design, they did.“ He gave her an odd defensivelook as
though he expected her to laugh, but when she did not he continued.

“It soundsfoolish, I know, but where did the Stranger of Compton Heath come from? And where did
the Milbrook children go? Somewhere. Somewhere that is not explained by our present description of
the heavens. | am apractitioner of natural philosophy, and it ismy belief that we will one day cometo
understand the laws of naturein dl of their vast intricacy. | am aso an empiricist and believe only in
knowledge that can be confirmed by empirica methods—but what if our perception of theworldis...
incomplete? What if there are worlds, ‘infinitely distant, yet near at hand’ that we cannot detect by any
method yet devised? If thiswere possible, then our entire view of the cosmos would be ludicroudy
narrow. If such athing were possible, then we must begin rewriting the few natural laws we have
recorded—my own laws of gravity among them.”

He stopped, gazing at her, judging the effect of what he’' d said.

“Itis... astonishing. | hardly know what to say. If such athing could be proven, it would stand al
orthodox theory onits head. Are there otherswho share thisview?’

“Thisisthewors of it,” he said, hisface twisting in anguish. “The only men who give voiceto such beliefs
are charlatans and fools. Not real empiricistsat dl, but buffoonswho believein fairies and spirits. Table
knockers who claim to receive messages from the dead, who conduct spirit readings and perform
trumped-up ‘rituals a midnight on the solstice.” He shook his head, hisface turning abright red. “That is
why | keep my interest to mysdlf and tell no one. | would become alaughing stock. | cannot think what
cruelty | would meet. No, you arethefirst | havetold.”

“I am honored that you would trust me with this confidence, but what will you do? Will you keep such
thoughtsto yoursdf forever?’

“Yes, unless 1 can find proof. That iswhere this priest comesin. He met the Stranger in Compton Heath
and, 1 believe, spent hislifetrying to discover where the man had come from. He had accessto all the
books and documents collected by the Farrellite Church, and | believe he found evidence there. Some
information that brought him here to Castlebough where he spent the rest of hislifeinthis

pursuit. | had hoped to find this information—I still hopeto find it.“ His manner changed, and he blinked
severd times quickly, turning dightly away from her.

The countess could not miss hisdistress. “What isit?’ she blurted out, unable to stop herself.

“Nothing, I... | have not been sleeping well. My thoughts will not leave me alone. | sometimes think that
they will drive me... to utter distraction.”

“If you will permit meto say,” the countess pitched her voice to its warmest most compassionate tone, “1
think you spend too much time a one with your own thoughts, and though this may produce much for the
good of theworld, | cannot think it is best for the Earl of Skye, and it is he that | am concerned with. You
should spend more time in society—oh, it need not be with the crowds, which | know you dislike. But with
your friends who care for you.”

He nodded, pulling himself up, ailmost reanimating himself after looking so dejected. “I’'m sure what you say



it true.”

“1 have been invited to a dinner this evening—at the home of one of Castlebough’s leading families. |
thought 1 might accept. Would you care to accompany me? It could be the beginning of your new policy.”

“This evening? |—I would dearly loveto, but | have foolishly committed myself elsewhere. | am sorry.”
“Oh, well, not to worry. | only thought...”

A clock chimed in the village, and he rose suddenly. “Y ou must forgive me, Lady Chilton, but | am called
elsawhere. | cannot thank you enough for your efforts with Mr. Flattery—and for listening to my rambling.
You aretoo kind.”

When Skye had gone, the countess stood on the terrace staring at the door. He had run out on her. After
what she had offered, intimacy, friendship... more. After what she had done for him, pumping poor
Erasmus Flattery, she expected at least alittle gratitude. At the very least, politeness.

“1 have never been treated so...” She could not find aword, nor could she find words to express the pain
and confusion she felt. “ Perhaps he is mad.”

¥'tisunsigned,” Marianne said. ”Y our admirer does not want

to be known—nhe even keeps the identity of the painter he engaged secret so that you will not find him out.
Y ou think it's Skye, no doubt?* Marianne and the countess stood looking at a painting, which had been
delivered to their abode without so much as a card. It was a portrait of the countess sitting upon a divan,
and Marianne had aready said she thought the artist was more than alittle in love with his subject.

“1 don’'t know who it is from, though | am almost certain that it is not from the earl.” She hoped her voice
remained neutral, but Marianne cast a quick glance her way al the same.

“Well, whoever it is, they are likely in Castlebough. 1 can’t imagine that anyone would find you here to
deliver such a gift, but would smply send it to your Avonel home.”

“l suppose.”

“Well, it isapainter of some skill, and therefore he will not be unknown. We'll take it along to dinner
tonight. It will be the parlor game—name the artist.”

“Oh, that would be unkind!” the countess protested.

“Nonsense. If the man has not the courage to declare himself, then he deserves nothing less. | wouldn't be
surprised to find he's married, for Farrelle’ s sake. But if we can find the artist, we will know his employer
soon enough. No, no. Do not protest.”

Chapter Twenty-four

The house was perhaps the oldest house of any size in Castle-bough, and was suitably dark in its decor,
with small windows, and floors of ancient tile and deeply polished walnut. Erasmus did not want to be
there. In fact, he was becoming alittle frantic with inactivity. At least everything wasready for their
departure early the next morning, or so Clarendon claimed. They would set out in search of Kehler and
Hayesat last.



The two men had cometo dinner at the Baron of Glenock’s home, and though Erasmus was not usudly
overly enthusiastic about such events, the baron was a member of Clarendon’ s vintners group, and as
such had applied pressure to the little man to bring Erasmus aong. If he was honest with himsalf, Erasmus
had to admit that hisreal reason for attending was the possibility of meeting the countess again.

Now that she’s learned what she wanted from you, the countess will likely not pay you the slightest
attention, hethought. But | will hang back and if she does not appear to recognize me, | won't make
a fool of myself by pursuing her.

He was not quite sure why he was doing this. Certainly she was not interested in him. The Countess of
Chilton waslikely desired by every man of station in Farrland and beyond. Still, she had taken

his hand at her door, and kissed his cheek, and for afew seconds he had felt that something passed
between them. Something...

The servant opened the doorsto the great hall, and there Erasmus found the thirty or so dinner guests
gathered in ahdf circle, ther attention entirely taken up with something. Flames, wasthis how the
countess was treated? People smply collected about her and stared?

“Wadll, itisn't aSir Geofry Sandier, that is certain,” someone offered. “ The subject gppearsto be dive.”
Therewas generd laughter.

“VitaCorning,” someone €l se suggested.

“No, it was done by aman, clearly. Y ou can see the artist was enamored of his subject.”

“Exactly! VitaCorning.”

This brought much knowing laughter.

Erasmus came up to the edge of the group unnoticed.

“Obvioudy aWarton,” aman said emphaticaly.

“Oh, don't be perfectly ridiculous. It was done by someone with talent.”

Erasmus Hattery found a shoulder he could peer over and there, at the center of this gathering stood a
framed painting on an easd. A painting of the Countess of Chilton which, he thought, came near to
conveying the mysterious dlure of the woman’s beauty. Erasmus found himsdlf staring at it raptly for a
moment and then redlized the head full of curls before the painting must belong to the countess herself.
Suddenly he was nervous with anticipation. Would she acknowledge him? Would there be the dightest
hint of what had transpired between them?

“It isasdf-portrait, and the countessis hiding her talent from usr

Such fawning was too much even for this gathering and was met with various sounds, none of which
could be described as overly kind.

“There aren’'t adozen good portraitists around the Entide Sea. Certainly it can’t be too hard to find the
artist when there are so few to choose among.”

This comment was met with generd agreement.

“Mr. Kent?’ the countess said, “I can't believe you won'’t venture an opinion. Are you protecting one of



your brothersin art?

L

Erasmus noticed Averil Kent hanging back behind the others, looking alittle sheepish, he thought.

“| fear that my own areas of interest don't include portraiture, Lady Chilton, so | am of littleusein this
metter.”

Erasmus |ooked back to the painting again. The pattern of the fabric that covered the divan was dtriking.
New world warblers of bright yellow on leafed branches of some unknown tree, likely an oak, aso not
anold world variety.

Erasmus leaned nearer to Kent and said quietly, “Do you know the pattern in the divan? Isthat Quercus
lyrata, do you think?’

Kent hesitated, looking back at the painting. “ Perhaps stellata, though I’'m not sure.”

Erasmus nodded. W, he thought, you have not fooled quite everyone, Mr. Kent. A quick jealousy
flamed up in him, but heforced it down, smiling a hisown folly. It waslikely that neither the talented
Kent nor the supposedly “renowned” Erasmus Flattery would stand a chance in the competition for the
favors of the countess. Hardly worth afit of jedousy.

Another painter was suggested, this one prompting even more laughter. The countess looked over her
shoulder to seethe originator of this suggestion and noticed Erasmus. The smile was replaced by a
wavering look of uncertainty which Erasmus did not understand. She nodded just perceptibly and then
turned back to the painting.

Hefound the uncertainty of that look infected him, worked itsway into hisblood and left himill with
doubt. He forced his attention back to the painting.

Perhapsit was just the moment, but Erasmus thought the painter had captured something of that
uncertainty in his portrait. The countess gazed out from the canvas with alook at once intelligent and
extremely guarded, though amost masked by the beauty and by the ease with which she inhabited that
near-perfect form. It was, Erasmus had to admit, a brilliant portrait.

He glanced over a Kent. The man’s manner spoke very clearly to Erasmus: the painter was
overwhemed by both a sense of hopelessness, and of fervent hope. Hopel essness because his head told
him that he stood no chance with the countess, yet hopeful because his heart believed that this offering of
his art would make her realize the depth of hisfeding for her. Somehow, Erasmus redlized, Kent had
convinced himsdlf that the countesswould look at the painting

and recognize that such depth of true fedling could come from no one but Kent himsdlf and thiswould
open her eyesto him and what he offered. In aworld where al men desired her, only Kent’ sfedlings
were true and noble.

You poor bastard, Erasmus thought. He wondered if the countess had done anything at al to encourage
the painter. Clearly she knew who hewas, but was there anything moreto it than that?



Erasmusturned his attention back to the painting, reminding himself that looking at Kent might be more
like gtaring into amirror than he could bear. Best not to let afoolish obsess on with the countesstake
hold of him, especialy when it was so unlikely.

He turned away from the group, but when he did, avision of the countess standing near to him at the
door of her home appeared in his mind. Her manner, so earnest and vulnerable, pierced right to his heart.
He must have looked near to faling, for Kent reached out and took hold of his shoulder.

“Areyou wedl, Mr. Hattery?
“Yes, perfectly.” Helooked over at Kent and tried to smile, for they were brothersin misery.

To hisastonishment Erasmus found that he had been seated near to the head of the long table, and next
to the countess. The baron st at the table' s head getting quietly drunk in hisown jolly way, and hiswife
sat to hisright. To hisleft was the Countess of Chilton, and next to her, Erasmus.

The baron looked like aman who had discovered that he' d died and gone to heaven. Servants
continually ddivered him exquisite food and drink, whileto hisleft sat the most beautiful woman he had
ever seen. Hewastoo blissful evento talk but merdly sat therefilling hisface and glowing. Erasmus
thought he had never seen a man who so much resembled a baby—though a giant one. He wondered if
the baron would have to be burped after the medl.

Kent, sadly, sat near the table’ sfarthest end and looked like aman exiled to the provinces.

“Did you see my mystery portrait?’ the countess asked when the baroness’ attention was elsawhere.
“From asecret admirer, apparently. Have you a guess asto the man' sidentity?”

Erasmus hesitated. Would she be impressed if he wereto name

the artist? The thought of poor Kent hanging back behind the crowd made him hesitate. “I... no, | don't
know who it could be.”

“Now, Mr. Hattery, | saw you hesitate. Do you know? Tell me.”

Erasmus shook his head, leaning alittle closer. “1 could be wrong, and if 1 am not, 1 would rather not
embarrassthe man, whoiis, in fact, agentleman of some sengitivity.”

The countess pulled back to examine him for a second. “Was it you who had the painting done?’ she
sad so that no other might hear. “Isthat what you' re telling me?’

Shedid not look displeased, he redlized, and he felt the urgeto lie, to at least give the impression that it
had been him. “Me. Oh, no, Lady Chilton. Not me. Though if | had such talent, | cannot think of a
subject | would rather undertake.”

“Ah, live by the name, die by the name. Though | am not sure| believeyou.” Shelifted her wineglass and
smiled a him. “ To flattering portraits—can one ever havetoo many?’

Erasmuslaughed. “1 have been waiting to have just one.”
“Isthisaprivate conversation?’ the baroness asked.

“Not a al, Lady Bingham. We were just speculating again about my portrait.”



A deep, even breathing caught their attention and they turned to find the baron adeep in hischair.

The baroness looked more amused than embarrassed. “ It isthe effect of the wine. Haifa bottle and he
cannot stay awake. Once, at abal, heleaned against apillar, and, | swear, he went to deep on hisfest. |
roused him, somewhat, when he began to dide to the floor and managed to steer him into our carriage,
though | don’t think he was awake the entire time. Walked out to the carriagein hisdeep, | am
convinced of it. And the next day he had no memory of what had transpired. Deniesit still.” She shook
her head, ralling her eyesalittle.

“Itisinteresting that you would say that,” the countess said, her tone more serious. “| awoke thismorning
inthe parlor downgtairs, dressed in my deeping gown and arobe. | have not the dightest memory of
risng or descending the stairs, nor do | know how long | was there before | awoke. 1t was the oddest
thing, and I’ ve never done anything like it before.”

Erasmus stopped eating. “Why, last night | awoke whilein the midst of undressing. | was Sitting on my
bed taking off my shirt. The

odd thing isthat 1 had goneto bed earlier, and 1 have no memory of rising and dressing, and wonder
what intheworld 1 was doing.”

The baroness laughed. “There is an epidemic of deepwaking apparently. Perhapsthere are some at this
table eating in their deep, even conversing. Somehow, 1 sensethat there are.”

With the baron adeep, Erasmus received much of the countess' attention that evening, and he could not
remember being happier. And it seemed to him that the countesstook pleasure from his company.

Far too quickly, the evening was over and Erasmus found himsdlf staling near the door, hoping to at least
say good night to the countess. Clarendon came up. “We have the kind offer of aride home, Mr.
Flattery.”

“Wadll, that is very thoughtful...” Erasmus began, trying to hide his annoyance, but he did not finish, for
the countess appeared in the entry hall. He almost cursed aloud. How could he escape Clarendon and his
untimely kindness?

“Ah, Mr. FHattery.” It was the countess. “Y ou have not forgotten your promise to escort me home, 1
hope?’

“Forgotten? Of course not. May | present, Randall Spencer Em-anua Clarendon, Lady Chilton.”

Clarendon bowed deeply, and the countess looked immensely charmed. “Mr. Clarendon, it isagreat
pleasure. Areyou aresdent of thislovely village or aviditor, likethe rest of us?’

“1 have ahouse here, Lady Chilton, though | confess 1 retreat to warmer climes once the snow beginsto
fdl.”

“Wdll, perhapswe shal meet again, then, as| will be hereabit longer. I' m rather charmed with
Cadtlebough, | must admit. The pleasures of the evening to you, Mr. Clarendon.”

A moment later Erasmus was handing the countess up into her carriage and then taking his place beside
her, certain he was the erwy of every man present. And there they were riding through moonlit
Cadtlebough, and he was not really sure what he had done to be so fortunate.



They rolled on in silence for amoment, leaving Erasmus to wonder what would happen when they came
to the door of the countess’ home. The town was so small, however, that they arrived at the house
before Erasmus had decided upon which tack hewould

sl

“Would you like to come in and meet Marianne Edden, Mr.

Flattery? Sheis aways Sitting up at this hour, and though she could not be convinced to go to dinner, she
will require acomplete report of the evening' s events.”

“1 would be ddlighted.”

Erasmusfdt both let down and relieved. If there was another present, then there would be no question of
how the evening would proceed. At least he would not be able to make afool of himsdf if he misread the
dtuation completely.

Servantstook hishat and Lady Chilton’s cloak and he was ushered into a small withdrawing room where
hewas|eft done. A fire burned in the hearth, but Erasmus found he was drawn to the window which
looked out over the valley below. In the distance he could see the lake, silvered by moonlight and
garlight, shimmering in the distance. A breeze moved in the branches of the pines, and eveninsde, he
thought he could smdll their sweet scent.

He heard a noise behind and turned to find the countess seating hersdlf by thefire, gazing at him intently,
as though there were some weighty question she was about to pose.

“It is unprecedented, but Marianne seemsto have retired for the evening,” she said. “1 wonder if sheis
entirdly well?” A servant poured wine and dipped away slently.

Erasmus came and sat by the fire. The countess was subdued, perhapstired, or burdened with
something, with some knowledge. He wondered if it was Skye. She had pumped Erasmusfor the greeat
empiricist, so there was clearly some connection between them. Like everyone el se, Skye was probably
enamored of her.

And what are my accomplishments compared with his? Erasmus thought.

“Have you heard this odd tale of the man they cal the Stranger of Compton Heeth?’ the countess asked
suddenly, looking up a him as though she expected ridicule.

Erasmus nodded. “1 have. Y es. Most peculiar.”
“Wherein theworld do you think he came from?’

Erasmus shrugged. “Itisamystery, though | will say that | think it was no ruse, and there seem to have
been other cases”

“You giveit credence, then?’

“Certainly | can neither prove nor disprove the story. | am convinced that the man did appear, and that
he was genuinely lost and confused. Whether he was merely alunétic, as some have suggested—I cannot
say.” Erasmus paused. “I know aman who inter-



viewed the doctor who wasfirst called to seethis stranger. He, at least, believed the doctor’ s story, and
he aso believed the Stranger was no fraud, nor was he mad.”

“You have an interest in this matter?’ she asked, surprised and perhaps relieved.
“The people of Compton Hegth believed a mage came and took the stranger away.”
“And you are interested in the mages...” He nodded and sipped hiswine,

“Doyou ever fed that we are at an end of a chapter of history, Mr. Flattery, and that the world asit
existed before was so much more dive with marvels? | amost fed this stranger was somehow |eft from
that period. Like lizards are the tiny remnants of the great beasts that disgppeared. And now we are left
with thisworld of reason that we are building, and it will be aninfinitely ordered and predictable world
devoid of such wonders as mages and strangers who have come from we know not where. Not to
mention wondrous beasts. Do you know that there were said to be white deer in these hillslong ago?’

Erasmus nodded. “ Y es. 1 have seen the hide of one. They weretrue and redl, just as this man who
appeared in Compton Heath wasreal, but 1 would not be too concerned. | think there are wonders
enoughinthisworld, to last our lifetimesat least.” Erasmus could not help himself, he had to ask. “How
did Skye respond to my verdict on the script?’

He wanted to see her reaction to Skye coming up in the conversation.

She did not brighten at the sound of the man’s name. In fact, sheturned away dightly to Sareinto the
fire. Erasmus was not sure how to interpret this.

“Itisawaysdifficult to say with theearl... Can you read the writing?’ she said suddenly. “1 ask thisonly
of my own curiosity. 1 willsay nothing.”

Erasmus spped hiswine, then rose from his chair, almost without meaning to. For amoment he stood
with hisarm resting on the high mantle. “During my timein the house of Eldrich 1 was under the tutelage
of aman—Walky was his name. He taught all the things that schoolboys are to learn—Old Farr,
Entonne, arithmetic, grammar, history. Nothing that other boysin far more common circumstances did
not learn. But old Walky was beginning to suffer

the disabilities that plague the old. Not that he wasn't strong and healthy—he seemed to have these
quditiesin abundance—but his mind was not what it once had been. His memory wasin decline. Often
hewould cal us by the names of former students, or he would begin to teach us things that he had not
meant to. On more than one occasion he asked usto repeat things that we had not been taught. Arcane
things. He even occasiondly addressed usin alanguage we could not name.” He heard the countess
draw in aquick breath. She stared at him in fascination, but dmost, he thought, he saw some pity there.

“He once left abook on ashdf of the room in which we commonly pursued our studies. It sat therefor
two days before | redlized that it was not abook in any common language. When | first opened it, |
dammed it closed immediately. Although we never met Eldrich, as small boyswe lived in mortal dread of
the mage. | was certain that 1 would suffer some terrible magical retribution for merely opening the book.
But | did not. Two days later | looked again. By the fourth day, Percy—the other boy my agewho lived
there— Percy and | were sure that Walky had forgotten the book atogether and we took it to our room
to examine.

“We were more frightened than you can imagine, but we were also utterly fascinated, and as small boys



often are, we were heedless to the effects of our action.

“The book was completely undecipherable to us. Filled with strange writing and odd diagrams.” Erasmus
stopped unable to continue the story.

“What happened?’ the countess asked, her voice nearly awhisper.

“Wewere discovered... and punished,” Erasmus said, keeping histone carefully neutrd.

“Oh,” the countess said, not quite sure what this might have entailed. “ And the writing?’

“I believeit was the same script found in the painting.”

“And how were you made to suffer for thistransgresson?’

“We...” Erasmusfdt himsdf try to swallow in asuddenly dry mouth. “We were punished,” he said again.
“And you will not say more?’

He shook his head.

“Andthisiswhat 1 have driven you to tell me?’ she said, rising from her chair. Shetook both his hands.
“I'msorry, Erasmus. | am

truly sorry. | have no business delving into your secrets. Thingsthat disturb you. | did not bring you here
to pry secrets from you, for mysdf or anyone dse.”

“Why did you bring me here?’

She paused looking up into hisface, measuring, perhaps. “ Because | owe you an gpology. | misused you
when | invited you here so that | could pry for—"

“For Skye,” he finished the sentence for her. “What is Skyeto you?’ he asked suddenly, though he had
no right to.

“Oh, do not talk to me of Skye,” she said, looking down. “No, it isaterrible thing to use another for
one sown ends. To play with their hopes, with their fedlings, and then to dash them without regard. Itis
shameful. No one should be trested thus.”

Erasmus was about to protest, when she looked up again, meeting his gaze, her eyes glistening. He could
not help himsalf; he bent and kissed her. At once, he thought he had made aterrible mistake, for she
responded not at all. And then suddenly her lips softened and met his.

When they pulled apart, she looked at him in surprise and wonde.
“Mr. Hattery, you forget yoursdlf.”
“Yes” hesad, hardly ableto catch his breath, and kissed her again.

Erasmus would have been convinced he was dreaming, if he had ever known adream sofair, so
overwhelming of the senses. He pulled adivan up before thefire, and here began adow exploration.
Each lace released was areve ation, each kiss more wondrous than the last. Erasmus felt that he had
falen into another world, aworld of the senses, where on€e' s thoughts were driven out and replaced with



wonder and pleasure, A world in which he was the stranger.

Chapter Twenty-five

Hayes dropped his pack to the cave floor and stretched his back. “Not what | imagined,” he said to
Kehler.

Kehler shed his own pack and dug out the cave survey, unfolding it near to their lamp.

In the poor light Hayes could just make out the Fairy Galleries above them. The formation of the room
did give theimpression of agallery above, and here he could see daborate decorations. Stalagmiteslike
melting candles projecting up from the floor, amyriad of crystal straws hanging from the ceiling,
shimmering even in the poor light. Hayes thought that if he sang the perfect tone, the entire celling would
resonate in brittle harmony.

“Wearein theright chamber,” Kehler said after amoment. “ Disappointed?’
“Not at dl. It ismagnificent. Beautiful, redly, but not what | expected. Where do we go from here?”

“Up.” Kehler pointed up into the gdlery. “ There is agood-sized passage there. But we should ezt firs,
then [, for one, need at least afew hours deep before we go on. They were losing the rhythm of the sun,
and deeping when they fdt the need, eating when hungry. Hayes still wound hiswatch and consulted it
occasionally to seejust how long they had been down here, but it no longer dictated their schedule.

Hayes had learned to put his battered jacket down for aseat and then lean againgt his pack which
insulated from the cold hard rock. They sat thus, their packs propped against awall, the lantern between
them, and ate their medl, unsure if it was supper, dinner, or even breakfast.

They ate quietly, then warmed more water over the flame to make their “ netherworld tea.” Afterward,
they put out the flamein order to preserve their precious supply of oil.

In the darkness, questions would not leave Hayes alone. He wondered why he had come. Yes, Kehler
had promised him there was a discovery to be made that would pay them handsomely, and that reason
was as valid now asit had been at the beginning. But even o, there were moments when therisks, or at
least the fears, outweighed the possible gains. And the fears were red and tangible, while the rewards
were yet to materidize, if they ever would.

Worry could not keep exhaugtion at bay indefinitely, and finaly Hayes dipped into an unsettled deep.

Fleeting dreams haunted him, like images floating swiftly past— clouds borne on the wind. And then he
eitled into asingle dream. A woman' svoice was caling him, echoing from far off, like someone
whispering into awell. He crawled down a passage that was amost entirely dark. Again thevoice caled
him, and he struggled on, pushing himsdlf through places so tight that he knew he would never return.

i1 1f ayes?"

| 1 Hewoke to the sounds of Kehler striking hisflint. A moment later a piece of paper caught and he
saw fingers pick it up and tease the lamp wick, reminding him of the squares of light on Paradise Street.
An age ago that seemed.

The wick adopted the flame, and a sad light illuminated their charnber.



“Ah, you're awake.”

“Only partly.”

“Timetogoon,” Kehler said, though there was no excitement or anticipation in hisvoice, which was
uncharacteristically subdued.

Hayes heard himsdlf sgh. “1 suppose.”
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While Hayes packed by lamplight, Kehler retreated down a passage to fill their water bottle. When he
returned he seemed to fuss unduly with his pack.

“I’'m ready to have you reved this great mystery,” Hayes said, forcing histoneto belight. “Lead on, my
friend.”

“Yes. Let ushope...” Kehler muttered, shouldering his pack and setting off, an uncomfortable slence
faling between them.

Climbing up to the gdlery proved easier than they’ d thought, and once there, as the survey showed, there
was but one passage leading on. As Kehler went ahead, Hayes used a candle to mark aletter H in wax
beside the entrance. Then, with alittle trepidation, hefollowed his companion in. Thoughts of the death of
asmall boy haunted him. What kind of beast had this priest been to use children s0?

The passage curved gradually to the right, and maintained afairly constant angle down. To Hayes' relief it
aso maintained its Size, more or less, so that he only occasiondly had to duck his head, something he
was becoming adept at, having nearly rendered himself sensdless severd times early on.

When half of the hour had passed, they met a second passage and followed this. It ran dong dmost level
toward the west.

“How far have weto go?’ Hayes asked. Kehler aways seemed to put the cave survey away before he
had given Hayes a chance to examine it thoroughly—an annoying habit, Hayes found.

“Not far,” Kehler called back, though he did not seem terribly excited. An hour later they cameto asmal
chamber, perhaps twenty feet long, but quite high and a dozen feet across.

“Where now?’ Hayes asked, stretching his back and shoulders.
Kehler pointed down into adark corner. “1t goesthere,” he said.

They dropped their packs, glad to berid of them at last, at least for awhile. Kehler bused himsdf with
filling thelamp, giving Hayes the impression that there was something he was avoiding saying. Just as
Hayes was about to ask what this might be, Kehler shook the ail tin.

“We haven't long to find what we seek. If we' re herelonger than half aday, | fear we shall haveto find
our way out by candle-light.”

“Then we should be about our business,” Hayes said, the moment passing.

The hole in the corner turned out to be about three feet around and they crawled in on bruised knees and
blistered hands, Kehler ahead with the lantern, his shadow thrown back toward Hayes, and moving



oddly on thefloor and sonewalls, like some lumbering beast of the underworld.

Hayes found this view of hisfriend disturbing, as though he had somehow found entrance to aworld not
meant for men. His knees were swollen and scraped, but he' d learned that if he could force himsdlf
beyond theinitial torment, it would subs de somewhat and become almost tolerable.

For ahundred yards he followed the shadow of the creature that led him, and then, to hisrélief, the
passage opened up alittle and they could actualy stand if they were careful to duck their heads now and
then. Not much farther on, the passage turned abruptly to theright and died in asmall pool.

“What isthis?’ he said coming up beside Kehler.
“A poal,” Kehler said, sating the obvious.

“But where does the passage go?’ Hayes dumped down on his pack, his gaze darting about the walls,
searching.

Kehler was saring at the pool. “ The survey ends here,” he mumbled.
“What? Ends? Areyou telling mewe ve comeadl thisway to find this?’

“No. We ve come seeking something more, I'm just not quite sure whereit is, though | have anidea.”
He spread the now-tattered survey of the cave out on thefloor. “If you look here, you' |l seewhat |
mean.” He put hisfinger on the Fairy Galleries, and the passage |eading away from it toward the west. It
cameto a pool and stopped—clearly where they were now.

“I thought you knew of another passage. Some secret way that Baumgere had found.”

“Wadll, thereisone, I'm sure of it. ‘ Theway, by darkness, into light' Baumgere wrote, and something
else Inone of hisseverd versons of the ‘Ballad of Tomas he had marked a pasage with an exclamation
point and the phrase. "How could | have missed this? Kehler sat back and looked at him. ”In the song
Tomaswaslooking at hisreflection in the Mirror Lake—or, in some versions, a pool—
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when he dipped and fell. Strong currents swept him away, and when he surfaced, he was in another
world. Or at least in passages that led to that world.”

Hayes|ooked at him, stunned. “What are you telling me? That if welegp into this pool wewill surfacein
some other place? Kehler, did you bring me dl the way down hereto play acrue jest on me?’

Kehler shook his head. “No. | think Baumgere followed the ingtructionsin the lyric and discovered
another part of the cave. He passed through this pool.”

Hayes stared at the calm, impenetrable surface of the water and then back to Kehler as though the man
had logt hismind. “You aren't talking sense,” he said firmly.

Kehler began pulling off his boots and hose. “ Perhaps not. But | have comethisfar, | will not go back
out of fear of looking foolish.” Kehler stepped gingerly into the pool, and in six strides had reached the
wal.

Hayes laughed. “Wéll, it does not seem to have worked, Kehler. Y ou're till very much here.” He could
not help it; the entire Situation was so absurd. They had put such effort into getting here, and for what?

Kehler bent down, hisface near to the surface, staring intently into the dark water.



“Doyou seeyour reflection? Hayes asked, dtill laughing. “One musin’t divein unlessone seesa
reflection!”

Kehler came out of the pool scowling at hisfriend. “Well, | amwillingtotry it.”
“What?Y ou'll smash your rather addled brain on the bottom.”

“No, look. Thisiswhat | think.” He fetched pen and ink from his pack and turned the survey over,
drawing quickly on the back. “Imagine that this pool is but alow spot in a passage—we' ve seen plenty
of those—and water collects here.” He pointed up to the shimmering wall, which was clearly wet and
dripping. “ So apool forms, but if one crawlsthrough it, thereis a passage on the other side.”

Hayes felt hisjaw drop open. “You can't be serious! Crawl through a passage filled with water? What if
thereisn't another side? What if one becomesjammed? Farrdlle€ s blood, Kehler, you would be dead in
amoment. A moment! Thisistoo much of arisk. Think, man. Evenif you' reright, the water level now
might be quite

different from the time of Baumgere. It could be ahundred feet to air. It could beamile.”

Kehler looked from his drawing to the pool as though somehow gauging its capacity for treachery. “I'm
willingtotry it.”

“You are mad. Whatever might be down here, it can’t be worth dying over. Serioudy, Kehler. Giveit
up. So we don't find this great mystery and gain fame and wedlth. | would rather have my life”

Kehler stood and began to shuck his clothes. “Let usjust do an experiment.”

“Kehler, I will not let you go into some water-filled passage. Y ou're clearly not rationa enough to make
sane decisons.” Hayes put himself between the pool and hisfriend.

“I promise, | will not goin. Let usjust seeif thereisa passage, as 1 guess. That would prove something.
If itismerdy awal of rock... | will giveit up, and we can go back, or search dsewhere.”

“Y ou give me your word that you will do nothing rash?’
“My solemn word. | have no more desire to drown than you. Be sure of that.”
“Then what exactly are you going to do?’

“I'm going lie down in this absurdly cold water and seeif | can sound the passage with my foot. |
promise, | will keep my head above water the entire time. Now get out of my way, Hayes. I'm freezing,
here, and would like to get this over with.”

Hayes moved reluctantly aside, and Kehler went resolutely into the water. He sat down near the wall,
cursing the cold, and pushed hisfoot forward.

“You see! Thereisahole—just asl said.” Heamost lay in the water, now, only hishead and shoulders
showing, more than half his body disgppearing under the onewall.

“Isthere another Sde?’ Hayes asked, amazed. “ Can you fed it?’

Kehler pushed himsdlf in so that only hisfacewasdry. “No... No, | can’t fed anything. It does not seem
to get too much tighter, though, which is something.” He pulled himsdlf back out, shivering.



“Look, I'min here, freezing asit is. Let mejust duck in for amoment. Y ou comein and be prepared to
drag me out by my feet. Come on, Hayes, I’'mturning toice.”

Hayes stripped off his boots and hose and went into the water, which was colder than he' d imagined.
Kehler took anumber of deep bregaths, then ducked himsalf
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under, flailing forward, his head and shoulders disappearing. In a second he was gone to thewals, then
the knees, his absurdly white body being drawn into the dark waters.

Hayes reached down to take hold of afoot, but Kehler shook him off, pushing even farther in.
“Kehler!” Hayescdled. “Don’'t beafool!”

But Kehler was gone. Hayes knelt down and reached in under the rock asfar as he could, but there was
no Kehler thereto grab.

“Bloody blood and flames! Keh-ler!”

Wheat to do? Had Kehler found the other sde? Or was he starving for air, and pressing on foolishly, too
farintoreturn.

“Y ou bloody fool! What if it's ahundred feet through! What if there sno other side at dl?’ He forced
himsdlf to be ill, listening. The water in the pool had gone calm suddenly, asthough Kehler was no
longer moving.

“Damn you!” Hayes said, and took three long breaths, but as he was about to duck under in search of his
companion, a hand grabbed him about the ankle, and Kehler pushed past, shooting out of the water,
gasping, spitting up water and coughing horribly.

“Farrdle sbals, Kehler, you' ve scarred me haf out of my wits.” Hayes began to pound hisfriend on the
back.

Kehler nodded, drawing in long breaths, unable to speak. His coughing subsided.
“It'sthere,” he managed after amoment. “Not far. Ten, twelve feet.”

“Y ou’ ve goneright through?’

Kehler nodded.

“And thereis a passage beyond? A passage with air?’

“Yes” Helooked up a Hayes. “1 had only the poorest light filtering through the water from our lamp, but
| could see... Thereisaroom, at least.”

“How tight is it?”

“A foot and the half, | think. Not bad. One takes a deep breath and then pulls onesdlf through. Itisnot as
difficult asyou might imagine. It just takes some nerve.”

“| should say so! Come get out of thiswater and dry.” Hetook Kehler’s arm and helped him out of the
water. “ Even if we can get through, we' |l be positively soaked. And what of our lantern and



Kehler pulled on his clothing, huddling closeto thetiny flame of

their lantern. “I” ve brought the oiled bags recommended by our guide. They’ Il keep our clothing at least
somewhat dry for the few seconds we will be underwater. We |l extinguish the lantern and wrap it in our
clothes. We ve got candlesaswell.”

“I’'mnot surel can do this,” Hayes said, imagining himself stuck in the smal passage and dark waters.

“Itisnot redly so difficult,” Kehler said. “If one does not let one' simagination get the upper hand. Y ou
can hold your breath and crawl adozen feet. That'sdl thisis. Onejust hasto ignore the

water.”

“And the possibility of getting stuck and drowning in ateacup.” Kehler smiled. “As| said, one must not
dlow theimagination a

freehand.”

Kehler took acandle out of his pack and lit it from the lamp. Dripping alittle wax onto aledgein the
rock, he set the candle out of harm’sway, then blew out the lantern to let it cool.

By thelight of asingle candle they began packing their thingsinto the oiled bags.
“It will take morethan onetripto bring dl this” Hayes said.
“1 will makeadl the crossngs necessary, Hayes. Y ou just get yourself through.”’

Hayesfelt fear taking hold of him. A vague panic that was more than just mental. His somach and bowel
complained audibly, and his motions had become stiff and vaguely disconnected, as though he watched
but had only imperfect control over hislimbs. The stressand strain of their two daysin this strange place
wore on him, and their lack of deep did not help. “1 don’t want to do this,” he said suddenly.

Kehler sat down and looked at him. “Y ou don't have to, Hayes. Y ou have done much coming sofar. |
would hardly have dared it without you. Stay here, if you will. But | can’t comethisfar and abandon it.”
Helooked over at the poal. “Though 1 will say again that the danger ismoreimagined thanred. | don’t
think you could get stuck in so large a passage. But suit yourself...” He amiled. “I will still share whatever
profit might come of it.”

Hayesfdt terribly craven, baking at thisfind test, but he did not swim, and the thought of dying without
ar—without air to breatHe—frightened him more than anything he could name.

Kehler tested the lantern again, found it had cooled sufficiently, and in the confined passage began
removing hisclothes. He

Sean RusA|

wrapped the lantern in these and put the bundle into an oiled cotton bag. This he sedled with a cord and
then placed it inside a second bag.



“Wish meluck,” hesad, shivering alittle.

“Y ou have aflint and paper to light the lantern?”
Kehler nodded.

“Then good luck.”

Kehler dipped into the water awvkwardly, caught his breath and ducked under, propelling himself into the
submerged passage. Hayes saw hisfeet kick and disappear, the water surging back and forth in the poal,
and then after amoment it was ill.

“Farrdle preserve him,” he whispered to the now much emptier passage.
Hewaited for some sign that his friend was safe on the other sde, but there was none.
“Mustn’t let theimagination range fredly,” he muttered.

The candidight fell upon the dark pool asit undulated dowly— like oil, Hayes thought. And then the
faintest glow, likeiridescencein the night ses, filtered through the watery tunnel.

Hayesfdt himsdf rdax alittle.

“Oh, Farrelle sbloody ghost!” he said, and began wrapping food in ashirt and suffing it dl into one of
the oiled bags. By the time Kehler reappeared, he had two bags ready and had begun to pull off his shirt.

“Hayes... Areyou consdering abath? | must tdl you, it is past due.”

“I'msurel can't St herewith my guttering little candle while you go off to make the discovery of our age.
| can’t guarantee that | can do this more than once in and once to come back.”

“No matter. Bring yoursdlf. That will be enough. I'm used to it now. Except for the bloody cold. But be
quick. The quicker we' re through and dry, the better.”

Hayes ssumbled into the pooal, the cold nearly taking his breath awvay. He stuck an arm into the hole
beneath the rock, testing the way forward. At least there was some light to go toward.

“All right, Samud,” he said doud. “In we go.” Hetook a deep breath and plunged in, clawing aong the
rock ceiling, panic gripping him immediately. He battered his hedls and knees againgt the rock as he wertt,
and immediately he became desperatefor air.

He could not be sure how far he had gone. He cracked his head

and then his elbow against hard stone. He was about to turn back, sure that it was much farther than
Kehler had guessed, when he redlized hisfacewasin air and light.

“Thank Farrellel” he muttered, scrambling out of the water, huddling near the lamp rather patheticaly.

A moment later Kehler appeared, tossing a bag to Hayes and then a second. “ Get your clotheson. I'll be
back in amoment.” He ducked under and disappeared back into the tunndl.

AsHayes pulled on his damp clothing, Kehler reappeared, carrying two more bags.
“Onemoretrip, | think. Empty those bags... Ah, good. Thank you.” He disappeared again, clearly



anxiousto get the ordedl over with.

Kehler appeared again amoment later bearing the last bags and both their empty packs. He came
unsteadily out of the water, grabbing up his clothing in trembling hands and pulling it on awkwardly. The
two of them sat there, shivering, water streaming from their hair and eyes.

Kehler laughed. “ Y ou look like a haf-drowned hound.”

Hayeslaughed aswdll. “Y ou look much the same.”

“It wasn't so bad, really—wasit?’

“Yes, it was,” Hayes said, and laughed. “Martyr’ sbals, but | don’t look forward to going back.”
Kehler shrugged. “It will be easer next time.”

“Did you snuff the candle?’

“No. | didn't think. It'still burning. Well, we can't afford to lose any, but... | don't think either of usis
ready to go back for the sake of saving acandle. Let’s go on before we' re too cold.”

They repacked their bags, drank a cup of netherworld tea, and set off down the passage which soon
became large enough for them to walk upright.

In no time the passage changed. Openings began to appear on one side, most small but some seemed
amost large enough for aman. The rock wasriddled with them, as though it had been attacked by
enormous, boring worms. Fifty feet farther the larger passage ended.

Kehler and Hayes stood looking around, and then at each other.

“There must be ahundred openings here,” Hayes said. “And look at them! They aretiny!”

“Just the size of achild,” Kehler said dully.

They stood staring at the endless number of openings. Openings that seemed like speechless mouths.
Mouths that knew how to keep secrets.

Chapter Twenty-six

Sir John Da rymple was not adeep when the knock came. Indeed, he could not remember when he had
last dept well. In concession to the idea of deep he had gone through the motions of going to bed, where
he then lay in the darkness listening for the sound of nightingaes, which he thought he had heard eaxrlier.

Hisfirg reaction wasto ignore the banging, but when it seemed apparent that whomever it waswould
not soon stop, he roused himself dowly. A sudden fear struck him and he threw his robe on. Bryce, he
thought, and hurried to light alamp.

His accommodations were an odd arrangement, over a carriage house attached to alarger home. A
stairway led from hisroom down to adoor into the courtyard or a second door into the main house,
where he could take hismedls. It was more comfortable than an inn, and relaively inexpensive.

He opened the tiny window in the door and found hisfears made redl.



“Mr. Brycel | wasadeep. | do apologize,” he said, wondering why he agpologized for deeping in the
middle of the night!

The man said nothing, but stood waiting impatiently for the door to be opened.

Stll without spesking, he led the way up the airs, forcing Sir

John to hurry after, trying to light the way, struggling for breath almost immediately. When they entered
the upper room, Bryce turned on him.

“There are agents of the Admiraty, herein Castlebough, watching Skye,” Bryce said.

“Ah. | should have thought Moncrief would have been warned off...” Helooked at Bryce, wondering
why it was of particular concern. If Bryce was not out to bring down Moncrief, as Sir John had once
believed, then what were hisintentions?“| assume you haven't wakened mejust to give methis news?’

“No,” Bryce continued to stand, frustrating Sir John who felt agreat need to sit. “I have atask for you, of
course. | must spesk with this Admiraty man—Captain Jamesis his name—it is an absolute necessity.
You will haveto arrangeit.”

“| suppose it would be out of the question for you to smply approach the captain yourself.”
Bryce glared at him. The man had no sense of humor at all.

“I thought not. Y ou would like this meeting arranged as soon as possible, | collect?’

Bryce nodded.

“Let medress, then. 1 won't be amoment.”

Kent was more than embarrassed by what he was doing—he was ashamed. The gate seemed to be
barred, but the wall was not high, and there was a convenient barrel meant to catch rain.

He hoped there were no dogs nearby, for though he was as silent as possible, he was only quiet by
human standards. In amoment he was over and in alane between the house and garden wall. He stole
donginthefant light of the stars, feding before him as he went, listening for the sounds of discovery.

If hewere caught doing thisit would mean hisruin. “ Fool,” he hissed without meaning to. He had barely
missed ruin once that evening, and he was till not out of the woods on that one. Not in hiswildest
dreams had he imagined the countess displaying his painting to everyone and starting agame to seewho
could namethe artist. What abuffoon he would look if someone discovered the truth!

But that was nothing compared to what he would suffer if he were discovered now.

“Go back,” he urged, but he was past listening to the voice of wisdom. Kent seemed to bedivided in
half. Part of him, the sensible part, was aghast a his actions but unable to do anything to stop them. He
was being ruled by something else. Not his heart, he hoped, for he had aways hoped his heart was more
noble.

It is a madness, he thought. / will be fighting duels next, and | have not spent as much as an hour in
her company.



He came to the corner of the house and peeked out to see what was there. A terrace, doors and
windows, al closed. There seemed to be light coming from one room. For amoment he stood in the
shadow, certain that he was done, hoping that somehow his common sense would gain the upper
hand—to no avall.

He bent low and went under the first window, and then came to the one from which light escaped. It was
dightly gar, and ashe cameto it heard unmistakably awoman moan. For a second Kent froze in place,
amost redling. It was his absolute worst fear. It could not be the countess. She had |eft with Erasmus
Flattery, for Farrele' s sake. The man was brilliant, no doubt, but he was hardly an object of fascination
to the women of Avond. No, this must be some maid and her buck. The sounds of love became more
inggtent.

Ever so dowly Kent raised his head. Before the fireplace aman and woman lay on adivan. A trill of
laughter, then a moan. Then suddenly the woman rose, astride her lover, her face hidden by dark tendrils
of hair. She moved over her partner more urgently now. With aquick motion she threw her head back,
revealing her face, her naked torso.

Kent closed hiseyes and let his head rest against the window ledge. It was she. As he stayed thus, he
listened to her cry out, unable to contain her pleasure.

He opened his eyes again, watching her move over her lover. Drawing up the man’ s hands she pressed
them tight to her breadts.

When her climax came, she collgpsed over her lover, burying him in the dark avalanche of her hair.

“Mr. Hattery!” sheteased, her voicefilled with pleasure. * Y ou have taken libertieswith me, Sir! As
penance you shdl beflogged... with my hair—fifty lashes. And you shal haveto stay and pleasure me
until thelight of day.”

S ean Russell

Kent heard the unmistakable sound of Erasmus Flattery’ slaughter. The countess rose up again, and Kent
did not even attempt to hide, shewas so beautiful. The firdight played upon her perfect form, turning her
skin the color of copper.

Kent was sure he had never felt such exquisite agony, and at the same time his heart was pounding at
what he had just seen. The Countess of Chilton in the act of love. He had heard her cries of pleasure, and
though it was not hein her arms, as it should have been, it was more than most men would ever know. At
least he had seen her lost to passion. To his obsessed and confused mind, it seemed amogt like intimacy.

Sir John waited in the smal lobby of the White Hart Inn, having bribed the night clerk to tip him when
Captain James camein. Not that it was likely he would mistake the man, but he knew that a bluff must be
supported by something—in this case knowing the man’s name and business, and very likely knowing
who had sent him aswell.

In hismind, he turned the possibilities over again. Moncrief and Brookes had set out to bring Skyeto
ruin, but surely his miracul ous escape must have made them redlize that this endeavor should be
abandoned. So why had they men watching Skye still?

Onething was certain. The Admirdty did not continue to monitor the activities of Lord Skye without the
Sea L ord s approva, though he may have distanced himsdlf from the endeavor. Perhaps the real question



was. Who in the Admiralty’ sintelligence department was utterly loya to the SeaLord, and therefore
would not reved their activitiesto the government? Likely Admiral Matheson, he reasoned. The man was
brilliant, and utterly trustworthy. It dmost had to be Matheson.

The door opened, and atired, unshaven man appeared. He was not dressed in uniform, though his
bearing was unmistakable. Sir John looked over at the clerk who nodded.

“Captain James?’
The man stopped as Sir John rose from his chair.
ng?1

“Sr John Darymple. Foreign Ministry. I’ ve been asked to have aword with you by amutua friend,” he
sad offering hishand.

The officer’ s eyes narrowed as he took Sir John’ s hand.
“Have we met, sir? You are very familiar.”

“Itislikely. I'minand out of the Admirdty officesregularly, for we have much businessin common.
Admird Mathesonisaparticular friend, asisthe Sea Lord himsdlf.”

“Ah, yes, of course.” The man's eyes opened fully and he smiled. James |ooked tired enough to collapse
where he stood, though he till held his shoulders square, even if his head seemed to bow allittle.

“Can we speak more privately, Captain James? | shdl not take but amoment of your time.”
James retrieved akey from the clerk. “Will you come up?’

“If you don’t mind, | have something to ddiver to you. My lodgings are not far.”
James|ooked a him suspicioudly.

“1 know it seemsabit odd, but...” he cast his gaze around the room, “1 would like to be certain we
speek in privacy. | am fulfilling the instructions of your superior. Do you understand?’

James hardly seemed less mydtified, but he nodded. They stepped out into the night, and proceeded
down the street and around the corner. Bryce had instructed him to bring James four blocksto a certain
dark corner.

“Where arewe going, Sir John?’
“But two blocks more. Not far. | do apologize for the mystery, and the lateness of the hour.”

He found the carriage drawn up in the shadow of adarkened house, but it was not Bryce' s carriage. It
was hard to seein the dark, but it was alarge, old-fashioned looking coach, drawn by afour horse team.

He thought James might balk as they approached the carriage, yet he did not seem in the least
concerned.

“The carriage waits for you,” Sir John said, the exact phrase Bryce had told him to use, and James
nodded as though acknowledging an order.

Stopping twenty feet off, Sir John saw the door swing open and James climb unconcernedly aboard, asif
it was not the most unsettling thing. The carriage moved off without aword from the driver, who hunched



on the seet above, bent over hisreinslike avery old man.

WElI, Sir John thought, my involvement with Mr. Bryce becomes more and more strange, hie rather
hoped noiill befell Captain James.

His head filled with questions, Sir John set out for hisrooms, but soon reglized that he would not deep
this night and so continued a ong the street, wandering about the town like aman deranged.

Chapter Twenty-seven

It was ajourney of several hours from Castlebough to the cave mouth, so Erasmus and Clarendon had
left at first light. They rode a horse and a pony, while behind them followed a servant leading a packhorse
that bore their gear.

On somelevel Erasmuswas aware that the countryside they passed through was beautiful, but his
attention was fixed on memories of the previous night which he turned over and over in hismind.

/1 liveto a hundred years, | shall never know a night to be its equal , he thought.

The countess had made him no promises. In fact, her manner had |eft him uncertain asto their future, and
this offset the incredible blissthat he felt—but only alittle. Never had he imagined that he would win the
favors of such awoman. Not that he had been entirely unsuccessful in his pursuit of the fairer sex, but

dill ... the Countess ofChilton.

And here hewas, entirely againgt hiswill, setting off into a cave in search of two foolish young men—and
whatever it wasthat they had found. How he wanted to be back in Castlebough in the company of the
countess. She had not quite understood why he was undertaking this expedition, and he did not redlly fed
he could explainit al to her. Not that he completely understood himsdlf. What, exactly, did Kehler
expect to find in this cave? Certainly whatever
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it wasit had the Farrellite Church concerned, and this as much as anything drew Erasmus.

“Y ou look dternately troubled, then happy beyond one’ s dreams, Mr. Hattery,” Clarendon said
suddenly. There hadn’t been much conversation snce leaving the road for the smple reason that the trall
through the trees forced them to ride in singlefile, but they were crossing awide meadow now and
Clarendon had dropped back to ride beside his companion.

“1 amworried about these young gentlemen,” Erasmus said, not commenting on his dternate mood.

Clarendon smiled a him. “They do not seem like impetuous young men, Mr. Flattery. I’m certain we
shdl find them perfectly well; at the worst they might suffer abit from disgppointment.”

“You don't think they’ |l find whatever it isthey’ re seeking?’

Clarendon shook his head. “ The cave has been explored by some very dedicated men over the years,
men who were a bit obsessed by their endeavor, and nothing but natural miracles have been reported.
These men had agreat deal more experience than your young friends, as clever asthey might be. No, |
think they will be disappointed, but neverthdess, we shal go in and find them if that iswhat you wish.”



“My concern, Randall, isthat Kehler had some information that the more experienced explorersdid not,
and that might lead them into unknown dangers.”

“But Hayeswould never say what thisinformation was?’
Erasmus shook his head.

“Though certainly it related to Baumgere' s search. Perhapsthey will find the source of the priest’ swedlth.
From what you have said, Mr. Hayes, at least, would not be hurt by such afind.”

They rode into the trees again where the narrowness of the path alowed no further conversation.

Thetrail went up and after an hour of climbing they came to an indentation in the mountainside. Here, ina
hollow, they found two men sitting on moss-covered rocks and talking quietly. It took Erasmus a moment
to redlize that the older of the two was Deacon Rose, for he had abandoned his priestly robesin favor of
ahuntsman’sgarb.

“Ah, Mr. Flattery, you have come at last,” the priest said, rising from his seat. “I was beginning to think
you had changed your mind.”

“Changed my mind?’ Erasmus said, “1 don’t remember making a decision to meet you, Deacon Rose.”

“Nor do 1 suggest you did, but nevertheless, hereyou are, and if | cannot accompany you, then | shal
merely follow. 1 assume you will not siop aman from going into the caveif that ishiswish?’

Erasmus swung aleg over hishorse's back and dropped to the soft ground. For amoment he stood
garing at the priest, and then he glanced up at Clarendon, who remained on his pony. The small man
rased his eyebrows, his mustache dmost twitching.

Erasmus was not sure how he should respond. Certainly he wasn't prepared to stop the priest from
entering the cave. What was he to do? Tie up Rose and his companion?

Y et he did not trust Demon Rose, as Kehler named him. The man was not telling the truth about what he
knew, that was certain, and hisintentions toward Kehler were not clear. The church bred a certain kind
of aroganceinits priests, and they did not hold much respect for the sovereign rights of mere citizens.

“I might be more inclined to take you with us, Deacon, if you wereto tell me what you, and what Kehler,
expect to find here”

The priest ood looking at Erasmus for amoment, considering, then heinclined his head to one side.
“Let us spesk more privately, Mr. FHattery.”

Erasmus handed the reinsto Clarendon’ s servant and motioned for his companion to follow. They

wa ked beyond the hearing of Rose' s guide, into the dappled sunlight of the pines, and aview opened up
before them. Far below they could see alake, and for thefirst time Erasmus noticed the fragrance of the
trees.

“1 am sworn to secrecy, Mr. Flattery, and a priest does not break such an oath easily, but 1 fed that
your request iseminently reasonable, so | will bresk my covenant thistime.” The man stopped and drew
abreath, consdering where to begin. “1 am not absolutely certain what Kehler discovered in Wooton,
and | say thisin complete truth. He disappeared before we could question him and discover the extent of
his betrayal—which iswhat it was,” he said, showing alittle pain. “A betrayd of trust.” He paused again.



“I have been sent here to be sure that this betraya does not bring my church into conflict with Lord
Eldrich. In thismatter | am hoping for your assistance, Mr. Hattery. It ismy greatest hopeto stop Mr.
Kehler in hisendeavor before he draws the attention of the mage.”

“But what ishisendeavor?’ Erasmus said quickly, hisimpatience taking control.

Rose nodded, redizing perhaps that he could no longer answer Erasmus with vagaries. “It islikely that
what Kehler found in Woo-ton was apainting by Pelier; apainting and perhaps aletter from the priest
who refused |adt ritesto Baumgere.”

Erasmus could see that Rose suddenly had Clarendon’ sfull attention.

“Mr. Kehler likely learned that Baumgere spent agreat deal of time searching the cave. And the
painting... the painting showed someone offering knowledge. Not just knowledge but knowledge of the
arts of the mages. Forbidden knowledge, Mr. Flattery. I'm sure that is what Baumgere sought, and whét,
inturn, Mr. Kehler hopesto find.”

“The other night you suggested thisdl had something to do with
Tdler, Erasmussaid.

“The priest nodded again. "It is possible”

“He hid recordsin the cave. Isthat what you think?”

“I don't know, Mr. Flattery. Pelier’ spainting, likeal of hiswork,
isopen to interpretation. But it seemslikely that Mr. Kehler believes
something is hidden here, and likely Baumgere did aswell, though
he never found it.

“And if that isso, why areyou here?’ Erasmus asked. “Even if
Kehler finds somerecords or texts, it is, as you suggest, Mr. Kehler
who will bear the brunt of Eldrich’sanger, if the mage even finds

“I am here because we have a pact with the mage. If Mr. Kehler has found hisinformation in our
archives, itismorethan likely that Eldrich will hold us accountable. But if | can convince Kehler to
abandon this quest, then perhaps | can avert the intervention of Eldrich. And if Kehler findswhat he
seeks, | will seeit mysdf and be thefirdt to report it to the mage, unless you yoursdlf do it beforeme. In
either case you will be awitness, Mr. Flattery, and Eldrich will know that we have not broken our pact
with him. Nor will we, Mr. Flattery. L et me assure you.”

Erasmus |ooked over at Clarendon but could not read the man’ sreaction.

“I' will not be aburden to you, Mr. Flattery. | work dmost daily in thefields and barns of our monastery,
and it haslong been my



great joy to explore the meadows and woods, wa king many milesinaday. | will not dow you or need
your help aswego.”

Clarendon had planted hisfeet far gpart, hands on hiships. “Y ou will let us consder what you have said
in private, Deacon Rose.” it was said with remarkable firmness, from aman who did not reach the
priest’ s shoulder.

Erasmusfollowed Clarendon away afew steps. “What do you make of this, Randdl?’

“Asmuch as| hateto admit it, | think it would be better if he accompanied us, Mr. Fattery. | will fed
more comfortableif heisunder our watchful eye. | il do not trust him, though what he has said hasme
suddenly anxious. Could this matter interest Eldrich? Are those young men doing something incredibly
fodlish?’

Erasmus shook hishead. “1 don't know, Randall. I’'m not such an authority on the mage as some people
think. It ssemsunlikely to methat Eldrich has any notion of what two rather anonymous young gentlemen
are up to. But if Baumgere searched here for some hidden records of the Tellerites, then it isa matter of
great concern. Hayes and Kehler might not realize how much thiswould interest Eldrich, and how he
might react to such adiscovery. Roseisright in this. Better to inform the mage of what isfound and then
say nothing to anyone. | can't imagine what Hayes and Kehler think they will do with this knowledge.”

“Then we will take the priest and watch him closely,” Clarendon said. “ Are we agreed?’
Erasmus nodded. “Rductantly, yes.”

An hour was lost while they prepared themselves to enter the cave. It was decided to take two lanterns
and keep one carefully packed for use in case thefirst should be damaged or lost. They dso split an
enormous bundle of candlesinto three smaller packages.

“We must have light and morein reserve,” Clarendon said. “ A hundred feet into this cave we enter a
world that is beyond the reach of tarlight or sun. It isablackness you have likely never experienced
before. Without light we shall come to harm, gentlemen, have no doubt of it. Light. It isabout to become
the most precious commodity we have. A day into the cave and you would pay gold for it. Mark my
words, you would give everything you own for aspark.”

After resting for amoment and eating alittle, they shouldered their packs and set off down the path to the
cave mouth. The open-

ing was hung with moss and vines which covered the hard rock that extended back into the darkness.
The entrance to the underworld— though it was not guarded by wolves asthe myths said.

They lit their lantern in the sunlight, and then, with Clarendon in the leed, set off into the darkness. Thirty
feet into the cavern, Erasmus turned and looked back at the irregular patch of green framed by the cave
mouth. Sunlight tumbled through the trees onto abed of moss and lit the swaying ferns. Erasmus thought
the world looked incomparably fair and verdant. He turned back and hurried after his companionswho
made their way resolutely downward into aland devoid of sunlight and rain and the whispering of windin
the pines.



Chapter Twenty-eight

Kdlstapped a glass paperweight againgt the table. Knock... knock... knock. Pause. Then repeated
again. He was unaware of it, Annaknew, as were most of the others, but it had begun to drive her to
digraction.

Knock... knock... knock. Pause.

“Skyeremainson thesurface,” Kellssaid at last. “And if heisto open the gate, as Anna has seen, then
we might be advised to stay on the surface aswell.”

“Butitisavison,” Bankssaid in frudtration, “and therefore requires interpretation. | think the gateis
open... now. Look who has gone down into the cavern: both these young men Skye employed; the
priest; and Flattery and Clarendon aswell. They have hardly undertaken such athing for amusement.”

“I think Banksisright,” Annasaid. “It feds... trueto me. The gateis open, and we St hereidly arguing.
If Flattery has gone down into the cave, thenitisal but certain, | think.”

“But he went in the company of apriest, and not just any priest—Deacon Rose. If Erasmus FHattery ill
sarves Eldrich... well, there isan unholy dliancefor you.”

“But if Flattery sill served Eldrich,” Annasaid, “would he expend dl of his energies seeking knowledge
of the mages, aswe dl know he does?’

“Over the centuries,” Halsey said, “many have served the purposes of the mages and not known. Erasmus
Flattery could very easily be one of these.” The old man shifted in his chair, lost in thought. He was always
uncomfortable, never quite free of pain, Annaknew. If she hadn’t resented him so at that moment she was
certain she would pity him his suffering.

“| fear, though, that Annaand Banks are right,” Halsey said slowly. “The gateis open.” He moved
carefully in his chair, his eyes pressed tightly closed—the only sign of pain he showed. “1 think the question
is, how much risk are we willing to take? All other discussion is mere distraction. Do we go down into the
cave not knowing if Erasmus Flattery still serves Eldrich? And do we go, knowing full well both the loyalties
and intent of Deacon Rose?’ He looked at the others around the table, holding the gaze of each of them for
amoment.

Knock... knock... knock... pause.

Annatook a deep breath, knowing the full significance of the decision they made. “| believe Erasmus
Flattery does not serve Eldrich, but pursues the knowledge of the mages of his own accord. As such, heis
our natural ally. The priest is another matter. He will destroy usif he can. We cannot be misled by any lie
or subterfuge he might employ. It is his sworn duty to destroy us, and therefore we must... do what the
situation requires. And | believe we can.”

Halsey stared at her for amoment, just a hint of emotion there, then turned to the others. “Kells?’

“l can't dispute Anna svision if shefeelsthisisthetime... | agreethat the risk is Flattery. We simply do
not know with any certainty what his loyalties are. And even if he hated Eldrich more than any man alive,
that still would not mean that he did not serve the mage. Halsey isright in this; many have unwittingly
served the mages.” He looked down at the paperweight, hefting it as though he tapped it against an invisible
surface. “But if the gate has been opened and the knowledge of Anna svisionisin the cave... we have
little choice, | think. But—"



“Exactly so!” Banks interrupted. “Thereisno choice. That'swhat |—"
“Mr. Banks... " Halsey said. “Let Kells finish. Please!”
Banks nodded, hanging his head alittle. Annafelt pity for him—it was so frustrating at times.

“1 was going to say that Anna must be prepared to be far more

... merciless than she has ever been.“ He looked up at Anna. " Do you understand? This priest—in fact, all
of these people—their mere existence could threaten us. Eldrich must never know what has been found.
Never. Or hewill train others.”

Anna nodded, looking down. She was hardly ableto find her voice. “1—I knew it might come to this.
Deacon Rose, | believe, iswell within my abilities. Erasmus Flattery isarisk. We al know it. If Eldrich
trained him...”

“He has no familiar,” Banks said firmly. “Flattery would have afamiliar.”
“It is not impossible to hide such athing,” Halsey said.

“I will dowhat is required to protect us. | must,” Annasaid. No one answered, and unable to bear the
doubt-filled silence, she went on. “And there is something else... Something we never discuss, for we
hardly dare hope such things. In my vision the man had a blossom.” She looked at Halsey. “If there is seed,
then we should hold nothing back. | say risk everything for the seed.”

Halsey did not respond, but only held her gaze a moment. “Then you will go down into the cave,” he said
quietly. “But if this knowledge you have seen is real—if you find it—then | charge you to let none of these
othersreturn to the surface, for if anyone escapes with knowledge... Eldrich will find us. Do not think this
isjust theirrational fear of an old man. Eldrich will find us, and his revenge upon us will be terrible.”

Chapter Twenty-nine

Holding the lantern as near to hisface as he dared, Kehler pressed his finger to the rock and lifted it
away, examining the bl of hisfinger for resdue.

“Chalk, 1 think. Look.” He held hisfinger out to Hayes.
“Tadeit,” Hayes suggested.

Kehler consdered thisfor asecond, decided there waslikely no harmin trying and thrust the finger into
his mouth. “Eagh!” He spat on the cavern floor. “No doubt of it. Chalk mixed with mud, | think.”

“Baumgere, | suppose?’

Kehler nodded. “Unless someone el se has been here before us. It would make sense to mark what
you' d done. The placeisalabyrinth. It would be easy to forget which passages you’ d explored. We
should mark them aswell.”

“But chak ishardly permanent. Wouldn't it have made more sense to use something that would lagt?’

“Perhaps, but would you carry apot of paint in here? It has been many years Snce Baumgere was here,
s0 the marks have amost gone, but perhaps in the short time he was searching—maybe only afew
months, or even weeks—the chalk would have been adequate.” Kehler paused for a second. “Or maybe
he didn’t want to leave permanent marks. He may even have erased them himsdlf.”



They looked back at the faint smudge on the rock. Severa such marks had been found, each above an
opening, though they wereillegible, now, if they ever had been writing. Unfortunately no sgns could be
seen above many of the passages and Hayes and Kehler didn’t know if this meant these passages had
not been explored or if the chak had smply worn away over the years.

Hayes looked down the length of the passage. There must have been forty openingsin the short distance
he could see. “Would you not approach thiswith some kind of order?’ he asked. “1 would certainly start
at one end and work my way to the other.”

“Yes, certainly. Meaning?’

“Wadll, if we can find the last passage that Baumgere explored we would save oursalves agreat dedl of
effort. Do you see what I'm saying? Even if the last passage on which we can discern amark isnot the
last he explored, we could still be diminating some of them.”

“Y es, that would make sense.” Kehler moved to the next passage and began searching the rock around
the opening.

After severd hours of effort, they finally chose the passage they believed wasthe last thet till bore a
mark, and this eliminated perhaps fifteen openings—less than haf the possibilities, though Kehler was
quick to point out that any number of passages could possess branches, making the number potentialy
grester—perhaps much grester.

They sat to eat and re<t, for both of them were greetly fatigued, as well as stiff and sore. The exploration
of caveswas not as painless asthey liked to pretend.

Kehler fell into adeep deep in the middle of their medl, and Hayes blew out the lamp and shut hiseyes. It
was important to preserve fud. Strangely, he could not deep, though he was as deeply fatigued as he
could remember being.

Helay inthe dark, feding the immeasurable tons of rock above him, imagining the layer of sail, and then
the thin cover of vegetation. Above them the night would be unfolding. Somehow he was sure a soft
breeze siwayed through the branches and the sweet fragrance of the forest filled the night. Overhead Stars
sparkled in aclear sky.

The fantasy would not hold, however, for even in the darkness Hayes could fed the cave around him. It
had a certain smell, not
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unpleasant, but, still, for him it would always be associated with darkness and the damp and the constant
weight of the rock above.

Kehler began to snore softly, and Hayes pulled his collar closer around him, suddenly cold. Hetried not
to think of the trek out; the abyss above the fals, the climbs, the sections where they would be forced to
crawl. The cave entrance seemed impossibly far away, as unreachable asthe past.

At last hefel into atroubled deep and began to dream that he was|ost in the tunnels of an endless cave,
wandering through an eerie semidarkness, constantly coming to branchings and not knowing which way
to turn. Occasionally he would see lightsin the distance and think that he was rescued, but run ashe
might he could never catch the bearers of the light, and he would be | eft done again, hearing only the
distant fall of footsteps, and what sounded like muttering.



Helay in the darkness listening to an even bresathing.
Thisis no nightmare, heredized. / am awake.

Even though he had no ideahow long he' d dept, he decided to light the lamp and rouse his companion.
They had much work to do and had not meant to deep at dl.

They began with theinitid unmarked tunndl, Kehler inssting that the first would be his. The opening was
small, dmost round, and quite smooth. Kehler pushed himself into this, hislegskicking awkwardly for a
moment, and then he disappeared, drawing the light in after him. Hayes was | ft in the darknesswith only
the sounds of Kehler’s progress for company. Every so often he would cdl into the opening, checking on
hisfriend, and he and Hayes would share afew words, then he would find his pack in the blackness and
sit down, embarrassed by how deected and alone he felt. Perhaps three quarters of an hour passed and
suddenly afaint glow emananted from the passage Kehler had disappeared into. Hayes became confused
asthelight grew, for it dmost seemed to him that the glow came from the opening next to the one Kehler
had entered.

Anxiety gripped him; the next exploration would be his, and Hayes was not looking forward to it.

A few moments later the light grew from aglow to its anemic best, and the lantern swung out into the
open. Hayes forced himsdlf up and took it from hisfriend’ shand. “I must beinamuddle,” he said, “for |
would have sworn you entered this next opening down.”

Kehler's head and shoulders appeared. “Y ou' re not as addled as you think. | began in the next passage,
but it joins this one and then peters out to nothing. 1 was able to turn around in the join and come

out thisway.”
Kehler stood up stiffly and let out along breeth. “Well, it wasn't so bad. Shall | do another?”’
“No, it smy turn. Thereisoil enough in thelamp? Then | shdl be tortured next.”

He doughed off his coat, and took up the lantern. The next passage was no larger than the first two, but
more importantly it was not smaller, and Hayes reached the lantern in and, with great reluctance, crawled
in behind.

Oncein thetubefor hisfull length Hayes stopped. He looked down the narrow tunndl which bent away
from him and went up dightly. What he could see did not seem terribly frightening. Tight but no worse
than he had done. It waswhat lay beyond that preyed upon hisimagination. Could it become so tight that
he would not be able to go either forward or back?

With greet effort Hayes pushed back the fear and forced himsdlf to go on. From previous experience he
knew that his shoulders were made narrowest if he put one arm forward and one back and dithered
along on his side or ssomach, depending on the shape of the passage. He would move the lantern ahead a
few inchesthen drag himsdf along, scrabbling for purchase with hisfeet, regulating his bresthing so that
he did not panic, for panic was the great enemy. He would have been better to have been bornwith a
less activeimagination asit only made things worse. He could imagine the most gruesome scenarios:
getting stuck in the passage; breaking the lamp and setting himsdlf on firein a place where he could barely
move, let alone put himself out; and on and on. He shut his eyes and tried to will the images away. Best

to think of nothing but moving ahead the next few inches, of moving the lantern carefully, being sureto set
it whereit would not fall and shatter the chimney.



To hisgreatsrdief the passage did not grow tighter, nor did he set himsdlf ablaze, so after thirty feet he
began to relax alittle. Suddenly the passage opened into a small room perhaps four feet square and here
he sat up and rested for afew minutes, drawing deep ragged bregths.

From thisroom the tunnel continued on at an angle from an upper corner and he studied it for amoment,
thinking it might be

hard to get started unless there were some good holdsinside that he could use to pull himself up. For a
second he considered merely going back and telling Kehler that the passage ended, but he redlized that
he would not fed right about telling such alie—and what if the secret they sought were here? No sense
coming dl thisway and not making as thorough a search asthey were able.

As hereached for the lantern to go on, he redlized that asmall bit of metal lay on the floor. He picked it
up and found he held a copper rivet, perhaps from abelt or even aboot. Thiswas not an unexplored
passage! Someone had been here before. He looked up at the opening. If it was true that Baumgere did
not find what he sought, then there wasllittle reason to go on. Hayesfelt his spiritslift.

Resolving to at least ook into the tunndl, he thrust the lantern into the passage and peered in. Wedging
himsdlf in the opening, he managed to crawl in sx fegt, but it definitely tightened down to the size of a
man’s head in another length.

His energy restored by this, he crawled back out to the main passage and found Kehler wrapped in a
blanket, fast adeep.

“Wadl, I'mglad | didn’'t need to cdll for help,” he said as he shook hisfriend awake. “Look at this” He
held therivet out for Kehler to examine.

“Youfounditinthere?’

“Y es. The passage burrowsin for thirty feet or so to asmal room. From there the passage doesn’'t go
seven feet before shrinking down to mole size. But the rivet was on the floor.”

“Farrelle’ sghost. So Baumgere had explored thisfar.”
“Assuming it was Baumgere”

Kehler nodded continuing to stare at the bit of copper. “It is unfortunate that we are till poking into
passages that our good falen-priest dready eliminated, but | can see no other method of going about this.
Canyou?

Hayes shook his head.

Kehler forced himsdlf up. “Wél, my turn for thefire” Helifted the lantern and shook it dightly, listening
to the sound of fud in the reservoir. Before he entered the next opening he took a candle and marked
those that they had explored with an X inwax. A moment latter he had wriggled into the rock, leaving
Hayesto listen to his progress and watch the light fade to darkness.

Hayes wrapped himself in Kehler’ s blanket and settled on the

two packs. It was hard to stay awake, but he wanted to be sure to hear hisfriend should he cdl out.



And o it went for severa hours asthey diminated one passage after another. Exhaustion caught up with
them and they dept. Asthey became more and more fatigued, Hayes found it harder to stay warm when
he was not exerting himsdf and lay shivering in the darkness, desping fitfully and shifting his position
often. Each time he dept, the dream returned, though he never managed to catch up with the lights and
their bearers, but wandered aone in the underworld, hollow with hunger and thirst and yearning, never
ableto find hisway ouit.

A rasping wakened him, and Hayes opened his eyesto adight glow coming from the opening hisfriend
had crawled into some unknown time ago. Hayes threw aside the blanket and stumbled as he went.
From out of the hole he could hear muttering and the harsh rasp of breath. Hayes stuck hishead in the
hole and caled out.

The sounds stopped and Hayes called out again. “Am | dmost out?’ came Kehler’ sreply though it was
half grunted as he began to move again. “I think so. 1 can hear you clearly.”

“Farrelle be praised.”

It was another quarter of the hour before Kehler’ sfeet appeared and Hayes took hold and dragged his
exhausted friend out. Kehler wavered as he found his feet and Hayes grabbed hold of him lest hefdll.

“Sit down, Kehler.”

“No, let me stand,” he steadied himself on therock wall. “Let me fed the space around me.” He moved
his arm and worked his cramped shoulders, gasping as though he had been under water.

“Flames,” he said between breathes. “Bloody blood and flames. What ahdllhole.”
“What did you find?’

“Find? Nothing only two hundred feet of passage so tight | thought | should never get out again.
Fardle sflames, | hopethey’'renot al likethat.” He lowered himself to the rock and leaned his back
againg thewall. “How long was | gone?’

Hayes produced histimepiece. “ Three hoursand a bit, | think.”

“Wadl... Wewill be here sometimeif they al take such effort.

Flames, | wish we knew which tunnels Baumgere diminated. We
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could save oursalves days. We haven't brought nearly enough food, | fear.”
“We Il havetoration, that'sall.”

“Yes, but al thiseffort has made me hungry dl thetime.”

“Wadll, it is about medtime anyway—noon in the world above.” Hayes began to rummage in his pack for
food. “Let’s eat something, and then I’ [l take my turn.”

Before they ate, Kehler took up a candle and made a prominent X above the opening he had just
explored, asthough to be absolutely sure not to have to enter it again.

They ate and drank and spoke of small things of the world above. Laughed at old stories of wilder days,
and did everything they could to put the matter they pursued from their minds. Hayes had never redly



been convinced that they would find fame and fortune from this mad endeavor, but had accompanied his
friend partly out of loyalty, partly from curiosity, and perhapsin part for lack of anything better to do. His
creditors were unlikdly to find him here. But now that the true cost of the exploration was becoming
gpparent, he wondered if it would not be more sengibleto giveit up. It was difficult for him to imagine
that they would find anything that would make thisterrible crawling into the bowels of the earth
worthwhile.

“Can you bear to do another?’ Kehler asked after they had both avoided the issue aslong as possible.

Hayes felt the darkness reach out and touch him, the infinite cold stored in stone seeping into his beating
heart. “We can’'t quit now,” he heard himself say. Hetried to control hisfear. “I, for one, need the
fortune you promised.” With the utmost care hefilled the lantern, knowing that they could ill afford to spill
adrop.

Hayes stretched his stiff muscles, took up the lantern, and went to meet the next passage. His courage
failed him as he stood looking into the dark mouth that was about to consume him, but then he forced
himsdlf to go on. Leaning down, he stretched asfar as he could, setting the lantern in the passage. He
was surprised a how unrespongve his muscles were, as though he had driven them beyond exhaustion
and now they no longer answered to his commands as they should.

He crawled avkwardly into the unyielding rock, feding it bite into his battered knees and the heds of his
hands. When his hip contacted the rock, Hayes stopped for amoment and et the pain subside.

“1 fed likean old man,” he muttered to himsdf. “What' sthat?’ he heard Kehler call out.

“Nothing but curses. Put on thetea, | shan’t be but amoment.” He reached out and moved the lantern
ahead, dragging himsdf after it, battering his shoulder crudly into the rock. On he went, trying not to think
about what lay ahead. He didn’t even look up the passage except to move the lantern, for it hurt too
much to wrench his neck around any more than he had to. A few moments passed before he began to
warm from the exertion and then he broke out in a swest that did not fed natural, as though he were
fdlingill aswdl.

The passage tightened down around him, and he contorted himsdlf around to find away forward, trying
to maneuver his shoulder and hip around irregularitiesin the rock. For amoment Hayes jammed his
shoulder back against aswelling and forced himself to relax, breathing deeply. He was so tired that he
could hardly force himsdf to move.

He closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing. He knew he wasn't serioudy stuck here, it was more
the fatigue, he hardly had the strength it required to get himself free.

“/ can go back,” hereassured himsdf. “ Go back.” His voice sounded so overwhel med with fatigue and
laden with sadness that he almost thought he listened to another, and this frightened him amost more than
anything. He shook himsdlf, not sureif he had begun to fal adeep.

Forcing himself to back up alittle, he managed to rel ease his shoulder and then wriggle around to get past
the projection that impeded him.

The cold sweet did not abate, as though it were not abodily fluid at al but cold fear that flowed out of his
pores.

He reached out to move the lantern, forcing himself to raise his head so as not to burn hisfingersyet



again, and he recoiled in horror, smashing himsdf hard into the stone, and hearing himself cry out. The
lantern toppled, leaking oil, and immediately caught fire. And there he stuck, gasping for breath, cowering
back againgt the stone, unable to bear the sight. Beyond the flameslay ahuman skull, atiny wisp of hair
gill clinging to it like a spider’ sweb. One skeletal hand reaching out toward him, toward the world of
light.

Oh, bloody flames. Farrelle save me... It is a child. A poor, forsaken child.”

Without thought as to what would happen, he reached quickly into the flame, putting the lantern upright,
hisdeeve catching fire.

“Nooo!” He battered hiswrist against the stone in desperation and managed to put the deeve out before
he went up in flame himsdlf, though his hand stung insufferably from burns. He coughed from the smoke
and backed away from the lantern that till sat in the center of aball of flame.

“Flames! Let me go. It isa child. Baumgere's child. Farrelle grant him peace.”

The leaked oil burned away, and though he was nearly blind from the sting of the smoke, Hayes forced
himsdlf to move forward again, and reached out gingerly and touched the lantern’ s handle. Still too hot.
He would have to wait.

He could see the entire skel eton now, spread out behind the skull, so small and shrunken he wondered
how the child could ever have become jammed in such a passage, but he was sure that was what had
happened, for it narrowed to amost nothing around the child' sremains.

After the handle had cooled, he lifted the lantern with his burned hand and began adow retrest, not
taking his eyesfrom the horror, asthough afraid it might follow.

The crawl out was painfully dow, inching aong like adug, finding hisway through the narrow parts, until
he emerged in the passage again. Helay on the floor while Kehler bent over him and took up the
scorched lantern.

“Did you cal me?| awoke to asound, but | was not sureif it wasadream.” He looked at hisfriend who
sat up now and covered hisface with his unburned hand. “Hayes? Areyou dl right?’

Hayes shook his head, though he kept his hand over hisface, asthough he could shut out the horror. “I
found the child... Baumgere' schild.”

Hefdt Kehler' shand on his shoulder. “Wedged in the tunnel ?’

Hayes nodded. “ Though the skeleton is so smdl it isimpossible to imagine how. Flames, Kehler, the man
wasamonger! Only achild, and he sent him into that hell. What terror the poor boy must have known.
The priest wasright to refuse that man absolution. | pray heis burning still.”

Kehler sat on the floor beside hisfriend, saying nothing, but hoping perhaps that just being near would
mean something. Hayes could not remember shedding tears since childhood, but he felt the

sting of them now. The poor child... What ahorrible death. Trapped in a nightmare that had but one
escape. No one deserved such a death. Except perhaps Baumgere himself.

Hayes felt arage burn up in him toward thisman. It was lucky for Baumgere that he was long dead, for



Hayes was certain hewould seek him out, otherwise. Refusal of absolution might seem like aterrible
punishment to a Farrdllite, but Hayes had amore earthly retribution in mind.

L
Chapter Thirty

Erasmus stood by the lake of the mirror, holding hislantern doft to illuminate the scene. It was haunting,
aswdl asunreal in some way—the strange beauty of another world.

Behind him he could hear the others talking, the sound of their voices carrying down the passage like a
strange mumbling in another tongue. He haf expected some unknown cresture of the underworld to

appesr.

Erasmus and his companions had soon redized that one lantern was not sufficient for three men, for the
leader had to have light, and most of the time this|eft the last man in near-darkness. It was too dangerous
to proceed in thisway, so they had lit a second lantern, though they put it out whenever they stopped to
rest or edt.

Erasmus shed his pack and began climbing over the nearest rock, searching, and it wasjust then that the
others appeared, the strange rumble of their words turning into common Farr the second they emerged
into the chamber.

“There should be aboat here,” Clarendon called out to Erasmus. “Can you seeit?’
“No. | fear it has been carried away, or Hayes and Kehler have not returned it.”

“Can’'t we climb around?’ Rose asked as Erasmus joined them.

Clarendon sat down on his pack, shaking hishead, and looking alittle angry. “No. That iswhy the boats
were built. It isimpossible to pass except over the water. Damn their imprudence. If they arein any
trouble, we shal be of no use whatsoever.”

“If one can't pass over the water we must passthrough it,” Erasmus said, pedling off his coat. “How far
isittotheend?’

“Three hundred feet, perhaps abit more,” Clarendon said, risng as though he would protest Erasmus
proposdl. “But the water is quite deep, and one cannot always find holds along the walls. It istoo
dangerous, Mr. Flattery. Far too dangerous.”

Erasmus pulled off aboot. “But not for one who can swim, Randall, which, fortunately, | can.”
“But three hundred feet, Mr. Hattery... I” Clarendon said, forcing Erasmusto laugh.

“I don't know exactly how far | can swim, for | haven't measured in some years, but in my youth | swam
upwards of five miles at astretch, so 1 think | can stay afloat for three hundred feet, even at this
advanced age. The problem shall be that when | get to thelake sfar end, | will have no light.” He
stopped pulling off his clothes and considered this. “If we put acandlein atin bowl | shdl try to carry it
withme”

Thiswas done, and with some trepidation Erasmus dipped into the icy waters. He tried floating the bowl
before him but in ten feet he’ d put the flame out. After returning to haveit lit again he swam on his back
and held the bowl and candle clear of the water. If he went dowly enough and was careful not to blow



out the flame with his own breath, he might just make it to the far end.

But this was not to be, most of the way there the flame snuffed out again, and Erasmus decided to carry
on, hoping the weak light from the lamps would be enough.

He was shivering when hefindly cameto thelake' s end, and was beginning to imagine dl kinds of
cresturesthat might livein such alake, when afaint curve, too consstent to be natura caught hiseye.

He scrambled out of the water, stubbing atoe brutaly, and found the two skiffsside by sidein the
darkness. Without further damage to either himself or the boat he managed to launch one of the craft, and
shivering likeit was the worst winter, he set hisoars

to work. In amoment he was back with his companions and pulling on clothes over hiswet limbs.
“What lies a the far end?’ the priest asked.

“1can’t say, for 1 could hardly see,” Erasmus answered, beating his arms across his chest and dapping
his shouldersto try to gain warmth.

“Just asmall shdf of rock not unlike this, though not so large. Perhaps there was an opening to a
passage.” Clarendon blew out the flamein onelantern. “ 1 think we should make amed here and then
rest. We have been pressing hard, and this placeis as comfortable as any we shal seefor sometime.”

“How far into the cave have you been, Mr. Clarendon?’ the priest asked.

“Some way beyond this, to afdls. Once we passthat, it will be as new to me asto you.” He began
taking food from his pack.

The three men made themselves as comfortable as they could and shared out their food: dried applesand
cheese; bread that would soon be too stale to eat; and a bitter smoked mest.

Asat their other rest stops, asilencefell over the group and Erasmus was sure that this was because
attempts at polite conversation failed and the red questions that lay between them would not be
asked—or if they were, would not be answered. Something about the harsh redity of the cave made
socid discourse seem utterly false—amost an offenseto their Situation.

So they aein slence, all three of them speculating, Erasmus was sure. He wondered why Rose was
redly here. Wasit truly fear of Eldrich? But certainly the priest suspected that Erasmus himself wasa
servant of the mage. There was some other explanation for the priest’s presence, or at least he had not
told the entire truth.

Erasmus thought the air in the chamber became more and more charged with unasked questions, like the
atmosphere befoVe astorm. He was not sure how long this charge could continue to build before it
would be released. And he feared that what would be released would not be answers.

Erasmus looked at histwo companions. Perhapsit.was something about the cave—it was so harsh and
unyielding that those who ventured into it could maintain few illus ons—but Erasmus had begun to
wonder about both Rose and Clarendon. It was obvious that he should not trust the priest, despite the
man'svery red



charm, but now he even looked suspicioudly at the savant. It was al so convenient, theway Clarendon
found Erasmus at the Ruin, how he just happened to be an authority on Baumgere, and knew about the
cave as well—had even explored it himself. Clarendon had refused to dlow Erasmusto come down here
alone, and it was not some younger man that he sent to guide him. No, he professed to be such an
admirer of Erasmusthat he must accompany him persondly.

Too much coincidence, Erasmus decided, and this was a man who professed not to believein
coincidence.

Clarendon and then Rose drifted into deep, their soft breasthing comforting and somewhat familiar in this
harsh place. Erasmus blew out the lantern and then closed his eyes, and though he achieved a state near
to deep, he never quitelost consciousness. His thoughts began to drift, random memories surfacing. He
thought of the countess, and awarmth and excitement welled up in him. Theidea of taking up alantern
and leaving this place came over him, rushing back to the surface, to this astonishing woman. How had he
been so blessed asto have her bestow her favors on him?

But even thoughts of his night with the countess could not keep hisfocus, and other memories surfaced.
Hislast daysin the house of Eldrich, theterrible imprudence of young boys, and the carelessness of his
teacher. Waky. What had ever become of the man? Certainly he would not still be aive? But somehow
Erasmusfelt that he was. There was some odd memory of Walky just at the edge of his consciousness,
but he could not quite bring it into the light.

The countess again, stroking him, whispering in hisear, her eyesin thefirdight. It wasimpossible that a
woman should have such beautiful eyes. A sudden fear that he would never look into them again felt like
achasm opening beneath him—as though there were suddenly nothing solid in hisworld.

Percy, hisloya follower, easly influenced by hisonly friend in the lonely world of the mage' shouse.
Percy... gone.

He dipped into something like deep then, memory blending with dream. The countess sweeping her hair
dowly acrosshischest. A tall man in the dark, and then aflamelicked up

A spark in the darkness, and Erasmus redlized he was watching
L
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Clarendon rdight the lamp, watching the flame shiver into existence, created from nothing—the miracle of
fire. The priest stirred, and without saying anything the three men began to ready themsalvesto go on.

“Mr. Flattery and 1 should go first with our packs,” Clarendon said hoisting a pack into the tiny boat,
“and that will leave only the deacon and one pack for you to bring next trip.”

They lit the second lantern for the priest and gingerly Erasmus dipped the oars, pulling the skiff out onto
the black water, the blades leaving tiny whirlpools at the surface.

When they were twenty feet out, Clarendon touched Erasmus arm. “Hold our position,” he said quietly,
then he sat up and looked back at the Farrellite priest. “Deacon Rose?”’

Erasmus turned the boat sideways so that he could see the priest, not quite sure what Clarendon wanted
to say.

“I think it’ stime that we had the truth out in the open.”



Erasmus saw that the little man had Rose' s attention now.
“You bdievethat there arefollowers of Tdler sill dive, isthat not true?’

Rose clearly did not like what was happening, but he kept histemper in check, for there was nothing he
could do—amoat divided them. “I don’t know what you' re saying, Mr. Clarendon. | have come here
out of concern for a prize sudent.”

“No, you have come here because you fear heisafollower of Teller, and your church will have no
practitioners of the arts remaining when Eldrich isgone. That iswhy you are here. Now it istime that we
spoke plainly, Deacon Rose, or we shdl smply leave you here until we return, and unlessyou can swim
like Mr. Hattery, you...”

“No!” The priest put out his hands. “No. 1 must come with you.”

Clarendon looked at Erasmus who nodded dightly, giving him permission to continue. He was more than
alittleimpressed with the small man’s boldness.

“The only way you will join us, Sr, isby satisfying uswith the truth. Not before. Now tell mewhy you are
pursuing Mr. Kehler, and be quick about it. I’ m tired of your prevarication—speak now and take no
timeto concoct alie”

Rose paced quickly to one side, his handsto hisface.

“Row on, Erasmus, the priest cannot be trusted.”

“No! Youwill need meif Kehler has made the discovery he hopes. | don’t know if Kehler isafollower
of Tdler. | pray that heisn't. Nor do | know if there are such people still dive, but Mr. Clarendon is
right. It isnot impossible. | have been sent by my church to be certain that this heresy no longer exigts,
and to be sure that Eldrich does not turn his anger on us. | am sworn to preserve the church, Mr.
Flattery, that ismy function.” Heignored Clarendon now, and addressed Erasmus as though appedling to
his common sense.

Clarendon, however was not finished, or gpparently satisfied. “Y ou were trained to dedl with just such a
stuation, isthat not s0? 1 know the church has ways of dealing with the arts—how e se could you have
rooted out the Tellerites from among you own?’

Rose nodded his head stiffly. “ Yes! Yes, | have been trained to perform this function. We must protect
oursalves. If Eldrich wereto find out that astudent found hisway here with information from our
archive—It would not matter that we were innocent of any crime, the mage' s anger would be turned on
us. | cannot alow that, Mr. FHattery, | cannot.”

“And what will you do when you find Kehler and Hayes?’
The priest did not answer.

“I don't carefor hishesitation,” Clarendon said quietly.

“I will obey the orders of my church,” Clarendon said quickly.
“That is not an answer, Deacon.”

“I will perform aritud that will determinetheir... culpability, and if they are Smply innocent young men



drivento folly by their curiosity, then | will not harm them.”

“But if they are not deemed innocent, you will destroy them if you can,” Clarendon caled out. “Isthat not
0?7’ The priest did not answer. “Is that not so?” he shouted, the words reverberating in the cavern.

“I—I have no choice. If Eldrichisto discover that we have let such athing occur... And think what
Eldrich will do. Hisjustice will beless compassionate than mine.”

“And you believe | will be the withessyou' |l need to convince Eldrich you act in good faith?” Erasmus
asked so quietly that he could seethe priest strain to hear.

“Yes, Mr. Hattery, you will be my witness”
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“But what if | am afollower of Tdler, or what if Mr. Clarendon is?

The priest shook his head. “ Eldrich watches over you, Mr. Hattery; that iswhat | believe. It isamost
certain that followers of Teller, if such exist, would beinterested in you. Eldrich would want to know if
they ever approached you. No, 1 do not fear that you can betray Eldrich.”

“But Mr. Clarendon?’
The priest shrugged. “Mr. Clarendon is another matter.”
Erasmusturned and looked at the small man in the boat with him.

Clarendon’ s face seemed to sag, his mustache drooping. “Do you suspect me, Mr. Hattery?’” hisvoice
very hard, dmost hurt.

“I'm sorry, Randall, but | am beginning to suspect everyone, even mysdf.”
“Y ou think you are atool of Eldrich?’

“Itisnot impossible, though | have not seen the mage since | was achild. But you change the subject,
Randdll. Y ou said you do not believe in coincidences, yet there have been any number in our brief
friendship.”

“I said | didn’t believe in coincidences, Mr. Flattery, meaning that | believed there are other reasons,
other forces at work. Thereisadesign, that iswhat | believe.”

“And everything will work out for the best?’

Clarendon shook his head, dmost sadly. “No, | fed that isvery unlikely, for the design depends on men,

and men are too often weak when they should stand firm and foolish when they have the greatest need of
wisdom. And here we Sit, accusing each other, while who knows what awaits discovery insde this cave,

or what difficulties our young friends might have found.”

“And who began these accusations?’ the priest called from the shore. The boat had begun to drift back
toward the priest, and Erasmus backed the oars to keep his distance.

“I began the accusations, priest, but | did not begin thelies,” Clarendon said, his kind manner
disappearing and disdain taking its place.

“Doyou plantotest usdl, Deacon Rose? Isthat your intention?” Erasmus asked.



The priest did not answer. “Do not go aone with thisman into

the cave, Mr. Fattery. 1 cannot tell you if heis one of them or not, but we should aways be on our
guard.”

“Ah,” Clarendon said, “just like apriest to try to sow the seeds of distrust and dissension. He will turn us
againg each other, Mr. Hattery. It istheir way.”

Erasmus did not respond but turned back to the priest. “1f you were to perform thistria on Mr.
Clarendon, what would result if you found him to be what you most fear?’

Again the priest hesitated.
“1 would not survive,” Clarendon said, no doubt in hisvoice. “Isthat not 07’
Still the priest did not answer.

“Wadl, Randal, what of it? Are you afollower of Teler? Spesk carefully now, for if you deny it, 1 might
wdll take you at your word and let the priest perform histria.”

Clarendon’ s mustache twitched, and Erasmus was not sureif it was from anger. The dwarf met hiseyes
for along moment, and then he shook hishead. “1 am no follower of Teller, nor amember of any such
society. No, | am merely asmall man of enlarged curiosity, and concerned about these young men. And
afriendto you, Mr. Hattery, though you don’t seem to believeit.”

These words sounded genuine to Erasmus and he felt guilty that he had betrayed this man’strudt. It
seemed to him that Clarendon had known enough betrayd in hislife.

“I... 'msorry, Randal, I'm just confused by dl of this. | don’t know who to trust any more.”

Clarendon nodded. “1 understand what you' re saying, Mr. Flattery. It isone of life s greatest
quandaries—who do we trust. But | vote we do not trust this priest.”

“Mr. Flattery?” Rose cdlled out upon hearing this. “ Thereismore. Y ou cannot know what we will find in
this cave. If the Teller-ites hid something here, it might be protected by the arts. Y oung Kehler and
Hayes, if they areinnocent as you think, could bein rea danger. Unless you know more than you claim, |
do not think you will be able to help them. In fact, you might suffer the samefate. | can detect such things
and protect usfrom them. If you go on aone, you might not be able to return for meif you require my
help. Do not leave me here.”

Clarendon looked at Erasmus, raising his eyebrows.

“Isthispossble?” Erasmusasked him.
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The small man shrugged. “L et usrow on and discussit out of earshot.”

Erasmus nodded, and called back to Rose. “We will consider what you' ve said.” With that hedug in his
oars and set them off across the underground lake.

Neither Clarendon nor Erasmus spoke for some time, nor did they seem to notice the wonders around
them, but both brooded on what had been said. It was not until they’ d passed through the Strait between



two smal peninsulasthat Clarendon spoke.
“What did you make of dl that?’

“1 don’t know, Randdll, | redlly don’t. I'm getting the fedling that Rose expectsto find... something
ggnificant in this cave. Perhaps the church has suspected for some time that something is hidden here.
And I'm afraid of what he might try to do to our young friends. Whether they are followers of Teller or
not matters not to me. | am no minion of Eldrich, and | don't believe it isthe place of ether the church or
the mage to pass judgment on them. Unfortunately, we shall not stop Eldrich if hefinds out, and 1 fear
that this priest would not hesitate to inform the mage if he believed it would deflect Eldrich’ sanger from
the church. For that reason | am reluctant to bring him with us. Even if he does no direct harm to our
young friends, he might well do grester harm by informing Eldrich.”

Clarendon consdered for amoment. “But wheat if hisclaims are true? Could the followers of Tdler have
left some kind of charm or spell that could cause us harm? Isthat possible, do you think?’

Erasmus nodded. “ From thelittle | know, | would say that it is, though such thingsfade with time. Still, a
well-wrought work of the mage’ s art can last many decades, perhaps even longer. It ispossble. If Hayes
and Kehler have encountered such athing, | don’'t know what we shdl do.”

“ So, though we may need him, we cannot trust him,” Clarendon said.
“That seemsto betrue”

They cameto the end of the lake and brought their boat gently to the shore. They disembarked and
unloaded their packs, neither making comment on their dilemma.

The dwarf sat on his pack. “If we could only bind him to hisword...” He considered amoment. “We
could make him swear an oath to Farrelle”

Erasmus shook hishead. “If it cameto protecting his church, |

think our good Deacon would burn for eternity before he'd put it in danger.”

“Then you' re saying we cannot trust him to live by hisword, so we should go on,” Clarendon declared,
not sounding so sure of himself, despite his earlier opposition to the priest. “1 supposethat if we found
need of his serviceswe could come back for him—though he may no longer be waiting.”

Erasmus nodded. “We are, of course, doing the same thing as our young friends, and making it difficult if
not impossible for anyone to follow. We must hope we don’t require rescue.”

Having exhausted the argument they sat, till unwilling to make the decision to go on. Suddenly there was
agplash and adistant call for help that echoed eexily in the cavern.

“What in Farrelle sname?’ Erasmus legped up and pushed the tiny boat back into the water, climbing
quickly aboard. Clarendon set the lantern on the aft seat as Erasmus dropped the oars into their sockets
and then swept out into the lake. Another half-muffled call for help and then his name, followed by more
frantic thrashing of the water.

Erasmus pulled hislittle skiff through the narrow pass and quickly found Rose, in the water, clinging to the



wall of the cavern. Just as Erasmus spotted him, the priest’ s grip dipped and he went under, flailing
ineffectudly. He managed to get a hand on the stone but only pushed himsdlf away from thewall.
Erasmus thought he would haveto leap in and rescue the man, but somehow the priest’ sflailing kept him
on the surface until Erasmus came near.

But just out of reach Erasmus brought his skiff to a stop.

“Listen to me now. If you upset the boat, we will both be in the water. Take hold of the transom gently,
and do not try to pull yoursdlf up. Just hold your head out of the water, and | will tow you to shore. Do
you hear me?’

The priest nodded desperately, trying to take agrip on his own fear. Erasmus backed the oars and
brought the stern up to Rose. To hisrelief the priest did as he was instructed.

Erasmus towed the priest back to the place from which he had started and they were joined by
Clarendon who had launched the second skiff.

Rose crawled wretchedly up on the rock, looking like a haf-drowned dog. “1 will swear not to harm
Hayesand Kehler,” he said between coughing. “1 will swear by my church, and my sacred
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oath.“ Hetried to catch his breath. ”But if you do not take me with you, | will be forced to try to make
my way acrossthelake again, for | will not beleft behind. I will not.”

Erasmus glanced over at Clarendon, who looked on with some concern. The little man nodded and
Erasmus stepped ashore to assist the priest, not at al sure they were making the right choice.

Chapter Thirty-one

Over the years Eldrich had used entrails, bones, mirrors, cards, even tealeaves, but water and its
variaions remained hisfavorite medium. He was not amaster of augury, though in the present world he
was dmost certainly without equal. Thisdid not, however, allow him to forget that compared to
practitioners of the past he was not particularly skilled.

The mage dso knew thefolly of making al one' s decisions based on augury—even in the hands of a
master, it was, at best, an inexact art. No, one must focus on the so-caled “real world,” the here and
now. But even o, he could not resist the occasiona attempt to seeinto the future, though lately these
attempts were more than occasional.

Everything is so clouded, heworried. Nothing is clear.

He knew that events were building to acriss, but the closer this point came, the less certain were the
sgns. But perhaps one more attempt...

He had collected a double-handful of white cherry blossoms, and crouched before the pond, waiting for
acloud to reved the moon. Starlight would do, if it were pure, but if there was amoon, one had to useit.
He heard the sounds of hisfamiliar in the copse nearby. It watched him, alittle gpprehensve thoughiit did
not understand what he was about to do.

Instinct, Eldrich thought. It is a creature of almost pure instinct.



He looked up at the sky. The moon illuminated acloud so regular in shapethat it looked like awhite,
trand ucent stone worn smooth by the endlessflow of years. The night resonated inside of him: the
movement of the stars and planets. The mage could fed the earth hurtling through the cosmos. He could
actudly fed it.

For a second he shut his eyes, and experienced himself falling, tumbling through the darkness among the
dars.

He looked down into the pond and watched the reflection of the moon emerge from behind its pebble
cloud, and at that precise instant he cast the cherry blossomsinto the air and watched them fall upon the
water. They rippled the surface, creating patterns, and Eldrich focused on them, opening himsdf to the
cosmosfor asplit second, letting the great void flow into him through this pattern on the water. And a
second was all he could besr.

He shut his eyes, reding back from the water’ s edge, staggering. He felt hiswolf pass near him, fdlt its
uneasiness. He staggered a step or two and dropped to his knees, trying to grasp the kernel of
knowledge, nurtureit.

A woman riding an armored steed, her hair flowing back, asword raised. But the steed was a massive
wolf, itsfur tipped with Slver, itseyesimpossibly light, like the cloud illuminated by the moon. Hisvison
changed, and he saw a skeleton aflame and heard along, horrifying scream. And then he gazed into a
long tunnd of utter darkness, and saw asingle point of light. A spinning star, blue-white and cold as
winter.

And then it, too, was gone, and he was spent utterly, gasping, on hands and knees. The world spinning
around, hurtling through the cosmos, though no man seemed aware of it. No man.

An hour later Eldrich was dtill not himsdlf. He sprawled in achair by thefire, eating abowl of soup.
Practicing the arts dways left him warm, except for augury, and that invariably left him shaking and
devoid of body hest, as though he had falen into awinter river. It sapped his strength for sometime,
leaving him tired and lethargic.

It isthe cold, dark void among the stars, hetold himsdf. It entersinto one, and is not easily driven
out.

“Lord Eldrich?’ his servant said, concern in hisvoice. He had been saying something, and the mage had
not answered.

“Yes, Waky, I'm listening. There is something stationed before

thecave...”

“A great wolfhound, sir.”

“Indeed...” Thisnews actudly focused hismind for afew seconds. “Andisit naturd, do you think?”
“1 don’'t know, Sr. It has only been reported to me. All | can answer for certain, gr, isthat it isthere.”

“It can’t be Erasmus " he mused aloud. “Canit?’ he asked the old man who stood so solicitoudy
nearby.

Walky shook his head, clearly troubled. “1 wouldn't think so, Lord Eldrich. I... 1 hopeitisn't.”



“Yes. | hopeitisn't aswell.” Slence. He tirred his soup absent-mindedly, watching the vegetables
surface, then drowninthe

broth.

“The problemisthat it seemsit will not alow anyoneto enter
the cave.”

“Ah. 1am... rather tired thisevening. My mind... Has
anyonetried tokill it?*

Walky shook his heed.

“So whoever reported it believed it unnatura?” Eldrich looked back down into hisbowl. “Well, 1 will
ded with it, then.”

He stared down into his bowl again and suddenly thrust thumb and forefinger in, bringing them out
dripping, but holding a piece of mesat. Setting the bowl aside he rose wearily and went to the window,
pulling it open. He stood there, facing the night, and made an odd sound, somewhere between the call of
an owl and awhistle, though low and long. And then he waited, seemingly with infinite

patience.

Walky stayed where he was, not moving, which he believed was the wisest course. He was not exactly
afraid of Eldrich’sfamiliar, but the beast was unpredictable, as unpredictable asits master, and Walky
was never surethat either of them would continue to treat him as avaued servant smply because they
had done so for many decades. He smply wasn't sure.

Perhaps a quarter of the hour passed before Walky heard the sounds of the wolf asit came over thewall
and into the garden. It was panting alittle as though it had been on the hunt when the summons came.
Unlike Walky, it never looked particularly con-
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cerned when it had kept its master waiting. There was abond between mage and wolf that Walky could
not fathom—something far more than man and... “pet” hardly seemed the right word.

Eldrich stroked the beast behind its ears somewhat roughly, and spoke low in the tongue of the mages.
Walky could not quite hear the words. The wolf took the morsdl in agulp, hardly noticing, it seemed. A
moment more of this show of affection, and then the wolf bounded away, leaving its master watching, his
hand sill raised asthough not finished with its stroking.

Eldrich lowered his hand to the windowsilI, and supported himsdlf, still fatigued from hisefforts. It was
certainly not his place to say, but Walky bedieved the mage indulged in this practice too often. The
servant was certain that there were more questions resulting from augury than answers. No, it wasdl
right to See now and again, every few years or even oncein ayear, but very few weeks went by that the
mage did not practice the art in some form. And what did it bring him? Too many possibilities, too many
by hdlf.

No, it was not worth the effort.

Walky looked at the mage, till standing before the open window |leaning on the frame like an elderly
man. It was asign of desperation, Waky knew. Thistask Eldrich had been left... Walky feared it was



amost beyond him. All the centuries of augury had missed the most important truths, and now there was
only one mage left to ded with the situation. The last mage of dl, or so he hoped.

Eldrich cleared histhroat and Walky put aside his musings, attentive to his master’ s needs.
“| am sorry about Erasmus, Walky.”

Thelittle man felt awave of sadness settle over him, like leaves upon the earth. “1 know you are, Sir.”

Chapter Thirty-two

The countess shaded hersdlf with aparasol and sat in the stern of the boat, smiling somewhat
enigmaticaly. Kent wastrying to smile aswell, but the soft look of remembered pleasure on the
countess face madeit difficult. He chtild hardly take his eyesfrom her al the same, and occasiondly he
would notice that alook of anxiety would transform her beautiful face, as completely as acloud would
turn the blue waters of the lake to gray. He wondered what matter pressed on her so, and despite his
own pain a what he had seen through the window, he felt adesire to comfort her.

Ashelooked at her stting so primly in the stern seat, dressed impeccably as dways, he could not erase
the memory of her inthe act of love. It dmost seemed to him that this had been some other woman,
abandoning hersdlf to pleasure. Hisjed ousy toward Erasmus—and the fact that Erasmus had
experienced this Sde of her nature—was driving him alittle mad. He dipped his oars and drove the boat
onalittle more briskly.

Marianne sat in the bow puffing on a pipe, reading from time to time from her work in progress, and then
disparaging what she had written. She was taking one of her periodic breaksto contemplate— though
whether she was thinking about her book, meditating upon her own genius, or considering the beauty of
the scene, Kent could not tell.

He dipped the oars and moved the boat again, hardly aware of the beauty of the hills behind the
countess.

“Mr. Kent? Do you think my depiction of Frederick’sresponseisredistic? | am asking you to spesk as
aman?’

“How else could | speak, Miss Edden?’

She blew out asmoke-filled laugh. “Asan artis, for certainly the artist hasaway of seeing the world that
transcends their own Situation. Good artists, anyway.”

Kent tried to remember what she had just read. The character, Frederick, was hopelessly inlove with a
woman who thought him her dearest friend in the world—though she had given her heart e sawhere, and
very unwisdly, too. It was not an origina Situation, but Marianne s description of the man’ sfedingswas
S0 exact, so unusud. Before he could answer, the novelist prompted him by reading from her manuscript.

‘“While in her presence he felt as though he had been cast loose from his world. All the ties that
bound him were severed, and he could no longer even imagine what his place had been. Suddenly
he could not speak to children without feelings of terrible awkwardness and inadequacy, as though
afraid all the while that he was making an absolute fool of himself. As though the judgment of
children mattered. And this in a man who had lunched amicably with the King and had courtly
flirtations with some of the most notable beauties in the capital. He floated in the sea of faces, adrift,



adrift, adrift—and no one reached out a hand to him.’

Kent nodded, unable to escape the thought that Marianne was not only describing him but trying to tell
him something aswell. Perhapsit was only his own reaction to his present predicament that made him
fed 50, but he blushed dl the same.

The countess, mercifully, did not seem to notice, or at least pretended not to.

“1 don’'t know, Marianne,” the countess said. “I think Frederick far too strong a character to react this
way. 1smply can't believeit.”

“But that isthe point,” the novelist protested. “ The most successful, most assured people can suffer this
same undoing. | have seen it. Certainly you have seen it. And perhaps those around Frederick who don’t
know him well do not notice—though he fed's even children can see through him. Whichismy point
entirely. Itisdl interna and ‘red,’ if we can even usetheterm, only to him. Objec-

tive‘redity’ hardly figuresin our perception of thered at al. In this sense, the world of anove isasred
asthisworld weinhabit. If you believeit—itisred.”

Kent looked off at the distant shore. He had long trained hismind in the habit of examining his
surroundings, puzzling over how one would paint this or that. Today he was fascinated by the apparent
haze of green surrounding certain trees, though thiswas only the forming leaves bresking free of their
buds. Y et, from this distance it appeared that ararefied green cloud hung in the branches.

Despite this attempt to fall back on old habits, Kent did fed cut loose from the stable grounds of hisown

life That iswhat comes of hopes and desires and absurd expectations, hetold himsdlf. Why in the
round world did | ever imagine that this woman would be interested in me?

But another part of him kept asking, Erasmus? She had taken up with Erasmus Flattery? Not some
wedthy noble at dl, but aman of substance. A man who could not even bother to dressin fashion. Even
Kent qualified on at least one of these counts. Why not him? Was he not talented? Did he not have a
certain charm and wit? Kent believed that he could be as handsome as Erasmus, even if he did not have
the presence, for it was true that Erasmus commanded not just respect but attention, without seeming to
make any effort.

“Y ou are staring at the shore with an intengty that makes me think you are ready to quit the sea, Mr.
Kent,” the countess said.

“Oh, not at dl, Lady Chilton. 1 apologize. It isaterrible habit of mine. | see something that catches my
eye, the play of light, the shadow and light behind ahill, the color of the birch tree branches, and
immediately | find mysdlf trying to decide how | would capture that on canvas.”

“Do you know what 1 think, Mr. Kent?’ Marianne said, causing Kent to crane his neck around in her
direction. “1 think that if you ever gpplied your abundant talent to painting people so insghtfully, you
would be the foremost portraitist of our day. Wouldn't you think, Elaura ?’

The countess face reved ed nothing, though Kent felt as though the boat had begun to sink around him
and him aone. “1 think that Mr. Kent would be successful a whatever he choseto do with his art, but
what he does now is perfectly suited to him. But redly, Marianne, can we not speak of anything but art?
1, who have no



talent whatsoever, am beginning to fed abit inferior. Have you no gossip for a poor unaccomplished
person such as mysdlf?*

“Well, let me see. Erasmus Hattery and that astonishing Mr. Clarendon have gone down into this great
cave everyone spesks of, which I’'m told is not alittle dangerous at thistime of year because of the spring
flooding raising the water insgde. No oneis quite sure why—unless you know, my dear?’” she asked

playfully.
“Mr. FHattery does not confidein me, | assureyou,” the countess said quickly.

“Someone has | et the house of this man Baumgere, and no one seemsto know who it is. There are even
rumorsthat it isthe crown prince, here to take the waters. Lord Skye was seen yesterday in the
company of theWadmans very blonde daughter. What was her name?’

“MissTrollop, I think.”

This made Marianne laugh. “And what e se have 1 learned? These navy men who are about are said to
be trying to catch an Entonne spy, though the one officer seemsto be more interested in this same
Miss... what was her name again?’

“My, she does get around, doesn’t she?’

“1 do love smdl towns. Imagine what they’ re saying about us,” she said with some delight. “ Think, Mr.
Kent, in the minds of the people of Castlebough you might be involved in alove triangle with the
Countess of Chilton and that strange novelist. What was her name again?’

“Busybody,” the countess offered.

“There, you see—the perfect name for awoman trapped by her own desires.”

“Who isin Baumgere s house, do you think?" Kent asked suddenly.

“ Someone who might be interested in the works of Averil Kent, perhaps?’ Marianne teased.
“No, serioudy.”

“Wadll, 1 don’t know. | have seen the man they say is his servant, but heisno oneto me.”

“Wéll, if you know dl the doings of Castlebough,” Kent said. “Why is Sir John Darymple here, and who
istheman heiswith? Bryce, 1 believe he cadlshimsdf.”

“Ah, now that isaquestion. The town seems split on the matter. Sir John iseither hereto assst the navy
men in capturing aspy,

or heis here begging money from this man Bryce, to whom he defers, even when he meansto give the
impression that he does not. Who thisman Bryceis, is another matter. A wealthy merchant, | have heard.
A smuggler, which 1 think morelikely. A deder in finejewe s—aso apossibility, but not nearly so
interesting. Or arogue who has made his fortune marrying wealthy women, and then pushing them off
baconies. And 1 must say heisterribly attractive, don’'t you think, Elaural ?*

“| don’t know to whom you refer, my dear.”

“Ah, too much timelooking at stars,” Marianne said wistfully. “But Mr. Kent; it wasasurpriseto find



you in Castlebough, especidly after you have visited the countess so recently.”
“Mr. Kent often travelsto paint, Marianne. Now please—stick to the gossip.”

“What else have | heard?” she mused. “Another group have gone down into this cave everyone seemsto
be visiting—though this group had in its numbers ayoung woman. They apparently were prepared to be
gone severd days.”

“ A woman went into the same cave as Erasmus?’ The countess |eaned to one Sde so that she could see
Marianne past Kent, and the jealousy in her voice stung him. The painter felt, suddenly, asthough he
were not even there.

Marianne blew out along stream of smoke that curled around Kent, causing him to choke. “ That iswhat
I’ve heard. What' sin this cave, do you think?’

“I...” The countess paused, looking terribly troubled. “ Erasmustold me, and you absolutely mustn’t
repest this, that he was going into the cave to look for two young friends who he feared did not
understand the danger of what they did. He expected to be gone three or four days.”

“Wadll, itisdl very odd,” Marianne said. “Why should we not repest this? If Mr. Flattery hasfriendsin
trouble in the cave, should we not aert the town? Should not a rescue attempt be mounted?’

“I only know that he asked meto say nothing. He was not certain that these young men werein difficulty,
but only went to be sure they were safe. It al seemsabit odd now, and it is quite a coincidence that
these others have goneinto the same cave. It isnot safe a thistime of year, you say?’

“That iswhat thelocas clam. It isoften visited during the summer, for it isanatura wonder, after dl, but
theloca people stay

out of it in winter and spring, for the water levelsrise and fair without warning, and the lower entrances,
which are on the shore of the lake are under water. | hope al and sundry are safe in there. Who were
these foolish young men?”

The countess shrugged. “1 don't know. Friends of Erasmus ... Kayesand Hdller, 1 think he named
them.” She looked to Kent, who shook his head. He didn’t know either.

“If heisnot out in aday or two,” Kent offered solicitoudy, “1 will talk to the local people about mounting
asearch.”

The countesstried to smile at him, but looked away, and Kent felt it was arather pathetic offer he had
made, but it was dl he could think of. Hardly enough to have her throw hersdlf into hisarmswith
grditude.

What was Erasmus up to, he wondered?

Chapter Thirty-three

Hayes managed to pull himself together, consdering what he’ d found, and that he' d dmost set himsalf
afirein agpace so tight he was still amazed he had managed to escape largely unscathed. Hefdlt lucky to
bedive.



Kehler bathed hishand in fresh water and bound it in astrip of linen torn from their cleanest shirt. Hayes
drank somewater and sat on his pack, till coughing from the smoke that had seared his

lungs
Kehler stayed close, saying little, perhapsfeding alittle guilty at
having exposed hisfriend to such horror.

Slowly Hayes began to recover from the fear and the shock, and the coughing subsided. Kehler made
him acup of their lukewarm tea, which in Hayes state actually tasted good.

“1 noticed something while you were gone,” Kehler said. “Can you get up?’ Helit acandleand led his
friend down the passage.

“It was so quiet while you wereinsde, and 1 began to believe | was hearing something. | thought it might
be my mind playing tricks, unable to bear the silence, perhaps, but 1 came down here, listening with all
my attention. First 1 would think | heard it, then it would be gone again. A regular sound | can only
describe astinkling, amost metdlic, but very even when | could hear it.” He held up ahand. “ Stop here
and ligen.”
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Hayes did ashewastold, straining to hear sounds beyond their own breathing.
“Nothing?’

Hayes shook his head.

“Step adong three paces. Now?’

Hayeslistened again, trying to calm hisragged breathing.

“Something, perhaps... Flames, itisso faint that I'm not sure.”

“Exactly. Now come down here.” Heled them along another few feet and then bent down before alow
opening. Inclining his head Kehler shut his eyes, hisface tense with concentration. “Do you hear?’ he
whispered.

“Something, yes. Yes. Thereisasound. Isit water, do you think?’

Kehler shrugged. “Likely. But watch.” He brought the candle close to the opening, moving it dowly and
then holding it ill, hishand wavering just alittle.

Ever so dightly the flame bent away from the opening, as though affected by air currents, and then it
swayed the other way.

“What do you make of that?’
Hayesheld out hishand, trying to fed the air movement. “I dmost think | can fed something.”
Kehler nodded.

“But doesit mean anything? Isthis passage more likdly to contain what we seek, or isit lesslikey?’



Kehler shook hishead. “I don’t know, but it isthe only one with any feature to distinguish it from the
others. For that reason done, I'm in favor of exploring it next. At worst, we [l smply have diminated one
more posshility.”

Hayes agreed, asit was Kehler’ sturn to go next anyway. The two made ashort medl, and Kehler
cleaned and filled the lamp before he set out.

Hayes pulled their packs down before the opening K ehler intended to explore and wrapped himsdlf in his
coat and blankets. “ Y ou'll have to shout your loudest if you need me,” hesaid, “1 can't possibly stay
awake.”

Hewatched hisfriend crawl into the opening, dragging hisfeet in behind him, and when the light was
gone hefdl amost immediately to deep.

Occasiondly he would awake with a start, escaping adreamin

which he was trapped in the stone, or in which the skeleton reached out for him. On one of these
occasions he awoke cdling for help, and then redlized that he was not the one that was calling out.

“Blood and flames!” He thrust aside the blanket and got up stiffly, hunting around for acandle and the
materidsto light it. It took him amoment floundering around in the darkness with his one hand in pain
and only haf-useful, and then aflame was dowly born. All the while he heard the regular muffled shouts
of hiscompanion.

Careful not to blow out the flame, he went to the opening Kehler had entered.
“Kehler!” he shouted, but al he heard in return was an increase in the calling, not aword was clear.

“Martyr’sballs,” Hayes swore. “He must belodged.” With gresat trepidation he knelt down on the hard
stone and started into the opening, <till so fatigued that he could not imagine how he would make it more
than a dozen feet, or what he would do when he reached hisfriend.

He was forced to rest every few feet, lying in the near darkness, hisfingers cramping from holding the
candle and unable to bring his other hand forward. When he rested, he would call out to let Kehler know
he was coming, but if Kehler was aslittle reassured by this as Hayes was confident that he could help,
the poor man must have been near to despair.

After he crawled beyond what he thought was the limit of his endurance, Kehler’ s voice was suddenly
quite clear, dmost near a hand.

113 ng?i
“Kehler? Areyou lodged, man?’

“Bloody martyr’sblood! | thought you would never wake. I’ ve been stuck for hours. Flames, man...”
But then he seemed to run out of words.

“I’'m coming along as quickly as | can. Try to relax. If you could get in, you can get out. Don't worry.”
Hayestried to sound confident, but he’ d seen the skeleton and knew what it meant.

Finaly, in thedull light of hiscandle, he saw the worn soles of Kehler’ s boots, afew feet away. Ashe
drew up behind hisfriend, the lantern glow could be made out, though Kehler’ s body blocked it dmost
entirely, the passage was so small.



Hayes reached out and tapped the bottom of hisfriend’ s boot.

“Praisebe” Kehler said, sounding genuingly relieved. “1 am so

desperate that | have had ardigious conversion; may Farrelle be praised. I’ m being punished for my theft
of church property.”

Hayeslaughed. “ Only you could find humor in this”” he said.

“Hayes?’ There wasno humor in hisfriend’ stone now. “I’'mredly inajam, and | have worn mysdlf to
exhaugtion trying to get free. | don’t want to end up another skeleton in this particular hell.”

“We Il get you out, Kehler, don't worry. Let’ slook at it logicaly. Where are you jammed?’
“My hips, if you can bdieveit. | got my shouldersthrough after some effort, but then | jammed my hips.”

Hayes held out his candle trying to discover how hisfriend was stuck. “Don’'t move your feet, Kehler,
you'll put out my candle.” After wrenching his neck around for amoment so that he could look ahead, he
had to lower his head to the stone to let the musclesrest. “ Try to describe how you' re jammed in there.”

“Wadll, there are two ridgesin the rock,” Kehler began, focusing his attention on different parts of his
anatomy. “They run acrossthe ceiling in two bands about four inches gpart. My left hip isjammed
between them, and my right is stuck aswell. If | could move one of them forward or back even two
inches, | could go ahead.”

“Go forward!?” Hayes said in disbdlief. “Y ou want to back out, Kehler, not get farther in. Wewant to
get out of thisplace”

“But you don’t understand. .. The passageis opening up beyond this. | can seeit. The largest section of
passage we' ve found since our arriva. All we haveto do is get through the squeeze, and we can go on.
Flames, we can amost crawl on hands and kneesin the next bit.”

Hayes could hardly believe what he was hearing, but then the thought of having some space around him
drew himin away that he could not explain. Only feet away there was room to breathe fredly.

“I can't really seewhy your right hip is stuck. It might bein asmall pocket in therock and you'rejust too
exhausted to get it free. Let me seeif | can pull it back, and you try to help me.” Hayes poured some
wax on the stone and stuck the butt of the candle in the soft wax, hoping it would stay upright. He
gripped Kehler' sankle with hisforward hand and, bracing himsdlf, pulled as hard as he could. After
about fifteen seconds of effort he had to relax.

Hailing for purchase with hisfree foot, Kehler managed to put

the candle out, leaving Hayesin dmost complete darkness and beginning to fed panicked himself.

“Kehler? | have another idea. I'm going to put my head against the sole of your |eft boot and pull on your
right foot at the same time. Push on my head as best you can. Isthat clear? We Il push your right hip
forward and your left back at the sametime. Areyou ready?’

“No. Rest a moment more.”



Hayes put his head down on the stone and tried to think of the world above. A world of sunshine, but he
could not hold the image there in the darkness.

Kehler was slent so long that Hayes began to wonder if he had falen adeep from exhaustion.
“Kehler?’

“Just amoment more.”

“Areyoudl right?”

Silence, and then avery smdl voice came from the darkness. “What if this doesn’t work?’

“ThenI’ll bring aropein hereand tieit to your foot, and then crawl back out where | can get some
purchase. I'm sure al we need to do is get your lower hip to come back afew inchesand you'll be out.”

“All right. I'm ready.”

Hayes grabbed his friend' s foot and moved forward until he felt the boot sole contact his head. He
expanded his shoulders against the stone and braced hisfeet as best he could.

He pulled with his hand and pushed his head againgt his friend’ s boot, fedling the pressure on his neck,
not to mention the pain.

Nothing.
“Blood and flames!” he heard hisfriend curse and then suddenly the pressure went off his head.

“Oh, flames...” Kehler managed, “1’m bloody well through.” Hisvoice broke on the last word and for a
moment the two of them lay gasping.

“Hayes?’ Kehler said, hisvoicethick. “Wel done.” Kehler dragged himself dowly forward and light
poured into the narrow passage. Suddenly Hayes redized Kehler’ sface was nearly filling the opening
ahead. “ Can you make it through? There' s room to breathe here. Look, I’ ve actudly turned around.”

Hayes crawled forward, running his hand over the rock where

hisfriend had stuck. Seeing how hisfriend had lodged was of great help, and with Kehler pulling him,
Hayeswasthrough in amoment.

They could actualy sSit up, the passage was 0 tall—perhaps two feet and ahalf in diameter.

They dumped there like two survivors of bettle, not abreath of energy |eft to carry them on, or evento
speak. Kehler managed to raise his hand and clap hisfriend on the shoulder, but beyond that they didn’t
move for half of the next hour.

Findly Kehler made shift to go on. “1 have to move to get some warmth, or | shal begin to shiver.”

“Do you think we should?’ Hayes asked. “ Should we not go back and eat and get some deep, gather
our srength alittle?’

“Let'sjust see how far thisgoes. If it narrows down again, 1 agree; we should go back for now. But if it
samply endsinfifty fet... | don’t want to come back in here just to find that.”



“Neither do|.”

Kehler started out on hands and knees, but around the next bend they were walking upright, though
ducking now and then.

“Thisismorelikeit,” Kehler said, unableto hide his excitement. They both knew thiswaslikely to lead
to nothing, but even o, it was the first time they’ d found a passage that opened up and it lifted their
spiritsimmeasurably.

Another bend and the passage began to angle up. Kehler stopped them at one point, holding up his hand
for dlence. “There. Do you hear it?’

“Y es. Without question. It iswater running, isn't it?’
“1think s0.” They hurried on.

Around another bend and then they climbed natural stairs up a dope, the passage opening up to adozen
feet. They crested the top with Kehler afew steps ahead. When Hayes came up, watching hisfooting,
Kehler put out a hand and stopped him, gesturing forward.

“Martyr’sblood,” Hayeswhispered, the words barely audible.

Ten paces before them, at the top of three man-made steps, stood the arch of asmall doorway built of
white stones. The two stared dumbly, Kehler lowering himsdlf to aridge of stone as though he could not
bear to stand a second more.

Hayestook a step forward, but his friend reached out ahand to restrain him. “No. Stay back. Do you
see the flowersinscribed on the keystone?’

“Tdler... Isthat not what Clarendon said? Two va e roses and an unknown blossom.”
“Yes. Thisisther chamber, but we might not be able to enter.”

“What? We have come dl thisway through such hardship, and we must stay outsde?’ Hayesfdt his
temper rise, and he was too exhausted to control it.

“I saild we might not be able to enter. There could be charms protecting it.”
“Charms? Spells, you mean?’ Kehler nodded.
“And do you have any idea how to dea with them?’ Kehler shook hishead. “Noneat al.”

Hayes laughed, he could not help himself. “Well, this has been the most futile endeavor 1 have ever been
tricked into pursuing. Why did you not tell me this before? |s there anything else you are keeping back?
Y ou might aswdll tdl me now.”

Kehler made an odd face, dmost agrimace, and shrugged foolishly.

“And there shdl be no fame or fortune either, I'm sure.” Hayes shook his head, half angry, haf overcome
with the absurdity. He could hardly believethat hisgood, solid friend Kehler tricked him so infamoudly.

“We should have brought Erasmus,” Hayes said suddenly. But Kehler shook hishead. “No. | fear your
friend would get word back to Eldrich, and then no one would ever learn of our discovery—whatever



might lie beyond this door. No, Hayes, we must keep thisfrom Erasmus.”

“Wall, | don't think we need fear Erasmus, who isthe most decent of men.” Hayeswondered if he
sounded as quilty as hefdlt. Had Erasmus dready begun searching for them?

“The most decent of men, yes, but he served Eldrich, and mages are not known for |etting men go. Not
only do 1 suspect Erasmus of knowing far more than he clams, but I’ m distrustful of hisloydties. We
absolutely must be sure that Eldrich learns nothing of thisuntil such time aswereved dl. Wewill publish
our findings and make it impossible for Eldrich to bury what we' ve found. Knowledge should not be kept
in the hands of the few, who useit to suppress the many. If nothing else, 1 became convinced of that
whilel lived with the priests”

“So what do we do now?’
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Kehler consdered amoment. “Itismy bdief that one of us should attempt to pass through the door. |
will doit asl’m the onewho began dl this. | am not certain what you should do, Hayes. | don’'t know if
you will be safe, or if you should go back out the main passage. | don’'t even know if you will be safe
there”

Claustrophobia gripped Hayes at the thought of going back into that passage. No, they had comethisfar,
going back did not seem an option. Not yet, anyway.

“I'll comewith you.”
Kehler congdered thisamoment. “Y ou redize that might be
fodlish?’

Hayes laughed. “This entire endeavor has been foolish.” Kehler nodded, and Hayes gave him ahand up.
Neither said a

word, but only went forward, a bit tentatively, perhaps, but they
went on.

They put their feet upon the first step and Hayes redized it was marble, not the stone of the cave at all.
They paused briefly at the door, as though their nerve had failed, and then Kehler forced himsdlf to go
through, with Hayes close on his hedls.

By the poor light of their lantern they could see ahdl before them. And then abright light flared, blinding
them utterly, fdling them liketreesin astorm.

Chapter Thirty-four

Since the incident at the lake, conversation had almost ceased. Deacon Rose was hel pful and solicitous,
never complaining about the arduous nature of their undertaking. Not that Erasmus or Clarendon were
given to complaining, but they did not act as though thetrias of the body were of no consequence, which
was the impression given by Rose.

The priest would often make smdll talk at their medls and stops, displaying the kind of mode<t,
sdf-effacing charm that he had exhibited when hefirst visited Erasmus. There waslittle doubt in Erasmus



mind that if the good deacon had not chosen the cloth, he would have made avery successful courtier.

Erasmus noticed that Clarendon did not respond to this display of charm, keeping his responses carefully
neutral. Obvioudy he had reservations about taking the priest dong, though Erasmus was not sure the
savant would have chosen to let the priest drown as an dternative. Still, Clarendon was not happy, there
was no question of that, and Rose could not have missed it.

They were wading dong awaterway now, occasondly climbing down smdl waterfdls, so that they were
wet and cold. According to Clarendon’ s survey, therewas afals not far ahead of them, which marked
the farthest point Clarendon had penetrated into the cave in the past. The smal man had claimed thet it
hadn’t been

worth the risk to go farther, which Erasmus found abit ominous, for it was gpparent that Clarendon was
not atimid man.

They dipped and splashed their way down the dope, the water running cold and swift around their
knees, boots ruined and their feet near to numb.

Erasmus was aware of agrowing sound, though it was difficult to describe for it did not vary, nor did it
have any particular defining characteristics. Hewas only certain that it came from ahead.

“How difficult isit to pass beyond thefals?’ Erasmus asked Clarendon.

“I have never doneit, nor have | seen it done, but it is said to be an intimidating traverse. Not realy so
hard if it were but two feet off the ground, but it isover afallsthat plunges down into an abyss. Itismore
atest of nervethan skill, | think, but it isagreat test of nerve, and not al have passed it. Several men
have been logt there. Not two years ago aman fell and dragged his rope partner with him.” Clarendon
shook his head. “ The danger isredl, but | think we can passit. | will go first and set aropefor safety.”

“No, Randall,” Erasmus said, “you have put yoursdf forward to explore dl thetightest places. Let me
lead the way acrossthefals. Don't forget, | can swim.”

“Well, that isup to you, but when you seethisfals, Mr. Hattery, you'll redize that even such kill inthe
water asyou possess will be of no use”

They carried on for sometime, and finally the roar of thefals drowned out al other sounds, and then
they were at itslip, staring down into the darkness.

“Thereisno hope for svimming there,” Clarendon said. “Do you il intend to go first”?’

Erasmus nodded, gazing out at the rock face he would haveto cross. “Where is the route, do you
know?’

Clarendon pointed out the path that had been described to him, explaining as best he could how he
thought it could be negotiated successfully.

“Deacon Rose,” Clarendon said, “it isyou who will have to hold the rope, for | am not large enough for
thissarvice. | will ingruct you.”

“1 havetraveled in the mountains, Mr. Clarendon, and have held the rope for many aman. Do not be
concerned, Mr. Flattery. | shall



not let you down, nor will the greater powers, | am sure, for 1 will pray asyou go.”

A rope was produced, and Erasmus prepared to start. Both Clarendon and Rose advised himto climb in
stockinged feet, for boots would be too dippery on thisrock which was wet from constant spray.

When Rose gave him the signal, Erasmus stepped out over the roaring falls, glancing down once, and
then focusing his attention on the route he would take across the stone. Rock dug painfully into hisfedt,
soft from alifetime of wearing boots, and his hands were dready battered from the climbing and crawling
that they had done. But hetried to put the pain out of his mind—the climb would require his entire focus.
Clarendon caled to him encouragingly over the sound of thefdls, and gave ingructionswhich Erasmus
did hisbest to follow.

He knew that what Clarendon said wastrue; if he had been only afew feet off the ground, thiswould
have been child' s play, but with an dmost certain, horrible desth only adip away, suddenly it was as
difficult aclimb as he could imagine. Rose held him steadfastly on the rope, but ropes often parted, and
there wasthe story of the man faling and dragging his partner with him.

“You are past hdfway, Mr. Hattery,” Clarendon called. “Not much farther, now. Reach up with your left
hand—isthat ahold there? Do you see? Good. Now | would try to move so that your right hand is
whereyour |eft hand isnow. You're doing well.”

Erasmus glanced ahead. It did not look so ssimple from here, at least not when one was out over a
yawning gorge.

“Do you see what looks like asmall platform ahead? Y ou cannot stop to rest before this, for the holds
and steps between are not large. Do you see?’

Erasmus was not sure that he did. All the holds that had seemed so large when he had stood looking
from the top of thefalls, appeared, upon closer ingpection, to be very small indeed.

“Do not hesitate too long, Mr. Hattery. Better to do it before you begin to tire.”

It was likely good advice, Erasmusthought, for dready he was feding his muscles knot—from being too
tense, he was sure. He took along breath and stepped out, moving as quickly as he dared. Then hewas
on the platform and forced himsdlf on without stopping, as though the safety of the other Sde called to
him. A moment

later he was crouched in the mouth of the passage, catching his breath, which he was sure had been
taken by fear and not exertion.

“It was not so bad,” he called back. “Not with a strong man on the rope and another to give ingtructions.
Who will be next?’

“Mr. Clarendon; and we will safety him from both sides,” Rose said. “No, Mr. Clarendon, | ing<t. | will
comelagt, for | have had the most experiencein climbing, | think, and you can both take the rope from
thefar sde. Can we send the packs and one lantern acrossfirst?’

Thiswas done, and afew moments later Clarendon prepared to go. He would benefit from light from
both behind and ahead now, aswell as men holding his rope from ether side. Rose tied the smaler man
into the center of the rope and took up his position, Stting in the flow of the water, hisfeet braced against



arock.

Erasmus had done as Clarendon said, and found a spire of rock inside the new passage. He threw aloop
over it and tied himself onto thetail so that he could St just in the opening and take the rope around his
wad.

Thus protected from either end of the rope, Clarendon set his stocking feet out on the path just navigated
by Erasmus.

It was Erasmus' turn to call out encouragement and instruction. He concentrated on Clarendon and his
efforts almost as much as Clarendon did himself, and because of this did not notice Rose moving across
thefdls.

“Erasmus?’ Rose cdled out suddenly. “Hold fast!”

The priest had moved to the far wall, and with no more warning, he gave the rope ayank and pulled a
flailing Clarendon off the rock. Erasmus was dragged forward amost afoot before the rope around his
wais cametaut. And there hung Clarendon, out over the terrible void, hisfeet dangling in the rushing
water, the spray thick around him, and he cursed the priest without respite.

Erasmustried to pull in on the rope and succeeded in raising Clarendon up alittle, but Rose held theend
tight and Erasmus was afraid the rope might breek.

“Now who will beforced to tell the truth?’ Rose caled, more than alittle triumphant.
“Rose!” Erasmus shouted. “Y ou gave your word. Y ou swore an oath.”

“I swore | would not harm Kehler and his companion, but 1 said nothing of Clarendon. | think your
friend isafollower of Tdler, Mr.

Flattery, and adanger to us both. Eldrich is his sworn enemy, and that means that you, too, are hisriva.
Isit not so, Mr. Clarendon?* The man dangling over thefalls, said nothing but began to twist about as
though he could free himsdif.

“Wadll, 1 will have the truth, whether you will cooperate or no, Mr. Clarendon, for | have ways of dedling
with your kind.”

Erasmus thought the priest began to mumble, but the sound of the fals swept any words away.
Clarendon had taken hold of Erasmus side of the rope and begun to pull himsalf toward the rock. But
the priest wastoo strong for the little man. Erasmus could see Clarendon’ s face was white with rage and
fear.

Raising one hand, the priest closed his eyes, continuing to mumble as he made odd geometric gesturesin
theair. And as he did so, suddenly Clarendon produced a knife and cut the rope connecting him to the
priest.

Clarendon siwung hard into the rock below Erasmus, and as quickly as he could, Erasmus began to pull
inon therope.

“Randal? Randdll, are you hurt?’ Erasmuswas surprised at how light the man felt.

“Mr. Flattery!” Rose shouted over the sound of water. “ Do not go on with that man. Heisyour enemy.



Y ou cannot trust him.”

Randall scrambled over the edge of the precipice, so enraged that he did not seem at dl frightened. He
was on hisfeet in an ingtant, shaking hisfist at the priest.

“Cannot trust mel ? Farrelle sblood, but | have never met amore deceitful man. And | have met all
manner of men. Come near to me again, priest, and | will seethat you never lieagain.”

Without warning Randall turned, lifted the priest’ s pack, and flung it into the abyss. The little man
shouldered his own pack and snatched up the lantern.

“Come,” hesaid to Erasmus, “1 will not assst his crossing. Let him stay where heis, or plungeinto the
netherworld where he belongs.”

Without waiting for Erasmus, Clarendon went somping up the tunnd, carrying thelight with him. Erasmus
stayed for amoment, staring at the priest, who stood there meeting his gaze, holding up alantern. Despite
being soaked from head to foot, the priest ill retained his pride. Certainly he did not look repentant. He
stood at the top of the falslike a proud man falsely accused.

“You arein danger, Mr. Flattery,” he said evenly, shaking hishead abit sadly.
“Mr. Hattery!” Clarendon called.

Digging quickly into his bag, Erasmusfound a bundle of candles and some food. He tied these together
and tossed them to the

priest.

“Make your way to the surface,” Erasmus called, and then turned and went after Clarendon. Every step
he took into the tunnel he could fed the priest standing behind him—could fed the reproach in hissilence.

Chapter Thirty-five

| went to hear Asquith play, and | don’t know by what magic this was accomplished, but 1 cried inconsolably for my lost childhood,
and for the harsh and dread-filled place the world had become.

The Countess of Chilton

KENT could hardly believe what he was doing. He brushed at his frock coat, which was spotted with
loose dirt and dead leaves. Lifting hisglass, he pointed it toward the lit window and through the foliage
could just make out figures moving—or so he thought.

Helooked around quickly, listening for any sound. By starlight he had scrambled up a steep embankment
and now stood in the farthest reaches of someone' s garden. He did not have quite the view of the
countess house that he had hoped, but it was much safer than what he had done the night he saw her
with Erasmus.

Flames—if he’ d been caught! He would have been forced to move abroad and change his name. What a
fool hewas acting. And this—snesking into someone’ s garden with hisfield glass—was dmost as bad.
Claiming to belooking at stars would hardly be believed—there were a hundred more ble places
in Castle-bough that were not someone' s private domain.



He focused back on the windows of the countess house. Perhaps that was someone Sitting by the
fire—but whom? Kent looked around allittle desperately. Thiswould never do. He needed either a
better vantage—difficult because the house of the countess backed onto aslope—or hewould haveto
return to his place below

S ean Russell
thewindows. And if hedid that, it was only amatter of time until he was discovered.

But what was she doing? Had Erasmus returned? Was she visited by Lord Skye, and had that fool
redized that the most beautiful woman in Farrland was mad for him? He shook hishead. If he could only
trade places with Skye for one evening.

Almost desperate, Kent decided to abandon &l caution and return to the window.
Thisisinsanity, hethought. Utter insanity.

Having made the decision, Kent decided not to go down the embankment again. Instead he went quickly
toward the house and the street. There were lightsin the windows, but the chances of anyone being in the
garden at this hour were probably dim—it was not awarm summer evening, after al.

Emboldened by the passion that gripped him, Kent marched up through the garden, past the house and
out the gate. In amoment he was a the corner of the countess' street, and here he stopped in the
shadow of atreethat hung over agarden wall. Before the countess' house, a coach and four stood at the
curb, and asmall man was handing the countess up into the large carriage.

Ingtinctively, Kent stepped back around the corner asthe carriage passed by, the night too dark for Kent
to seeinto the coach.

The street, Kent knew, snaked back and forth up the hillside, and after a moment of watching to be sure
what the coach would do, Kent went quickly across the street and up a narrow stair between the houses.
Thefaint sarlight barely penetrated here, and Kent stumbled more than once, striking his shinscruelly on
stone,

At the stairhead he stopped, staying to the shadow, and waited for the coach to pass. When he was sure
it would continue up and not Stop a a house, he went on, taking the next air. Here hefell again and lost
his glass, wasting severa moments searching in utter darkness. When he emerged on the street, the
carriage had already passed and he sprang across the paving stones and onto the next stair. »

If the stairs had only been uniform in height and depth, but there were landings that doped up and every
dair was adifferent size, forcing Kent to fed hisway up like ablind man. Again the carriage had passed
when he reached the street, and thistime it was even farther ahead.

Kent was dmost certain he would not catch it now, for hewas

struggling to breathe as it was. As quickly as he could, he plunged into the shadow of the next sair, and
here was helped by lightsin the windows. He sprinted up the steps, his bresth coming in terrible gasps.

He met the carriage thistime, and waited for it to pass before setting hisfeet to the next flight.

On hewent, upward, the carriage gaining each time it passed, and then findly it did not appear on the
dreet at dl. Kent sood in the middle of the thoroughfare looking both ways, wondering what could have



happened. He was certain he had not fallen so far behind. Had it stopped back around the corner where
he could not seeit?

Thinking there was no other explanation, Kent hurried down the street. But at the corner he found no
coach, nor was there a gateway large enough to alow it to enter.

Where am |, he wondered, trying to recall the lay of the town, and how many flights he' d raced up.
“There must be another road here,” he said, thinking aloud. “A carriage cannot smply disappear.”

He st off down the dope and in amoment discovered asmadl lane running out of the town, following the
contour of the hillside. It wastoo dark to seeif there were marks of the coach’ s passage in the soft earth,
but he could not imagine where el se the coach could have gone, and began to trot dong the lane.

To hisright, through the trees lining the lane, Kent caught glimpses of the lake shimmering far below. To
hisleft lay awood, broken occasiondly by smdl glades. The town had not escaped its confinesto take
root here, despite the likely vigtas, and tall grass grew down the center of the lane indicating how little use
it saw.

After hdf of along hour Kent was beginning to wonder if the carriage had actualy come thisway, and
contemplated turning back, but then afamiliar odor assailed his nostrils telling him that horses had passed
thisway, and recently too. The painter pressed on with renewed energy.

A few moments more and he passed through an open gate, and the lane suddenly doped down toward a
level bench. At the bottom of the hill he could see alarge homeilluminated by the stars. Near to the
entrance acarriage sood, itslamps burning dully.

He dowed his pace and tried to keep to the grass to muffle the sound of his approach. Whose home this
was Kent did not know.
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There hardly seemed to be an entertainment in progress—the house was dl but unlit, and only one
carriage waited.

Remembering what he had seen the last time he’ d spied on the countess, Kent went forward torn
between dread and excitement. Erasmus was supposed to be in the cave, so she could not be visiting
him.

Kent was not sure how he would respond if he were to discover the countess had another lover—that
she bestowed her favors so liberdly and yet treated him no differently than she treated her friend
Marianne.

Staying to the shadows as much as possible, Kent stayed high on the dope aong the edge of the wood.
Once he was convinced there was no movement in the lit windows, Kent decided to circle the house at a
digtance.

Certainly if the countess came here at such an hour, it must be for an assignation. What other explanation
could there be? He felt aflash of anger toward her.

Thisis why men she can’t even remember meeting fight duels over her, Kent thought. Look at me.
Look at what | do. But till, he carried on, despite the fear that dueling with strangers would come next.

Kent dipped around the side of the house, keeping to the shadows wherever possible. The grounds had
obvioudy not been tended in years. The hedges were overgrown, flowerbeds choked with weeds, lawns



goneto seed, and fallen branches and leaves|ay rotting everywhere.

Asthefar sde of the house cameinto view, Kent saw the dull orange of aflame—an oil lamp burning
insgde aground floor window, or perhgps afirein ahearth. A little farther dong he redlized that the light
camefrom insde arow of leaded-glass doors. Here there were people, he was almost certain, though
there was much furniture and it was difficult to make out the shapesin such poor light.

Slipping partway down the hill, Kent stood in the shadow of abush, peering down over an open section
of lawn with hisfield glass. Something moved ins de—aman, he was amost certain.

“Mr. Kent?’

The painter whirled around, raising his glass like a cudgel—but the man before him wasfamiliar, evenin
the poor light.

“Sr John?’

“Yes,” the man whispered. “Keep your voice down and come back from the house. | fear you will give
usaway if you stay here.”

Kent hesitated, embarrassment was rapidly replacing fright. What in the round world was Sir John
Darymple doing here? Was he spying on the countess as well? Not knowing what el se to do, Kent
followed Sir John until they were some distance from the house and hidden by the corner of agarden
wal.

Here, inthe paelight, they crouched down, looking out only occasionally to see that they were aone.

“I would ask what you do here, Mr. Kent,” Sir John whispered, “but fear you will say it isnot my
business, and rightly so. But perhaps the fact that we are here, watching this same house, might indicate
ComMmMmon purpose, or so 1 hope.”

Kent tried to read the man’ s face but the light was so poor. He could not even begin to guesswhy Sir
John was here, other than for the same reason as Kent.

“1 am here out of concern for afriend,” Kent said.

Sir John nodded as though this made sense somehow. “Well, you are more noble than I, Mr. Kent, for |
am here out of concern for myself. Y ou followed the woman who arrived in the coach?’

Kent nodded.
“Who isshe, pray?’

Does heredly not know, Kent wondered?“ The Countess of Chilton,” Kent said, unable to think of a
reason to lie—or perhapsto see Sir John’ sreaction.

“Of course,” Sir John said, glancing down at the house.
“But whose homeisthis?” Kent asked.

“Y ou don’'t know? It was the house built by Baumgere, theinfamous priest. But who is staying here now,
| cannot say.” He paused, and Kent sensed that he was trying to decide what €l seto say, or how to say
it. “1 have aman who passes meinformation. .. Invauableinformation, 1 will tell you, but heisa



complete mystery to me. | cannot say where heisfrom or name the source of hisknowledge, and this
troubles me, Kent.” Sir John nodded his head toward the house. “| have reason to believe the man
comes here, to this house, so 1 am here hoping to discover who it isthat he meets. One wantsto be sure
oneis not unwittingly embroiled in the plot of aforeign power.”

“Thisisthe man | met on the road to Castlebough—Bryce?’
Sir John nodded.

“And what has heto do with the countess?” Kent said quickly, afraid that jealousy was obviousin his
voice. Had not Marianne Edden named the man handsome? Y et the countess had claimed not to know
whom she meant.

“I...” Sir John stopped, shaking his head, the motion so small it wasdmost indiscernible. “Bryceis
interested in Skye, for some reason, but | don't think Lord Skyeishere.”

“Whois, then? Did you follow Bryce here?’

“One does not follow Bryce, Mr. Kent. At least that iswhat | believe. No, it was luck only that had me
see Bryce' s carriage come down thislane. And so | am here, watching, not quite sure what | hopeto

Sir John leaned out to look around the corner of thewall, and held his hand up quickly, stopping Kent
from speaking.

Kent moved so that he could see past Sir John, and there, in the center of theill-tended lawn, aman and
awoman walked under starlight. Even at this distance he knew it was the countess, but the manwas a
mystery to him. Certainly not Skye. Nor was it Erasmus. Wasthis Bryce, then? And what had heto do
with the countess?

“Isthat your man?’ Kent whispered, keeping his voice aslow as possible. But even as he asked the
guestion, he was sure that the answer would be no. The man on the lawvn, wastall, with astiff posture
and movement. A king in pain, Kent thought immediately, though he didn’t know why—~but that was
what the man seemed to him.

Sir John shook his head.

Just as Kent started to raise his glass, alarge dog appeared at the edge of the lawn. It hesitated a
moment and then loped across the open space toward the people.

Kent was certain the woman froze with fear, but the man held out his hand and the beast, which he
realized now was massive, circled them once. It didn’t do thiswarily, Kent thought, but out of
independence.

Sir John pulled back behind the wall again, drawing Kent back aswell. Kent was not sure what had
come over Sir John; he seemed to be suffering from some sudden ailment, and Kent feared it might be
the man’s heart. Sir John could not seem to catch his breath, and Kent was sure he could see sweat
running in rivulets down the man’ sface.

“Isthat beast adog, Kent?' Sir John managed, “or isit awolf?’



It seemed an odd question, but Kent leaned out to look again. The anima had deserted the people and
went back toward the trees, its head down, and neck stretched out. Definitely not a dog, and then he
redized what Sir John meant and dmost threw himsalf back behind thewall.

“Eldrich,” he said, redlizing the only reason that awolf could cause such fear. “Isthat what you think? It
isEldrich?’

Sir John could not speak but nodded his head, his breath coming in quick little gasps. “Farrdlle... save
us,” hemanaged. “| had... noidea”

He grabbed the front of Kent’ sfrock coat and levered himsdlf to hisfeet, sumbling toward the wood. *
Flee,” he hissed, and Kent hesitated only a second, before following the terrified man into the utter
darkness benegth the trees.

By the time they found their way back to the lane, they were bruised and their clothing torn and soiled,
for the starlight penetrated into the wood only rarely.

Sir John had findly regained his breath, to Kent’ srelief, but the painter was now so concerned for the
countess that he amost went back, despite hisfear of the mage.

“Don’t even think about it, Kent,” Sir John said, sensing what was in the painter’ s mind as he looked
back over his shoulder. “ There is nothing you can do. Even if the countess needed rescue, you could not
accomplishit. Heisamage. 1 can't quite believe we have escaped unharmed. Just be thankful for thet,
and do nothing foolish.”

They went on, listening for the sound of horse and carriage, or the howl of awolf.

At last they stopped so that Sir John could catch his bresth. He seemed only dightly lessterrified, even
though they appeared to have escaped.

“Areyou recovering, Sir John?’

“Recovering? My bresthing, yes, but | shall never recover from the shock. | had no ideawnhat | involved
mysdf in, Kent. Eldrich!” He shook hishead in dishdlief. “Bryce isan agent of the mage. What shal |
do? Whatever shdl | do? | have been promoting the interests of amage, unknowingly. And what does
Eldrich want with Skye?’

Sir John seemed to redize that he was ranting, and stared up at Kent, immense fear and regret apparent
in his manner. The man looked so cowed, dmost cringing where he sat.

He suddenly grabbed the painter by the arm. “Kent, you must promise me that none of thiswill go any
further. | had noideawhat | did, | swear. And at no time did | ever subvert theinterests of my country. |
swear to you, Kent.” He looked down at the ground, almast ready to collapse, Kent thought. “How will
| ever get free of this? Eldrich! Hewill never release me. What am | to do, Kent? Whatever am | to
do?’

But Kent neither knew nor cared what Sir John should do. Why was the countess in the company of
Eldrich? What was their involvement? That was dl that concerned him. Was shein danger? Was she his
agent? Hismigtress?

Kent sat on the step of a deep-set door, so that a shadow hid him from the street. It was the farthest
point on the street from which he could till see the countess home. Never in hislife had hefet so utterly



powerless, so unsure of what to do. Was the countessin danger? Or was it much simpler than that: she
was the most beautiful woman in Farrland, and the histories were clear that mages were not immuneto
such things. He pressed hisfingersto his eyes, which burned from lack of deep.

But somehow he could not shake the fedling that the countess was in danger. No doubt hisfedings for
her held sway here—but even so he would wait and see.

The thought of waking Marianne Edden crossed his mind, but she waslikdly the countess dly inal
things, and would not be so sympathetic to Kent. He believed she thought he was a bit obsessed

anyway.

What he wanted to do was ask the countess hersdlf, so he waited, trying to imagine how he would
approach her, what he would say.

It was too dark to read histimepiece, but Kent was sure that daylight couldn’t be far off. He wondered
what he had landed in the middle of, herein this odd little village in the Caledon Hills. Skye had a copy of
apanting by Pdier which showed the structure Baumgere had uncovered above the town—though the

panting, if

it was atrue copy, must have been done many years before Baumgere made his discovery. Erasmus
Hattery, aman who had served Eldrich, had become an intimate of the Countess of Chilton, though Kent
had thought she wasin love with Skye. Eldrich was herel Not on his estate, which he was said never to
leave.

And what was this about Erasmus going into the cave? And others had followed, apparently. And Sir
John? What was this man involved in? He could not remember having seen aman so overcome by terror.
Sir John was entangled in dl of this somehow, and he was a senior member of the Farr government!

Kent had not the dightest idea of what went on.

The sound of horses and a carriage rattling over the cobbles echoed down the empty street. Kent pulled
himsalf back into his shadow, trying to wrap it around him like a cloak.

The same carriage Kent had seen take the countess away, stopped before her door. A small, round man
handed the countess down, and she dipped quickly inside. The carriage came Kent’ sway, and he
regretted hiding on the street, now. He drew his knees up, pressing back against the door. Without
thinking, he hid hisface, not looking at the carriage asit passed. When its sound was bardly audible,
Kent forced himself to move. With absurd caution he stepped out onto the avenue, but the carriage was
gone and the street deserted.

Kent crossed to the countess’ door at arun, but when he raised his hand to knock, he hesitated. Despite
al histhought, he till did not know what to say. If the countesswas involved with Eldrich in someway,
shewould likely report him to the mage, and Kent certainly didn’t want that.

For amoment he stood there before the door, unable to decide, and then he went immediately around
the sde of the house. He would see what he would see, and then decide what to do.

The faintest light came from the window he had crouched benesth before, and the thought of what he had
seen then both propelled him on and made him want to turn away. As quietly as he could, he went to this
window and peered in, showing aslittle of hisface as he could.

The countess sat before afire that had burned to embers. She sat rigidly straight in her chair, unmoving.



There was something unsettling about her manner. Thinking that it was perhapsthe
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greatest folly, Kent tapped on the window. There was no response. He tapped louder. Still the countess did
not stir.

She must have heard, he thought. Pressing his face to the glass, he was sure that something was greatly
amiss. He tried the door but found it locked, and it would not give way to pressure. He was becoming a

little frantic, when he noticed a casement window dlightly gjar. With a small blade he worked it open and
went in as quietly as he could.

The room was dark, and it took Kent amoment to find the door that led into the hallway. When he entered
the small sitting room, the countess still remained unmoving before the hearth.

“Lady Chilton?’ he whispered, but she did not seem to hear.
Kent went nearer. “Lady Chilton?’ Her eyes were opened, but it was as if she were deep in sleep.

Kent put a hand tentatively on her shoulder. He realized that she wore only a sleeping gown beneath her
cloak.

What has been done to her, he wondered. She seemed to have been mesmerized. Was this the way a
person acted when they had been bespelled?

He shook her ever so gently. “Lady Chilton? It is Averil Kent. Lady Chilton? Please...”

To hisrelief the countess took a quick breath, as though surprised, and then seemed to relax.
“Mr. Kent?’ she said, startled.

“Yes. Do not be afraid. You're al right now.”

She pulled away from him alittle as her wits returned. “What has happened? What am | doing here? What
are you doing here?’

“1 will explain everything, though be at ease, Lady Chilton, 1 mean no harm.” Kent pulled a chair nearer so
that they could speak without waking the house.

“1 was passing earlier this evening, returning to my rooms, when | saw you entering alarge carriage. You
were dressed as you are now, and seemed... | cannot describe it, but you were not yourself. Almost as
though you walked in your sleep.”

“Mr. Kent!” the countess exclaimed, obvioudly disturbed, “you are not serious?’

Kent nodded. “I’m afraid | am. Thisiswhat | saw. Y ou entered the carriage and your manner was so...
unworldly, that | confess | followed you. Out of concern for your wellbeing.

“1 chased the carriage, running up the stairs through the village,

jifc

and finally out along alane to the manor house that this priest, Baumgere, built.“ He paused to gauge her
reaction and was touched by her look of distress. ” The house seemed deserted, but as | circled, keeping my
distance, | saw you on the lawn. Y ou were standing with atall man 1 didn’t know. And as 1 watched, what
| thought at first was alarge dog came out of the wood. But as it crossed the lawn, | realized that it was not
adog at al, but awolf. A massive wolf."



The countess stared at him, uncomprehending.
“It iswell known that a great wolf prowls the estate of Lord
Eldrich 3

The countess pulled away from him completely, as though what he said were so offensive that he could
never be forgiven. Her beautiful face contorted in fear and rage. “What are you saying? That | was
whisked away to see Eldrich in my sleep?’ Then the fury gave way to sudden comprehension. “Farrelle
save us, Kent... | woke here once before, having walked in my sleep, or so | assumed. Isit possible that |
have been taken away before? Abducted from my house and have no memory of it.” She pulled her cloak
close around her, crossing her arms over her breasts. “What has been done to me as| walked in my
deep?’ she said so quietly Kent could barely hear. “What does a mage want with me?’

Kent shook his head, not wanting to say what he thought. “What should | do?’ she asked suddenly, and
though she did not really seem to be asking this of Kent, he felt he must answer.

“You must flee,” he said immediately. “ L eave Castlebough. Leave Farrland, even. To Entonne, perhaps, or
Doom. Get as far from Eldrich as you can. He has hardly been away from his estate these thirty years
past, | can’t think that he will pursue you.”

The countess rose from the chair and paced to the window, stopping to look warily out, as though she
feared the mage was watching. “But what does he want of me, Kent?’ she asked, turning away from the
window. “Erasmus told me that Eldrich careslittle for men and their concerns. That he will use them to his
own ends without remorse.” She stared at Kent, a sudden realization striking her. “Has Erasmus something
to do with this? He served Eldrich... And ook at al that goes on here. Skye has his copies of the Peliers
and pursues Erasmus to have the script translated. This man Baumgere found some great secret in
Castlebough, or so

everyone believes. Itisal connected. It must be.” Shelooked at Kent to confirm her fears.

“I think you are right, Lady Chilton.” Kent was tempted to tell her about Sir John, to prove somehow
that he cared for her well-being by revedling his secretsto her, but something stopped him. Thefear Sir
John had exhibited: it was one thing for Kent to risk himself, but to expose another, especialy one so
convinced of his peril, was unforgivable.

“But what goeson in thisdeepy littletown?’ she asked.
Kent shook his head.

“I can’'t help but think Erasmus knows something more. .. And then thereis Skye. 1 will spesk with him
thisvery morning.”

“Do you think that’ swise?’ Kent blurted out, jealousy overruling al reason.
“Why do you say that?’

“Only because | think you should not waste amoment. We should be off this morning. Within the hour.
Who knowswhat plans Eldrich might have for you. Y ou said yourself, the mages were ways
ruthless—Eldrich will be no different.”

The countesslooked at him oddly. “Tell me honestly, Mr. Kent. Were you watching my house?’

Averil fdt fear a being discovered, but strangely hefdt great indignation aswell. Asthough the
accusation was not entirdly true. “Lady Chilton,” he said, hisvoice shaking alittle, “1 assure you that



witnessing your abduction was entirdly coincidenta.”

She continued to fix him with that measuring gaze. “ Then 1 gpologize, Mr. Kent,” the countess said,
athough she did not sound at al convinced. “I have had such odd things happen with men. You
understand...”

Kent nodded.

“Itisamost light. I’'m going to wake Marianne, and then send anote to Lord Skye. | hopeyou'll stay,
Mr. Kent. | would like them to hear your story.”

“Of course,” the painter answered. Left aone, he banked the codsin the hearth and built afire, conjuring
the flames with abellows. He was not happy with the countess' decison to call on Skye, or to bring
Marianne Edden into this matter. What he wanted most wasfor her to flee, with Kent as her protector. If
they were together for amonth in Entonne, he was certain she would begin to

fed differently toward him. She would begin to see things which perhaps weren't readily apparent ina
quiet man like Kent.

Perhaps haf of the hour later aservant ddlivered coffee and freshly baked pastries, and another fifteen
minutes saw the countess return in the company of Marianne Edden.

Thenovdist greeted him rather perfunctorily, asthough she suddenly did not approve of this poor
painter. Kent found her entirdly changed toward him. Servants brought more coffee and food to break
their fast and for awhile there was no conversation.

Asthe servants closed the door, Marianne fixed Kent with alook that could hardly be called warm.
“You were out for agtroll, Mr. Kent, when you saw the countess taken away?’

“Yes, | could not deep,” Kent said, not liking where her questioning might be going.

“And do you recognize this?” Marianne asked. Reaching over to one of the trays the servants had
brought, she snatched away acloth, and there lay Kent'sfield glass. “ A servant retrieved it from the rear

garden.”

Kent felt himsdlf color. “Ah, that’ swhere |€ft it. Yes, itismine. Like many, I'm an amateur empiricist
mysdlf. | waslooking at the heavens”

Marianne' s scowl eft little doubt that she didn’t believe him. “ And how did you cometo bein the house
when the doors were locked?’

“| confess, 1 cameinawindow left gar.”

“Y ou stole into our house like a prowler and found the countess deepwalking in little more than her
deeping gown? Mr. Kent, thisismost irregular. What could have led you to take such liberties, | can't
imagine”

“I know it seemsvery irregular, Marianne, but if you had seen Lady Chilton, you would understand. Her
manner was so very odd—Ilike astring puppet. | hesitated, not sure what to do, and quite unsettled by
what 1 had seen. | almost knocked on the front door, but for some reason did not. Concern for Lady

Chilton made me abit reckless, | fear. | redizeit isunconscionable, but | dipped around the back and
peered in the windows. And there | found the countess, seated, unmoving, before the fire as though she



had been shocked into immobility. 1 knocked on the window and she did not respond—even when |
knocked quite loudly, she did not notice. Frightened, 1 tried the doors, which were bolted, and then in

desper-
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ation | found the open window and let myself in. | woke the countess here, before the fire, and the rest I'm
sure Lady Chilton hastold you.*

Marianne began to speak, but the countess interrupted. “Bet that asit may, Marianne, the truth seems to be
that | was outside the house this evening and completely unaware of it. 1 believe Mr. Kent istelling the
truth there.”

Kent did not much like the implication that he was not telling the truth el sewhere—even though this was the
case.

“And you believe this story that it was amage?’ Marianne said, alittle incredulous. The countess hesitated.
“Marianne, 1 awoke here, wearing my cloak over my sleeping gown. But that is not the oddest thing. My
feet were dirty and stained as though | had walked across wet grass. As Mr. Kent said, he saw me on an
expanse of lawn.”

“But you could have just as easily have walked out onto our own lawn.”
“Marianne. What reason would Mr. Kent have for making up such a story?”’

“To have you flee with him. With him! To Entonne, and who knows where. Men have been driven to even
more foolish stories, and plans. | have been witnessto it, and more than once, too.” The novelist scowled at
Kent.

“Mr. Kent,” the countess said, alittle warmth and vulnerability entering her voice. “ Please tell me
truthfully... Did you see me taken away in a carriage? Truthfully, now.”

“Lady Chilton, | swear that 1 did.”

“And were you spying on the countess with your glass, Mr. Kent?’ the novelist asked pointedly. “Now
answer that truthfully aswell.”

Kent hesitated, feeling somehow that if he was not honest he would not be believed at al. “I did not actually
spy on the countess with my glass,” Kent said. “But 1 will tell you honestly, Miss Edden, that | did consider
it.”

“Kent!” the countess said, such disappointment in her tone that it made the painter utterly ashamed, “I
thought you were my true friend.”

“l am,” he said quickly. “I just... | forgot mysdlf. I... | have no excuse.” He hung his head, unsure of what
to say. An apology seemed terribly inadequate.

“Well, Mr. Kent,” Marianne said. “ 1 think you should leave us for the time being. It has been a disturbing
morning, make no mistake, and we need some time to consider what has happened.

Kent went out into the newly risen morning, a bit dazed. He had been caught spying on the Countess of
Chilton. He was ruined. There would be no redemption for such an act. But what had he seen! He stood on
the street for a moment, unsure how to proceed.

Eldrich. The mage had taken the countess from her home, and she was not aware of it. Kent shook his



head. She had not believed him. Or, more correctly, Marianne Edden had undermined her confidencein
him. If only he hadn’t left his cursed glassin the garden! What madness had led him to confess?

“What will 1 do now?’ he asked aloud.

Somehow he had to convince the countess that what he said was true. Sir John was his only hope. Kent set
off down the street with great urgency. But would the man help him? Kent could hardly remember seeing a
man so frightened. But what other hope had he?

He almost ran through the sleepy streets. There was no other way to support his claims, for they did sound
like the result of madness—a particular kind of madness that occurred around the countess with disturbing

regularity.

“1 will beruined,” Kent whispered, though the world did not seem overly concerned. “ Utterly ruined.”
He located Sir John' s residence, and fortunately found the man

awake.

“Kent, you look worried out of your mind, man.” Sir John bade him sit, and a cup of coffee was put into his
hand.

“1 went to see the countess,” Kent blurted out.
Sir John’s eyes widened. “ Y ou didn’t mention me, 1 hope?’

“No. Not aword. But 1 found her sitting in her parlor, completely dazed. Her eyes were open, but she
seemed asleep. Unwilling to raise the entire household, 1 dipped in the window and roused her. | related
what I’ d seen, not mentioning you, of course. But then Marianne Edden woke and she didn’t believe my
tale. She was certain that 1 had fabricated the story to convince the countess to run away with me.” Kent
shook his head, feeling himself color alittle. “Y ou know how men are with the countess... 1 think she
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wasinclined to believe me until Miss Edden arrived—and then the idea of what | had seen so unsettled
her that she preferred to believe only that she had been deepwalking, out into her garden.” Kent spilled
his coffeeashe set it down. ”1 am ruined if | cannot convince them of the truth, Sir John. They thought 1
had been spying on the countess. Can you imagine? Spying. And then, of course, | dipped into her home
unasked. Concocting thisfantastic story to frighten her into running off with me. Flames, there will be no
place where such infamy will not follow me.* Hetried to pick up his coffee, but his hand shook so that he
spilled more into the saucer, and he set it back down quickly.

“And now you' ve come to ask me to support your story,” Sir John said.
Kent looked up, his hopesrising.

“But don’t you see, Kent, the countessis an object of interest to Eldrich? Think what that means. The
mage might very quickly discover your interference. He must spesk with the countess, after dl. Asnoble
asit wasto try to warn her, it was more foolish, gtill. Eldrich will not tolerate interference in hisaffairs.”
Sir John let out along breath. “ 1 will tell you, Kent, you have greater things to worry about than your
reputation.”

“But what of the countess?’ Kent said, redlizing that he was pleading. “Who knowswhat Eldrich...
intends with her? She has no knowledge of their meetings.”

Sir John leaned forward in hischair. “Kent, lisgen to me. | redlize you have fedings for the countess, and
no doubt this Situation sheisin seems monstrous, but there is absol utely nothing you can do but draw the



rage of Eldrich, and I will not have that fate visited upon me.”
“Youwill nothdpme...” Kent said in disbelief.

Sir John drew himsdlf up, hislook defensive. “1 will not. And | beg you to think what you do. Y ou might
aswel diveinto an ocean storm astry to stop Eldrich. Come to your senses, man, amageisaforce of
nature.”

Chapter Thirty-six

Hayes and Kehler scrambled up quickly asthe light faded to a pae glow. It was not lamplight, but a cool
whitelight, likethe purelight of stars, that emanated from beyond the opening.

Kehler stood before Hayes, partialy blocking hisview. Neither of them moved for amoment, and then
Hayes stepped up so he could see past hisfriend. A long corridor perhaps a dozen feet in width,
extended before them. Feeling no ill effects, Hayes pressed his friend forward, and they stepped through
the door into the hall.

It seemed not to be acave a al, but the entranceway to agreat paace. The walls were straight and
plumb, decorated with intricate carvings. Ten feet above the floor, aborder carved like atwisting vine
ran thelength of the hall, and into this blossoms and unfamiliar characters had been worked.

The light emanated from above, and when Hayes looked up, he thought that he looked into a star-filled
sky. A Ky of infinite depth.

Kehler followed his gaze up and stood transfixed for along moment.
“How many men living in this day can say they have witnessed

the arts of the mages?* Kehler asked. " But were they mages?* Hayes said. They walked dowly down
thewide hdl, the sound of running
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water clear now. To either Sde, sections of the wall were covered in text of the same unfamiliar
characters found in the border.

The hdlway waslong, ahundred feet or moreto an arch at the far end. Hayes' initia impression of
stepping into a paace, he redized now, waswrong. Thisfelt like atemple, though none that he was
familiar with; dill, there was no doubt in his mind that thiswas a place of worship.

“Who built it?" Hayes asked.
“I don’'t know,” his companion said, shaking his head.
“But youthink it was Tdler?’

“Perhaps. 1 can't say. In my reading | have come to the conclusion that there was adivision in opinion
among the mages—a period of interna strife. Not that they were ever particularly united except in their
war againg the church. But this schism was something greater than their normal individuaism. Perhaps
this chamber had significance to one of these groups, or perhaps it was a chamber known to al the

mages.”



Totheir right atall doorway opened onto astair. Hayes leaned in and found the stairway curved up and
totherightinalong arc.

He leaned back and looked down the passage toward the end. “Up or on?’ he asked.
“Let’sexploreaswe go,” Kehler said, and started up the sair.

Once on the air they returned to the poor light of the lantern. Asin the halway below, the wallswere
decorated here and there with text and floral designs. Twice they stopped to rest. The stair was so long
and they were utterly fatigued. Even the excitement of their discovery could not overcome that atogether.
They were considering giving up this climb when they came abruptly to the stair’ send. A large character
of the type they had seen carved on the walls was the single decoration on the blank surface that ended
the sairs.

“What does this mean?’ Hayes asked.

“It meansthat however this chamber was built, the people who used it, or intended to useit, did not enter
itaswedid.”

“Y ou think thisisadoor?’

“Perhaps not adoor, but an entrance dl the same. Or perhaps it was merely meant to be an entrance one
day. | would guess that the surface of the world lies not far beyond thiswall.”

Hayes stepped forward, pressing his hands againgt the stone,

moving them acrossit as though its secret would be reveded to him by such an inspection.
“Remarkable. What doesthis character mean, | wonder?’

Kehler shook hishead. “1 don’t know...”

Hayes looked at him sharply. So why had they risked their lives to find this chamber ? “ Does anyone?’

“Eldrich, dmost certainly. Perhaps Erasmus Hattery. Maybe Deacon Rose and afew otherswithin the
church.”

“But what good will it do us?”

“Us? We havelittle to do with this matter, Hayes. It is about the hoarding of knowledge—worse by far
than the hoarding of riches. Reformerstak incessantly about leveling society, doing awvay with the
advantages of the wealthy and the aristocrats. But thereis no leveler like knowledge. Who knowswhat is
concealed here? It could be the great discovery of our age. For centuries the arts were in the hands of a
select few—but what if that could be changed? What if you could suddenly hedl the Sck asno physician
ever can? Imagine what that would mean.”

“But how do we know there is any such knowledge recorded here? Knowledge that can be used.”

Kehler shook his heed. “ All we know isthat Baumgere was willing to sacrifice agreat ded to find this
chamber, and that the church did everything in their power to hideit. The Farrellites have long been the
greatest hoarders of knowledge. They would keep the population in utter ignoranceif they could. Better
if men could not even read. Whatever is hidden here has long been suspected by the church—suspected
and kept secret. That isenough for me. It must be brought out. Out into the light.”



They turned and descended the stair, the sound of water growing as they went—a sound that had not
been heard by men in this place for many years.

When they cameto thefoot of the stairs and into the cool light, Kehler blew out the flamein their lantern
and stit asde.

They continued down the long hallway, and found small niches on elther Sdeinto which faceswere
carved in high relief. Both men and women were represented here. Around each niche, text in the same
script was arranged. They stopped and looked carefully at each face, as though they might find there
someone they knew. The faces were sengtively rendered, Hayes thought—noble and sad. More than
oneworeacirclet around its brow, often surmounted
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by abrilliant stone set into the sculpture. And then he redized that each face bore astone. Oneina
woman's ear [obe. Another on a pendant around a man’ s neck. All different colors and brilliance, some
so unusua that Hayes could not even guesswhat they were.

“Who arethey, | wonder?’ Kehler said softly.

Hayes stared a one face, unable to tear his gaze away. “ See how sad they look. What could have made
them s0?’

Kehler shook his head, though he looked almost as troubled as the faces he contemplated.

They carried on past the sorrowful faces, most of them older, it seemed, but one or two quite
young—the age of Kehler and Hayes.

“Either the artist who sculpted here was agenius,” Kehler said quietly, “or these faces are touched with
themages art, for | fed | dmost know their stories. Do you fed it? The faces are so evocative. | ook at
them, and some knowledge seemsto be just a the edge of my consciousness.” He stopped before
one—the long face of aman in hismiddle years. “Look at thisone... noble and tragic. See how hisbrow
isamog knit, as though he wrestles with a terrible burden. He is aman who has been much
disappointed, and remained aone throughout his life—no wife or children, clearly. He dedicated himsalf
to some cause, and paid aterrible price. Look at the depth of histhought. Those brooding eyes. Hereis
atragic hero if ever there was one. A man who made choices that cost him dearly—yet he could make
no others.

“And do you see thiswoman? How old is she? Thirty-five, do you think? What isthat look? Isit pride?
Not quite. Prideistoo closeto vanity. But even o, she has struggled against some terrible fate, and not
surrendered. | cannot say that she triumphed, but she did not surrender.” Kehler looked at his
companion. “Do | sound likel’m raving?’

“Raving?No, | fed the samething. These faces are touched by agreat art, though | don't think itisan art
of the mages, but merely the result of genius and ingpiration.” Hayes reached out tentatively and touched
the face of the woman, brushing hisfingers over her cheek—amost agesture of affection. Londy, was
what Hayes thought when he looked at her. Hidden down here for how long? Centuries? Logt to the
world—to al mankind. A portrait of londliness.

They walked on, every few strides passing two more faces, none joyous, none even content.

And then agreat hall opened before them. They stood in the archway and stared into the chamber—as



long asthe halway they had just walked, but five timesthe width. Hayes didn’t know whereto look firt.
The ancient white walls were covered in nest, linear rows of script, the characters as high as his hand was
long— thousands of them, for the wallsweretal, thirty or forty feet, Hayes was certain.

Gingerly they stepped into the room, as though they were trespassersin fear of being caught, or in fear of
spellsleft for intruders, but even the mysteriouslight did not alter.

In the center of the room, against one wall, stood araised terrace of smooth stone, and it was from this
that the sound of running water emanated, asit likely had for uncounted years.

Ten pacesinto the room they turned in acomplete circle, overwhelmed by the wonder of their discovery.

“1fed likel am suddenly surrounded by mystery,” Hayes said. *Y ou have aways been surrounded by
mystery,” Kehler said, ahint of a smile appearing. “But perhaps we have reached to the heart of this
one”

Hayes went to one wal and ran his hands over the letters, which wereraised in rdlief, not inscribed. The
script he thought exceedingly fair and yet curious, for it didn’t seem to resemble the common or even the
ancient scripts used around the Entide Sea. But it was dmost definitely the same script that Kehler had
included in hisletter.

Hayesredized that he fdt alittle disoriented, finding himsdlf in thisvast chamber of light after the dark
little tunnels he had navigated.

They crossed the room and mounted three steps to the raised terrace. Here the water flowed from the
mouth of awolf head set upon the shoulders of aman. A stream of weter fell into asmal font, and then
gpparently ran under the platform to appear again at its base, finaly flowing in anarrow channd to thefar
sde of the chamber where it disappeared into the floor.

Above the fount, life-gzed torsos of aman and woman grew out of the rock, the man wearing the mask
of afantagtic crested bird, the woman amask of ahawk or falcon, Hayes was not sure which. To either
sde of thefigurestext wasinscribed insde aflord border.

“Look,” Kehler said, staring down at thefloor. “Theselineslead

to seven points, and at each point acircleis scribed and a different colored stone laid into the floor.” He
stood by one of these stones. ” This one seemsto have stars cut into it, though if these are congtellations,
they are unfamiliar to me. And that one has more written characters. This central stone has no markings

adl”

The last was black and glistened.
“What materid isthat?’ Hayes asked.

“It appearsto be glass,” Kehler said, bending down and touching it. He stood up, looking around. “Does
thisnot fed like an dtar to you? The center of the temple?’

Hayes nodded, though he could not begin to guess at the purpose of such an dtar. His eye kept being
drawn back to the man and woman above the font, their faces hidden by masks. When he had first
looked, he thought they held hands, but now he redlized their wristsjoined into one and ended in the claw
of abird. Both their free hands were dightly extended as though in supplication, but the woman held a
long-stemmed blossom in her hand.



“Everything 1 see here seemsto have some meaning that isjust beyond my grasp,” Hayes said suddenly.
“I have never felt so much that | walked in adream. Do you know what I'm saying? Like you, | felt that
the stories of those men and women whose faces we saw were just on the edge of my consciousness.
And | fed much likethat here. Asthough | can amost understand the significance of these figures, of this
font. Of these stones set into the floor. Look at the way this man and woman hold out their hands... | am
touched by this, in some way that | cannot explain, as though my heart understands, but my head is not
quite ableto grasp it.”

Kehler nodded. Hayes realized that hisfriend was close to tears. He had persisted in his efforts for so
long, taken such risks, and now he was so overwhelmed by what they had found that he could no longer
control hisreaction.

He sat down on the step, hanging his head so that Hayes could not see, and if his shoulders shook allittle,
Hayes did not think it was unwarranted. Hayes was not far from tears himself, though largely because
they had survived the orded of the cave. Tearsfor the child he had found and the horror of crawling
through those dark tunnels. And he hadn’t taken the risks in Wooton that Kehler had. Demon Rose did
not pursue him.

Kehler rose suddenly, not looking at his companion, and went on, his attention gpparently drawn to the
script on the far wall.

Hayes kept his distance, continuing to float through this peculiar dream, in which everything seemed to
have ephemera meaning, yet

nothing wasfamiliar.

Kehler walked dong one wal, Hayes the other, running hisfingers over the words as though he could
absorb their meaning thus. He closed his eyes, hoping wordswould form in hismind, and felt yet again
that the meaning was so close, but he could not quite grasp it—like amemory trying to surface.

The two met before the final archway, and gazed through, wondering what would be revealed to them
here. But this room had no light of its own and what lay within was not clear. Hayes waited for Kehler to
gofirg, for hefound himsdlf curioudy reticent to enter. When his friend made no move, Hayes gathered
his nerve and stepped through the arch.

Hiseyes quickly adjusted and he found himsdf in an ova room, its ceiling vaulted and carved to look like
abeamed cailing of intricate

desgn.

In the center of the chamber stood a crypt of white stone, its cover sculpted to resemble a recumbent
knight in full armor. His hands closed over the hilt of asword, the point of which rested a hisfeet, and he
held the stem of asmadl blossom entwined in his

fingers

Kehler had comein behind him and stood staring at the face of thisknight. Like thefaces carved in the
hall, this man’ s countenance was marked with sorrow, his heavy brows and strong mouth speaking
nothing else.

“Andwhoisthisthey havelaid herein such solitary state?’



Kehler asked, quoting awell known line.

Hayes turned away from the melancholy knight and realized there was yet another face sculpted into the
wall behind him, but as he stepped closer, heredlized that it had been left incomplete.

“Look at this” he sad. “Everything we' ve seen was finished to the smalest detall, but thisis hardly
begun.”

The face was unquestionably that of awoman, or would be when it was complete. The curve of her hair
was clear, but the eye sockets remained unfinished and she stared blindly out at them. The nose would be
relatively fine, and the lipsfull. The chin was smal, but even so the face was strong. Hayes felt there was
apersondity trapped in the stone that struggled to emerge, to take form before them.
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“Itislike looking through frosted glass or fog. The features are not quite clear.” Kehler squinted as
though somehow that action would bring the face into focus. “Very odd. Asyou say, nothing else we
have seen was left unfinished.” He turned to examine the rest of the chamber. Text covered the back
wall, and this, Hayeswas amost certain, would tell the story of the man who lay in the crypt.

Onthewall at thefoot of the knight a second head was carved, this one aman and quite complete.
Hayes moved closer, drawn to these mysterious individuas, as though they held the key to understanding
the purpose of this chamber.

“Farrelle’ sblood... !” he said under his breath.

Kehler came up beside him, and stopped, putting ahand to thewall for balance. “It isErasmus... lsn't
it?”

“So | thought, but now that | have stared at it amoment, 1 am not so sure. The likenessis not perfect,
but it is so close that it can hardly be coincidence.”

“Likethe Pdier...” Kehler said.

Hayes sat down, suddenly utterly exhausted. He put his back against the wall, drew up hisknees, and
buried hisface on hisarm. What in this round world? Erasmus Flattery?

A moment later he opened his eyes and found Kehler sitting opposite him, dumped against the crypt, his
eyes fixed on the face that so resembled the man they knew.

“I came here,” Kehler said, hisvoice trembling with fatigue and awe, * unsure what to expect, with little
more than the maps and the painting of Pdlier to feed my imagination, and what | have found is utterly
unexpected. | thought 1 knew something before we arrived here. | thought 1 had delved into the secrets
held by the church and knew things that others did not even suspect. And now 1 redize| am utterly
ignorant. | know less of these matters than a child knows of the greater world. I...” He shook hishead in
bewilderment. “What have we ssumbled upon, Hayes? Is it nothing more than an elaborate tomb? Isit
the key to some secrets of the mages themsalves? The recording hall of Teller’ s society? Or something

€l se atogether? Something we cannot even imagine. Why isthere alikeness of Erasmus Flattery here, in
this chamber that must be... centuries old? What in the round world have we found?’

Hayes|ooked up at the face again. The likeness showed a younger Erasmus, or so it seemed to
Hayes—amaninhisearly



twenties. But wasit Erasmus? The hair was curlier, and the featuresfiner, but then clearly the artist had
not been working from knowledge of the modd.

“It must have been donefrom avison,” Hayes said, struck by
suddeningght.

Kehler nodded. “Y es. That would explain it. But whatever does
it mean?*

“1 think that Erasmusis not so innocent of the ways of the mages as he claims. Perhapsthe rumorsare
true, and heisamage himsdf. Does he even know of this chamber, 1 wonder?’

Hayes shook his head. “ 1 suspect he has never seenit, but considering our discoveries, 1 would not be
overly surprised to find that he knew of its existence. We might even be performing the task of

finding it for him."
Kehler had obvioudy never considered this, and looked sharply
at hisfriend. “Do you think so?’

“Anything is possible. We are dedling with mages, with men who, it was said, could look into the future.
Perhapstheir vision was not perfect, or utterly clear, but they could see some things. Perhapsthey even
saw us.”

Saying this, Hayes lowered himsdf to the hard stone and, using hisarm as a pillow, surrendered to the
sweet deep that overwhelmed him.

Chapter Thirty-seven

She stood before asmdl niche that time and water running over stone had etched into therock. A crystal
stalactite, thrice the thickness of astem of grass, hung there, and on it adrop of water |aborioudy
formed. Like a swelling womb, Annathought. She could see areflection of the lantern’ sflameflicker in
thedroplet, likeatiny, rapidly besting heart.

For along moment the drop continued to swell, and then, with what appeared to be afind inhalation, it
let goitshold and fell into the world. She watched the droplet distend asit plummeted toward the natura
basin below.

Opening her mind at that instant, Annastared into the water. The droplet created a hollow where it
struck the surface, and in the depression she saw stars spinning.

And then she reded away from the basin, clutching her head in pain. Hands took hold of her, lowering
her gently to the floor of the cavern, which spun around her so that she spread her armsto keep her
balance. She wept.

Gentle hands supported her, and after amoment the world resumed its norma ways, the spinning owed
and then stopped atogether. No one spoke for some time, and she kept her eyestightly closed, trying to
shut out the cold, the terrible fedling that she bal-



anced on the edge of a precipice, and al around her was adark, cold
void.

“Anna?’ It was Banks. She could hear the concern in hisvoice, though it was partly worry that she
would losethevison if shedid not spesk it soon. It happened sometimes. She would cling to the vision,
but it would be driven out by the feglings of terror and anguish that augury engendered.

“1 haveit, fill,” she said, and no more, not quite ready to move. She knew that this attempt at augury
would dow their progress by severd hours, but it couldn’t be helped. There weretimeswhen avison
announced itself, and she had learned to listen at such moments, listen very carefully.

“They are here, ahead of us. 1 saw them; apriest, aman, and adwarf, climbing above araging torrent.
But there is more. Two men deegp, and an armed knight watches over them. And in awindow 1 could
See aman, Erasmus Flattery it seemed, and he looked in on this scene with great sadness. Behind him
there was the shadow of another. Someone very large and powerful, 1 thought. On thewall 1 could see
writing...” She paused, pressing her eyes closed, focusing her mind. Trying to creste acomplete picture
of thevision. “Landor,” shesaid. “There are more words, but... Curred' Emone,” she said suddenly,
words coming clear to her.

Those around her waited as shetried to recall more, but finaly she shook her head. “ That... that isall.”
“Curred’ Emone,” Bankssad. “Heart of theworld.”

“Landor’'sgate,” Kellssad, hisvoice echoing likefdling water. “Itisonly astory,” Bankssaid, the
disdaininhisvoicelessthan

convinaing.

“All stories have roots,” Annasaid, pulling her hand free of Banks'. “However remote and disconnected,
they haveroots.”

Sheforced hersdf to her feet, swaying terribly, her head suddenly light. But she did not fall.

“We must make haste. We must drive oursalves until we are there. 1 fear Hal sey was right—the shadow
behind Erasmus Flattery must have been Eldrich. 1 can think of no other explanation.”

“But if Erasmusisan agent of Eldrich, then we are dready too late,” Kells said, looking genuiney
frightened.

Annashook her head, trying to work the knots from her shoul-

dersand back. “But | sensed that Erasmus was not knowingly the mage' s agent. That feding was very
srong. We might influence him yet. 1 must try. But we must make al haste. With such athing to be
discovered, Eldrich cannot be far off.”

Chapter Thirty-eight
1>



Clarendon kept staring at the survey, which he had spread in the lamplight on the cavern floor.

“ ‘Beyond the Fairy Galleries.” Thisisthe only passage that is shown, but clearly there must be another
that hasn’t been recorded.” He nodded at the pool of water which ended the passage. “ Perhaps we have
passed some little bolt hole. Such things can be dmost impossible to see, sometimes.”

Clarendon made an effort to sound hisusud self, but even Erasmus, who had not known him long, could
tell that he was till affected by the incident with Rose. Erasmus was not sure if Clarendon was ill
enraged at the priest (very likely) or if hewas alittle chagrined by his own reection. After al, he had
placed Deacon Rosein more than alittle danger when he threw the man’ s belongingsinto the void.

Despite his own hodtility toward the priest, Erasmus was concerned about the deacon’ swell-being. I
Rose wereinjured, or worse, on hisjourney to the surface, Erasmus would fed morethan alittle
responsible. Perhaps he should have done more for the man, but then Clarendon had caught him utterly
by surprise when he threw the priest’ s pack into the fals. Erasmus would never have dlowed Randall to
do that if he had redlized what he intended. Turning his mind from this, he began to search the immediate

area, examining the rock, looking for an odd shadow that hid asmall opening. They had aready noticed
afew of these asthey traveled through the cave. And then he spotted atiny bit of flowing moonstone
which was too gray-whiteto beredl.

“Wadll, look at this.” Erasmus dug afingernail into thewax. “1 don't think that this has been here too long.
Certainly only days and not years.” And then he redlized that the letter H had been etched on therock in
wax.

Clarendon stared at the marking, his mustache twitching. “Our friends were here, that is certain. Perhaps
they didn’t know precisely where the passage was, but had to look for it themselves. At least it seems
they arrived at this point unharmed. It gives me hope.”

Starting at the pool, they began searching back up the passage, Clarendon holding the lantern and
Erasmusinvestigating every niche and concavity in therock. A short timelater they arrived back at the
Fairy Gdleries.

“We have missed something,” Clarendon said.

But Erasmus shook hishead. “No. 1 don't think so. Not in that passage at least. Let’slook at the survey
agan.”

They made their way back to the pool, where they spread out the survey and stared at it asthough it
were a puzzle with a hidden solution, sometrick that they couldn’t quite see.

“I might beafool,” Clarendon said at last, “but 1 can't see anything here that answers. Perhapsthereis
an undiscovered passage back in the Fairy Galleries, but certainly thereis nothing in this section. What
did your young man'’sletter say?’

‘Beyond the Fairy Gdleries...” And that he would mark his route with the letter H.”
They dumped down on the rock, both of them lost in thought.
“1 can answer your question,” avoice said softly.

For the briefest second Clarendon |ooked puzzled and then he was on hisfeet. “I warned you to go



back!” he shouted down the passage.

Deacon Rose stepped forward, a dark form on the edge of the light. Erasmus found this apparition
unsattling.

“That istrue, Mr. Clarendon, but without me you will not go forward, thet is certain.”
“Will we never befree of you, priest?” the smal man shouted, and Erasmus rose up to cam him.
Beneath the vaulted

“Don’'t be 30 hasty, Randdll,” Erasmus said, putting ahand gently on his shoulder. “I’m willing to hear the
Deacon out.”

Clarendon shook off Erasmus hand, glaring at him, clearly not intimidated by size. “Have you not heard
enough lies? Enough promises? He put me in the gravest danger, swinging out over the fals because of
his obsession. 1 don’t believe there are followers of Teller till among us, and 1 have looked into these
matters, Mr. Flattery. Studied the life of Baumgere, and much else besides...”

The priest interrupted quickly. “ Y et you are curioudly reticent to dlow meto perform atria that would
prove you, and these young men you pursue, innocent,” Rose said, his voice as reasonable as

ever.

“Because 1 do not trust you!” Clarendon said with fedling. “ Because the church of Farrelle has dways
judged in haste and with little regard for the truth. 1 know your history, priest. 1 will not haveyou sitin
judgment of me.”

Rose came forward a step, and Erasmus could see that he bowed his head, almost like a penitent. “1
cannot dispute what you say, Mr. Clarendon, for thereistruth init. Some truth at least, and despite what
you think, some members of my church do carefor truth. 1 count mysdlf one of these. That iswhy I'm
here. 1 believe that there might well be Tdlerites still among us, but 1 will see no innocent men or women
persecuted. However, if there are Tellerites, as 1 fear there are, their purpose will not be innocent.

“They desire the power of the mages, and you do not even begin to understand what that means. Y ou
claim to know history, Mr. Clarendon; look &t the history of the mages. They did not even know the
meaning of theword justice. If they did not bring ruin to men, it was not because they werejust or fair,
but because their energies were taken up with other matters. But the followers of Teller, who hopeto
replace the mages after Eldrich is gone—what

arethar intentions?

“1 believe there is areason the mages have dwindled to one. It is not an accident. They mean to leave no
trace of their arts behind when the last of them isgone. But we will have new magesto taketheir place,
and who can be sure that they will maintain the same indifference to the affairs of men? Areyou willing to
take arisk that these mages will leave men in peace? 1 am not.”

“Y ou have dready persecuted the Tdleriteswithout mercy,” Clarendon said, his voice camer now, but
the tone of accusation

hardly reduced. “What will be their intentions toward the church if they rise to power now?Itisno
wonder you are apprehensive. Y ou have reason to be. It isnot men who need fear, but priests.”



“Can you be sure?” Rose asked. “Can you, Erasmus? Y ou know something of mages, | think. Y ou
know how little they care for mankind. Shal we have new men of power rise up, when we know <o little
of their intentions, or their mordity? 1, for one, fear it.”

“It doesn’t matter what he says,” Clarendon countered, appealing to Erasmus asthe priest had just done,
asthough it were Erasmuswho sat in judgment. “Heisapriest and has dready proven that he can’t be
trusted. | believe heisadanger, not just to me, but to Hayes and Kehler, and perhaps even to you, Mr.
Fattery.”

“But you have overlooked something, Mr. Clarendon. | know the way on. 1 saw what Kehler saw in
Wooton, though at thetime | did not quite realize what it meant. But | have located the way and could
smply go on without you. | could confront your young friends, and there would be nothing you could do.
But, you see, | am trying to make amends for what you believe was an act of bad faith. | will show you
the way, and you can accompany me. We will find Kehler and hisfriend, and you can assure yoursalf
that | will not harm them. 1 believe now that you are no follower of Teller, Mr. Clarendon, and |
gpologize, both for doubting you, and for my actions. I'm sure it was terrifying, though | will say | would
never have doneit if | had not had utter faith in the rope to hold your weight. Despite what you might
think, | did not intend to endanger your life.”

“Why?’ Erasmus said suddenly. “Why do you suddenly wish to make amends for what you did to
Randd|?’

“Becauseit isalong and dangerous journey out of the cave done,” Clarendon growled.

“No more dangerous than traversing above the fals alone with no one to hold therope,” the priest
answered. “Because I’m now convinced that you are not followers of Teller. Becauseif any discovery is
made, | hope to be able to convince you of its danger, should it become known. If we find your young
friends, therewill befour of you and but one of me. If my powers of persuasion are not up to the task,
you will override me and do what you will. | am only asking to be heard. Thet islittle enough for showing
you theway on, for | can guarantee that you will not find it without me.”

%
“We should search on,” Clarendon said. “I’m not ready to admit we cannot find the way.”

“By dl means” Rose agreed. “1 will await your decision.” He sat down, hislimbs sorawling likeaman
entirely exhausted, and no longer caring about appearances.

“Have you food left?’ Erasmus asked the priest as they passed him to return to the Fairy Galleries.

“Very kind of you to ask, Mr. Flattery. 1 have alittle and am used to fagting anyway. What 1 need is
deep.” The priest rolled onto his side on the cold rock and shut his eyes. Erasmus though he would be
adeep in seconds. He was dmost that exhausted himsdlf.

They left the priest, warmed only by the smdll flame of his candle, and went back up the passage carrying
their lantern and the

urvey.

When they were sure they had passed beyond the priest’ s hearing, Clarendon turned to Erasmus. “1 will
never trust that man. 1 am suspicious of him even now. It isfoolish evento leave him done



with our packs."

Erasmus nodded. “1 agree with you, Randal. I’'m not quite sure what Roseis up to, but he can’'t be
trusted. Y et what has he gained by coming to us? Do you think he is after the contents of our packs? He
intends to go on without us somehow? Perhaps one of us should wait here in the darkness to see what he
will do.”

Clarendon shook his head. “But he knowswe don't trust him. He might even imagine that we would do
such athing. No, thereis something else. Could the way on bein this passage and we have

missed it?"

“We searched every crevice...” Erasmus stopped in histracks.
“Mr. Flattery?’

“What if it isthrough the pool 7’

“What are you saying?’

“Imagine the pool extending beneath the wall, and then the passage opening up again beyond. Do you
seewhat | mean? The pool could merely be alow spot in the passage where water accumul ates.”

Clarendon spun around and bolted down the passage. Because the tunnel was small, Erasmus was soon
left behind, following the dull glow of the lantern, sumbling in the growing darkness. Once he hit his heed
50 hard that hefell to hisknees clutching hisscalpin pain.

He heard Clarendon cursing beyond him, and tried to hurry on, but he was leary now of doing himself
further injury. Light began to grow before him, and in amoment he found Clarendon crouched down in
the pool reaching frantically under the wall. The priest was nowhere to be seen.

“1 saw him, Mr. Hattery. The blackguard was disappearing under thewall as| came. | was not swift
enough. May he drown for hisliesand hisfase heart.”

Erasmus waded in beside his friend and reached in under thewall asfar as he could. The passage was
narrow and completely water-filled asfar as he could tell.

“I will chanceit,” Erasmus said quickly. “But we must think about how we will take our lantern through.
How could he have light beyond?’

Clarendon pointed back at their gear, which was spread across the cave floor. “He had alantern till and
hastaken atin of our lamp ail.”

Erasmus lumbered, dripping, from the pool, and to his dismay discovered that many things had been
taken. From one of the packs alarge section of canvas had been jaggedly cut.

“Here. He has wrapped everything in clothing and canvas and hopes that will be proof against water for
aslong as heis submerged. Wewill do the same.” He found two candles and it them, then blew out the
flamein thelantern.

As soon asthey felt the lantern had cooled sufficiently, they wrapped it as best they could and took up
the bundles they would carry on with them. Erasmustied one end of their rope about hiswrist with aknot
that he could easily release and went into the pool where he knelt in the cold water.



“Assoon as| havefound air, | will pull the rope through. Hold fast to theend. If al isclear, | will tug it
sharply threetimes.” He took three deep breaths and forced himself into the tunnd beneath the wall. The
idea of being submerged was not particularly unsettling to Erasmus, but he was worried about how far he
might have to go before hefound air again. If Rose could make it, then Erasmus was certain he would
manage—though he feared finding Rose drowned in the tunnel. The priest obvioudy didn’t lack courage,
but he' d dready proven himsdf apoor swimmer.

Clarendon was more of a concern, but then Erasmus had seldom met aman with gregter tenacity. If
Rose and Erasmus could go

through, then so would Randall Spencer Emanua Clarendon—nhave no doubt of it.

The dark waters seemed to cling to him as Erasmus clawed at the rock, pulling himsalf along as quickly
as possibletoward the air he hoped was near. Air... The urge to breathe began to take hold of him. If he
went much farther and did not emerge, he might have gonetoo far to return.

Suddenly his surviva seemed to depend on turning back immediately.
Co on, hetold himsdf. The priest did it, and he could not swim.

And then as he reached forward to grab the rock, his hand broke the surface. A few seconds more and
he sat upright in apae, glowing poal, light coming from the candles on the other Sde. Rose was nowhere
to be seen.

Erasmus scrambled out of the freezing water, shaking. The knots on theroll of canvas defied his cold
fingersfor amoment, but then he got them opened and pulled out his clothes and the lantern, only
dampened from their brief submersion. He pulled on his shirt and breeches, drying his hand before
griking theflint and lighting the lantern.

In afew moments he had hauled their remaining pack through the siphon, and then he stood knee-deep in
the pool waiting for Clarendon, ready to offer assistance.

The water began to surge around him and in only afew seconds he had Clarendon by the hand and
pulled him out into the air and light.

“Flames... ! thelittle man sputtered, trying to catch hisbreath. “I thought | should never cometo theend
of it. Farrelle preserve us, but that is my own version of the netherworld: dark and airless and unbearably
close” He shivered uncontrollably.

Afrad of what the priest might be up to, they went quickly on, following wet footprints on the rock.

Inlessthan half of an hour they came upon a section of cavern where innumerable openings gaped to one
sde. Here they found two packs, al but empty.

“I don't think we are far behind now,” Clarendon said. “It isonly aquestion of which tunnel they’ve
entered.”

Erasmus bent down and put his hand to the rock before the nearest opening, then reached insde. “I'm
not sureif thisisdamp,
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but it isthe most obvious choice He bent down and peered into it, listening for sounds of aman



crawling. "Hames, it istight.”

“And that iswhere | prove my worth, Mr. Flattery.” Clarendon was still not dry from his encounter with
the pool. Hisfringe of white hair was plastered to his scap and his clothing ill damp. But despite this his
determination did not seem diminished.

“Let mego ahead,” heinsisted, “1 fear for our young friends. 1 will take one end of the rope, and if thisis
the right passage 1 will signa you to follow. Just aswe did at the siphon.”

A moment later the man’ssmall feet were disappearing into the opening, and Erasmuswasleft in
candlelight, wondering what they had found. Worrying about Kehler and Hayes and Clarendon. And this
treacherous priest.

Hayeswas drawing carefully on the dightly mushy paper. Despite being meticuloudy protected in
oilcloth, their writing supplies were damp, to say the least. Each line of ink spread out asit waslaid down
so that it looked like the efforts of achild, and any attempts at precision or elegance wereftile.

in the hours since they had wakened, Hayes had come to redlize that the inscriptions on the wallswere
much more complicated and diverse than he had origindly thought. The wallswere not smply covered in
text, but also boasted diagrams, art, what might be a chart of the heavens, stylized figures, even amap.
There were characters that Kehler was convinced were numbers arrayed in complex formulae. On the
wall opposite the font, seven large intersecting circles were cut into the stone and surrounded by stars.
Hayes was dmost convinced that the lines scribed on the central circle depicted the Entide Sea, though
Kehler was|ess convinced.

“Perhaps these represent our globe, but each view isapartid rotation beyond the last. Seven views of
our world,” Hayes had offered, but it was mere speculation, though in such a place one could not contain
the desire to speculate, and they did so endlesdly.

He stood by the font looking at the sculpture above. The avian masks of the man and woman looked less
exotic and more macabre astime went on. The font and raised floor till felt like an dtar to him, and he
had a strange foreboding that the rituals that might be performed here would be dark and strange.

They had been so overwhelmed by exhaustion and by the magnitude of their discovery when they arrived
that they had not noticed two urnsthat stood to either sde of the font. These were made of white marble
and sculpted to resembl e blossoms—Iike the one the woman held, athough the urns were much larger.

“What do you make of these?’ he asked Kehler who was sitting on the top step leading to the terrace.
Helooked up from hiswork, adightly dazed look on hisface. His pen paused in midair. “What' sthat?’

“These urns. What do you make of them? Do you see, they were made to resemble the blossom held by

thislady.”

Kehler put the end of hispento hisfront teeth. “Y ou'reright, | think.” He rose stiffly and stood by his
friend. “ Thetop dmost lookslike it might have been madeto lift off,” he said reaching forward. He
jerked his hand back abruptly. “Flames! What wasthat?” Kehler looked over at hisfriend, his eyes
wide. “Doasl did,” hesad.

“But what happened?’

“Nothing too serious, apparently; but try.”



Hayes put his hand gingerly forward, and then he, too, jerked it back. “What in thisround... ?’

Kehler shrugged. “1 don’t know. It wasn't quite pain, nor wasit redly heat. Morelike atingling and
numbness, but it was unbearable. 1 don't think | could possibly hold my hand there.” He reached out

again.

Hayes snatched his hand away. “I’'m not surethat’ swise. It is certainly not natural, whatever it is. I’ m not
certain we should toy with it.” Helooked up suddenly. “Did you hear anoise?’

They both stood perfectly ill, Straining to hear.
“I hear nothing,” Kehler said. “What did it sound like?’

“Footsteps, | think—or scuffling, as though someone walked or crawled.” He shook hishead. “1’'m sure
it wasjust imagination.”

The ropefed out dowly, water squeezing from the strands as it ran through Erasmus’ hands.
Occasondly it would stop atogether, worrying Erasmus, but he was afraid to shout into the tunndl for
fear of derting Rose, who might not redlize his pursuerswere so close.
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Randdl might have an indomitable spirit, but Erasmus feared that he would be no match for Rose
physicaly. He hoped Rose wasin such arush to find Hayes and Kehler that he wouldn't wait to seeiif
they followed, otherwise poor Randall could be in trouble. Erasmus had even begun to wonder if the
priest would use violence. Clarendon had been right in the end; Rose was utterly deceitful.

“Hurry, Randal,” he whispered. “Hurry.”
May we catch the priest before he can perform his knavery.

The rope began to move again, like alanguid snake. Erasmus redized that this rope would have to be
carefully dried or rot would set in, for it fill remained for them to make their way out and cross again
abovethefdls.

Suddenly two feet of rope dipped quickly through his hands, and he dropped it lest he blister. But then it
lay limp for amoment, Erasmus concern growing. And then it began to run quickly asthough it were
being taken in, hand over hand. Three distinct tugs followed, and Erasmus sighed. In hismind he had an
image of Rose waiting at the tunnel’ s end, and overpowering poor Randal, and then luring Erasmusto
follow.

Erasmus had stiffened up considerably while he waited, and he got down on hisbelly to dither into the
opening with some discomfort. His still-damp clothing seemed to stick to the rock and the effort it took
to drag himself forward was enormous.

Randdl had taken their lantern, so Erasmus carried a candle, which made this hand ineffective at pulling
him forward. He soon had hot wax pouring on hisfingers and after ten minutes dropped the candle and
accidentally snuffed it out. He lay in complete darkness in the tightest passage he had yet encountered.

Large enough for Randall, he thought, but what of me? Perhaps | cannot make my way through.

Heforced himsdlf to go on, againgt growing panic, asthough he were making aterrible mistake. The
entire endeavor suddenly seemed aterrible mistake. But then ahint of light came down the tunnel ahead,
or more accurately ahint of gray. The passage amost materidized.



“Mr. Fattery?” came Clarendon’svoice.
“Randdl? Am| dmost through?’

“Very nearly, Mr. Hattery, though it isabit tight right a the end. | assume if the others managed, you will
aswdl. But hurry. | fear we might betoo late.”

Erasmus forced himself to push on, heartened by the thought of light and space, and amoment later he
twisted himsdlf through the condtriction at the tunnd’ s end.

The passage was still small but seemed like aballroom to Erasmus. He sat for amoment, taking long
bresths, each one seeming to increase his sense of rdlief. Clarendon stood impatiently by, fidgeting.

“All right, Randdll. Let’sgo on and seeif our friends are here.”

Asquickly asthey could, they set off aong the passage, crawling on battered knees and blistered hands.
To their relief the passage opened up, and Clarendon helped Erasmusto hisfeet.

“Do you hear atinkling sound?’ Clarendon asked.
“Running water, I'm amogt certain.”

A paelight seemed to illuminate the tunnel beyond the reach of thair lantern’ s flame, though it was so
faint they could not be sure. But asthey went forward, the light grew. Not the light of lanterns or candles,
but a pure white light—more like the light of the moon than the sun. Supporting each other, they
increased their pace and amoment later cameto anatural stair, its rounded steps ascending alow dope.

Erasmus|ooked up. “A doorway,” he said, and the two of them stopped to stare in wonder.

“Andthereis Tdler ssymbol,” Erasmus said, pointing to the three blossomsraised in relief on the
keystone.”

“I... I’'mnot so certain, Mr. Fattery. These blossoms are al the same, 1 think. There are no roses.”
Erasmus went forward, up onto the man-made steps, and then he nodded his agreement.

They went up and through the door, dousing their lantern, and found themselvesin along, high ceilinged
hallway bathed in what appeared to be starlight or moonlight. And then they heard laughter.

Chapter Thirty-nine

Ha sey sat working by the light of apoor lamp, bent close to the page so that he could see. His pen
scratched across the paper rhythmically, and behind him alog moved in thefire, followed by a crescendo
of sparks. There were no other sounds; both the house and the town were asleep.

Then, distinctly, someone cleared histhroat. Halsey raised his head, registered what he' d heard, and then
whirled around. A tall man stood by the hearth, hanging a poker back on its hook.

“Who areyou?’

“| thought such an authority on the arcane would need not ask.”



Halsey raised ahand to hisface, so dowly it seemed dmost to have moved without his knowledge. He
fet agtrange disconnection with hislimbs, with theworld. A nightmare unfolded before him. “ Eldrich.
... Hewhispered the name as though he named afiend.

“Ah, you are an authority, | see,” the man said mockingly. Eldrich shifted his position, though he made no
movement that would imply fear or even concern for his Situation.

“| warnyou,” Halsey said, “I am not without resources,” but he could hardly catch his breath, and till felt
asthough gravity did not quite hold him.

A smileflickered on the mage sface. “1 stand forewarned. You don't mind if | St?" he asked, Sitting.

Despite the strong sense of unredlity, Halsey could not help himself—he stared at the man in utter
fascination. He was in the presence of a mage. Certainly it meant the end of everything he had hoped to
accomplishin hislife—but even so he was utterly fascinated.

“How isit that you found me?’ Hasey managed, hisvoice ftill quavering alittle.
The mage shrugged.

But there could be only one answer. “ Skye. ...”

Eldrich gtared at the man, saying nothing.

“And Erasmuswas meant to lure us aswel |7’

Eldrich continued to stare, hislook of mild amusement not varying.

“Y ou have trapped me, can you not at least answer my questions before. ... before you do whatever it is
you intend?’

The two men regarded each other for amoment, and then Eldrich spoke. “ Augury isa strange art—its
subtleties dmost impossible to teach. .. Skye, you see, ismy creature. | created him, in away—created
him to serve only one purpose. He was the grain of sand around which your vison formed.”

Halsey was not even sure he understood. Eldrich had created Anna svision? Was that possible?

The fire cracked, shooting sparks onto the floor, and the mage swept them, rather lazily, back into the
coals with the toe of hisboot. “ After he appeared in your vision, | arranged to put Skyein danger. Y ou,
very gdlantly, rescued him.” Hetilted his head asthough to say: ‘It was not so difficult.” “Though | will
confess, 1 thought you might approach Erasmusfirs.” He stared hard at Halsey. “ This young
woman—your mage in waiting—she has gone down into the cave with the others?’

Hasey sad nothing, feding like abeligerent child faced with an infinitely more powerful adult.
Eldrich glanced down into thefire, asthough consdering what he might do with thiswayward child.

“1 will confessto you,” he said, tys manner so offhand he could have been addressing afriend, “until two
years ago | was beginning to think my augury was fase—that you did not exis—but | had afedling.
Intuition perhaps, and amage should dways trust hisintuition.” He glanced up at Halsey. “And hereyou
are” Hetried to
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force some triumph into this declaration, but it rang hollow, and he looked suddenly tired and sad, amost
melanchalic.

Hasey said nothing, but sat and stared, aware that his threat had been hollow, knowing that Eldrich knew
it, too. Anna... her impetuosity had been their undoing, though he knew she should not be blamed
entirely. He had sanctioned many of her actions, however reluctantly. He shook his head. It wasthe
oddest moment, hisflash of fear had disappeared and now he felt only inevitability. He could not change
what was to happen, but could only wait.

“But why am | here?’ Eldrich said suddenly. Helooked a Halsey expectantly, as though the question
were not merely rhetoricd. “Do you have any ideawhat isto be found in that cave?”’

It was said one could not lie to amage, and even Anna could usudly discern truth from lie. “No, |
haven't”

Eldrich raised his eyebrows, adigtinctly human response. “ They search for nothing?’
“They hopeto find achamber |eft by Teler’ s people.”

Eldrich’ sface darkened at the mention of this name. He stared at Halsey for sometime, his gaze
unsettling. “I wishthem luck,” hesad findlly.

Halsey shook his head, suddenly finding hisemotions. Angry at being toyed with. “1 think | havelittleto
add to this conversation. Y ou trapped my brothers at the abbey. Trapped and murdered them.”

“Me? | was not even born. Nor wereyou, | think. That is history, Mr. Halsey. And history is but
memory—ever unreliable memory...” The mage paused, staring at his captive, for that iswhat Halsey
was, and he knew it.

“Do you know what Medwar said about history? It isfiction without dialogue.” Eldrich smiled wanly.
“What will you do with me?’ Hasey asked, unwilling to listen to jestsfrom hislikely executioner.
“To alarge degree, that depends onyou, Mr. Halsey.”

“I will not betray my felows. | have ways of averting that.”

A smilepulled at the corners of Eldrich’smouth. “1 have no doubt that you do, but let me ask only that
you hear me out, Mr. Halsey, for thereisatde | would tdl you, and at theend... Well, | think we will
have more to discusswhen | have finished.”

“Y ou cannot win me over. Even amageisnot that persuasive.”

“| ask only that you hear me out, Mr. Halsey. The story, 1 think,

ismore persuasive than 1 could ever be* Eldrich rose from his seat and paced across the hearth, gazing
down at the floor, seemingly unaware of the Tellerite.

Flames, he does not fear me in the least, Halsey thought. Do we truly know so little of them?

“1t began with Lucklow in hismiddle years,” Eldrich said, his musical voice even more melancholy. “He
was skilled at augury, much more so than I. Much more so than you, Mr. Halsey...”



Chapter Forty

Walky rode up behind the cab of the carriage as though he were afootman. He had an unerring sense for
the times when his master needed to be |eft alone, and this was one of them. He looked around at the
night. Moonlight found itsway through the treesin splashes highlighting aworld drained of color. There
were no coach lampsflickering fitfully, for the carriage of amage did not require them. Driver and team
traveled unerringly to their destination on even the blackest of nights.

Walky had served the mage for avery long time now, over seventy years, and he had never seen Lord
Eldrich so troubled as he had been these last weeks. This constant reversion to augury was one sign, but
to Walky there were others aswell.

The mage reveded dmost nothing of histhoughts, let alone his concerns, but Walky hadn't remained in
his service for so long without reason. He was sensitive to his master’ s moods, and Eldrich’s mood was
dark and very troubled.

Thisentire affair was unsettling. Eldrich had returned from his encounter with the old man who followed
Tdler, and shut himsdlf up aone for twelve hours. Walky had heard him pacing, back and forth across
the room—forth and back like a caged wolf.

And now there was this young woman and her companions who

had gone down into the cave, to perform al manner of mischief, no doubt.

The caveitself was amatter of the greastest concern, or, more precisely, what was hidden there. And then
there was Erasmus. Even though Walky knew that he was dtill dive, he grieved for hisformer sudent all
the same.

The knowledgethat all of thiswas necessary hardly made it easier to bear, but it was dl the comfort he
had.

We all die, hethought. Even the mage will pass through eventually.

The carriage rocked to one side, and Walky took hold quickly. He saw abird glide through a shaft of
moonlight, making no more noise than a passing cloud—or amage. An owl, Waky redized. Eldrich’s
great wolf howled somewhere out in the darkness—an unmistakable if not acommon sound, for the
beast was usually as silent asits master. Perhapsit howled the despair the master felt, Walky did not
know. Nor would he likely ever know. He served the mage, and one did not ask questions of amage.

The driver brought up histeam, and as Walky peered into the darkness, he redlized that the lane had
ended. He climbed down from his perch, not nearly as quickly as he once had, and opened the door,
lowering the carriage steps.

Lord Eldrich did not emerge, and Walky stood patiently by, never thinking to spesk. The driver readied
two saddle horses that had been tethered behind, and when he spoke softly to Walky to et him know the
mounts were ready, the springs of the carriage rocked, and Eldrich stepped out. Without aword, he
mounted a horse, and with the help of the driver his servant did the same.

Waky was almost sure they were on a path, though he could not see it. On occasion, when the need
arose, the mage cast aspell over him that alowed him to seein the darkness. Owl sight, the mage cdled



it, though Walky suspected that thiswas Eldrich’ sideaof humor. In any case, owl sight seemed to bathe
the world in soft garlight. There was only the dightest shade of color to even the brightest objects, but
even so one could see perfectly. Tonight, of course, Walky did not have to see. He could follow the
mage, who could see perfectly, he was, sure—and it would never occur to Eldrich to give his servant
sght merdly out of consideration. The mage did not think in such terms.

Walky, of course, didn’t fed the dightest resentment over this. When he needed to seein the darkness,
he was given sight. When he needed to know, he was informed. It wasthelife he had chosen, and he
could not even imagine another.

Erasmus would never have been able to adapt to it, even if that had been the reason he'd cometo live
with Eldrich. No, Erasmus had questioned everything, and resented anyone who kept knowledge from
him. From what the old man could tdll, that had not changed.

Walky wondered if thiswas one of the reasons that Erasmus was where he was this night. But, no, even
the mage couldn’t be so petty. After al, Erasmus had been only aboy in those days. He could hardly be
blamed for his actions, he had been so young.

Leaves brushed across hisface, and he bent down quickly.

Ahead of him, Eldrich emerged into an area of moonlight so that Waky could see hisdightly bent form
amog clearly. The mage, with his head bowed, riding through awood by night. There was an image to
frighten children, and for good reason. Eldrich did not care much for men, at any age.

Although Waky had long ago accustomed himsdlf to following blindly wherever his master led, whatever
he did, this night the servant felt a vague uneasiness growing in him. What wasit they did this night? Had
it to do with some larger purpose? And if so, what?

They were somewhere above the great cave into which Erasmus had disappeared, Walky was sure.
Erasmus and the others— the followers of Teller. He began to fed nausea cregping over him.

Walky knew that Eldrich would act without the dightest compassion toward those who opposed him, but
Erasmuswas in this same cave, had helped draw the followers of Teller there, infact.

Has that been his purpose all along? Walky wondered. Poor child. Poor sad child... Better to have
burned.

Chapter Forty-one

Erasmus!* Hayes rubbed his eyes as though he might wipe away theimage of hisfriend. Surely he could
not be here.

Kehler turned quickly on Hayes, the accusation clear.

“1 | left anotefor Erasmusin case wedidn't return. | thought our friends might like to know where we d
perished.”

“And it was awise precaution,” Clarendon said, amost crosdy. Then he waved his hand about the
chamber. “But what in this round world have you found?’

Kehler didn’t look quite as furious as Hayes expected. In tact, he looked amost relieved to seethe



others.

“We aren't quite sure, Mr. Clarendon,” Kehler said. It iswhat Baumgere sought, or so 1 surmise, but
beyond that 1 cannot say. The mark above the door seemsto be Teler’s, but that is about the only token
we recognize.*

“And even there you are mistaken,” Clarendon said, hor the blossoms over the door were not vale roses.
They were not roses at al." He stared at the scul ptures above the font, his eyes darting here and there
and then back again.

Hayes caught Erasmus’ eye. “Do you have any ideawhat this
placemight be?* ,,,... cueu
Erasmuslooked down, shaking his head. 1 think only Eldrich
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might have that answer, Hayes." He looked up. ” 1 assume you' ve seen no sign of Deacon Rose?*
“Deacon Rose! 7’ Kehler said.

Erasmus nodded. “ Yes. I'm afraid he learned of our expedition into the cave and, suspecting our
purpose, confronted us &t the entrance. We thought it better to bring him, and keep him under our eye,
than let him wander free, but he dipped away and got ahead of us at the pool. Now we don’t know
where he' sgotten to.”

Kehler dumped down on the sair of the terrace, suddenly limp with resignation. Twice heraised his
hands and tried to speak but couldn’t manage to find words. Finaly he said; “But that iswhy | kept this
s0 secret. RoseisaFarrdlite ‘inquisitor.” A priest trained to deal with mattersthat have to do with the
arts of the mages. Men just like him burned the Td lerites who were discovered within the
church—burned them for heresy. Y ou cannot imagine how powerful heis. And his dedication is beyond
al. The church will do anything to see that the arts do not live beyond the years of the last mage. They
believe, once Eldrich isgone, that the church will rise again—and they will have no practitioners of the
artsto deprive them of their rightful place. Thisman Rose, heis more than just afanatic. He would burn
for eternity before hewould fall in hisduty. He would sacrifice any number of innocent people.” Kehler
looked up at Erasmus, hisface drawn with exhaustion and fear. “I cannot think what hewill do to meif
ever hefindsme,” he said, losing hisvoice suddenly. “1 can't think.”

“Hebdievesyou are afollower of Tdler,” Clarendon said, watching the young man’ s reaction carefully.
Kehler' s hands flew up as though they were on strings. “I am undone,” he said.

“Can we not smply stand guard at the mouth of the passage?’ Hayes asked. “No one could pass
through there without us knowing.”

“ And then what will we do?’ Kehler asked, hisvoicefilled with accusation.

“1don't know, Kehler, for | cannot begin to imagine what this man can do to us. Can we smply keep
him from exiting the tunnd? After dl, aman in that passageis hardly at an advantage.”

“Y ou don't understand. Deacon Rose has been trained in the arts of the mages,” Kehler said.



“No, heistrained in thelesser artsonly,” Erasmus said emphatically. Everyone turned to him, abit
surprised. “The church has long had some knowledge of the lesser arts. They can detect certain
things—people who practice the arts for instance, or have atalent for them. They have practiced augury
with partia success. Perhapsthey can even protect themsel ves from the charms of a person who has
some small knowledge of the arts—but that isal. The mages would never have dlowed the prieststo
retain more power than that. I’ m surethis priest is every bit asfanatica asyou say, Kehler, but heisnot
nearly so powerful asyou think. Fear, | suspect, is his greatest weapon.”

“How do you know?’ Kehler asked, il utterly despondent. “ Because 1 did learn afew thingsin my
time with Eldrich. We must be wary of the priest, certainly, but here are four of usand only one of him.
He cannot overpower us.” Erasmus looked around him, shaking his head in disbelief and wonder a what
they’ d found. “What do you make of this, Erasmus?’ Hayes asked, placing ahand on Kehler’ s shoulder.
Hefet abit guilty about Erasmus’ arriva, but he was aso grestly relieved.

Erasmus did not answer, but turned inadow circle. “It isamiracle that such athing exists. And even
more 0 that you found it.” He shook his head again. “What lies through the doorway?’

“A crypt, or 0 it seems; and something you should see.” Erasmus and Clarendon mounted the steps
onto the terrace, dowing to look at the font and the scul pture above before going on toward the
chamber’ send.

Inside the doorway they stopped, Kehler and Hayes hanging back, watching their friend’ s response.
Clarendon reached out and touched the supine figure of the knight, resting his hand there asthough it
were the grave of afriend he had findly cometo vist.

“Who wasthis?’ Clarendon asked softly, hisvoice oddly filled with emotion.
But Erasmus shook his head. “Look at the arms on the breastplate. These are not Teller’ ssigns.”
“No, but who has been honored so?’

“Landor,” Erasmus said, though the word came out reluctantly. His three companions stared a him, the
question unspoken.

Erasmus pointed at the text on the wall behind the crypt. “1 have seen that name before. .. in abook in
the house of Eldrich.”

“But who was Landor?”’
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“Thefirst, perhaps the most powerful of the mages, or so say the myths. | don’t know more than that.”
Erasmus turned to the sculpted face of the woman, gasping in wonder. Perhaps, like Hayes and Kehler he
felt that he should know her. Reluctantly he turned away and crossed behind the crypt to examine the text,
his jaw tight, but his eyes glistening as though tears tried to form.

When he came to the end wall, Erasmus stopped so abruptly that Clarendon, who followed, was almost
knocked off his feet.

“Blood and flames,” Erasmus breathed, and said nothing more.

Clarendon stared at the face and then up at Erasmus. “But it is you, Erasmus,” he said, stepping back
quickly, as though he should not stand too close to this man. His eyes darted back and forth, from the face



in stone to Erasmus.

“Isit me?’ Erasmus asked, histone alittle desperate, as though asking to be reassured that it could not be.
“Isit?

They sat on the steps of the raised terrace in the perpetua starlight of the chamber, eating some of the food
that Kehler and Hayes had brought through the tiny passage.

The conversation was quiet, punctuated by long pauses as they contemplated the meaning of what they'd
found.

“Erasmus?’ Hayes said. “It seems that you can read—some of this, at least. Will you not give us some idea
of what iswritten here?’

Erasmus looked up at his young friend, and then turned his gaze to the writing on the wall. For amoment he
said nothing, and Hayes was almost certain he would again deny having any knowledge.

“The language,” Erasmus said, his voice quiet and solemn, as though he were in a place of worship, “is one
of the root languages of Farr and Entonne. It is called Darian, in that tongue. Scholars today have small
fragments of it, though these have never been trandlated. | cannot read it fluently, and most of what is
written here is as much a mystery to me asit isto you. | could read the name ‘ Landor’ which was
inscribed in the crypt.” He glanced back toward the chamber where his likeness was carved. “ The text
beginsin that corner and runsright to left for the first line, then left to right, and so on, back and forth, |
don’'t know the first word, though it would appear to be the word or name of this chamber. The first

line appearsto say, ‘... was built to mark,’” or perhapsit is, ‘to solemnize the meeting of the two worlds,
Tearalan and Darr.” Do you see the circles opposite us? Each is marked with a name. The one most
central is Tearalan, the circle next to theright is Darr. The first word of the next sentence is Landor.
Perhaps, ‘ Landor discovered this gateway in..." | think it isadate, but | cannot tell you what it might be.
“Honor and high praise to the great mage who opened the way. Let his name be remembered always. Let
his..." perhaps’praise. 'let his praises be sung by all who come after.' For amoment he fell silent, his
eyes scanning the script. ” It appears to be a history. Seven mages passed through the gate, Landor and six
who followed him. ' The land was fair, and they named it..." It isaform of Landor—perhaps ‘ Landoria
would be our equivalent. ‘ The tide followed them, sweeping through the land, and the arts grew in strength
asthetiderose.’ 1 know only two words of the next line... | cannot make sense of it. Then, ‘TheKing's
Blood was spread upon the earth, and took root and blossomed. Thus ended the first years of the...” More
words | do not know.” For afew moments he said nothing at all. “1 have forgotten so much. There are
words 1 think | should know, but they escape me. It would seem that this chamber was built as a monument
to Landor and to the others who were his followers or supporters. It marks the place where these first
mages arrived.”

“But from where?’ Hayes asked, unable to contain his question.
Erasmus shrugged. “From Darr, apparently.”

“Faery,” Clarendon said. He gestured to the intersecting worlds on the opposite wall. “From aworld
beyond.” He looked at Kehler. “Don’t you think?’

Kehler shrugged. “ There was so much to be learned in the archives of the Farrellites. Perhapsif I'd had
moretime... | came seeking Baumgere's secret, never knowing what it was.”

Erasmus cleared his throat and began to recite:

“ And Tomas plunged into the mirror lake, And emerged he knew not where A land unnatural and
unknown to man And he wandered out by star and moon

To aland both fell and fair.“



“The Journey of Tomas,” Hayes said.

Erasmus nodded. “| spoke with Deacon Rose before we came

searching after you, and he reminded me of thetale. He said that whatever you were seeking, what you
might find could be very different—as unexpected as Tomas' journey into a strange land.”

“He seemsto have known something, Mr. Hattery,” Clarendon said. “Does it not seem s0? Did we not
plungeinto apool and emerge beyond? Does it not say here we are at the gate to another world?’

“Baumgere had severd different versonsof thelyric for the ballad,” Kehler said. “That ishow we found
our way through the pool—he had written a note on one of the texts. Rose must have seenit aswell.”

Erasmus nodded. “He likely spoke of the ballad to see my reaction.”

“We have not yet taken you up the stair,” Hayes said. *Y ou passed it as you entered. It spirals up and
endsinawall. And thereasingle large character has been carved. Perhapsit is the gate you spoke
of—Landor’' s Gate.”

“Perhaps,” Erasmus said, though he did not seem at al inclined to go see thiswonder. “Whatever the
purpose of this chamber, Kehler, | doubt that we shall ever comprehend it. And | can tell you without a
shade of doubt that we will never be able to useit as the mages did—even if we could read every word
written here. It takes aman’ slifetime to become amage. Seven decades. Not three years, as some
people seem to think.”

“It does not matter if we understand,” Clarendon said. His eyes till glowed with wonder. “We have
found it. A miracle, as Mr. Hattery said. And we shal copy every word and reproduce every diagram,
and thiswonder will not belogt to man again.”

“I don't think you understand the implications of this discovery, Mr. Clarendon,” came avoice from the
hdl’send.

They al looked up to find Deacon Rose standing in the archway at the chamber’ s entrance. Heraised his
hands, palms out. “1 carry no weapon, asyou can see. And Mr. Flattery isright in what he says: | do not
have the powers of amage. Y ou need not fear me. But | do hope you will listen to me, for | have some
knowledge of things arcane, and more knowledge about our last mage, for heis of particular interest to
my church.”

Hayes looked over at hisfriend, who redlly did look as though he confronted ademon. To hisright,
Clarendon clenched hisfists as though struggling within himsdlf to not assault the man.

Rose didn’t come forward, and though he was some distance away, hisvoice carried easly in the stone
chamber. “I’'m surethat if Eldrich does not know of the existence of this chamber, he certainly suspects
that it exists. Even 1 haveread areferencetoit, though | believed at the time it was merely myth.
Landor’s Gate. Poart Landorianne.

“If you think you will publish what you have found here and not draw areprisa from Lord Eldrich, you
do not know much of the world. Nor do you understand the powers of the mage. | know your intentions
are noble, Mr. Kehler. Y ou wish to see knowledge spread to every quarter of society. | know you
believe that my church hoards knowledge to keep its power, and | will fredly admit that sometimesthis



has been true. But it is not as Smple amatter asyou make it out to be. Eldrich will make you pay a
terrible price for what you have done here. Thisisasacred place, if | can use such aterm, for that ishow
the mages viewed it. Just being here is enough to earn you Eldrich’ swrath. Y ou had best pray to Farrelle
that the mage never learns of our transgressions. .. asunlikely asthat might be. | fear itistoo latefor all of
us.” He stepped out of the doorway, and for amoment he forgot what he was saying, and stared in awe
at the chamber. But then he shook his head quickly and looked back to the others.

“| tried to stop you, Mr. Kehler, but you eluded me. And Mr. Flattery, Mr. Clarendon... once you had
led meto the Fairy Galleriesand | redized where Mr. Kehler must be, | tried to dip away, hoping you
would not follow. | tell you honestly that | hoped to spareyou this...”

Clarendon stood suddenly, unable to contain himself any longer, but Erasmustook hold of hisarm. “Be
at peace, Randall. In thisthe Deacon does not lie. If Eldrich learnsthat we have defiled this place with
our presence—and | can hardly imagine that he will not learn of it—he...” Erasmus stopped suddenly,
hislook very odd. “The price he exactswill be more than you will ever wish to pay, | assureyou.”

Hayes was truly darmed. “Then what should we do?’ he asked, abit embarrassed at the apprehensionin
histone.

“Leavethisplace” the priest said. “Destroy every scrap of paper you have written on. Leave this place
and never speak of it to anyone—not even to each other. Let is be as though we found nothing. Never
writeaword of it in your most secret journds. Do
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not even think of it. And if we are fortunate and Eldrich does not already know of our discovery, we
might escape hisnotice.” He was agitated now, and began to pace across the chamber. ”'Y ou cannot
conceive of the powers of amage. He might even now be aware of our trespass. Mr. Hattery ishere,

and though | bdlieve that you are no minion of Eldrich, gr, gtill, you might be surprised at how much he
knows of your endeavors. We should leave now— not tarry an instant more.* He pointed up at the figure
above the font, though Hayes thought he dmost seemed to avert hiseyes. Therewas alook near to
horror on the priest’ sface. ”We have seen too much. Things we were never meant to see.”

Clarendon could be restrained no longer. “ And when we leave this place with nothing to show for it, this
priest will offer us up to Eldrich. When the mage is gone, the church will want to be sure that no word of
this place escapes. Who knows what might be learned here? But the Farrdllites will bury that knowledge.
They will bury it, and we will be buried aswell, frightened into silence, or betrayed to Eldrich. If we were
not civilized men, we would leave your bones here, priest, for you are the danger to us. Y ou and your
desireto appease Eldrich.” Clarendon stopped suddenly, hisanger so grest that it drove out histhoughts.

“Randdl isright,” Erasmus said, histone so quiet and reasonable that it hardly seemed to belong to the
same debate. “We always come back to this problem of trust, Deacon. If you go to Eldrich, the rest of
uswill suffer for our discovery.”

Rose nodded, stopping his pacing. Helooked up at Erasmus. “ Thereis an answer to this, Mr. Flattery.

Y ou must go to Eldrich and tell him what has been found. Make him redlize that no one understood what
their discovery would mean. Plead our case. Eldrich would not likely accept our promise of silence, but
the mages have ways of making peopleforget. It isour only chance, | think, unlessyou are willing to trust
my slence—and | am sureyou're not.”

The others looked hopefully at Erasmus. Here, from this unlikely source, came an offered solution. But
Erasmus did not look so hopeful.



He shook hishead. “1 am willing to try to take our case to Eldrich, though | will tell you honestly that
thereis no reason to believe the mage will even speak with me. He has forgotten me, | think, and was
barely awvare of meeven asl livedin hishouse. |

would not pin my hopeson this. Even if Eldrich heard me out, thereis no guarantee of leniency or even
justice, no matter how eloquently 1 plead our case.”

No one spoke. Even Clarendon’ s anger seemed to give way to despondency. The little man sat down
hard on the steps, glancing once at Erasmus and then quickly away.

“We have dready desecrated thisplace,” Erasmus said after awhile. “It istoo late to change that. We're
al exhausted and our thinking no longer clear. Let’ s stay some hours and rest and then decide.” He
looked up at the priest. “Deacon Rose? I’ m afraid we will have to ask you to make your bed in the
chamber at thefar end of thishal. Wewill deep before the door. | mean you no harm, but we would like
to decide our course together, if you don’t mind.”

The priest looked up at Erasmus, and then nodded once. He would not cross the terrace where the
others sat so casudly, but instead stepped over the small stream which flowed across the chamber.

. The othersfollowed the priest, staying afew steps away, as though he were a condemned man, and no
one wanted to stand so close to anyone about to meet death.

Rose hesitated as he went into the poorly lit chamber. On the threshold he paused, leaning in to look, as
though he feared foul play, but then Hayes thought the smal room with its crypt had such ardigious
fed—though not of the priest’ srdligion—that Rose hesitated entering.

When he did cross the threshold, he went dowly, till unsure, taking in everything without urgency. He
passed behind the crypt, pausing to examine the unfinished face of the stone woman. He gazed for a
moment at the text on the back wall, and Kehler caught Hayes' eye, his question obvious. Can the priest
read this?

But Deacon Rose moved on, stopping abruptly when he came to the face that resembled Erasmus. He
looked sharply back at Erasmus, but to Hayes great surprise he asked no question. Backing away, he
dumped down against thewall, his eyes il on the face that so resembled their companion.

Yes, Hayes thought, how long ago was that face sculpted? And what does it mean?
It
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To Walky, Eldrich seemed to be listening, though he knew it was not the sense of hearing that was being
used. But that was how he thought of it, for Waky had seen this before. Eldrich waked among the trees
that grew in thissmall depression in the hillside, and then stopped, his head bowed as though completely
given over to concentration—sensing things that other men were unaware of, things the mage could not
explain, evenif hewereinclined to explanation.

An unseasonably warm wind, fresh from Entonne, hissed through the hills, sveeping away the clouds and
leaving the sky unnaturaly clear. Stars stood out, cruelly bright, and Walky could not remember seeing
such aclear moon.

All around, tree brancheswaved in circles, and the new leaves fluttered softly. Gusts seemed to fall from



above, pressing the underworld flat againgt the hill, and dl the while Walky thought the emotions of the
world are in thiswind. A world disturbed by the presence of Eldrich and by hisintentions. The
emotions of the world; whirling up, ebbing, risng in sudden agitation, moaning and shaking the trees, then
faling to despairing silence. He could feel the concern, the distress. The knowledge that the natura
course of events was about to be interrupted.

And Walky had begun to fed much asthe earth did, though he had some idea of what wasto come.
Poor child, he thought. He so wanted to speak. To intercede.

Apparently unaffected by the concerns of the earth, Eldrich stopped near to the bole of abeech treg, its
slver bark amost aglow in the moonlight. The wind blew hisdark hair and tugged at his coat asthough
seeking his attention, but he was not to be distracted from his task.

“Sr?” Waky heard himself say, so quietly that the wind certainly drowned him out. Sir?

Eldrich’s eyes snapped open and he glared at his servant. “ Mr. Walky!” he said, using the honorificand a
tone Walky had heard only once before.

And the servant fell slent, redlizing that his entreaties would have no effect. He swalowed hard, not
because he had earned the displeasure of the mage, but because someone needed him and he had failed.

But he is a mage, and | am merely a servant, he thought. Even knowing thisdid not take the shame
away.

Eldrich turned his back to his servant, a ddliberate gesture. For amoment he did nothing but move his
head very dightly asthough listening. Walky knew the mage' s eyes were closed. Then the man turned,
his giff movementsabit odd in the poor light.

Eldrich’s eyes opened, and he moved afew paces to one side, stopping to ook up at the stars. Walky
saw the wolf glide across the edge of the clearing, as swift and silent as the shadow of abird. A deep
howl came from far off, like abeast in pain, but Eldrich paid

no attention.

He crouched down before aflat rock that emerged like the back of awhale from the moss and ferns of
the forest floor. Lifting his hand, palm down, the hand hovered above this stone for amoment, and then
suddenly struck the rock with great force. Walky was sure he saw sparks fly from theimpact, and he
stepped back, startled. The wind muttered through the trees, disturbed.

The mage spokein alow voice, addressing hiswords to the earth, it seemed, and he ran his hand over
the onein apattern, over and over. Lines began to appear on the stone, lines of glowing silver, like
moonlight or sarlight.

Walky shut his eyes, knowing what was to come. He reached out and placed his hand against the bole of
atree. A tear escaped from one eye and, asit ran down his cheek, the breeze marked its path with a
welcome coolness,

A troubled degp was dl Hayes could manage. He felt so guilty that his note to Erasmus had led the priest
to them that he dept Sitting in the doorway of the crypt to be sure the priest could not dip away. Every
half of the hour, or so it seemed, he would wake, cock open one eye and find the priest had not moved.
Around him the others dept, Kehler most fitfully. Twice he leaned over and shook hisfriend out of a



nightmare, and both times K ehler awoke with amoan, putting his hands over hiseyesbriefly.

Later Hayes woke to muffled voices, far off, amost beyond the dream, and lay listening in the enchanted
garlight. He closed his eyes after amoment, hearing only the sounds of his companions deeping, and the
congtant voice of thewater asit sang to itsdlf.

Sometime later he woke again, certain he heard awoman’ svoice; and then hefell into adeep and saw a
beautiful woman. She seemed to be making her way toward him through atunnd in athick mist, reaching
out blindly asthough she might find him by touch.

Later ill, Hayeswoke to find Erasmus standing on the terrace, staring up at the figures above the font.
For amoment he watched, but when Erasmus made no move, Hayesfell back adeep without meaning
to.

When he woke again, it was to a hand on his shoulder. Erasmus stood over him, and some of the others
were dready awake, trying to shake deep from their minds.

“I’ve heard something. From back in thetunnel,” Erasmus said. “Wake the priest.”
“I’'mawake,” Rose said, emerging from behind the crypt.

Clarendon was on hisfeet, rubbing hiseyeslike atired child.

Erasmus met the priest at the doorway. “Has someone followed usinto the cave?’ he asked.

“Not to my knowledge.” Rose met Erasmus’ gaze as he said this, and Hayes felt he was either the
consummete actor or wastelling the truth.

Erasmus shook his head. “I don’t know who it is or what their intention might be, but we had best meet
them at the entrance in case they do not wish uswell.”

“Isit Eldrich?’ Hayes asked, unableto stop himself from voicing hisfear.
“I don't think so, Hayes. The mageis not one for crawling through tunnels.”

Erasmus st off across the chamber, and Hayes thought Erasmus |ooked both tired and very grim.
Sensing hismood, everyone fdl in behind, not even asking what he' d heard.

“Stay off theterrace,” Erasmus said, stepping over the stream, “something isvery odd here. | canfed it.”
Hayes|ooked at Kehler who shrugged, hiseyesabit wide.

They passed quickly into the long halway, the stone faces watching their process with infinite sadness. At
the arch leading back into the cave Erasmus stopped abruptly, and Hayes pressed forward so he could
peer over Kehler’ s shoulder. There, at the bottom of the dope leading up to the three stairs, stood a
woman dressed in the clothing of aman, and just then, behind her, ayoung man appeared.

They stood staring up at Erasmus and the others, like poachers caught in the act of trespass.

“| saw her... inadream,” Hayes said, certain this could be no other, though she was begrimed and
exhausted.



She extended her hand, till looking abit intimidated, and opened her mouth to speak, but suddenly she
looked around her, frightened, and sank toward the floor.

Hayes felt something deep insde him, something disturbing that he did not recognize, like an interna
vibration that gripped his heart. And then the walls before him blurred, and helost his baance for no
reason that he could discern. The woman and man down the dope both redled as though they’ d been
struck.

“Come up!” Erasmus shouted, and then staggered down the steps, falling to his knees and crawling on. A
terrible rumbling came through the rock, and Hayes felt himsdf fal atop someone. He lay there asthe
world lurched and vibrated around him.

An earth tremor, hefindly redized, and then theworld fell into chaos. A deafening roar and the sound
of crashing stone seemed to strike him like ablow. And then achoking dust blinding him, filling hislungs
and mouth. Light disgppeared, and he lay in the pile of his companions, like afrightened animal whose
only defense wasto remain still and hope to avoid the notice of the terror.

And then it was ill. Still and dark.

Hayes didn’'t move, but lay coughing and fighting for air, as did the others around him, he redlized. Not
knowing quite why, he began to crawl back into the halway, or so he hoped.

“Mr. Flattery?’ asmal voice managed: Clarendon. “ Mr. Flattery?”

Thefear in Clarendon’ s voice was obvious, but Hayes crawled on, hisown terror greater. Suddenly his
head exploded, and hefell limp and dazed.

Awall, hethought, / struck a wall.

Hefought for air, trying to breathe through the fabric of hisdeeve. And then adull light began to grow.
Dust. The air wasfilled with dust which swirled and swept past him as though on awind.

Sitting up, Hayes redized he had only crawled diagondly acrossthe halway, until he had struck his head.
The others were spread about him, only Clarendon standing. He was bent over someone, thumping him
hard on the back.

“Bresathe, man,” the dwarf was saying. “ Breathe!”

And then the air was clear. Hayes continued to cough, pressing ahand to his scalp where the wound was
dowly seeping blood.

The woman who had appeared at his door, rose to her knees suddenly, turning toward the archway.
“No..."heheard her say, her voice low and till filled with anguish and disbelief. “ The others...”
“Arewe all here?” someone asked. “Areweal in one piece?’ It was Deacon Rosg, taking charge.

The priest stood, steadying himself on the wall. “Mr. Flattery? Thank Farrelle. Mr. Kehler? Areyou
well?” He nodded toward Clarendon, ticking him off mentaly. “Mr. Hayes, you areinjured.”

“Not so badly, | think. Just a scratch.”

A man Hayes had never seen sat up, coughing, and covering his mouth with both hands, but there was no



dudt left inthe air. Thelight had returned to normal aswell, if such alight could be called normd.

Hayes propped himsdlf against thewall, and redlized that he heard crying. The woman was sobbing into
the shoulder of the young man who accompanied her. Hayesfelt a strange surge of jealousy.

Clarendon helped Erasmusto hisfeet, though Erasmus bent over asthough in pain, and clutched one
hand to his back.

Scrambling up, Kehler pushed past the others and into the archway. He stared into the darkness for a
moment, and then turned back to his companions, alook of utter hopelessness on hisface.

“Thetunnd...” he said through adry mouth. “1t collapsed. We' re sedled in—utterly.” He looked around
abit wildly. “Do you hear me? Do you hear ..-.7’

Chapter Forty-two
Hayes put his hand to one of the smadler rocks and tried rather gingerly to moveit.

“| shouldn’'t do that if | wereyou,” Deacon Rose cautioned. Hayes took his hand away. The passage
beyond the entrance to the chamber was completely choked with rubble.

“But has the passage collapsed back ten feet or two hundred? That’ sthe question,” Kehler said.
Hayes nodded. It was the question. Was there any hope of them

tunnding out?

Erasmus stood staring at the collgpsed section of cave, though

his eyes did not seem focused.

“Mr. Flattery?” Kehler asked.

Erasmus started dightly, as though he' d been wakened. “No amount of effort will alow you to make a
tunnel through this. It was not anatura tremor that we felt and was certainly meant to collgpse themain
passage well beyond this. We weren’t meant to

escape.
The woman and man who had arrived as the passage collapsed
stood near to each other, grief etched on their faces.

“It was Eldrich, wasn't it? He meant to murder us?’ she said, abuilding rage kept in check by grief. “All
of my people... wewere

lured down here for this." She put ahand to her face and tears appeared from closed eyes.
“1fear you'reright,” Erasmus said softly.
“But why us?’ Hayes asked, surprised by the sorrow in hisvoice.

“We trespassed in asacred place,” Deacon Rose said. “As| warned you.” He nodded to the woman.
“And these people— followers of Teller—I would not be surprised to find Eldrich had been planning to



trap them for years. Everyone had a part: you, Mr. Kehler, with your insatiable curiosity. Even Mr.
Flattery. 1 have no doubt the Tellerites have been watching him for years. Wondering if they should
approach him. Now they know.”

Thewoman glared at Erasmus.

“1 knew nothing of it,” Erasmussaid, “if it iseven true. But you see, | am trgpped aswell. If | am an
accomplice, 1 am an unwilling one.”

The woman turned her back on the scene of ruin, standing for amoment looking down the long halway.
“Itisnot nearly so smple,” she said. “Y ou will note that not everyone perished. Some of us have been
left dive, a least for the time being, in this place. Seven of us, to be precise. Thiswas no accident.” She
began walking dowly down the hallway, staring at the sad stone faces as she passed, her companionin
tow.

“What is she suggesting, Mr. Hattery?’ Clarendon asked.

“I’'m not sure,” Erasmus said. “ Seven was anumber of great Sgnificance to the mages.” He hesitated, not
wanting to give voiceto histhoughts. “I can't say more than that.”

But Hayeswas afraid that Erasmus could say agreat deal more.

Hayesfollowed Erasmusinto the chamber, where they found the woman and her companion staring in
rapt wonder, their grief temporarily displaced by awe.

“Isthiswhat you sought?’ Erasmus asked quietly. The woman glanced at him and then back to the
wonders before her. She shook her head, as though the power of language had been temporarily lost.

The man at her sdelooked at Erasmus. “ Until Annahad avi-

son, we didn’t know what might lie here. Even then we did not believeit. Y ou are Mr. Flattery, |
collect?

“Erasmus Hattery, yes”
“Josah Banks. And thisisMissFidding. MissAnnaFdding.”

Hayes saw that Rose had come up and stood staring at the two new arrivas, his manner lessthan
welcoming. “ So 1 findly see you with my own eyes” he said.

“And who might you be, Sr?’ Banks asked.

“ThisisDeacon Rose” Kehler said. “But don't et this modest title deceive you. Heisthe Farrellite
Church's Grand Inquisitor.”

Banksfdl very slent, hislook and manner changing. Hayes thought that this was the way aman would
react when introduced to an infamous murderer. Shock, and then fear, and findly a perverse interest.

“Y ou must beterribly disappointed, Deacon,” the woman caled Annasaid. “It ssems Eldrich has done
your work for you.” She did not seem at all concerned that this man spent hislife seeking to find and
eliminate people such as her. In fact, shelooked away as though dismissing him from her thoughts.

“If we are trapped here together, with no hope of escape,” Clarendon said, “then let us put aside out



differences”

She looked at him sharply. “ Differences? Here is aman sworn to discover people such as mysdlf, and
then do you know what heisto do, Sir? Burn them for heresy. And thisis not just some travesty of the
past, it has been donein living memory. Perhaps our good Grand Inquisitor has doneit himself.” She
turned and looked at the priest. “What say you, Deacon? How many have you burned for their aleged
ans?’

Rose met her gaze, and then he dowly shook his heed, looking down. “No, Miss Fielding, | have been
gpared such horrors. But Mr. Clarendon isright. We are trapped here. Why make our last hoursa
misery? | shdl overlook your heresy if you will forgive me my loyalty to theword of Farelle”

“I cannot forgive you your prejudice, S, for we have no quarrdl with your church, and yet you burned
my brethren out of cowardice and jedlousy. Afraid of the mages, and even more afraid that we might rise
up one day and challenge the church, though this had never been our intention. | am surprised that you
will so easly let melive even though we are trapped and doomed to die here. Isthis
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not derdliction of duty, Deacon? And more important, how can you deprive yoursdlf of such pleasure?*

“Y ou do not know me, child,” Rose said, hisvoice trembling just alittle, “ so you do not redlize what
injustice you do me. But my offer stands. We cannot live long in this place. Starvation awaitsusal. There
might be some comfort, yet, in theword of Farrdle. For any who wishit, | will offer what comfort this
knowledgewill bring.”

Annahad drawn hersdf up, her manner hard and imperious. “1 will diewith acursefor Farrelle on my
lips,” shesad. “Farrdle and his church. That will be comfort enough for me.”

The priest looked at her and then turned away. He retreated back into the halway, and amoment later
they heard amusical chant begin. A ritefor the dead, Hayes was certain. For some reason the singing
touched him—its warmth and strange sadness oddly uplifting.

A look of horror crossed the face of the woman called Anna, but her companion drew her oninto the
chamber. “It will do no harm,” he said to her soothingly, and she let hersalf be led away.

Asthey waked dowly dong the length of the hdll, all the others watched their reactions with grest
interest. Neither of the newcomers spoke, but occasionally they shook their heads, and both seemed
overwhelmed by what had been discovered.

Theterrace, with itsfont and sculpture, stopped them for several moments. They circled it at adistance,
asthough fearing to set foot there.

“The nance,” she whispered.

“What?' Kehler asked.

“The nance,” she said, but offered no more.

They stepped over the stream and continued down the hall.

“Do you know wheat this place was?’ Clarendon asked after amoment. “Doesit have a purpose?’

The newcomers gazed at the small man, alook like darm on their faces, neither of them offering an
answer.



“Thereisno point to secrecy now,” Kehler said, his curiosity clearly driving him. “Wewill take anything
you tell usto the grave, thereis no doubt of that.”

“You redly don’'t know what you' ve discovered?’ the young man asked.

“Mr. Flattery can make some sense of the writing, though not al of it. That isal we know.”
The woman nodded. “I need sometimeto read and think,” she
sad.

“Butisit redly Landor’s Gate?” Kehler said, though Hayes was certain hisfriend asked the question just
to see their reaction to the name.

Both the man and woman looked utterly unsettled to hear the name of Landor. “We... we need time,”
shesad again.

They moved on, turning their backsto the others. Occasiondly the two would share alook, asthough
they had both noticed something of significance, but they continued in their sllence.

Findly they cameto the crypt, and at the door they paused.

Annastared up at the symbol inscribed above the archway and then put her handsto her face. She
glanced once at her companion, who seemed as moved as she. And then Annamade an odd motion with
her hand before her face and then over her heart. She mumbled something that Hayes could not catch,
though he was certain that the words were from no language that he knew. She made afluid bowing
motion and then crossed the arch into the crypt. Banks did the same, and followed.

A soft light grew in the small chamber as she stepped inside, which had not happened on any occasion
when the others had entered. Kehler began to follow her, but she looked at him so sharply that he drew
back. Everyone stood in the opening, watching.

She made the same bowing motion before the crypt itself, mumbling again. She gazed at the face carved
therefor along time, as though she memorized every feature. Once she reached out her hand to touch
the stone of the crypt, but it looked to Hayes that shelost her nerve, and her hand fell limply to her side.

For afew moments she paused, apparently reading the text, and then began to move dowly to the lft.
The unfinished face of the woman drew her attention for some time, and she and Banks whispered
together asthey examined it.

They moved on, passing the text, and then stopped at the second face cut from stone. They both glanced
back at Erasmus, and then spoke quietly to each other.

“Canyou read what it says?’ Kehler asked.

The woman turned to him and put afinger to her lips, and hefdl slent.

Sz

They stayed in the crypt, reluctant to leave, for sometime, and when they findly did emerge they came
only afew pacesinto the main chamber, before Annasat down on the stone, as though what she had



seen had taken away her strength.

For some moments she leaned her forehead againgt Bank’ s shoulder, but findly she straightened up,
composing hersdlf purposefully.

“What isthis place?’ Kehler asked, voicing the question for al present. Everyone stood afew paces off,
their body language odd, Hayes thought, for they were dl turned dightly away, asthough not to intrude
on their privacy.

She glanced a Banks.

“Itisachamber in memorium,” she said, clearing her throat. “ A hitorical archive. A chamber of greet
power located at anexus of the world' sforces. It isa solemn place, dmost ashrine. And it isagate as
well. A gateto places no man hastraveledin... avery long time. It isacommemorative monument—to
those who first opened the way, and- ventured here as explorers. A monument to L an-dor—to the seven
who made the gate and itskey. And it isa place of arcane rites and sacrifice. And that iswhy we are
here,” she said forcing her voiceto be very even. “We are asacrifice.”

The newcomersto the dungeon, as Hayes thought of it, explored every corner of their subterranean cell,
but even when they were done they offered no explanation. Hayes found he did not redlly care so much
what the purpose of the chamber was unless this knowledge would help them escape.

Hayes dso redlized that he did not yet believe that they were trapped here. It was probably nothing more
than arefusa of the mind to accept the horror of their Situation, but he could not believe it. He was utterly
sure that the stairway that led nowhere was significant. Why had it been built? Surely because it once
opened to theworld, or at least was intended to be opened. There could be no other explanation.
Perhaps there were only afew feet of rock separating the head of the stairsfrom the light and air beyond.
Perhaps there was only afoot. Hayes believed thiswas their best chance—use some of the fallen rock
and try to batter their way through.

Hayes and Kehler sat on the stairs of the terrace, what Annahad called the nance, defying the
supergtition that the others were devel oping, which seemed foolish to them.

Annaand Banks emerged into the main chamber. They’ d been up the stair for a second time. Hayes had
been half afraid that they would perform some spell that would open adoorway and let them escape, so
he was alittle relieved to see them—and a bit embarrassed that he would worry about such athing.

Noticing them on the stairs, Banks came forward. “Mr. Hayes, Mr. Kehler: you must not set foot on the
nance. One must perform certain ablutions when venturing there.”

Hayes rose immediately, stepping down to the floor, but Kehler remained on the Sair.

“Then you must teach me,” Kehler said, risng but showing no signs of moving away, “or | will goon
defiling your sacred nance.” He half-turned as though he would step up onto the terrace proper.

Banks held up hishand. “No...” But he stopped. It was clear that he was not about to teach Kehler the
proper rites.

Banks amost turned away, but then reconsidered. “Mr. Kehler, you might be letting yourself in for some
bad fortune by acting with such disrespect. This chamber is bespelled in amanner that we cannot even
begin to comprehend. That is hallowed ground you stand upon. It is neither prudent nor wiseto treet it

with disrespect.”



Annaturned back to watch this confrontation, her gaze rather hard, as though she did not much care if
Kehler brought disaster upon himself—if there could be a greater disaster than being trapped here.

Kehler continued to stare at Banks. 'Y ou want me to cooperate, Mr. Banks, yet we have no
cooperation from you. Enlighten me. Tell mewhat you know about this chamber, and you will find that |
am amogt convivia companion. Aswas sad earlier, wedl liein the same grave. Thereisno reason to
keep secrets now.”

“There are oaths that have been taken,” Banks said.

Some of the others had drawn closer to hear this conversation. “1 have taken oaths aswell,” Deacon
Rose sad, “but asit seems| will live out my last few days here, | would have my curiosity satisfied. | will
answer your questions, Mr. Banks, if you will answer mine. Infact, | will go further... 1 will tell you my
story first if you will reciprocate by telling yours. Perhgpswe dl have astory to tell.

Mr. Flattery certainly has atale we would all like to hear. And Mr. Clarendon is amost interesting
individual. | would even like to hear what Kehler found in the archives, though | suspect | know. What say
you?‘ he asked, turning to the others.

No one spoke immediately, and Hayes thought their reluctance very curious.

“1 will tell my story,” Kehler said after amoment. “Why should | not? It takes some time to starve to death,
| think, and we have little to do to passthe time. | will bare my soul if otherswill do the same. In fact, | will
tell my tale even if otherswill not speak. Perhaps, when | am done, others will be moreinclined to follow.”

“You see,” Rose said, turning back to Banks and Anna. “1 will break my oath, for I’m sure it can do no
harm here, and Farrelle will forgive me this, | think, considering the circumstances.” He tried aweak smile
on the two who were supposed to be his sworn enemies.

“Will you not come down, sir?’ Banks said, histone so very sincere that Kehler relented.

“You have been up the long stair twice now,” Kehler asked, as though sensing this was the time to ask.
“Was it meant to go to the surface? Can we break through, do you think?’

Again the Tellerites only stared back at him, saying nothing, but then perhaps Banks realized that Kehler
would not cooperateif he received nothing in return. “It isnot so simple, | fear. Much of what iswritten
here suffers from ambiguity, to say the least. The mages were famous for it, as though they were always
afraid that their writings would come into the possession of people who should not have them. Such as
yourself, Mr. Kehler, or me for example. But the stair... it could have had a number of purposes, | fear.”
He reached out and clasped Kehler's arm. “ Thank you for coming down.”

They gathered near the door to the vault—L andor’ s crypt—and sprawled on the hard stone. Clarendon had
assessed their tiny food supply and realized that, even if rationed to the point of absurdity, it would not last
three days. After that it was only a matter of time.

There had been a rather macabre discussion of how long people could live without food, and the longest
anyone had heard of, that seemed believable, was nineteen days. Ten or twelve days seemed more likely
given their exhausted state. Hayes had been hungry since they’ d entered the cave. If he believed they were
truly

trapped, the prospect of starving to death would no doubt terrify him.

He stretched out full length on the stone, propping his head on his hand, and waited, not sure who would



begin this confession. Certainly not him, for he had nothing to tell. He looked over at Anna, marveling at
how different she looked dressed in the clothes of a boy—not like the elegant and somewhat threatening
lady who had appeared in his dream. Her manner and her appearance were in contrast, for she looked
tired, even pallid, but in her movements she was no more exhausted than the rest—perhaps less so.

She noticed him looking at her, and Hayes suddenly felt he must ask a question to justify his staring. “What
did you mean when you said we were a sacrifice?’

She returned his gaze briefly and then looked away. “1t would appear that Eldrich has been aware of usfor
many years. We were utterly wrong in many of our assumptions, and the mage long schemed to trap us.”
She glanced at Erasmus. “He used Mr. Flattery and another to draw us out into the open...” She faltered
not quite answering Hayes' question.

“I think that Miss Fielding isright,” Erasmus said. “ Eldrich wanted to lure us down here, and not just any
seven people. That means that you, too, were required, Deacon, though 1 cannot imagine why.”

That left everyone thinking. And then Kehler looked around the circle. “Who will begin?’

“It started with me, or so | begin to perceive,” Erasmus said, “so | will start.” He sat with his back to the
wall, hislegs stretched out and crossed. Hayes had known Erasmus for many years and during all that time
Erasmus had made few concessions to fashion, but even so he had always retained an inexplicable
dignity—never looking even faintly ridiculous the way many scholars did. Even now, with his beard and hair
unkempt, clothing dirty and torn to rags, Erasmus retained a certain disheveled distinction—like a prince in
exile. He could not say the same for Kehler, or likely himself.

“1t seems that everyone knows of my time with Eldrich,” Erasmus began, looking up, his manner almost
defensive, “though no one suspects the real truth of it, I'm sure. | will apologize in advance to Hayes if the
story | am about to tell is alittle different from the one he heard previously.” He stopped, took along
breath, and looked over the heads of the others, his eyes focusing on another
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place and time. “ 1 was sent to the home of Eldrich when 1 was aged ten years. It istruethat | don't
know the reason for this, though something my mother once said left me believing that it was &t the
request, perhaps even ingstence, of the mage himsdif.

“| was given aroom to share with another boy of about my own age: Percy. We were schooled together,
and we were as close as brothers for those three years.” Erasmus looked a bit distressed at the thought
of this other boy, or so Hayes thought. “ An elderly servant named Walky was our schoolmaster. He was
aforgetful, kindly old man, and the closest thing to afriend we had in that strange house, so despite his
eccentricitieswe loved him dearly. | will not bore you with al the details, but let usjust say that Walky
had obvioudy taught boys before, and he kept confusing our lessons with the things he had taught in the
past. The subjects he had taught previoudy it seemed, were not dways so mundane as our own lessons.”

“Areyou saying that Eldrich trained others, but it has been kept secret?’” Annaasked, her surprise
obvious.

“I have asked mysdlf that very question many thousands of times, Miss Fielding. | have spent entire nights
trying to puzzle it through, and I’ ve never reached a conclusion.”

“I have an answer,” Rose sad, “or so | think. The mages commonly had young menin their service, and
amogt dl of them were taught some smdll part of the arts. Most, however, never rose beyond being
servants and their knowledge was not great. This man Walky would be one of them. But many afailed
apprentice to amage was sent back to hisfamily—and if he learned anything out of the ordinary in his



time a the mage’ shouse, he could not remember it. Some, it seems, remembered nothing at all.”

“So Mr. Hattery has had his memories obliterated? Is that what you' re saying?’ Kehler asked, his
curiogity so greet that he actualy spoke to Demon Rose.

“But | remember everything perfectly,” Erasmus said. “Not every tiny detall, perhaps, for it waslong ago,
but there is no time unaccounted for in dl my yearsthere”

“Let Mr. FHattery finish hisstory,” Clarendon said before anyone el se could spesk.

Erasmuslooked alittle unsettled by this discussion, asthough his part were suddenly suspect. “As| said,
Walky began to confuse our lessons. At thetime | didn’t think we were meant to be taught

anything but the norma subjects for schoolboys. Now 1 am not so sure... It seems Eldrich does nothing
without purpose. We learned a script and some few words in another language, Darian it was called.
Although we suspected Walky was not to teach usthese things, we never questioned him. In truth, we
were fascinated. We had never been told why we were there, and Percy devel oped the theory that we
were meant to be trained as servants to the mage— not just servants, but to assst Eldrich with his pursuit
of thearts. | think we both secretly wondered if we were to be mages oursalves, athought that was
rather terrifying, and attractive at the sametime. We were only boys, after al, and had no real idea of
what this might mean.

“And then, after we had been there amost ayear, Walky |eft abook in the room we used for our
dudies. It was an intriguing looking book, itstitle, so worn it was barely legible, in the script we had
learned, though the words meant nothing to us. Alendrore Primia. ”

“The primer,” Annawhispered. “Y ou know it?" Erasmus said.
“No... I'venever seenit,” she said, gpparently sill reluctant to speak.

“A rough, incomplete copy exists,” Bankssaid. “Made by Teler from memory. It isthefirst book in the
training of amage: the Primer of Alendrore.”

Erasmus nodded. “ For the first few days the book sat there, we were afraid to touch it, though it was
seldom out of mind. When we redized beyond a doubt that the book had dipped from Waky’ s mind,
we worked up the nerve to openit. Y ou can't even begin to imagine the thrill this gave us—forbidden
knowledge, after dl. And it was abook full of wonders; diagrams of things arcane, written in an ornate,
highly ambiguous language that filled us with ave—like a voice from the past, but the voice of amage.

“It was not adim volume, and the first section was devoted to language. After afortnight we smuggled
the book out of theroom and hid it in the |oft above the stables. Here we pored over it by the hour,
though in the good weeather we took it to the wood that surrounded much of the hill on which Eldrich’s
house stood.

“ After the section on language, which we learned with a diligence that would have impressed
Waky—but then the text was so impressive to us that we dared not approach it in our typical schoolboy
manner—came a section of lyrics and poems. All extremely

S ean Russell

ambiguous, but fascinating dl the same, for they seemed to speak of adistant and mysterious history, and
like the sculpturesin the hall, these poems seemed to evoke something more. That odd fedling thet one
knew more than was actually presented.



“The second year went on. It became clear to me that we were not magesin training, for most of our
work was in the most mundane of subjects. But even so, we learned our lessons, including those that we
were never meant to have learned—or so we thought.

“Aswe progressed into the primer, we mastered some very smple charms—tests | believe they were.
Teststo determine our talent for the arts. Some of these might make good parlor tricks. Thereisone
which employsacandle and arosethat isimpressive, for instance.”

Hayes noticed that the priest nodded his head when he heard this.

“Much of thisfirst book had to do with the control of fire, which was very exciting to boyswho, of
course, love nothing better than to play with fire. 1 think that was the plan of it, for whoever wrote this
book knew his readerswell. Without Walky to guide us, though, our progress was dow, and we were
congtantly afraid that we' d be discovered. If we performed the s mple enchantments we found in the
book, would Eldrich senseit? We debated this endlesdy, and then with the imprudence common to
young boys, we went ahead. | cannot tell you how thrilling it was to bend the flame of acandle thisway
and that, to make the smoke behave in amanner completely unnatura. We could hardly have been
happier, and for thefirgt time stopped dreaming of returning home.

“During all of thistime we never met the mage, and, in fact, were warned to keep our distance should we
accidentally happen upon him. Once, while | wasidling on awindow seet, | did see aman 1 took to be
Eldrich walking in the garden. He looked up at me suddenly—thisisthe story | told to Hayes—and | felt
0 utterly sure he knew about our book. That he could sense terrible guilt within me. 1 fled back to our
room and put such aterror into poor Percy that he dmost fainted from fright. But Eldrich did not appesr,
nor did Walky suddenly wonder where his book had gone.

“1 wonder now if it was merely the overactive imagination of aboy, or if Eldrich put that fear in my heart,
for 1 will tel you | have never known such overwhel ming terror. Astonishing to think thet a

man of such power would take pleasurein terrifying asmall boy, but | am not sure he didn’t. Be that asit
may, we went back to our book in aweek or so. It was near the end of my third year there when we
came to the method of lighting fire—a skill we thought useful beyond our ability to express. | wasthe
dominant partner in thisaliance, and in the manner of children, coerced Percy into firgt trying anything
that seemed at al dubiousto me. It isatradition of sacrifice practiced by children the world over, I'm
sure,” Erasmus said, but the irony was tinged with sadness and regret. ” In this case | could not imagine
what thissmall act of cowardice would lead to. Percy performed the spell asit was described in the
book, exacting in the preparation, or so we thought.” He stopped and took a deep breath. ”But the small
firethat we thought to start did not materidize. 1 was standing severd feet away, mindful of my own
safety, asusud. Wewerein asmal clearing in the wood, and Percy stood in the center of ageometric
design we' d marked out on the ground.

“We had experienced failure before, and worked through the explanations in the book to find our error,
and thisiswhat | thought we would do again. | went to step forward, opening the book as 1 did so. And
suddenly Percy screamed. .. and acolumn of flame erupted around him. | felt asthough | was thrown
back, and when | regained my feet, | saw Percy staggering toward me, engulfed in flame, such awail of
agony erupting from histhroat that | can heer it ill.

“Asquickly as| could, 1 qudled the flame with my coat, and Percy lay on the ground, horribly burned,
howling from the pain. Before | could even consider going for help, Eldrich arrived with Walky only a
few pacesbehind him.



“The mage stopped, surveying the scene—the geometric markings on the ground, the book—and then he
thrust me aside and whispered something over Percy, who seemed suddenly released from his agony.
Wrapping the child in his coat, Eldrich bore him up, saying only, ‘ Bring the book, Walky.’

“I followed behind, terrified for my friend, overcome with guilt and shame. Walky sent meto our room,
though not unkindly. | saw no one until the next day when Walky arrived to have me pack my belongings.
‘But what word of Percy? | asked. ‘Don’t you be worrying about Percy. Y ou have other matters more
pressing,” wasal Walky would say. ‘Where are you sending me? | asked. ‘Home, child,’ hesaid. And
that iswhat happened.” Erasmus put ahand to

his brow, hiding his eyesfor amoment, and then, selfconscioudy, moved the hand to hischin. In that
moment Hayes thought that Erasmus looked utterly dejected and anguished, for clearly thiswas one of
those great shames of childhood that some men bore. “ That afternoon | was put in acarriage and taken
home. To thisday | cannot tell you what happened to Percy, though | fear the worst. Sowly | recovered
from the horror, if not the guilt of what had happened, for | blamed mysdlf. | wasthe leader of our small
league, and | had let Percy do something so foolish. | redlize now that | wasonly achild acting as
children do, but only my head believes this—my heart knows differently.

“As| grew to be ayoung man, | found that the events of my childhood haunted me. If Deacon Roseis
right and many who serve in the house of amage can remember nothing afterward, then | can only think |
was being punished by being left with my memory intact. But my curiosity had not been burned away by
our terriblefire. | began to believe that for both mysalf and Percy, who | believe died of hisburns, |
would seek the knowledge of the mages. | would learn dl the things that we were meant to learn as boys.
Perhaps 1 would even find out if Eldrich could have hedled my boyhood friend—something that would
have given me great relief—for | could see that even the terrible mage was not unaffected by Percy’s
auffering.” He opened his hands as though displaying something. “And thishasled me here... and it
seemsnow | will betruly punished & last.”

There was no immediate response to Erasmus’ story. No one asked the questions that had occurred as
he spoke. Hayes wanted to comfort hisfriend, for it was certainly true that Erasmus had merely acted as
children often do, but he could not deny Erasmus was being punished—for Eldrich wasamage and
mages were vindictive. History bore this out over and over again. If Erasmus had not been meant to see
the book, then he might well have earned the mage’ sanger. But if Eldrich had merely used Erasmusto
lure the Tdlerites out of hiding, as had been suggested, then why was Erasmus trapped here aswel1? Did
Eldrich use people so calloudy?

“Y ou should not censure yoursdlf for what happened, Mr. Hattery,” Rose said at last. “Y ou were achild
and could not understand the possible consequences of your actions. We do not alow children to play
with knives or rapiers, for their inexperience makes mishapslikely. The book should never havefdlen
into your hands. If it was

an accident, then the one to bear the blame would be this man, Walky, not you. Guilt isaconsuming
emoation, and it clingsto uslike no other. | sometimes think that we are more able to stop loving another
more easly than we shed our guilt, though very often | have found men’ s guilt to be unwarranted. And
that, | believeisthe case here, Mr. Flattery. Y ou were a child, and you have made penance enough over
the years. And who knows, thisyoung boy, Percy, might live a perfectly wholelife, cured of hisaffliction,
or less affected by it than you think. | would advise you to give up this atonement. Let your last days be
free of thistorment—this feding that you deserve to be punished.”



Annalooked a Erasmus. “I think you were merely playing apart in Eldrich’ s plan, Mr. Hattery,” she
said, her tone unusudly warm. “Y ou and your boyhood friend, used without remorse to trap me and my
companions, and if you are innocent of any aliance with Eldrich, asyou clam, then | am sorry for it. But
the mages have always been so, evento theladt, it seems.”

Erasmus|looked at them gratefully, abit of relief on hishaggard face, asthough telling histae had
provided some smal comfort. “What day isit, do you think?’ he asked.

Banks and Kehler produced watches that did not agree, and Clarendon did the same, histimepiece
committed to its own theory. It turned out that there was no concordance, and only an estimate could be
made.

“Whatever day it is, and whatever hour, | think | must deep,” Clarendon said, and the others agreed.
Only Annadid not seem soinclined.

She leaned closer to Banks, but Hayes could just hear. “| shdl have al the deep | want soon enough,”
she said, and rose, leaving the rest of them to find their own placesto rest.

Hayes watched her walk toward the nance. She stood looking up at it for amoment, then began to
whisper, making odd motions with one hand in the air. She bent down, almost reverently, and kissed the
floor of the nance, and then, casting aquick glance back at the others, she went up the stair and
immediately to the font. Here she went down on one knee, continuing to whisper, and then dipped ahand
into the water, sipping afew drops carefully. She stood then and stared for along moment at the urn to
one sde of thefont. As she reached out toward it, Hayes redlized that Rose had risen from his place.

“What are you doing?’ he hissed, but it was an accusation, not a question.

Sheturned and glared at him as he came to thefoot of the stair. And then with a quick motion and some
hal f-whispered words, she spun and descended the far stair, crossed the chamber and disappeared
through the arch at the far end.

Rose stood and watched her go, hands on his hips. For amoment Hayes was certain that the priest
would follow, but instead he returned to his place and lay down on his side facing the nance.

Hayes was certain that Annahad gone up the stair again, making him wonder if there was not something
moreto this place than she clamed.

He noticed then that Erasmus, too, was watching the priest. Hayeslay back down, wondering what he
had just seen. Wondering what would happen to them. There was not time to fight among themselves, he
was sure.

We are trapped with no hope of escape, hetold himsdf, but found he could not bdieveit.

Erasmuslay for along time listening to the even bregthing of the others. The questions he had asked dl
hislife seemed no closer to being answered. Some part of him had always believed that one day he
would find these answers. He had afantasy that, once the mage had passed on, he would hear from
Walky, still miraculoudy dive, and from the old man he would have dl his questions satisfied. But not
now. In amatter of days hewould certainly be dead. It made dl of hisyears of searching for knowledge
seemteribly futile

What had he to show for it? Had his efforts benefitted mankind? Had they even benefitted him?



The answer, undeniably, seemed to be that his efforts had profited no one at al—except perhaps
Eldrich—which was, no doubt, what had been planned.

[ lured the Tellerites here, he thought. Despite what | believed, that has been my only purposein
thislife. He felt such arage toward Eldrich that his muscles began to ache where they had knotted from
anger.

Quietly, Erasmus dipped away from his deeping companions and crossed to the chamber’ sfar end.

Moments later he was ascending the winding stair, hisanger driving him quickly on. He wondered what
thisrather cold and imperious young woman was doing up this mysterious stair. Thinking the end was
farther, he rounded the corner to find Anna collapsed against the sair’ send. Her knees were drawn up
and her facewas buried in her arms,

Hearing him she looked up, her face shining with tears. Shelet her armsfal limply by her sdesand laid
her head back against the stone, and till she cried as though she were done, utterly aone.

Erasmus stopped, so taken aback that he had no ideawhat to do.

“Bagtard, ” she said through her sobs, “he trapped us here. | wasafool...” and then she began to sob
S0 violently that she could not go on.

Unableto bear it any longer, Erasmus came and sat on the step near to her, reaching out and taking her
hand tentatively. She leaned forward and buried her head in his shoulder and continued to sob. Erasmus
laid ahand awkwardly on her shoulder.

He found himsalf making soothing sounds, saying the meaninglessthings that people say to comfort each
other, though he did not believe them. They were trapped without hope—that was the truth. Buried dive.

It was along time before Anna began to recover, and then shefindly pulled away from him, rubbing at
her eyeswith the hedls of her hands.

“I haven't even aclean square of linen to offer,” Erasmus said.

“And you cdl yoursdlf agentleman?’ she said, awesk jest. “1 have been down herelong enough that |
would accept asoiled one, 1 think.”

Erasmus produced his handkerchief. She held it up to examineit, and then laughed. “1 guess| have not
been down here quite aslong as | thought.” She returned it to him. “I must look afright.”

“Y ou are the most beautiful woman in this entire system of caves,” Erasmus said, histone mockingly
solemn.

Shelaughed. “ Ah, when you are the only woman trapped with aroomful of men, you finaly hear the
thingsyou wish to hear.”

“Shdl | leave you done?’ Erasmus asked.
“| gather | am not quite as beautiful asyou suggested?’
“Not at all, it's just...”

“That you have no ideahow to dedl with crying women?’
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Erasmus shrugged. “ Something like that.”

“I'mdl right now. | will passbeyond it if you can.” Erasmus nodded. He was not quite sure what he
would say, now that they were done. Why had he come up herein thefirst place? To speak with her,
certainly, but now hewas not surewhy. “1 had no part in this” Erasmus said suddenly. “1 was
manipulated and trapped, like everyone dse”

She nodded. “I believe you. Eldrich isamage, and loyalty is unknown to them.” Shelooked up at him,
her eyes ill wet with tears. “But what do we do?’

Erasmus shook hishead. “1 don’t know. 1 fed certain that there must be another way out, for surely the
tiny hole we used to find our way in hereis not the main entrance. I’'m not sure | even understand its
purpose.” He reached up and flattened his hand on the rock. “ Thisisthe mystery to me. Clearly one did
not climb al theway up hereto admire asingle character. Once, it must have gone somewhere, or been
intended to go somewhere. Hayes believes the outside world might lie only afew feet away. Clarendon
and | have studied the survey, but it isnot clear how close to the surface we might be.” Helooked at her.
“Banks said he did not understand the purpose of this stair. Isthat so?’

Annatwisted her head around, looking up at the wall. “ Do you know this character?’ she asked.
“It isthe Darian equivadent of our ‘L’.”

“Exactly... or amost so. Spoken, it isnot voiced asitisin Farr, or perhapsisonly haf-voiced, so that it
is softer, dmost awhigper, and hard for many to master. But it is Landor’ sinitid and was used ashis
sgnature. Centuries|later, Lucklow would pattern hisown distinctive L on thisone.” Sheturned her head
and looked down the stair, pondering. “I have been thinking much about this. In fact, | came up hereto
be alone and contemplate it more, not to collapsein tears asyou saw.” A tear streaked her cheek again,
but she had mastered her emotions now and did not give way to them. “ This entire chamber is bespelled,
and with asophigtication that | can hardly begin to understand, let done explain. The men—and women,
for there were both in the seven who made this place— were skilled in the artsfar beyond any who came
after. Look at thischamber. It istruethat it is hidden beneath the surface, but even so it is untouched by
time. When the outer passage collgpsed, the dust that at first blew into the hallway was then forced back

out again.

Did you not redize? One moment we were choking in dust and debris, and the next the air was clear.
This chamber is protected, and Eldrich could only collgpse the entrance. Anna paused, and Erasmus
was sure tears would appear again as she remembered her colleagues who had died just beyond the
safety of the chamber. ” But we were alowed in, which indicates that it was meant to be discovered.” She
looked up at Erasmus again. ” And in the vault which contains Landor’ s crypt, we find your likeness
cavedin

sone.*
“But could you read the text around it?" Erasmus asked quickly,
“I couldn’t make sense of it.”

She nodded, still staring at hisface. “It isaconfusing phrase for adirect trandation is not possible. ‘ The
last keeper of the gate,” ishow 1 would render it.”



These words chilled Erasmus utterly. He felt himsdlf push back againgt thewall, asthough drawing back
from the meaning. “What doesit mean?’ he asked, afraid that he aready knew.

For amoment she didn’'t answer, but continued to stare. “1 am not completely sure. What | find odd is
that the likenessis not more exact. Though perhaps there isasmple explanation for that. Halsey

might know.”

Erasmus didn’t want to ask if Halsey was one of the peoplekilled in the collapse—he assumed he was.
“But what of the face of the woman? Why wasit never finished?’

Shelooked at him oddly. *“But these were not carved by human hand,” she said, abit incredulous. “Did
you not know? The face isemerging, dowly. 1 don’t know the role of the woman, but the face will form
whenit isclear who shewill be”

“Clear towhom?’

She shook her head, puzzled by hisresponse. “To no one. Itislike augury, though it isaspell that was
cast centuries ago. At some point the vision will be complete and the identity of thewomanwill...
emerge. Thereisno human agent. The spell isthe agent. Do

you see?*
Erasmus had only the vaguest sense of what she meant. “Isit
you?* he asked.

Her look suddenly changed and her eyes glistened again. “ That iswhat Banks believes...” She could not
gpeak for amoment. “1 don’'t know. If it was meant to be me, 1 think the face would have formed by
now. | can’t imaginewhy it would not.” She shook her

head. “1 don’t know enough to understand.” She looked up and touched the wall, tracing the bottom of the
character with delicate fingers. Erasmus realized then how young she was—barely into her twenties, he
thought—and at the moment she looked even younger and quite vulnerable.

“But thisgate, 1 began to say... It hasaspell about it, if | can use that term. Y ou understand, Mr. Flattery,
you worked through some part of the primer. But | am not skilled enough in the arts to understand it. Unless
there is some clue written in the main hall, | fear we shall never unlock this gate. And even if we could,
there is no guarantee that it would lead to the surface.”

“Areyou saying it would lead to this other land? Is that where it goes?’

She shook her head. “No, it is not that sort of gate. It might open into another chamber, one that was not
meant to be penetrated by anyone but a mage, and perhaps not just any mage. But | suspect we will never
know, Mr. Flattery, for we haven’'t the skills even if we had time.”

Erasmus reached down and worried the edge of the leather that flapped over a hole worn in hisboot. “1 am
not the sort of man who will sit idly by and starve to death. | must try to find away out. | can’t believe
there is nothing we can do.” He banged hisfist against the wall. “1f we give up now, then we're certainly
walking about in our own crypt, and I’'m not ready for that. I’m not...”

She nodded agreement, rather unconvincingly. “Nor am I, Mr. Flattery. But | am not sure what we can do.
Even if we could unravel the spells that surround the urns on the nance, I'm not certain we would be
further ahead.”



Erasmus looked at her quizzically. “I think you assume | know more than | do. What is this about urns?”’

“1 thought you' d read the primer,” she said, surprised. “The urns contain the king's blood, or so | surmise. |
can’'t imagine they would be so protected if they were empty. Can you?”

“1 do remember referencesto king's blood. But 1 never understood what they meant.”

She drew her head back, her look quizzical. “| am amazed, Mr. Flattery, but then | suppose the book was
not meant to be read without guidance. King's blood is a plant—beyond rare. There are referencestoit in
the chamber below.”

“Yes! Of course, | saw one, but could make nothing of it.”

“The seed is a powerful herb. It is said to be a physic able to cure the worst illnesses, and it is also believed
that the seed was the source of the mages' long lives. But it does something more. It wakens the talent in
individuals, if there is any talent there to begin with. But it is said that the seed exacts aprice, for al who
use it becomes habituated unless they have an iron will, or take certain precautions. But it was akey to the
mages powers, and they guarded it even more closely than their knowledge.

“The legend tells that Landor bore the king’ s blood with him from beyond, and it grew here only under
uncommon circumstances. But if the urns contain seed... well, we must study the text on the walls with
care and examine the chamber meticulously. Banks believesthat it is even possible that there is a hidden
door—an entrance from the surface. We must look. It could be anywhere. We must focus all of our
energies on thistask. All of us. Even this priest, Rose, will have to put his secret knowledge at our
disposa.”

Erasmus wanted to jump up and begin immediately, but Anna did not look ready to start just yet.
“How did you come to be down here?’ Erasmus asked suddenly. “Were you following me?’

She pulled the stray hair that had escaped from its braid away from her face. “We knew that this young
man Kehler was searching the archives at Wooton for Skye. His interest in certain events had caught our
attention. We watched him as we could, for we are wary of the priests and thought they might be using him
to tempt us. For some time we didn’t realize that there was a connection between Kehler and
yourself—Mr. Hayes. When we did discover this, we realized that...” she searched for words, “events
were converging. Happenstance is not something | believe in, not where certain individuals are concerned.
Through Kehler, Skye was seeking the secrets of Baumgere, which we believed were likely hidden in
Wooton, where we dared not go.

“When Skye set off for Castlebough, we felt almost certain that the time to approach you might be near.
Y ou see, the similarity of your lifeto Teller’sis undeniable—or so we thought. Y ou both apprenticed to a
mage yet |eft his service. Both you and Teller spent your lives thereafter seeking out the secrets of the
mages, or so it seemed to us.

“We practice augury—it is not so reliable that we base al our actions upon it, but we consider it in our
decisions. We had avision

that you played a part in, Mr. Flattery. And here you were in Cas-tlebough meeting up with this young man
who had been in Wooton."

“What vision?’ Erasmus asked, histone flat, for he felt alittle apprehension.
Annadid not answer, but he thought she colored alittle. She simply could not answer.

“You arefilling me with fear,” Erasmus said quickly. “No need,” she said, her voice pitched very low, as



though afraid they would be heard. “| have had two visionsin which you played a part, or so | believe. In
the first Skye opens an ornate bronze gate set into a stone wall. | pass through and inside 1 find a man who
offers me abook and awhite blossom—king’ s blood... | could never see the man’s face, though | long
believed this might be you.” She looked away. “ The second... the second was not so... significant.”

“Why do you say that? Thisfirst vision seemsto have been wrong, entirely. Perhaps the second has more
meaning?’

She took a breath, as though steeling herself. “We were on ahillside, you and I, beneath the stars, with
trees all around. There was a bed of soft moss, and we...” She had looked down, but now she glanced up
at him, not raising her head, and she colored, making her hair suddenly appear more red.

“1 see,” Erasmus said softly, feeling his own cheeks warm. “It does not necessarily mean that we will... It
isavision and must be interpreted.”

Erasmus nodded quickly. For amoment he sat looking at her, and she did not meet his eye. He thought of
the countess, comparing her to this young woman before him, in her boy’ s clothes, her hair a mess, her face
streaked with dirt from her tears. And he realized that he felt immense pity for her, trapped here so young.
She looked more vulnerable than he could imagine—unlike the countess who seemed so in control—in
control of every situation.

He reached out a hand and touched her shoulder softly, meaning to offer her comfort in some way, but she
moved forward immediately and cameinto his arms, pressing herself close to him. She did not raise her
face, but kept it close beside his own so that he could not see her, but only hear her breathing closeto his
ear. Hear her catch her breath.

“Perhaps there is more truth in your vision than you know.” Erasmus whispered. “Perhaps we will escape
yet to see the stars.”

Chapter Forty-three

THE message found Kent pacing the room, his confusion and chagrin not even slightly reduced. He had not
dept that night and his exhaustion made his entire situation seem more dire. After hours of turmoil he’' d sent
anote off to the countess, hoping that she would see him so that he might try again to persuade her that ne
had been telling the truth. Even if she did not choose to travel with him, she must flee. It was imperative to
her safety.

But his note had gone unanswered for several hours now, and he had begun to despair of it ever receiving a
reply.

A knock caused Kent to start, and he rushed to the door, hoping that it was not merely a chambermaid
come to change his bed. At the door he found a young local man, who presented him with an

envelope.
“From Miss Edden, sir,” the man said, waiting expectantly.

Kent handed the young man a coin, hardly aware of its denomination, and closed the door with barely a
nod.

He began to tear open the envelope, but paused, knowing full well that areply from Marianne Edden, not
the countess, meant that his overture had been rebuffed.

He lowered himself rather gently into a chair and stared at the envelope, too dejected even to be angry at
Marianne. Slowly he



opened the letter, pulling the single page free and shaking out the folds.
My Dear Mr. Kent:

Please, come at once! | clearly owe you an apology. Please, please make all haste, | cannot tell you
how worried I am.

Fearing the worst, Kent snatched up his frock coat and bolted out the door.

When he arrived at the house of the countess, he was met by a maid who looked near to tears. Kent felt his
heart sink utterly. The countess could not be dead... ? She could not.

“Oh, Mr. Kent, thank Farrelle you' ve come,” she said. “Miss Edden is beside herself with worry.”
Marianne appeared behind the servant, her usual quiet demeanor swept away entirely.

“Lady Chilton hasgone,” she said.

“Gone? But where?’

Marianne took his arm and drew him hurriedly into the house. “| was out visiting in the village and learned
of her departure only when | returned. Gone without explanation.” She looked expectantly at the maid, who
stood twisting her apron in her hands.

“Yes, Mr. Kent,” the maid said. “A small man came to the door asking for my mistress, and within
moments Lady Chilton had me throw afew belongingsinto atrunk, and she went off with him. Went off
without saying where, or even when she might return.”

Kent closed his eyesfor a second. “Did this man comein alarge, old-fashioned carriage?’
The maid nodded. “ A coach and four. Yes, sir. And asmaller carriage followed behind.”

“She did not even leave me anote, Kent,” Marianne said. “Not a single word. I’ ve known the countess for
years. She would never, never have done such athing. 1—1...” She completely lost what she had meant to

say.
The maid interjected. “Has the countess eloped, do you think?”’

Marianne looked at Kent; clearly she no longer doubted his story. She dismissed the maid and took Kent
into the sitting room.

“1 should have listened to you, Kent,” she began, keeping her voice low, though it was filled with emotion all
the same. “Thisis

entirely my fault. It wasjust that... 1 have seen men concoct the oddest stories to gain the attention of the
countess..."

“It’ stoo late to worry about that, Marianne,” But Kent did not finish his sentence, for at that moment the
Earl of Skye arrived.

“Ah, Lord Skye,” Marianne said. 1 cannot thank you enough for coming so quickly.” She glanced oddly at
Kent, who was sure he looked at her like abetrayer. “I’m sure you' ve met Mr. Kent? Yes? | hardly know
where to begin.”

With Kent filling in his parts of the story, they related what had

occurred.



“You believe it was Eldrich?’ Skye said, when the story was
completed. “ Y ou're sure?’ He shook his head.

“I"m afraid there is no doubt of it. If only Mr. Flattery were here,” Marianne lamented. “He might be able
to tell uswhat to

do.”

This caught Skye' sinterest. “ Perhaps we could speak with Mr. Flattery. I've heard heistraveling in
company with ayoung gentleman of my acquaintance. Someone | would like to speak with in any event.
Do you know where Flattery is staying?’

“Yes, but he remains down in the cave searching for those young

men.*

Skye looked up quickly. “Y ou don’'t mean Hayes and Kehler?’

“Yes, that soundsright... but 1 don’t remember exactly. Elaural mentioned their names only in passing.”

“Farrelle s—" Helet the curse go unfinished for Marianne' s sake. “ And is this the cave where
Baumgere' s confessor self-murdered?’

Marianne shrugged.
Skye rose and paced across the room, pausing before the windows.
“But what shall we do?’ Marianne said.

“What?" Skye turned back to the others. “Well, you should have heeded Mr. Kent’swarning,” he said. “If
the countess is in the hands of Eldrich, then the Farr army will not pry her loose.” He turned back to the
window again, obviously disturbed, but Kent was not sure it was by the plight of the countess.

“Thereis only one road from Castlebough back into Farrland,” Kent said. “We can catch them yet—if we
ride at once.”

“And do what, exactly?’ Skye said, whirling to stare down at Kent. “He is amage, Kent.” He paused,
looking at the painter and

S ean Russell

Marianne, hisfeatures softening alittle. “1’'m sorry about what has happened to the countess, but thereis
nothing anyone can do. And to be completely logica about matters—you don’t know that shedidn’t go
of her own accord. It’ strue that the countess did not leave Miss Edden a note, and she rushed off in
terrible haste, but—" Heraised hishands. “Y ou might catch them up, Kent, and if Eldrichisnot inclined
to cripple you on the spot, then the countess could just aswell lean out the window of her carriage and
tell you to turn around and bother her no more. And whether she saysthis of her own choice or not, we
will never prove. I'm sorry. But thereis nothing to be done.” Helooked from oneto the other. “ How
long has Mr. Hattery been in this cave?’

Marianne shook her head, hardly able to follow the change in conversation. “1 don’t know!” she
snapped. “ Four days, perhaps.”

“Well,” Skye answered, “thereis someone we can help. If Mr. Hattery hasn't appeared by tomorrow, |
suggest we organize asearch. At least he isnot in the clutches of amage.”

Kent was beginning to fed the effects of lack of deep, but he forced himsdf up the stairsto Sir John's



rooms. The knight had obvioudy been deeping, but when he saw Kent, he came completely avake.
“Eldrich has taken the countess away,” Kent announced.

“Flames,” wasadl Sir John could manage. “ Comein, man, comein.”

“Isthisman Bryce dill in Castlebough?’

“No. No, he' sgone. Why do you ask?’

“I don’'t know. Heisaservant of Eldrich. Perhaps... perhaps he could assure me that the countess went
of her own choosing. That sheisin no danger.” Kent sat in achair, hands on hisknees, his head hanging
down as though he had not the energy to raiseit. “1 must go after her,” he said.

“Takehold of yoursdf, Kent, you' re not making sense. Y ou' re not some hero off to rescueamaidenin
distress. You're apainter, for Farrelle' s sake. Come to your senses, man. There is nothing you can do.
And do you even know if Lady Chilton was taken againgt her will?’

Kent looked up a Sir John, who asked the same question as

Skye. “The countess had no memory of her meeting with Eldrich. The very thought of it caused her the
greatest revulsion. How can | assume that anything but an abduction has taken place?” Kent sat back in
the chair, letting hisarmsfall loosely to hissides. “Fames, | wish Erasmuswere here.”

“Hattery, you mean? Could he hep?’

Kent shrugged. “He hasacertain... afection for the countess, | believe. And who would know more
about the mage than Erasmus? Assuming he had nothing to do with the countess' disappearance.”

Sir John shook hisheed. “If Eldrichisout intheworld again...” he muttered, |etting the sentence die.
“Can Mr. FHattery be reached?’ the knight asked.

Kent shook hishead. “I don’t know. He has gone exploring one of the loca caves for some unknown
period of time. | cannot say if heisdtill there, or if he has, perhaps, emerged and even returned to
Avond.”

“Well, let us endeavor to find out before you do anything rash.”

Kent felt abit embarrassed a his state. He knew that he had no claim on the countess and was acting a
bit of afool. “I don't think | can wait, Sir John. | need to know where he has taken her, at the very least.
Perhaps you could take on the contacting of Erasmus Flattery? And | will send word back to you asto
the wheresbouts of the countess. | fed sure Erasmuswill help.”

Sir John did not look like aman who felt any degree of confidencein Kent'splan. “I think it more likely
that he will try to dissuade you from interfering. Though I’ m not sure, now, what my own stuationis. |
received anote from Mr. Bryce thismorning saying that he was leaving Castlebough immediately and that
| was freeto return to Avond. In other words, | have been dismissed— temporarily.” Distress seemed to
draw hisfacetaut. “ He has gone off after hismaster, | assume.” Sir John lowered himsdf into achair,
staring at aspot on the floor just before him.

.“1 don’t know, Kent. Itisal very odd. Eldrich wasin Castlebough for areason. Bryceinsisted |
accompany him here, but now I’m not sure why. Whatever purpose he had came to nothing, it would



seem. But even 50, | have afeding that something occurred here. And not something insignificant either.”
He pressed fingersinto the corners of hiseyes, clearly il tired. Then helooked up at

Kent, his eyesred from exhaustion and worry. “Well, Kent, what will you do? 1 hold little hope that you'll
listen to reason in this.”

Kent knew the man was talking sense, but it did not matter. “1 will heed your advice, in part. 1 will keep my
distance from Eldrich and try to discover where he will take the countess. I' [l then send word to you. If you
will attempt to speak with Mr. Flattery...” Kent paused for amoment, finding it difficult to keep histrain of
thought. “ Skye isworried that Erasmus has been gone too long, that he has met with misadventure.” Kent
shook hishead. “1 can't believeit. Erasmus Flattery is an enormously competent man. I’ m sure no evil has
befallen him. If you will tell Erasmus what has happened when he emerges, | will set off immediately so
that Eldrich does not outdistance me.”

Kent shook his head, trying to make his mind function. Was there anything el se he should say to Sir John?
Unableto think of anything, he forced himself up. “Good luck to you, Sir John.”

“Andto you, Kent. Safe journey.” He rose from his chair, reaching out to clasp Kent’s hand warmly. “But,
Kent, do keep your distance from Lord Eldrich. It islikely he has already learned of your interference.
Take no chances, Kent, | implore you.”

The painter nodded. Sir John pressed his hand firmly and then released it, and Kent went out thinking that
Sir John treated him like a man going off to war. Like a man who would not be seen again.

The countess realized that she had been staring for along time at the scene before her, but it had not
registered until now. She shook her head and blinked, her eyes feeling like they had been scoured with
sand.

Eldrich roused from his reverie and looked at her. “Ah, there you are,” he said as though she had just
appeared.

“Indeed...” Shefelt apeculiar confusion, asthough just awakened from a deep sleep. “But where am 1?7’
“In a carriage traveling through the Caledon Hills. We have come from Castlebough.”
She nodded. Y es, Castlebough. “My mind... it isnhot clear.”

“It will become so in afew moments. Do not be alarmed,” El-

drich said, histone musical but not terribly soothing. She felt as though he mocked her; she was not sure
why.

She pressed her eydids closed for amoment, relieving the pain in her eyes, and tried to order her thoughts.
She had been in Castlebough. With Marianne! Y es, now it was coming to her. They had gone there after
Skye, though she could not recall the reason... Shetook along breath and searched her memories, which
were terribly fragmented. A feeling deep in her center was familiar. Had she taken alover there?
Something told her she had; in fact she seemed to remember—everything but his face and name.

Erasmus! That was it; Erasmus, but she felt an odd sense of disappointment, though she was not sure why.
Had it ended unhappily? Was he inadequate? Neither of these seemed to be true.

Putting this line of inquiry aside, she tried to remember the reason she had gone, therein the first place.
Skye. Shewas certain it had something to do with Skye. And his paintings! The Peliers. And this priest
Baumgere. She took along breath. It was coming back. But why was she here?



Certainly she knew Eldrich, but how? She was sure that she had not encountered him before her journey to
Castlebough, but she could not remember when they had first met. One did not forget meeting a mage.
Curious.

She opened her burning eyes and focused on Eldrich, who looked at her with disturbing disinterest.
“Why am | here?’

He did not answer but continued to stare, almost asif he had not heard. She was about to ask again when
he spoke.

“The explanation is lengthy, and | have provided some of it already. It will come back to you. Giveit time,
something we have in abundance, for the next few days, at least.”

The countess straightened her skirt. “ At least | have clothes,” she said, not sure why.
Eldrich smiled in amusement. “ Are you disappointed?’
“No, | think not. What have you been doing to me?”’

“Not what you suspect at the moment, though | will confess that | have been tempted. But that would be
tempting fate, quite literally, wouldn’t it?”

“Would it?’
He did not answer.

The countess sat up straight, suddenly feeling very vulnerable.

“Wadll, you have dl the advantage of me. | do not know where we are going or why.”
He nodded agreement but did not offer an explanation.

One hand had gone to deep, and she rubbed feeling back into it. “Nor do 1 remember agreeing to such a
journey.”

“Wereyour rdaionswith Erasmusintimate?’ Eldrich asked suddenly.
“Sir! 1 am shocked that you would ask such athing.”
“Infact, you'renot. And I’m glad to find that they were— intimate, that is.”

She was about to protest, but he turned and looked out the window, asthough no longer interested in
this matter. She thought his face changed alittle, the mockery replaced by sadness.

“ Something has happened to Erasmus,” she said suddenly.

He turned back to her, hislook abit surprised, or perhaps more impressed. “Erasmusis perfectly hae, 1
can assureyou.”

“But whereishe?’
“Doyouredly care?’

“Yes, of course 1 do.”



He nodded, though she was not sure why. “It is often said that to practice the arts one must give up one's
heart.” Thelook of sadnessreturned. “But 1 will tell you that it isnot so ssimple.”

She did not quite know what to say, but suddenly her conviction that something had happened to
Erasmuswas not so solid. Did she care for Erasmus? She remembered their night of love. Certainly it
had given her great pleasure. But had Erasmus engaged her heart that night? It dmost seemed that if the
question needed to be asked, the answer must be “no.” And this made her alittle sad.

“You did not answer my question,” the countess said.
Eldrich looked a her sharply. “Have you not heard that it is unwise to anger amage?’

She did not answer, fedling suddenly frightened, but frustrated and angry at the sametime. Eldrich turned
again to survey the passing countryside.

Shefdt adtirring insde and a blush spread across her skin. A memory of desire came back to her, but it
did not seem to be connected to Erasmus. Eldrich... She had fdlt thisdesire for him—at his command, it
seemed. And now the memory of it washed through her again.

I's this his doing, she asked herself, or are these my feelings?

Fear—she dso felt fear. Fear and desire. The ideathat these two emotions could live within her at one
time she found loathsome, but her body did not care. And worse, she sensed a hunger in him that she had
not felt before—hunger for her. It was hidden behind his mockery, by his tillness, but, even so, shefdlt
it. Shewas desired by amage...

“I ill do not remember consenting to thisjourney,” she said, hoping that speaking would take her focus
away from the confusion

she felt.

Eldrich turned and looked at her, drawing himself up in his seet. “ Do you know my age?’ he asked, as
though he had not heard her.

She shook her head.

“One hundred and thirty-three years. All other estimates you have heard are inaccurate. In fact it will be
my birth day in just over afortnight.” He paused, watching her reaction to thisinformation. “1 am
stronger than men acentury my junior, my mindisgtill soundinal itsparts. In every way 1 amamanin
hismiddle years, except that, like al my kind, | cannot father children.” He raised his eyebrows, cocking
his head alittle, as though abit proud of these facts. “I will not stoop to asking how old | appear, for
politeness begsalie, evenin my stuation, but 1 do not ook like an ederly man, of that | am aware.” He
paused again—his conversation was punctuated by pauses, adl alittle too long, and the effect wasto
discomfit those he spoketo, or at least it had that effect on the countess. “ Do you know Lady
Feton-Gray?’

She nodded, wondering if his mind was as sound as he claimed, for there was no apparent thread to this
conversation.

“Sheiseighty-someyearsold, | believe. When shewas your age, | thought her the most beautiful woman
| had ever seen. At therisk of being terribly unkind, sheisnow acrone.”



“It israther more than unkind,” the countess said before she thought. “ Lady Felton-Gray isawoman of
great diginction, |

think.”

He nodded. “But the men of Farrland, and even farther afield, sing the praises of the Countess of Chilton,
not Lady Felton-Gray. Y ou, Lady Chilton, are the great beauty of your generation. In ten years you
might gtill look much asyou do now. Oh, your hair will not be so thick and lustrous, and your skin will
not have the glow that it doestoday, and lineswill have begun to form at the corners of your eyes. But
you will till bethought agreet beauty. In twenty

years you will be replaced by someone hdf your age. In thirty years you will be thought handsome and
perhaps well-preserved. In forty years people will marvel that men whose names you did not know once
fought duels over you. And when you are the age of Lady Felton-Gray..." He shrugged.

“And it gives you some pleasureto remind methat | am merely mortal and will suffer the sameindignities
thet befdl usal?

“It might give me some small pleasure, | suppose, but that isnot why | brought it up. | have been
confronted recently with adilemma, but | think | have found asolution. Would you not like to stay much
asyou are now far into your old age?’

“What are you saying? Y ou can give me such agift?’
He paused, and then nodded dowly, watching her face.

She looked at the man sitting before her and thought that he did not truly look like an evil man, yet she
felt terribly threatened by him al the same. What he felt for her was not tender, she was sure of that. He
did not care for her or anyone else. Eldrich was not aman as other men were. “I assume you will require
something in return?

He nodded again, but did not offer further explanation.

“And what might thisbe, pray tell?’

“Most would say that long life, youth, and vigor could not have too high aprice” he said.

;Irgave read stories of people who made bargains with devils, Lord Eldrich. They never had happy
ings”

He actually laughed, as though he found the comparison flaitering. “Life never has ahappy ending, Lady
Chilton—old age, infirmity, desth. One can only aspireto arich life, and afullness of years. But | am
offering more: achance to prolong your youth in dl its parts. Y our beauty and vigor and al your mentd
faculties. All of them. Y outh, Lady Chilton—or a worst, middle age—until you have passed your
centenary. Passed it by haf alifetime as men measure such things.

Some part of her brain believed she was being mocked or made to look the fool, but another part of her
was not so certain. Youth— not eternd, but for many years. Oddly, tears welled up, and she struggled to
keep them back as aflood of emotion swept through her.

She knew now that there was something more here—something more between them. She remembered
thelr firs meeting and the



wW
things he had intimated. Theidea of becoming part of hisworld wastoo frightening, too dien.
“I think | shdl have...” she pushed her emotions down, * have to decline your generous offer.”

Eldrich did not answer but only stared so that she looked away, casting her gaze out the window into the
darkness. The carriage had dowed to negotiate one of the road’ s many tight turns, and suddenly it
stopped. She heard voices—the driver apparently speaking to someone on the road.

Eldrich opened the door and stepped out, lowering the stairs and holding out a hand to her in amanner
that was less than polite. For a second she demurred, but then remembered that he had said he was not a
gentleman, and she reached out and took the offered

hand.

She climbed out, unaware of anything but the touch of his skin— infinitely soft, like the skin of achild.
And warm, so unlike his

manner.

Warm hands, cold heart, she remembered her mother saying. “Why do we stop?’ she asked, abit
short of bresth. “ There seemsto be someone on the road. Walky? What isit?’

“A woman, sr. She seemsto be wandering, lost.” They rounded the team and, there, in thelight of the
coach lamp, found an ederly woman standing by the small man the countess had met before. Clearly the
woman was confused, staring around her as though she could not understand how she had cometo this
place. Her motions were exaggerated and not perfectly controlled.

“My dear!” the countess said, going immediately to the woman who was clearly not a peasant. “Has
there been an accident? What' s happened to you?’ The countess took the woman's hand, cold as snow.
“Tell me, madame, what’ s happened? From where have you come?’ There was no smell of drink on the
poor woman’s breath but she was not steady on her feet.

She stared at the countess curioudy as though she recognized her. “1... | don’t know. Where are we?
What place?’

“The Cdedon Hills, my dear. Near Castlebough. Isthat where you' ve come from?”
“I don't know...” The woman sagged suddenly, clutching the countess' hands,

and the countess tried to bear her up.

“Oh, Mr. Walky, can you lay down your coat?’

Walky quickly did so, and they lowered the woman to the ground where shelay, still confused, but
CONSCIoUS.

“Can you tel meyour name, dear?’ the countess asked.



“Name... ?0h, yes. It's...” The poor woman squinted, trying to force the words up from her memory,
but then she shook her head, and tears glistened in her eyes.

“Lord Eldrich,” the countess said, “isthere nothing you can do for her?’

“I don’t think she wants my assstance,” he said firmly.

The woman touched the countess hair. “ And who are you, child?’ she whispered.
“The Countess of Chilton, my dear. If we help you, can you get into the carriage?’

“But you can't be,” the woman said, her look even more confused. “1 am the countess. There can't be
two?’ The old woman began to cry in earnest now. Ritiful tiny sobs. “You can't beme...”

The countessfelt hersdf draw away, staring down at the wrinkled old woman in some horror.

“Y ou will be surprised how quickly youth is spent,” Eldrich said. “How everything you teke for granted
crumbles and fades. And here you meet your future, Lady Chilton. Not eighty years, and not even your
memoriesto bring you comfort. Stay with her for awhile. Contemplate the choice you are making.”

“I’ve seen enough,” the countess said, Starting to rise, but the old woman clutched at her clothing, holding
her till. And the countessfdlt as though avision of death had its cold hands upon her, dragging her down
toward the earth. She pulled sharply away from the whimpering woman, feding both guilt and
revulson—but revulson was the stronger.

It is an apparition only, the countess told herself. An apparition and nothing more.

She turned to Eldrich, but the mage was gone, leaving her standing there in the coach light, confronted by
her future. The common future.

For along moment she could not tear her eyes away from the poor woman, who still held out her hands
to her, begging her help. A wave of nausea passed over her, and she fdt the world spinning,

endlessly spinning. She turned quickly away, sumbling into the carriage.

Hanging her head, she closed her eyes and tried to control her breathing, her tears. The animd fear of
death had come over her, and she knew that she was ready to fight to the last breath to stay dive.

Look what he has done to me, she thought. He has stripped away my honor, my dignity. Reduced
me to a beast, growling at threats in the darkness, prepared to do whatever is necessary to
preserve my precious self.

The vision of the ancient woman gppeared in her mind.
Farrelle’s blood, she thought, preserve me from becoming that.
What a monster he is. What a terrible monster.

The coach lurched into motion again and asit rolled the first few feet the countess stiffened, afraid she
would hear the terrible whimpering. Blessedly, she heard nothing.

“Perhaps,” Eldrich said softly, “we should begin this conversation anew. 1 require your cooperation,
Lady Chilton, and in exchange | am able to offer something that no other living man might offer. What say
you now?’



Chapter Forty-four

Annaand Banks bent together over their trandation of the wal text, hoping to uncover some hint that
might indicate some way out of the crypt into which they’ d been sedled. Occasiondly they consulted with
Erasmus who seemed to be remembering more of his boyhood lessons by the hour. Only Deacon Rose
continued to claim that he could offer nothing, though clearly the Tellerites did not believe him. If the
priest could not help, he certainly kept hiseye on dl progress, and his actions were cregting a papable
tenson.

The others examined every inch of the chamber that could be reached, searching for aseam in the stone
or any other Sgn of an exit. Hayes and Kehler worked together, starting in the long halway. Thewalls
seemed flawlessto them, the rock carved and finished to a consistent texture, asthough it had been
meticuloudly shaped by hand, though from what Annahad said, there was some doubt that craftsmen had
worked hereat all.

“I am beginning to think thisisfutile,” Hayes said, lowering himsdf to the floor to rest for amoment. His
stomach growled, for the most recent “meal” had been so absurdly inadequate that Kehler had actualy
laughed when he first saw it, though the laugh had died rather abruptly and he’ d been left with adark
look in hiseyes.

Small amounts of food seemed to waken the appetite, and Hayes began to have some pain from his
stomach and even aburn-

ing in hisesophagus. A headache had cometo residein histemples, and he had to be careful torise
dowly or his head would swim.

“Perhapsitisfutile,” Kehler said, responding to Hayes, “but have we something better to do?” He
pushed his back to thewall, bracing hislegs out. “1 put my hope morein the efforts of Annaand Banks.
Perhaps there will be something written here that will help us.” Kehler looked around the chamber. “I
can't believe that our route in here was the only entrance.”

“Nor can|,” Hayes said, histone alittle defeated. “1 think that our passage was |eft open so that the
chamber could be discovered one day. So that the accomplishments of Landor and the others would be
remembered. In someways| think of thisshrine asan act of colossa vanity. Can you imagine building a
dhrineto yoursdf?’

“Look at al the great houses and palacesin Farrland, Hayes. What are they but monumentsto their
owners, many of whom accomplished next to nothing?” Kehler fdl to thinking. “And,” he pushed himsdlf
up, “how many of these homes had passages built in them to alow escape in uncertain times?’ He
paused. “ There must be away out. | cannot believe otherwise. And we must find it before we' retoo
wesk to make use of it.”

Two hours later they came to the end of the hallway and werein such despair that they could not look at
one ancther. It wasfinaly snking in that they might die here, and their failure to find anything that might
facilitate their escape only made that worse.

“Shdl we go over it again?’ Hayes asked, no great hopein hisvoice.

Kehler shrugged. “ Do you think there' sany chance we' |l find something we ve missed?’



Hayes |ooked out into the chamber where the others had gathered in the middle of thefloor. “No. I'm
afraid we' ll find nothing more. Let’s go see what the others have turned up.”

The gathering in the chamber’ s center was a somber one. Hayes and Kehler sat down among their fellow
inmates, and listened to the terrible silence for afew moments. No one seemed at al hopeful, and only
the priest seemed at peace with their Stuation.

“Isthere nothing useful in the text, then?” Kehler asked quietly.

Banks shook his head. “Nothing, though it is certainly afascinat-ing document, if one can cal it that. Of
course there are sections we cannot trandate, but it ssemsagood part of itisahistory. A history of the
mages arivd in Farrland from Darr.”

“But do you believe this, Banks?' Kehler asked. “ Do you believe the mages came from some other land
that cannot be reached by mundane means?’

Banks glanced a Anna, a bit guiltily. When she did not react, he nodded. “I do, yes. But thereis other
evidence. Y ou yoursdf were interested in the Stranger of Compton Heath, Kehler, and certainly that man
was not from our own world—not even some unexplored part of it, I'm sure. And amage took him
away, for the mages have greater interest in these matters than anyone else.”

“Y ou know it was amage?’

“Have no doubt of it,” Annasaid firmly. “It wasamage. El-drich, | would say.”
“And what became of the stranger?’ Hayes asked.

Annashrugged.

“Moreimportantly,” Erasmustook up the argument, “how did he get here, and why did he not smply
reurn?’

Banks motioned with his hand as though about to speak, and then paused, perhaps finding his
explanation inadequate. “ There is no agreement on this matter, but | believeit is possible that there are
times when the worlds touch and natural portals occur. | cannot explain how this happens, but it ssemsto
methat a timesindividuas have come through these openings: the Stranger of Compton Heeth; ‘Mad
Nell," as she was known; aboy found nearly frozen to death in Doom. There are any number of others.
They were dl confused, more surprised to find themselves here than we were to discover them.”

“And do you agree, MissFielding?’ Erasmus said.
Her mouth turned down. “Recently | have been forced to admit that this explanation isvery likdly true.”
“You have met astranger,” Clarendon said quickly.

She pressed her lipstogether, barely shrugging, and looked down to her hand which traced acircle on
the stonefloor.

“Wall, if we are not to get out thisday,” Rose said, his manner composed, as dways, showing no trace
of despair, “then who will be next to tdll their story?” Helooked evenly at Annaand Banks.

“No,” she said putting her hand on Bank’sarm. “We will not reveal our secretsto you until we are sure
there is no escape.”



The priest nodded, casting his eyes down deferentialy. “Who then?’ he asked quietly.

“Why don’t you tell everyone how you trapped my brothers

and burned them for the crime of causing harm to no one?* Annasaid.

“1was not divewhen this occurred, Miss Fielding. 1 can, however, tdl you another story—equaly
sad—but 1 think somehow you will want to hear it.” Rose looked around at each person in turn. “1 can
tell you how the mages trapped the Followers of Tdller and destroyed them.”

“Y ou know thisstory?” Annasaid, looking up sharply. “The true story?’

Rose nodded once. He put his hands on the floor behind him and tilted his head to look up at the ceiling
for amoment. And then he began. “ After the terrible conflict that has come to be known as the Winter
War,” he said, hisvoice faltering. He stopped and worked some moisture into his mouth. “In the year
1415, afind greet battle took place, though it was not between nations, and few ever heard of it. The
field of this battle was somewhere near the ruin of Tre-mont Abbey—some say the abbey itsaf wasthe
ste” The priest looked around at the others. “The followers of Tdler, who had hidden themsdalvesfor
uncounted years, centuriesin fact, made agrave error. They underestimated the patience of the mages.”

Annahung her head so that her face was hidden by her hair, and she became utterly ill. Hayes
wondered what went through her mind. Beside her Banks looked like aman at areading of hisown
funerd rites. Color drained from his face which seemed drawn and rigid.

“No one knows how the mages|earned of their rivals plans, or even of their existence, for the followers
of Teller hid themselves not only by norma means, but by means arcane aswell. They believed that
augury would not detect them.” He leaned forward now, Sitting cross-legged and putting his fingertips
together. “But perhapsthe story had its beginning an age earlier, in the tenth century. It istrue, asisoften
speculated, that Teller' s master died before Teller had completed his gpprenticeship. The war between
the Church of Farrelle and the mages was nearing its height then. Teller offended the mages somehow.
One contemporary who actualy met Teller claimed that he had delved into Lapin’s books after he died.
He even stole some of the textsto have for his own, hoping to make himself amage without sanction
from the other mages.” He closed his eyes and drew along breath. “ For some reason Teller believed the
mages would not alow him to complete histransfer-

mation to amage. No one knows exactly why, but he fled them, and eventualy came for atimeto serve
the church in thelong struggle.” He paused, thinking, theway he held hisfingertips together reminding
Hayes of making a church of hishands when he was a child. The priest stared into this structure as
though it were an aid to meditation.

“Teller was only arductant aly, 1 think. Not caring for the word of Farrelle, but for awhile he helped
immeasurably. No one knew more of the mages and their ways than Teller. The mages did not expect to
be countered by sophisticated arcane means, and though Teller was no mage himself, hewas endlesdy
inventive. A genius, many thought. But when it became apparent that the church would not win, Teller
vanished. The mages questioned the seniors of my church at length, but their renegade had dipped away.

“But miraculoudy the church was alowed to continue, much reduced in its power, but even that was
something to be thankful for. In arite that horrified the fathers of the church, they swore never againto
employ the arts of the mages, and never to have commerce with arenegade servant of amage. The



pendty for ignoring thiswould be complete destruction of the church.

“ Afterward, members of the church redlized that much of what Teller had been doing during histime with
the church was preparing his escape. Preparing his escape and hiding the texts and knowledge he had
golen from Lapin. Somehow Teller eluded the mages, which must indicate both greet talent and skill in
the arts. The Society of Teller was created. More clandestine than any secret society, for one whisper of
their existence would see them destroyed. And there was something more, some other crime that Teller
had committed: he had stolen a secret herb from Lapin. King' sblood, as we have read here. And this,
above dl things, was a crime that could not be forgiven.

“Thereisno document that | know of that tellsthe story of those years, though perhaps Mr. Banks and
Miss Fidding know more. Certainly Teller shared his knowledge with hisfollowers, and increased his
own, for he had escaped with anumber of books. But it seemslikely that those who cameimmediately
after him had less of the talent needed to truly master the arts, for they couldn’t recruit just anyone, no
matter how talented. The society dwindled in power, if not numbers—each successive generation less
skilled than

thelast. For centuriesthis dwindling of power went on, while the few who even knew of Tdler thought
his knowledge had been logt. “But aswill happen in any art, there was arenewa, agolden age, where
men of successive generations were born with talent. The arts were greatly restored among the followers
of Tdler, and they grew in confidence. Findly, during the Winter War, the decision was made to perform
arite—I cannot tell you its exact nature—but it was believed that it would give them power. Perhapsit
wastheritua performed to make atrue mage—that iswhat somethink. And they went to Tremont
Abbey. Thereisan ancient lay...”

“Mr. Flattery knowsit,” Clarendon said quickly. Rose recited the words of the song that Erasmus had
sung at Clarendon’s home,

A ddro, adero. Ai kombi are,” Banks repeated. "Meaning what?* Kehler asked.

“ *Weare here, we are here. At theworld gate” ” Annaanswered, “or aswe would render it: ‘At the
gate of theworld.” It could also be trandated: ‘we are here at the beginning of theworld,” but in this case
| think it means‘gate.’ ”

“But what happened at the abbey?’ Kehler asked, impatient for the story.

“To thefew who know the story, it haslong been said that only the five mages know for certain, but | will
tell you now that thisisnot so. There was ayoung priest of Farrelle on apilgrimageto pray in the holy
places. He had stopped at the ruin of the abbey for the night when the followers of Teller came, singing
their song of power, if we areto believe the ancient lay. They passed down into the cellars of the abbey,
leaving him wondering what they did. But there was something forbidding about these men, so he stayed
where he was, hiddenin theruin.

“Thefive came by moonlight, ‘ more ghostly than men,” but they did not ignore apilgrim monk; in fact,
they seemed to know hewould be there. * The witness of the Holy See,” they greeted him, and took him
with them, down in the cellars. Brother Stephen, was his name, and he is the only man who saw what
befdl| thefollowersof Teller.

“ *Before they descended into the cellars of the ruined abbey,” he later wrote, *they drew a pattern upon
the stone of the nave with the ashes of my fire, and then, with acandle, spread wax over



this same pattern. A via of starlight, or so they called it, was used to mark a second pattern within the
firgt, and this glowed ghostly light on the floor. At aword, the outer pattern took fire and burned in thin,
unbroken lines as fire should not. Many words were spoken in afoul tongue, and spells were woven and
enchantments cast. Not till the mages were satisfied with their monstrous work did they descend the sair.
Down we went, into the bowels of the old abbey. Down a passage unknown to men, and a secret stair
that wound itsway into the earth like a serpent hiding from the light. Down.... until we cameat last to an
openinginthesolid wall.

“ *There the seven who had gone before performed arite of terrible splendor. So involved werethey in
their wicked pursuit that they did not see the five who came; the five and the one who watched. Seven
columns stood in ahdf circle around afont, above the base of which sculptures of a man and awoman
had been cut from the rock. Lines glowed like starlight and moonlight on the floor, and the men cried out
ininhuman voicesin strange tongues.” Brother Stephen claims to have stopped up hisears, but it did not
matter. He heard every dreadful word. ‘ From the font emerged a column of fire, and the man chief
among them spoketo it in words of power and it obeyed him.

‘But then the mages began to chant, nearly silently, and around them dazzling patterns appeared in the air.
Their voices grew until we could no longer hear the song of the seven. Suddenly the mages burst into the
chamber, cagting before them the white down of birds, which caught flame whereit fell. With slver
daggersthey dew the seven to aman, dew them singing ahorrible dirge. And the flame exploded around
them, sweeping out across the floor, and the ceiling opened up to the vast dome of the sky, and we
seemed to spin among the starsin the heavens” Brother Stephen claimsthat he passed from
consciousness then, believing that he was dying, and praying to Farrelle for his doomed soul.

“But hedid not die. “When | awoke, | lay in the sweet grass of ameadow beneath awarm sun. A spring
bubbled afew feet away, and as| sat up inthisfair setting, | redized | was not alone. One mage
remained. " Drink from the spring,” he said, ” before you follow the path that will lead you back. And then
travel to the seat of your Order and tell them what you have seen this night. Take them thiswarning.”
And heleft then. Left mein thisplace which | think today isthe fairest place 1 have ever seen. And so |
drank fromthe

spring, and by and by | followed the path beneath an arch of stone, out of the wood.*

Rose looked around at the others. “ Brother Stephen did as he was instructed, recounting the story ashe
understood it, and writing it down in the secret annals of the church. 1 confessto have read it many times,
and apologize, for this has been atruncated, paraphrased verson. But the center of the story istrueto
the origind. Ah, there was one brief corollary: Brother Stephen returned to the abbey yearslater and
could find neither secret passage nor stair. Nor could he find the beautiful meadow he described asthe
‘fairest place on earth.” Could not find it though he claimed it was but a short wak from the abbey. Some
do not believe hisstory at al, but the song came from the others: ‘ the orphan, the maiden, the man,” and
0| believeit, for it istoo closeto the story of Brother Stephen who was, by all accounts, of sensible
dispostion, and in dl hislater years blessed in every way; ‘from drinking the water of the spring in that
fair bower.” " Rose stretched hislegs before him.

“That isthe story asit is known to the church. Even the mages believed the followers of Teller destroyed.
At least for many yearsthey bdieved that. It seemsthey never suspected the hidden meaning of Teller's
sgn: three vale roses. Onefor each secret company he left behind, each unknown to the others. Or so 1
have cometo believe.” He looked at Annawho till hung her head, and even Banks would not confirm or



deny the man' s speculation.

Suddenly Annaroseto her feet, and stepping deftly among the seated men, walked off acrossthe
chamber, her head up now, her manner tiff but filled with rage and dignity. Banks watched her with great
distress, and then he rose and followed, without looking at the others.

“Perhaps, Deacon Rose, you did not choose the most appropriate tale to tell in these circumstances,”
Clarendon said, fixing the man with ahard look.

“Intruth, Mr. Clarendon, | think that Miss Fielding wanted to hear that story. It isa piece of their history
that haslikely never been clear to them, for the other groups were never known to them until after their
destruction.”

“Perhaps, but sheislike a child whose entire family has been destroyed, even those distant relatives she
has never met. And now she, too, istrapped and doomed to die. | think it was cruel, Deacon Rose, cruel
and unnecessary, but I'm sureit gave you grest pleasure

S ean Russell
at least." Clarendon pushed himself quickly up, and walked off, disappearing into the crypt.

Erasmus thought that the priest did not ook so concerned with the ideaithat he would diein this place as
everyone else. “Y ou are quite happy to die here aslong as the followers of Teler diewith you, aren't
you, Deacon?’ Erasmus said.

“You do meinjugtice, Mr. Hattery. | believethat | shal live beyond thislife. That | shal berebornina
better world. A world without poverty and sickness and gtrife, where only the virtuouslive. Believing this,
why would 1 be unhappy?’

Kehler got up and went to the corner of the large chamber, and began examining thewall with great
deliberation. Hayes went to help him, and amoment later Erasmus rose and disappeared down the
halway. The priest was | eft done, ssemingly unaffected by hisreection by the entire group.

Erasmus set foot on the bottom stair, wondering if he did the right thing. Should he interrupt Banks and
Anna? Clearly Banks had gone to comfort her, and Erasmus was sure that the young man held her in
affection. Perhapsit was not his place to interfere.

Footsteps came down the stairs, and Erasmus stepped back into the hal, going to one of the stone faces
and pretending to examine the text.

“Ah, Mr. Flattery.” 1t was Banks coming from the stairwell. “ Annawould like to speak with you, if
you... would be so kind.” Hetried to smile as he spoke, keeping al signs of emotion from hisvoice, but
Erasmus heard it dl the same. The poor young man felt some pain at her asking for Erasmus. Pain that he
tried not to show.

Erasmus nodded, not knowing what to say, and turned to ascend the stair, before realizing Banks had not
quitefinished.

“I think you have something moreto say, Mr. Banks?’ Erasmus said.

The young man struggled for afew seconds. “ Do you think thereis any chance wewill get out of here?’
he asked, though Erasmus knew thiswas not what Banks wanted to say at al.

Erasmus shook hishead. “1 don’t know, Mr. Banks, but if we give up, we will certainly never escape. |



don't want to die here, that iscertain.”
“But perhaps you won't, Mr. Hattery.”

“What do you mean?’

‘Thelast guardian of the gate.’” Perhapsyou will liveonto

fulfill your purpose*

Erasmus felt something indescribable ins de—as though his heart paused to listen to something utterly
horrifying. “'Y ou cannot be

srious”

“Itisnot impossible. We are dealing here with an art so deftly managed that we cannot even begin to
guesswhat it could do. No, Mr. Flattery, I'm afraid it isentirely possible.” He nodded toward the
opening. “Sheisat thetop of the Sairs.”

Erasmus ascended dowly, wondering if Banks had meant what he said, or if it were merely jedlousy
driving him to cruelty. He hoped it wasthe |l atter.

Hefound Annaat the stairhead, sitting with her legs drawn up and her chin on her knees. She stared off
at nothing. “Y ou keep returning to this place,” Erasmus said. She shrugged, but offered no explanation.
“Erasmus... may 1 cdl you Erasmus?’

“Certanly.”

“1 have been thinking and I’m convinced that Rose will not let us escape, even if we do find away ouit.
At least hewill try to prevent Banks and me from getting away. I’ m not sure about the rest of

you.*
Erasmus looked off at the same point in the distance that had so drawn her atention, and wondered if
they saw the same things. “1’m not sure about the rest of us either, but it's possible he would prefer to
see usdl buried with what we ve learned. If we discover anything at al that might help us escape, we
must keep it from Rose. I’'m not sure how we' d do it, but we would have to dip away without him.” He
pushed ahand into his hair. “Not an easy task, for 1 fear there are several among uswho are not skilled
at subterfuge.” , “Poor liars, you say? Well, you cannot possibly mean Banks and

‘t me, for we have spent our lives hiding the truth. .. Though look where that got us.” She turned her head
S0 that her cheek rested on her knees and she looked sideways at Erasmus. ” It maddens me the way the
priest seems so unaffected by our situation. 1 cannot believe that he has no fear of death—I do not care
what hisbdliefsare. Men fear death. Itisin their nature.”

Erasmus nodded, <till gtaring off at some point in the impossible distance, some point beyond the cave.
Hethought of the countess.

Was she worried for him?Would she mourn when hewas findly given up for dead?



And what of Rose? Why washe s0... ?1t was an odd epiphany, yet in this place it seemed completely
natura. There was avery obvious reason for Rose' s equanimity.

“Perhaps Rose is more devious than we redized. He didn’t choose to tell that particular story just to
cause you distress and to gloat about the triumph over the Tellerites. There was something more, | felt it
even as hewastaking. ‘Why thisstory now? ” Heturned and looked at Anna. “He believesheisto be
the witnessfor the Holy See. That iswhy he shows no fear. Rose believes he playsthe role of Brother
Stephen.”

Annasat up straight against the rock, and closed her eyes. She was s0 il that Erasmus thought she
forgot to breathe, but then she let out along sigh and took in aquick breath. “I should haveredlized,” she
sad, il not moving. “1 don’t know what’ swrong with me. | seem to be missing everything. Eldrich lured
usdown here likefools. And then this priest follows us.  Everyone hastheir part.’ | believethat istrue.
Rose' s part must be to witnessfor the church.”

“But | don’t understand why,” Erasmus said, leaning back, trying to find a position that was comfortable.

Annashook her head, her eyes till closed, as though she were afraid to open them, afraid of what she
might see. “Why didn’t the mages destroy the church? It is a question we have long asked. The usua
answers are not even close to the truth, 1 suspect. There was something, some reason to let the church
survive. Itisamos asif the church had some hold over the mages, though | cannot imagine what that
could be”

“Nor can |. But you'reright. Thereisno explanation that | find adequate. It ssems most likely to me that
the mages found some use for the church. They would never havelet it survive otherwise.”

A slence settled around them, but it was not terribly awkward. The silence of people pursuing their own
thoughts. The silence that existed between people who were not familiar enough with each other to know
what the other wasthinking.

“| saw you on the nance, examining theurns,” Erasmus said. “Isthere any hope that we could reach the
seed?Would that help us?’

“It could, yes. The seed is hecessary to the arts of the mages. If we could find some way to get at it, we
could takeit, you and I,

and we might find that some secrets of the chamber would be reveaed. The chamber is sengtiveto our
presence—Hayes and Kehler said there was no light when they first looked in. When 1 performed the
proper rites, light appeared in the crypt.” She waved ahand around them. ” And now we have light here
aswell—ever since Banks and | ascended. | believe that someone who is on the path, someone with
talent who had taken the seed, might gain control of some of the chamber’ sfunctions.”

“But we haven't the knowledge, unless you are kegping much
from me."

She shook her head. “Y ou arelikdly right, though how will we ever know unlesswetry? But every timel
go near the urns, the priest comes and stands by, watching me. He must guess what’ s hidden there, even
if hewill not set foot on the nance.” She rubbed her hands over her face and pressed her fingersto her
eyes, shaking her head. “1 don’'t know why 1 am suggesting this, | don’t know enough. It isvery unlikely
that | could break the spell. It ismore than unlikely,” Annasaid, any smal hope that she had expressed
earlier abandoning her. And Erasmusfelt it, too. He tifled an urge to beat on the walls as though he
could demand to be st free.



They st in dlencefor sometime, pursuing their separate thoughts. Erasmus found himsalf wondering
what this woman felt about him. She had pressed herself close to him before. They had kissed—only
once—but it had been akissfull of promise, Erasmus thought. Now he found himsalf wishing that she
would touch him again. He wanted to reach out and put his arms around her, but something stopped him.
The countess came to mind, and hefelt a

twingeof guilt.
But | am likely going to die here, he thought. Should | deprive myself comfort? Is that not foolish?

Heredlized suddenly that Annawas gazing a him, her eyes moving dowly over hisface. “Y ou havethe
eyesof apoet,” she said, asmal smile appearing, as though she were abit self-conscious.

“Haunted, abit mad, suicidal?’ Erasmus asked.

“No. A bit sad and very thoughtful. And focused inward, not upon yoursdlf, but not focused on the world
around you.”

“Didracted, you mean?’
Shelaughed. “Y ou will not take acompliment, will you?”

“Ah, it was acompliment.”
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“Wadll, thereismoreimplied in what | said, you see. | wastelling you that you had beautiful eyes.” She
looked at him, the playful ness disgppearing from her face.

Erasmus|eaned forward dowly, and they met hafway, kissng tentatively. A smilelit Anna sface—abit
smug, Erasmus thought, and then she moved closer to him.

Shewhigpered something to him in another language.

“What'sthat?’

‘My heart liftslike awater lily risng from the depths.” It isfar more beautiful in Darian.”
“Thereislove poetry in Darian?’

“Oh, yes. The mages had abook of lore and history and poems. It was caled Owl Songs, though we
have only fragments of it now. So much has been lost over the years of secrecy.”

“Lost how?’

“Too much has dways been trusted to the minds of my brothers and sisters—for the written word can
give one away. But over centuries people die unexpectedly, and knowledgeislost beforeit is passed on.
So our powers dwindle, and what we learn anew does not compensate.”

“And the seed? Did Rose not say that Teller had seed? What became of it?’

She shook her head, close beside his own. “We had <o little, and the secrets of cultivation werelogt, or
the seed, which istreacherous, betrayed us. It has been gone now for many years. We havefailed in our



endeavor. There was some hope that you might be our new Teller, Erasmus—that you might renew
us—but you are here, trapped like the rest of us.” She pushed hersalf closer to him, seeking contact.

“I was nothing but alure set out to tempt you.” He closed his eyes, seeing poor Percy staggering toward
him, histerrified face enveloped in flame. It occurred to him that thiswas what the church did to heretics.
“I had no other purpose.”

/ have always felt cut adrift, he thought. As though my purpose was kept secret from me. All the years
| sought to understand why Eldrich had taken me into his house, | never suspected the truth.

“But you have a purpose now,” she said, her fingers cool on hisface, touching him as though she were
without Sight and wanted to know him. “Escape from Eldrich’ strap. Escape, ultimatdly, from Eldrich. We
have ways of hiding ourselves. We can dip away, as

long ashe believes, at least briefly, that we are dead.” Her fingerstraced his brow. Erasmus closed his
eyes and felt her touch, cool and gentle on hisskin.

Erasmusfet the unredlity of the moment touch him. 1 can never escape him,* he said. Y ou don't know.
Eldrich lets no one go. He would find me. Even if he had no further use for me, he would never let me

Shepulled him very closeto her.

“But Eldrich does not plan to live in thisworld much longer. Thereisareason he has sacrificed seven. He
hopes to open the way one more time and dip through. That is hisplan I’m sure. It we can escape, we
will strand him here. Eldrich will be trapped. Her voice seemed very hard suddenly. ”1 am not ask.nd a
person as 1 seem for theidea of revenge seems sweset to me now. To strand Eldrich in thisworld he
would escape, and trap the priest here, done, in this netherworld. These are the thoughts that br.ng me
comfort, the weagpon 1 use to drive away despair. Only let melive to have revenge. If 1 could appeal to
ahigher power, that would be my prayer.”

Chapter Forty-five

ERASMUS lay looking up at the dome of the chamber, s0 like a star-filled sky that he could dmost
imagine that he had escaped to the world above. He drifted in and out of deep, risng to clouded
consciousness, sinking down into the depths of dream. They were dl becoming more and more
lethargic—all except Deacon Rose and, oddly, Clarendon.

Erasmustried to force himsdlf to the surface, back to consciousness, but a current took hold of him,
spinning him dowly, pulling him down. Erasmus could fed the great chasm below him, leegues of dark,
slent ocean—the place he would drift for eternity, tugged thisway and that, haf in dream. The cold of
the limitless sea seeping into him. A world of cold blue.

Hetried to cdl out, but no sound came.
Swim, he thought. / must swim.
Up, if only | could...

Suddenly he was swimming, following atrail of bubblesthat escaped hislips. Up, Straining toward air and
light. Starlight.



When he broke the surface Erasmus found himself sitting up, gasping for air, covered in acold swest.
“Fames,” he whispered. “Bloody blood and flames.”

Helooked around. The otherslay here and there about the chamber, their posture strange as though
they’ d collapsed and were

too weak to arrange their limbs for comfort. Annaand Banks lay near the crypt, Rose between them and
the nance. Hayes and Kehler sprawled by the door to the hallway, and Clarendon stood silently, staring
at thewall asthough reading what had been written

there.

Erasmusforced himsdlf up, his head throbbing. Vertigo gripped him, and he braced himsdlf, waiting for it
to pass. A moment later he made hisway dowly to the stream that emerged from beneath the nance. He
knelt down and drank from cupped hands.

If only | were a fish, hethought. / could dive into this stream and find my way out, out to the sunlight.

He moved across the chamber, staring down into the opening that drained the water from the font.
Clarendon appeared beside

him.

“Areyouwdl, Mr. Hattery?’

Erasmus continued to watch the water spin down into darkness.

“Mr. Flattery?’

“How wide do you think this opening is, Randdl?’

Clarendon stopped, considering. “Morethan afoot. A foot and athird? Perhaps as much asahaf?’

“That’ swhat | would guess.” Erasmus glanced across the chamber to where Hayes and Kehler dept. He
pitched hisvoice low so that anyone who might gill be awake would not hear. “ Can you pass through
such an opening?’

“One not filled with water, certainly. | think you could yourself, Mr. Flattery, though it would not be
comfortable, but even o, | think you could.”

Erasmus nodded. He crouched down, examining the small trench that carried the water across the floor.
“How could we not have seen this? Look, Randall—what if we were to take rubble from the collapsed
tunnd and dam the flow of water? We could build up ‘tasmal dam down this side of the channdl, across
it diagondly to’ the wall. Do you see what 1 mean? Force the water out onto the floor and into the
hallway. There must be gaps among the fallen blocks of sone—enough for water to find its way—and
beyond the chamber the floor of the tunnel dopesdown.” He looked back at the opening in the floor. “It
might be hard to stop dl the water, but if we could reduce it substantially we could explore this pathway.
We have arope. We could lower you...



Clarendon stared down into the darkness where the water disappeared. “And if our dam gave way?’

Y es, Erasmus thought, that was not impossible. He thought of the boy in flame. “1 will chanceit. It could
hardly be a death worse than the one we live now.”

Clarendon nodded once, then glanced over his shoulder. “Come away from here for amoment.” Heled
Erasmusto the chamber’ sfar end as though he would show him something. “But what of Rose?” he
whispered. “Hewill not alow these Tdllerites to escape—not if he canin any way prevent it. I'm not
convinced he will even let us escape. Did you not say that he believes heisto be awitness? That
somehow Eldrich will freehim?”

“Itispossible, yes”

“Then dl he must do iswait, and somehow this unholy bargain between the church and the mages will be
honored. Perhaps our own desths are even necessary.” He put ahand to his brow, suffering the same
throbbing ache as everyone. Erasmus dmost reached out a hand to steady him, but thought better of it.
Clarendon was a proud man.

“I’'m not certain your ideawill work, Mr. Flattery—we have such poor material to make adam—but it
our best hope and | feel wemust try it.” He cast his gaze once more across the chamber. “Leave Roseto
me”

“But, Randdl, certainly we can't...” Erasmus had dmost said “murder the man,” he was so unsure of
anyone' sjudgment. They were becoming desperate.

“I will not harm himiif it can be avoided, but | don’t know how we can take him with us either. We shall
see. | will spesk to the others. | think Rose is watching us this moment, afraid that we' |l find some way
out. Perhaps your plan has aready occurred to him, but he has said nothing. Leave it to me, Mr.
Flattery.”

Clarendon went to Hayes and Kehler and roused them gently, leading them off, still haf-dazed, down
the Hallway of the Seven, asthey had learned it was called.

Erasmus wanted to examine the opening in thefloor again to be sure his judgment was not wildly
mistaken, but he didn’t want to arouse the priest’ s suspicions. The man hardly seemed to deep, and was
awayswatching.

A spasm of abdomind cramping bent Erasmus double, and he lowered himsdf to the floor, resting his
back againgt the writing on

thewall. A cold sweat broke out across hisbrow again, and in spite of himself he moaned quietly. If they
didn’t get out soon, they would certainly be too weak. They might not have the strength to follow
Erasmus schemeasit was.

Sometime later Erasmus had gone to the end of the hallway and was examining the rubble that had falen,
blocking their exit. Although massive blocks predominated, there would certainly be a quantity of smaler
materia, more or less suitable for their purposes. Getting it out without causing further collgpse would be
the problem. They would likely need severd cubic feet of materid, which would make aholein the
rubble large enough to be dangerous—or so he thought. He was no quarryman, after al.

As he stood there considering the possible problems, a sudden cursing and shouting came from the main
chamber, then the sounds of ascuffle. He ran as best he could and arrived in timeto find Kehler, Hayes,
Clarendon, and Banks wrestling Rose to the ground, Anna standing near, making quick motionsinthe air



before her. “Y ou must gag him quickly... Banks” shesaid. A moment later Rose was thoroughly bound,
both hand and foot, and afilthy handkerchief had been used to gag him crudly.

The others were near to collgpse from the effort, and Rose was glaring at them with a viciousness that
Erasmuswould not have thought possible of apriest.

Clarendon saw him coming and raised his hands. “Now, | know you did not agreeto this, Mr. Flattery,
but we do not trust this priest to let us go. If our plan works, and once we are all safely away, you may
release him and make your way out together. We are sure he will do nothing to harm you for fear of
Eldrich”

Erasmus had not been warned about this speech, but it made immediate sense. Better Rose did not think
he was being left behind. “Why would he fear Eldrich on my account? The mage trapped me here as
wdl.”

“That might be so, Mr. Hattery, and | cannot deny that Eldrich has dedlt with you in the worst manner,
but we dl know mages have their own ideas of justice and do not brook interference. | think this priest
knows enough of Eldrich that hewill not dare interfere with you.”

Erasmus glanced at Deacon Rose, wondering if he believed this act, though Clarendon, at least, was
Quite convincing.

Sean RusH|

“1 haven't the strength to argue,” Erasmus said resignedly, having no difficulty finding the right tone, for
he truly was exhausted. “We must be sureto let him drink, and to do him no harm. But let us get on with
our task, while we have some strength left.”

No one had imagined how arduous an endeavor they had taken on. Removing materia from the
collapsed passage proved both more difficult and more dangerous than expected, and the rocks and
smaller fragmentsthat they could get free made only an indifferent dam. Water poured through it as
through asieve, and though its flow was reduced, it was not reduced enough that anyone would dare the

opening.

Exhaustion and hunger wore away at what little strength they had, and reduced them to taking longer and
longer rests between tripsto their quarry. Erasmus did not like the looks in the eyes of any of them, for
he could see the doubt there—doubt that they could accomplish thetask at al. And if they did, who
would have the strength |eft to crawl down into thistiny passage that they al knew would sted their
drength away infifty feet?

Their [abors drove them al to consume quantities of water, but no amount of water was a substitute for
food, and they were al soon so exhausted that afew moments of effort were followed by many more of
recovery—and occasionally one of them would fall into adeep that could not be fended off.

If we had only come in here with our reserves undiminished, Erasmus thought, but the journey
through the cave taxed us all more than we expected.

Annaemerged from the tunnel carrying aboulder the Size of a skull—not such aburden redlly, but she
struggled with it asthough it were ahundred-weight.

“Isthisany use?’ she asked, nearly dropping the rock to the floor, and then sinking down besideiit.

“I’'msureitis,” Erasmus said, putting ahand on her shoulder. “Rest amoment,” he said. “We must pace
oursalvesif we are to succeed.”



She looked down at the stream of water that found its way through their makeshift obstruction, and
Erasmusthought she might beginto cry.

“Clay iswhat we need,” he said quietly. “ Something tofill al the crevices” The problem of engineering
their dam had fallen to him, and he did the best he could with it, while trying to keep up abrave face,
which was the harder part.

Kehler and Hayes had proven themselves adept at extracting stone from the pile of rubble, and soon
invented any number of dodges to shore up the pile while they pulled loose some stone. Every now and
then they would stand back and heave rocks at the pillars they had made as braces and the pile would
collapse again. Dangerous, Erasmus was certain, but no one had a better suggestion.

“How are they doing out there?’
Annanodded. “Well enough. They have abit of a stockpile waiting now. How much more do we need?’

Erasmus|ooked at their efforts. They had filled the channel for about three feet, but the dam was so
porous that the water had not yet overflowed its banks. They had also built up asmall dike dong one
sde of the channd, but thiswould likely need more materid if they ever succeeded in forcing the water to
back up.

Anna pressed her handsto her eyesfor amoment, and then forced herself up. She crossed the chamber
siffly and amoment later returned with acoat. “ Try this,” she said. “Perhapsit will sop up some of the
holes”

Erasmus spread the coat over the inside of his dam. For amoment they waited, watching.

“It wasafoolishidea, 1 suppose,” Annasaid. “No, wait amoment yet. It ishaving some effect | think.
And you've given me an idea. Kehler and Hayes dragged much of their gear in here. Did they not have
oiled cotton bags?’

These were found, one split and laid in place, and they were rewarded by a noticeable backing of the
waters.

They dl stood watching the miracle, the water findly overflowing the banks of the channel. Thelow dams
that wereto direct the water away from the opening in the floor were only partly effective, but sgns of
success energized them al for awhile. Two hours later a shdlow pool of water covered the floor to one
gde of the channd and the nance, flowing dowly out into the hall and disappearing into the pile of rubble.

They dl lay on the hard floor on the dry haf of the chamber, unable to move, it seemed.

Sean Russl

“We must not wait too long,” Clarendon said, “for we cannot know how long the dam will hold.”
Although severd heads nodded, no one rose to begin their efforts. Hayes and Kehler were snoring.

They had consumed the last morsels of their food some hours earlier and Erasmus was now regularly
seized by spasms of abdomina cramping that would last several minutes. He noticed that Banks suffered
the same, though the others were less affected. He' d begun to wonder if he would make it out even if the
passage proved viable.



Erasmus glanced over at the nance, with its macabre figures. What purpose did trapping them serve?
Destroying the followers of Tdller, clearly, but Eldrich could likely have done this less e aborately once
they had revealed themsdlves. No, Erasmus was certain that Annawas right—they were a sacrifice. But
wasit that smple? Had they nothing more to do than die? It made o little sense...

Rose squirmed around on the floor near the door to the crypt, and this prompted Clarendon to rise and
check the man’ shindings. They let him drink by soaking the handkerchief used asagag, for Annaand
Bankswere afraid to | et the man speak, which seemed to indicate that Rose might have more skill in the
arts than Erasmus had believed. Not enough to loosen histies, apparently.

Asmuch as Erasmus knew Clarendon was right, he felt deep drawing him down, into the infinite blue, at
the mercy of currents and undertows and upwellings.

Something brought him to the surface, though he could not say what. A strange warmth and tingling,
amogt luxurious, asthough he had just had love. Asthough he had never goneinto that hard, lightless
place insde the earth, far beneath the roots of the greet trees that bathed in sunlight.

Hisvisonwould not quite clear. Light, pale and cool. Starlight. He could hear amumbling, amost
singsong chant. And then— there—Anna standing beneeth the masked figures. What was she doing?
Erasmustried to move his head for a better view, but he could not.

I’m dreaming, hetold himsdlf, for often, in his dreams he was frozen, immobile. ‘t

But then he heard Anna speak, her voice crackirig and dmost overcome with exhaustion. “ Teller be
praised,” shewhispered, “I’ve doneit...”

Benesth the Vaulted mills

Erasmustried to speak, but only a hoarse breath escaped him. Anna came down from the nance, Banks
rushing to support her, comfort her.

Someone e se was trying to spesk. Erasmus could hear strange, gargling vowels, cursing.

And then the seatook hold of him again, rocking him on its gently lifting breast beneath a star-scattered
sky.

| i KA. Hattery?*
1 Someone shook him from his deep, from his drifting toward darkness. Clarendon.
“They’'vegone, gr.”

“Wha... ?Who'sgone?’ He propped himsalf up on an ebow, somehow surprised to find himsdlf till in
the chamber.

“Annaand Banks, Sr.”

Erasmus came fully awake, though his mind could not quite escape the dream-fog. He looked acrossthe
chamber. Their dam till held, the mirror-calm pond spreading across the floor. Then he noticed the rope
knotted around one of the urns on the nance and leading to the opening in the floor.

“WI,H]?’

“Just amoment ago, 1 think,” Clarendon said, putting ahand to his head. “1 watched but could not move.
|—I"m not certain our deep was quite natural.” He shook his head, pressing his eyes closed in apparent



pan.
Hayes tirred nearby, moaning. And Rose, Erasmus redlized was wide awake, his eyes wide with
frustration and rage.

“Why did they go without us?’

Clarendon helped him to hisfeet. “ One of the urns on the nance is opened, Mr. FHattery. It would seem
clear that they managed to break the charm and fled with the contents. King' s blood? I's that what you
cdledit?

Erasmus nodded.

Rose began to make aterrible choking noise, writhing on the floor. In an instant Erasmus and Clarendon
had his gag off and were pounding him on the back.

For amoment Erasmus thought they would have to bear the
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Erasmustried to speak, but only ahoarse breath escaped him. Anna came down from the nance, Banks
rushing to support her, comfort her.

Someone else was trying to speak. Erasmus could hear strange, gargling vowels, cursing.

And then the seatook hold of him again, rocking him on its gently lifting breast beneath a star-scattered
Kky.

| (KA. Hattery?"
? 1 Someone shook him from his deep, from his drifting toward darkness. Clarendon.
“They’'vegone, Sr.”

“Wha... ?Who'sgone?’ He propped himsalf up on an ebow, somehow surprised to find himsdf ill in
the chamber.

“Annaand Banks, Sr.”

Erasmus came fully awake, though his mind could not quite escape the dream-fog. He looked acrossthe
chamber. Their dam till held, the mirror-calm pond spreading across the floor. Then he noticed the rope
knotted around one of the urns on the nance and leading to the opening in thefloor.

“When?’

“Just amoment ago, | think,” Clarendon said, putting a hand to hishead. “| watched but could not move.
|—I"m not certain our deep was quite naturd.” He shook his head, pressing his eyes closed in apparent

pain.

Hayes tirred nearby, moaning. And Rose, Erasmus redlized was wide awake, his eyes wide with
frustration and rage.

“Why did they go without us?’

Clarendon helped him to hisfeet. “ One of the urns on the nance is opened, Mr. Hattery. It would seem
clear that they managed to break the charm and fled with the contents. King' s blood? I's that what you
cdledit?

Erasmus nodded.

Rose began to make aterrible choking noise, writhing on the floor. In an instant Erasmus and Clarendon
had his gag off and were Pounding him on the back.

For amoment Erasmus thought they would have to bear the

Clarendon argued with Erasmus about who would go down into the shaft first, and Hayes and Kehler
lent their support to the smal man, forcing Erasmus to concede, though he did not do so easily. Annaand
Banks had managed it and though she was dim and likely more flexible than the men, Banks was of
normal size—at least asbig as Hayes and Kehler, though not so large as Erasmus.

The small man went down into the hole in the floor, holding tightly to the rope, scrabbling with hisfeet for



purchase on the passage walls. Watching him go, Erasmus redlized that he had come to view Clarendon
differently after their few daystogether. His small size was no longer the characteristic that tood out—his
indomitable will had superseded that. The man had courage out of proportion to hissize. And here,
where many passages were so small, his size was a great advantage. Clarendon led the way and the rest
followed.

“How doesit seem, Randal?’ Hayes asked, trying not to show his own fear of thetiny passage.

“Big enough, I think,” Clarendon said, trying to look down, hisvoice distorting strangely up the shaft. He
worked down alittle farther. Erasmus could see that he was struggling, weakened by hislabors. A trickle
of water still made itsway through the dam and this was enough to keep the shaft wet and soak the rope,
making both dippery. He only hoped that it was not far to the bottom, for afall was ared danger, and
injury would leave Randall unableto climb up again. Againgt Erasmus’ urging, Clarendon had refused to
let them tiealine around hiswaist and lower him down. The passage was smd| enough that he went with
one arm down and the other stretched over his head, which could make it impossibleto release aknot if
it became necessary. Either way there wasrisk, and in their desperate sate Clarendon had made the
more courageous decision—though not the one with the least risk.

Clarendon’ sfeet dipped suddenly, and his hand skidded on the rope before he checked hisfall. Erasmus
could hear hisharsh breething. They were dl so frightfully wesk...

“How do you go, Randd|?’

He saw the smal man’ s head nod, though he spared no breath for speech. The size of the passage made
it dreadfully difficult becauseit wasal but impossible to look down and there was no way to carry a
lantern. Clarendon had gone about ten feet now and

aready hewaslosing the light from the chamber. Soon he would bein utter blackness.
“You'redl right, Randd|?’
A gruntin response.

They should have sounded the shaft first, Erasmusrealized. It would have been easy to do, but their wits
were so clouded.

Fifteen feet now. The rope had originaly been a hundred feet, but a section had been cut off to bind the
priest.

Twenty fest.

If Clarendon dipped, how far would he fall? No one knew, it could be ten feet to the bottom, it could be
ahundred. The smadl man was only just visible, but from the sounds Erasmus could tell that he was
laboring crudly.

Don't fall, Erasmuswilled him. Please don’t fall.
“Randal|? Are you bearing up?’

“Wdl enough.” Thetersereply funneled up the shaft.
Forty fedt.



They could hear Clarendon gasping for breath now. His strength was fading fast, and they dl knew that in
their exhausted state there were no reservesto cal upon. One could not force one' s strength to hold that
moment longer. When it gave out, it did so immediately and without recourse.

Hold tight.

Forty-fivefeet.

“Flamedl” Clarendon swore. “ Thank Farrelle”
“Randdl!” Areyoudl right?"

“Yes” came histired voice though the rdlief was clear. “I found alittle ledge for my feet and just intime.
If this shaft tightens down to nothing at the bottom, | don’'t know how I’ [l get up again.”

Erasmusdid not like to think that Clarendon might come down upon the drowned corpses of Annaand
Banks. “We' Il draw you up, Randal, don’'t you worry. Isthere any sign of the bottom?’

“I'minthedark, here, Mr. Flattery. It could be ten feet or ten miles, thereis no way to be sure. Let me
rest amoment, and then

¢

Il presson.

It was along moment, which worried the others, for not only was Randall tiring quickly, but it did not
bode wel| for them when their own turns came.

“Randdl?’ Erasmus said when his concern would let him wait no longer. “Can you go on?’

“Yes, Mr. Flattery. Best to rest while | can when the bottom is some unknown distance away.”

Hayes glanced at Kehler, the meaning clear. They al worried that they would not be strong enough to
make their way out.

Erasmusran hiseye over their dam, which so far gppeared to be holding, but it was yet another cause for
concern, They had been tending to it regularly, and how would the last man down manage that?

“Mr. FHattery?I’m going to go on,” Clarendon called up, though he did not sound confident, as though he
realized that no amount of rest would restore him to any grester degree. “ Take care, Randall.”

Almost immediately they heard the small man’ s breething grow harsh and quick, partly from fear, they
were sure. They could not see him now, but marked his progress only by the sounds. The dull scrape of
boots and the rasp of his clothing against the too-smooth stone.

“How far ishe?’ Kehler whispered.

Erasmus shook hishead. “ Sixty feet? More? | cannot say. Light the lantern, Hayes, and we' |l seeif we
can cagt some light down to him. It might bring him comfort at least, evenif it does him no red good.

“Randal? How goesit?’

“I cannot hold much longer,” he said, hisvoice surprisngly cam, though very small.



Hayesjumped to light the lantern, fumbling with the flint, as though light would make a difference. They
could hear Clarendon’ s breath coming in short, quick gasps now. And then suddenly, unmistakably, the
sounds of him falling, and then, only asecond later, Slence.

“Randal?” No response. “Randal?’
“I seemto be down,” they heard the smal man say. “ Areyou injured?’

“No... not so much. I have wrenched my knee crudly, but nothing seemsto be broken. The passage
turnshere. Give meaminute.”

They waited. Hayeslifted the lantern over the opening, and cast itsdim light down into the darkness.
They could make out something, perhaps Clarendon’ sfringe of white hair. Movement. Erasmus thought it
might be ahand waving.

“Mr. Hattery? Can you send down the lantern?” Quickly, Hayes hauled the rope up, and the lantern was
sent down more dowly, care being taken not to shatter it against the stone. Finally Clarendon appeared
in the descending illumination, though, still, he could not be clearly seen. He released the lamp from the
rope, and then began to wriggle, painfully, disappearing from view.

The next minutes crept so dowly by that the others began to worry that something had gone
wrong—Clarendon had passed out, or fallen again.

“Perhaps one of us should go down,” Hayes said. “1 will doit,” he offered, showing his character, for
surely none of them wanted to attempt this difficult descent lessthan he.

“A moment more,” Erasmus said. He glanced around at a sound and there, by the door to the hallway,
stood the priest, watching. For amoment Erasmus met the man's stare, but then turned dowly back to
the opening in thefloor.

Hayes and Kehler looked a Erasmus expectantly, clearly wanting rim to make adecision. Hetook a
deep breath. “Asthings stand,” he said, “the three of us can likely draw Randall up again if the passage
goes nowhere, but if one of us goes down after him, | don’t think that the two who remain will have the
strength to bring anyone up. We must wait, | fear, dthough Randall might bein danger, until we are dl
but sure, he will not return.”

They stared down into the darkness of the shaft, wondering if this pit offered any hope at dl.
A splash behind him caused Erasmusto whirl, and there stood the priest, only afew feet away.

“Stay away from thisdam!” Erasmus ordered, and Hayes put himsdlf quickly between the dam and
Rose.

“Y ou need have no fear,” the priest said. “ The Tellerites done were my concern. Even Kehler’ s betrayal
of trust isof little matter, now...”

“Asthough we would take you at your word, priest,” Kehler spat out.

“But what | say istrue, nonetheless,” Rose said, hisvoice so utterly reasonable, that even after what he'd
done, he made Erasmusfed as though they were persecuting him. “ And besides, | can help you. AsMr.

Hattery knows, | have spent somelittle time wandering in the hills and mountains. | know how we can dl
descend



safely, and if need be | can help draw aman up. | will tel you honestly, that | no morewish to diein this
foul placethan do you.”

“Y ou want to pursue the Tdlerites, if they survived your attempt to drown them,” Hayes said.
“I wishto live, Mr. Hayes, just asyou do.”

Just then adim light appeared at the shaft’ s bottom, and then the lantern appeared, followed by
Clarendon’ stoo white face.

“Mr. Hattery?” hecdled upinathinvoice. “It goes...”

Erasmusfdt Hayes clgp him on the back, such relief on the young man’ sface that Erasmus thought tears
might appear.

“What could you see, Randd|?’

“Only asmdl passage with astream running init. Very wet, but hopeful. All the hopewe have at leadt. It
might come to nothing in ahundred feet. Perhaps only one more should come down so that we can
explore. I'm abit crooked, 1 think—thisleg...”

“Whowill go?’ Kehler asked.
“Either you or Hayes,” Erasmus said, knowing he must stay to watch Rose. “Whoever fedls stronger.”

The two candidates |ooked at each other, and then Hayes spoke up. “1 fedl quite recovered,” helied.
“Let’sget onwithit. | fear Mr. Clarendon’ sinjury could be more serious than heis saying.”

Rose took astep forward, and everyone glared a him, which stopped him in histracks. “1 can make
your descent much safer, Mr. Hayes, if you will dlow me.”

Erasmuslooked at Hayes and nodded. He did not trust the priest at all, but he was quite sure the priest
badly wanted to know if the Telleriteslived, and would pursue them if so, and that madeit unlikely that
he would try to destroy the dam again.

“If thisistreachery, Deacon,” Kehler said, “1 swear, | will throttle you mysdf.”

Rose did not respond, nor did he show anger, but only looked down at the floor—the posture of aman
unjustly persecuted by hisfellows. He stepped forward, his manner humble, hisvoice as reasonable as
ever. “Itisasmplething, Mr. Hayes. Sit here, on the rim. Now take aturn of the rope around your boot
and then hold it in your left hand. Y es, like that. There will be enough friction that you can control your
speed easily—but you must keep your leg utterly straight and never let the pressure off, or the loop might
come off your foot. If you fed it running off toward your toe, point your toe down alittle. With your other
hand, grasp the rope above your

head. That'sit. Y ou should have no trouble, but have Mr. Clarendon move to safety, al the same.”
“I am clear,” came Clarendon’ s voice up the shaft, for clearly he heard every word.

Hayeslet himsdf over the edge, letting the rope run jerkily through his hands.



“Good, good. That'sit,” Rose coached. “Try to let it run more smoothly, and then stop every few fed,
for you will certainly burn your hand if you go too quickly and then you risk losing control of your descent
entirdy.”

“Areyou dl right, Hayes?’ Kehler asked.

“Yes... Thisworkswell enough, though | fear I'm sawing my poor foot in two. Better than faling to the
bottom, though.”

They watched him make his dow descent, the rope hissing dightly at each drop, until he disappeared into
the darkness. Every few moments they called down and he answered, and then, unexpectedly he was at
the bottom.

Cltiseasier than adtair,” he caled up, abit of laughter in hisvoice. They heard him speaking then but
could not make out hiswords. “Erasmus?| will go on and have alook at this passage and see where it
might go. If it appearsto go some distance or branch, | will come back and you can follow. Thedam is
holding, | takeit?’

“Yes, but go with care, Hayes,” Kehler called down.

The men remaining retreated to the steps of the nance, for the entire floor had some water on it now, and
here they collapsed, Kehler clearly fighting to stay awake, not wanting to leave the priest unwatched,
Erasmusthought.

But try asthey might, deep would not be denied, and one by one they dipped into troubled dreams,
dreamsin which food figured largdly.

Erasmus awoke when someone shook him, and found Kehler doubled over on the stair, his eyes dark,
his face somehow seeming yearsolder. “I heard acadl,” he said.

Erasmus started up, hiswits ill fogged. Rose awakened aswell, looking around as though unsure of
where he was. Immediately Erasmus went to thewell.

“Hayes?” he cdled down.

“Ah, thereyou are. | thought you had al expired or escaped some other way. | cannot tell how far it
goes, but some distance at least. Thereisafallsthat will have to be negotiated, and once we' ve
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donethat | doubt we' Il get back up again, but | think we should chanceit. Isthere any way you can bring
the rope with you? It would make the fals lesstreacherous, I'm certain.”

“I don’'t know, Hayes. Y ou’ ve been down the shaft. Can one of us climb it without the rope?’

The hesitation was answer enough. “No... | don’t think you should try it. No, we' d be better to take our
chanceswith thefdls”

“How isRanddl?’

“Injured. Morethan heisletting on, that is certain. He will need al the help we can provide. Fortunately
much of it is crawling, which he seems more able to do. Are you coming now?’



“Yes. Assoon aswe ve looked over our remaining gear to seeif thereisanything to bring. Stay where
you are amoment and we will lower down our last tin of lamp oil and the few candles.”

Light, Erasmus knew, would be their greatest problem. Once the lamp ail ran dry they would be forced
to use candles—and even if they could keep them lit in the wet passage Hayes described there were only
ahandful. Kehler had done an estimate and thought they might have eight hours of light—no more. It was
fortunate that Annaand Banks had not taken all they had.

Once the few things had been sent down, Kehler took his place on the edge of the shaft, and following
Rose sindruction, let himsalf down. Having the example of Hayes no doubt helped, for he went easily
down without mishap, touching the bottom in no time.

Erasmus looked around for Rose and found the man carrying alarge stone across the pool.

“I don't know if it will work, Mr. Hattery, but if we can jam astonetightly in the channel and set it upon
smdll rocks so thereis a space beneath it, then we can wrap the rope around it. It will be doubled then,
and may not reach the bottom, but, with Farrelle shelp, we may be able to bring it down after us by
hauling on one end. But first you go down asit is, and | will come after and try to bring the rope.”

“But if this stone does not lodge properly, Deacon, you might bring it down on top of you.”

Rose looked up sharply at Erasmus. “But will that not be the best of dl possible worlds, Mr. Flattery?
You'll berid of me, and have the rope aswell. Do not concern yourself with my welfare, but get yourself
down unharmed and quickly. We have light for afew hours only, and once that is gone, the chances of us
finding our

way out are... Well, only Farrelle can help usin that event. On with you, sir. Just as |’ ve shown the
others”

Erasmus went down into the black well, lowering himsaf with the rope around hisfoot, water trickling
down his neck as he went, running coldly down his back and chest. He hoped his ruined boot would
stand up to the rope abrading it, for his chances of getting out of the cave barefoot would be dim. A
broken foot or toe down here could mean disaster. Which made his concern for Clarendon al the
greater.

For thefirst timein days Erasmusfet his hopesrise, even as he dipped down the shaft into the passage
below. If only his strength would hold. Even using Rose' s method for descending, he felt completely
spent when he finally struck bottom, stopping with ajar that sent hot pain shooting up his back.

“Erasmus?’ It was Hayes. There was somelight around hisfeet, heredlized. Erasmus stood in thetiny
well, for he could do nothing e se, leaning his head against the wet stone, the pain in hisback so severe
that he did not dare move.

“Erasmus?”
“Yes” he said through clenched teeth.

“You must come out feet firgt. It isabit of atrick to get onesdf into the passage and then turned over,
but once done, it isno more, than ten or twelve yards out into the larger passage. Light will do you no
good, I’'m afraid. Can you manageit? Y ou' re not too fatigued?’

“I'll manage,” Erasmus said, not certain that he would. The thought of getting down into another cramped
little passage had little gpped to him, but standing here waiting for the dam to burst and water to flood
down was even worse. If the pain would just stop. He waited a moment more, the pain dowly ebbing,



though not dissppearing entirely.

“Mr. Hattery?’ Rose caled down, hisvoice echoing loudly inthewell. “ Areyou clear? May 1 come
down?’

“A moment.”

Sowly Erasmuslowered himsdf, trying to dip hislegsinto the bending passage. For amoment he
thought he was lodged and would have to try to pull himself up. Panic set in, and he cursed loudly. He
was taller than Hayes and perhaps could not fit.

So frustrated and frightened was he that he felt tears sting his eyes, but then with athrust he forced
himself through, teering the

skin off his shinsand knees. He dipped down into the passage that ran only dightly down, dopping about
in the stream of water. He redized that if Rose released the dam now, in hisweakened state he would
certainly drown.

Hewill do no such thing, Erasmustold himsdlf, but even the thought of it was dmost unbearable. This
was not the place he wanted to die.

Forcing himsdlf to move, he began the painful crawl out, more difficult for it being feet first. He seemed to
be inching aong for hours, stopping to rest after every effort, each attempt carrying him ashorter
distance, until he was resting every few inches. For a some moments he actudly fell adeep, one side of
hisface resting in the cold stream. Clarendon’ s voice cdled him back and the horror of what he wakened
to drove him on again. Finaly hefet handstake hold of hisankles and they drew him dowly out.

The passage he emerged into was small—not ayard high and perhaps half again aswide, but it seemed
enormous after what he’ d been through. He found hisfriends, sprawled in the water, too exhausted even
to try to keep dry. Kehler and Clarendon were shivering, which did not bode well. They looked
frightened and despairing, as though they had not really escaped at al, but had come from a place well-lit
and dry, to this. A passage that they al knew would likely flood if there was arain ssorm above. After the
enchanted light of the chamber, the lamplight was pitiful, Erasmus thought, and it seemed to exaggerate
the haunted |ooks on the faces of the others.

The passage doped a an angle of some twenty-five degrees, water tumbling down it into aseries of
pools, one of which they al sat in now. Below them the passage extended the few yardsthe lantern
illuminated, looking much the same.

“Sothisisour salvation,” Erasmus said, but no one answered.

Erasmus leaned his head back into the dark tunnd and called up. “ Deacon Rose? Y ou must hurry. We
arewet and cold and must go on quickly. Deacon Rose, can you hear?’

From far off a distorted, macabre voice echoed to him, the words incomprehensible. Erasmus thought he
was hearing a voice from another world.

“How far to thisfdls, Hayes?’ Hedid not really care but felt he had to bring some focusto this group,
who looked more defeated than at any other time.



“Not far,” Hayes said softly. “Fifteen minutes.”
“Might | see your knee, Randal?’

Clarendon nodded, shifting dightly, which caused him to wince. The smal man managed to prop himself
up againgt the wall so that his knee came clear of the water. Hayes moved the lantern to give better light.

Clarendon’ s breeches had been dit, and the knee was blue and already badly swollen.
“Canyou put weight onit a al?’ Erasmus asked, histone solicitous.

“I don’'t know, Mr. Hattery. Perhapsif | could get started on it and work past the pain. But don’t you
worry, | will go on oneleg and two handsif | must. Or on my belly if need be, but I will not stay here.”

“Well, aphyscian would recommend you batheit in cold water and devateit, but | think we can only
manage one of those. But asfor the rest of us, we should try to get up out of thiswater or it will sap
away what little strength we have. Is there nowhere we might sit up on dry stone?’

“Down the passage,” Hayes said, gesturing.

“Then let usgo there, and | will come back with the lantern for the priest. Come aong. Except for
Randall’ sknee, we must try to get dry. We' Il huddle together for warmth. Up with you.” He took the
lantern from Hayes, trying to hide the pain shooting up his back. Fortunately Hayes and Kehler helped
Clarendon, for Erasmus was certain his back would not allow it, and they made their dow, painful way
down the passage.

Erasmus had to rest for amoment before starting back, and when he got there Rose was calling,
convinced he had been | eft behind in the dark. The truth was that Erasmus would have been tempted to
do so, but with alittle luck, the priest was bringing the rope, which they might well need. And the priest
seemed to have retained more of his strength than the others, for he had spent none of it building the dam.
He a 50 possessed skillsfrom his climbing outings that they might require. It was a sad irony that now
they might need the man.

“Deacon Rose? Are you down?’

“Ah, thereyou are, Mr. Hattery. | thought you'd... al been swept away. Have | far to come?’
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“Have you negotiated the corner? Then it isnot too far. Did you manage to bring the rope?’

“I haveit.”

“Wdl done!” Erasmus thought they might have to forgive the man if he managed another miracle like that
one, though he suspected the others would not agree.

A few moments|ater the priest emerged, clutching the end of the rope. He quickly drew it out, coilingitin
shaky hands, and dropping the coil over his shoulder. With anod to Erasmusthey set out, haf-crawling,
haf-dithering from one poal to the next.

In amoment they found the others, huddled in the dark. Erasmus could not remember seeing amore
sorry company. Filthy and shivering, their eyes sunken and haunted. He thought then that if the surface
was not very near they would never makeit. They had used the last of their reservesto get to this
place—aworse grave than the one they’ d escaped.



“Canyou go on?’ he asked, afraid the answer might be“no,” but they all nodded.

And so they went, dowly, taking turnsto carry the lantern and bundle of candles, for they were so weak
that any weight quickly became more than one could bear. Rose assisted Clarendon, whose condition
was far worse than Erasmus had hoped, and Clarendon accepted the help, desperation having replaced
pride. Every hundred feet they stopped to rest, Erasmus choosing a place where they could sprawl out of
the water, though it hardly mattered, they were dl so wet and cold that they shivered uncontrollably,
barely able to magter their limbs.

Erasmus did not spesk hisfear that this passage would continue down and down until it ended in apoal,
and that would betheir final resting place. Asthey went, he searched the walls for openings, hoping to
find a passage that might lead them off in amore likely direction, but only one passage was found and it
was filled with flowing water, which swelled the stream they waded through and made the going more
difficult.

They cameto thefalls Kehler had mentioned and rigged the rope asahand line. It was not really so
steep, perhaps forty degrees, but more water seemed to be flowing here and they had so little strength.

They went down one a atime to save the rope, which Erasmus

was beginning to distrust—it had been severdly strained and wet now for days. Rot would haveto setin
and weaken it.

Clarendon had to make hisway down aone, clinging to the rope, diding on his seet, buffeted by the
current, gasping for breath. Twice his hands dipped on the dick line and he did, crashing down on the
rock, but both times he recovered before another could go to hisaid. They al came down with only
minor injuries, but were soaked again and had expended too much of their aready reduced resources.

They rested, no one speaking, al hanging their heads, mouths agape, as though they had no strength to
gpare to keep them closed and no concern for appearances.

“On,” Rose said over the sounds of the running water. “We must go on.”

No one even nodded agreement, but Kehler pushed himsdlf up, and staggered down into the next pool,
Hayes following, and then the others. At least the passage had opened up so that they could walk
upright, but Erasmus had examined the walls as they went and was sure, from the sgns of scouring, that
water ran at al heights here at different times of the year. Even apassage this size could be flooded.
Spring rain, not an uncommon thing, could be their end.

The dope wasless, now, allowing them easier passage, but even so, the stops were more frequent and
longer. The lantern had been turned down to save fud and the darkly orange flame cast the faintest light
through the smoke-stained glass. Erasmus shook the lamp gently, and despaired to hear the tiny swish of
oil within. It would not last the hour, he was certain.

Hayes |ooked up at him, and grimaced, as though telling Erasmusthat he knew the truth. They would not
find their way out— even if there was a passage they could hardly go another hundred yards. Both
Kehler and Clarendon had begun to shiver with such violence that the others crowded around them and
they held the lantern close to capture its dmost inconsequentia heat. They stayed like that for over an
hour, turning occasionaly to warm their exposed sides, no one speaking. The truth was there wasllittle
warmth in their framesto share, but eventudly there was some small improvement. Food was what they
needed, for they were travelling on nothing but willpower and desperation.



Thelamp flickered suddenly, and Hayes produced acandle, lighting it from the shrinking flame. A
moment they dl watched,
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and then the thin little flame guttered inside the glass, brightened for an instant, wavered, and disappeared
inasgh of smoke.

More than one of them drew aquick breath, as though they had been holding their breath. There was
dlence, the smdl flame of the candleflickering, bardy lighting the wdls afew feet avay.

The sounds of their rough breathing were like words—the language of despair and fear. The last flicker
of their hope had gone, Erasmusredlized. They would St here until they died of exposure. Shivering out
their last reservesin darkness.

“1 think we will need to light asecond candle,” Clarendon said, his voice thin and abit shaky yet. “If that
one goes out, we will never use aflint in these conditions.” The others nodded, though al knew this
would" mean they would have light for only half aslong. Better light for ashorter time than noneat all.

They il huddled around the lantern, drawing the last embers of heat from it, and then Erasmustook it
and removed the glass chimney. With greet care he cleaned thiswith his shirt, and then did the sameto
the bronze fitting where the wick emerged. Using aknife to bend the thin metal, he wedged a candleinto
thiswith difficulty, for his cleaning had not removed the resdue of oil and wax did not stick sowell.
Lighting the candle, he replaced the glass and held this doft, swinging it from Side to Sde to see the effect.
Theflamewavered alittle but held.

“Ah, Mr. Fattery,” Clarendon said. “That will brighten our future, and extend our hours of light.” Hetried
to make his voice steady, and push back the despondency in histone.

They smothered the other candle and put it away, risking going on with one, knowing that if it went out,
they would be consigned to darkness, which would much reduce their chances of escape. How easy it
would be to beinjured or to pass by openingsin the dark.

With their candle lantern held doft, they set out dong the passage. Clarendon, bringing up the rear with
Rose, spotted asmall opening that the others had missed, which concerned Erasmus. How many others
had they passed by? Kehler volunteered to explore it, and crawled in with the light, leaving the othersto
gt in the darkness, imagining an opening to the soft world above. Barely ableto let themselveshope. A
few moments|later Kehler emerged, saying nothing, only shaking his head when he saw the others staring
at him. Perhaps the hope on their faces stole hisvoice.

They let Kehler rest amoment and then went on, needing to pause within fifty feet. Then onagain.

Suddenly Hayes, who was |eading the way with the lantern stopped, bent over apool. He reached out
tentatively, and then drew his hand back.

“What... 7" but Erasmus saw what it was. “Banks?’ he said, and Hayes nodded.
“Y es, though one would hardly know it. Look how battered heis.”

They al stood staring, no one even glancing at Rose, for they could not bear to see the satisfaction that
was, no doubt, written on the man’ sface. They body floated heavily in the pool, the skin white and
swollen where it was not purple with wounds.



“He has been swept down here from much higher up,” Erasmus said, “that iswhy heis so battered.” He
did look up a Rose then. “Y ou should be proud, Deacon, no doubt your flood drowned him in the first
tunnd. Likdy wewill find Miss Fieding not much farther on.”

Erasmus had bardly thought of her since they had begun rebuilding the dam, but now he felt an odd
sensation. Was she dead, too, lying facedown in apool, her faded gold-red hair streaming in the current?

Hayes handed the lantern to Erasmus and bent to rummage the body, hoping to find candles, or anything
they might use, but he found nothing.

“Thereisno seed?’ Rose asked.
Hayes shrugged. “ Search him yourself, Deacon,” he said, and turned away, moving off afew steps.

The priest bent quickly over the man, searching him, and then he madeasignto Farrdlein theair,
muttering some words that Erasmus was not sure were last rites.

They stumbled down the passage, avison of death traveling with them. It was no mystery now. That is
what they would becomeif they could not find away out. It stunned them into silence, and both drove
them forward and filled them with despair.

A second candle was wedged into the lantern as the first burnt down to a stub. Erasmus estimated that
they had two hours and alittle more from that candle—not very long—and they had only five more. A
dozen hours of light, at most. And then they would be | eft
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wandering in the darkness—just as some myths of the netherworld described. But not wandering
endledy.

Down they went again, descending asmall fadlsthat left them al sprawled on the rock, gasping, their
heads spinning from the effort. One more such obstacle and that would be the end of Clarendon,
Erasmus was certain. The poor man had to expend so much more energy to move, and hewasin
constant agony now. It was written on hisface. Even Hayes |ooked as though he would soon give up.

The passage had opened up considerably, until the ceilling was dmost twenty feet over their heads and
thewallsamogt asfar gpart. A torrent of water plunged down thisin rapids, swirling into pools. Erasmus
was not certain why the volume of water was so grest. Either it rained in the world above and this had
swollen the underground streams, or hidden passages added their water to the flow—he suspected it was
thelatter. Either way it made progress more difficult, and certainly more treacherous. But theincreasein
the passage size seemed agood sign to them and raised their spiritsalittle. At least they were not
crawling through tiny holes morefit for rodents than men.

They struggled on, assisting each other more often—taking turns providing encouragement, convincing
the othersto go on. A third candle went into the lantern, and they stopped for along rest, most of them
faling into an odd deep, rousing every few moments, but unable to stay awake. Erasmus did not deep
but watched the irreplacesble candle burn too quickly down—wasting their invauable light—but it could
not be helped. The others had passed beyond the limits of their endurance.

When he had seated the fourth candle into the lantern, Erasmus roused the others, forcing them up,
making them al drink. They were cold again, and shivered terribly, but there was no time to warm
themselves. They had, a mog, five hours of light, and once that was gone, they were dl sure that no
hope would remain.



Clarendon argued that they should explore on without him, and come back if they found away to the
surface, but the others would not even discussit, but smply bore him up, and he was too wesk to argue.
They took turns helping him now, two at atime, and changed this duty frequently.

They came down asteep section of tumbling water, and at the bottom found what Erasmus had most
dreaded—a pool. Both

Hayes and Kehler cast themselves down on arock hiding their faces for they knew there was no way
out, now.

“We could have died in thelight, at least,” Clarendon said, as Rose and Erasmus lowered him to arock.

“I cannot believe that | have come so far at such cost only to end here,” Hayes said. “Flames, | will go
with acursefor Eldrichonmy lipsl” And he put his head in his hands and silent sobs shook his shoulders.

“What will we do now?’ Clarendon said, taking up the task of providing hope. Or at least an example of
resolution.

Erasmuslooked at their candle, which had burned down to itsfind hdf inch. Only oneremained. “I will
take the lantern and go back up the passage. Perhaps thereis an opening we missed.”

The priest shook his head. “Five pairs of eyes searched aswe descended, Mr. Flattery. Looking again
will beof littleuse”

“Have you abetter plan, then?’
Rose thought for amoment. “How high are we, do you think?’
Erasmus was taken aback by this. “Why do you ask?’

“There are openingsinto the lake that are only ble at the low waters found in summer. Could this
pool connect to the lake? Clearly the water must go somewhere.”

This caught the attention of everyone and they fell to musing.

“1 think we are above the lake by some distance yet,” Clarendon said, his voice drawn taut by pain.
“The chamber was above the Fairy Galeries and they are quite high up the hillsde asit is. We have come
down only alittle more than hafway, 1 think.”

Silencefollowed hiswords, and they al sat gpart, shivering, thinking about the end, and the two hours of
light that the last candle would bring. Erasmus picked up the lantern and walked dong the edge of the
pool, holding the light high so that it would penetrate to the farthest reaches of the chamber. His efforts
only proved that the dark patches were shadows, and not openings as he hoped. Disheartened, he sat
down again. There was no exit from this room except the way they had come. It wasthe end.

He stared down into the black waters where afew bubbles floated, caused by the water faling into the
pool. They bobbed across the pool in afan, disappearing as they went, so that only afew touched the far
shore.

Erasmus stood suddenly, holding the lantern high again. “Have alook here,” he said. “ Do some of these
bubbles seem to disappear,
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there, in the far wall? I s that another shadow or asmall opening?* He pointed. " Do you see where 1
mean? Just in the center.”

The others gathered about and Erasmus handed the lantern to Hayes and put hisfoot into the water,
testing to seeif there was a bottom. Taking the lantern back, he waded out into the water, which was
amog immediately chest deep.

“Itisan opening!” he caled back. “ Right at the surface. Flames, it issmal.” The bottom dropped off so
that he could no longer walk, and Hayes plunged in after him and took the lantern, holding it up as best
he could while Erasmus swam the few strokesto the far

Sde.

The current here was far swifter than he expected and amost

swept him into the opening. He grabbed the rock and felt inside

with his hand, and then afoot.

“It isdeep. No. 1 can touch the bottom, but just.”

The current grabbed him but he hauled himsdlf back by gripping

the stone.

“ldon’t know if it hasair init for any distance. Thereislessthan

afoot clear justindgde.”

“Sailors say that drowning ispainless,” Rose said, “though 1 don’t understand how they would know.”

“It likely doesn't have air for far,” Erasmus said, “but give me the end of the rope and 1 will explore what
1 can. | would rather die trying than huddling in the dark.”

Erasmus swam back to the others and Rose knotted the rope about hiswaist.

“Your voicewill likely beindigtinct, Mr. Hattery, so cal likethis. Cal *out” oncefor morerope, and ‘in,
in’ for usto draw you back. Y our wordswill likely be distorted, but we will be able to distinguish
between one word and two.”

“Will you take the lantern?’ Hayes asked.

Clarendon nodded. “Y ou must, Mr. Hattery. Wewill light the last candle and guard it here, while you
take the lantern.”

Erasmus considered this. The idea of going into darknesswasterrifying, but he was sure the candle
would be doused in amoment, for he would need both hands to make hisway in the current.

“Keepit here, but hold it low to the water and | will have some light for thefirst few feet. It likely goesno
further than that.”

Erasmus went back into the cold water, knowing that he would lose his strength within minutes, so there
was no time to spare. He



forced his musclesto obey, floating quickly into the opening, grabbing the sides as he could, but carried
swiftly in. Hewould never be able to swim out but would have to trust to others and the rope.

Thefeeble light from the lantern disgppeared in amoment and he was in darkness, trying to fed ahead of
him in case the celling came down and knocked him senseless. His strength faded, and soon he was
swept dong, struggling to keep his mouth above the surface. And then suddenly the rope went taut,
cutting into hismiddle.

“In, in!” he hollered. “In, in!” he shouted again. “Hames, | will die herein amoment.”

There was atug on the rope, and then aharder one that pulled his head under, but he pushed himself up,
bracing hisfeet againgt the Sdes.

Bit by bit he was drawn out, scrabbling againgt the sides of the passage, fighting to keep his head above
water. Many mouthfuls of water later he caught aglimpse of fitful light, and amoment later hewasout in
the pool again, and splashing acrossto the others.

“Doesit go?’ Hayes asked, wading out into the water and helping Erasmusto the shore.

“I—I don't know. Therewas air asfar as| went, but beyond that | can’t say. Certainly | could not have
come back without your help.”

They all looked at each other, Hayes and Kehler shaking their heads.
“Itisagresat risk,” Clarendon said.

“But certainly death will find ushere,” Erasmus said. “In two hours we will bein darkness, huddled
together, starving, though we will die of lack of heat before.” Helooked back at the tiny opening not sure
that he was redlly ready to go in there again, in with no chance of returning.

Hayesroseto hisfeet. “Look, we can tie the rope around that horn near the opening. That will give us at
least twenty feet morerope.” He looked at Erasmus. “1 will try it thistime.”

“No, Hayes... It will bedifficult if you can’'t swvim.”

“Yes, butif it goes anywhere, we dl must go into it, and none but you can swim, Erasmus. Isit not
narrow? Can | not pull mysdlf up onthewals?”

Erasmus shook his head. “Not easily. Y ou're so weakened. We

are adl so weakened. No, 1 will try it once more. Givethe ropeto
me.

“Then I’ll comewith you,” Hayes said. “In some of the deeper pools| fet mysdf float up, and by moving
my armsand legs, | managed to prope myself forward. I'm willing to try. Better you not go aone.”

Erasmus|ooked at the determination on the young man' s face— far preferable to the despair that had
been written there. Erasmus nodded and they plunged into the pool. Hayestied aloop over ahorn of
rock, for Erasmus’ fingers would not work, and then they took the rope in both their hands and went into
the passage, their legs streaming out behind them.



Twenty feet in, Erasmusfdt hisfingersdipping. “Hayes! | can't hold on.” Erasmusfelt Hayes hand take
hold of hisshirt, and they hung there for amoment, gasping for breath but unable to go back. Hayes was
Spitting out water, struggling to keep his head above the surface, and then suddenly Erasmus ' fingers
dipped, his shirt tore away and he was swept into the darkness.

“Go back!” he yeled and went with the current, no strength |ft to resist.

Hayes cdled his name, and then Erasmus was fighting to keep his head above water, thewallstearing at
him as he swept by on the current. Once the ceiling dropped down, cracking him hard on the forehead,
forcing him under, but he fought hisway back up and found air again. Then he plunged down a smooth
dide, coughing up water, scrabbling to rise, but the current had him, and he felt himsdlf surrender. He
could fight no longer. And the darkness took him.

Just as Erasmusfdt he was|og, he found himsdlf suddenly floating in calm water, coughing up grest
mouthfuls of the stuff. Rock came under hisfeet and he stood, stumbling back into the water, and then
rigng again.

“Hames...” hewhispered. “I’'mdive. Bloody...” Hewasracked by coughing, and fell again, but now
the water was so shalow that he sat with it not even to his chest.

And then he heard splashing. Though he fdlt barely able to move, he plunged back into the water,
thrashing around with hisarms, searching the darkness. “ Hayes... ? Hayes!”

He moved toward the sound of splashing and suddenly gripped a handful of hair and pulled the young
man up, Spluttering and coughing.

“Don’t struggle! | have you. Damn it, man, don't struggle. Just here you can stand.” He hauled the
choking boy into the shalows and pounded him on the back. For amoment he thought Hayes would
expire, and Erasmus began to beat him with al hisremaining strength, and suddenly Hayes twisted away
fromhim.

“You don't need to... murder me,” Hayes gasped, and was gripped by another spasm of coughing.

Not knowing whét to do, Erasmus kept dragging his companion into shallower water until they were on
dry, smooth stone where they lay, shivering and coughing.

“Wdl, herewe are,” Hayes said at last, hisvoice coming out of tota darkness, and though they were
only afoot gpart the sound seemed to have no source. “ And the others will never know what has

happened.”

“And I’'m not sure we' re better off,” Erasmus said, feding an exhaugtion in his limbs such as he had never
known. “| haven't the strength to go another step.”

“No...” Hayes stopped. “Listen! Did you hear that?’ Erasmustried to control his gasping for breath.
“Arethey cdling?’ Heforced himsdlf up, swaying on hisknees. “Whereisit coming from?’

In the darkness sounds echoed, seeming to expand to fill the chamber, their source mysterious. It was
even difficult to tel where Hayes' voice was coming from. Erasmus waded back into the water, feding
the current and pushing againgt it. Hayes shouted behind him, the sound echoing around the chamber for
an impossibly extended moment.

“Thisroom must be enormous,” Hayes called to him. “Where are you, Erasmus?’

“Here. Let metry to find theway we camein.” Theflow of the water became stronger and pushed him



away to one sde, but finally he found the source. An opening much like the one they’ d first entered, but
discharging astrong flow of water. He pulled himself dong the rock wall, leaning his head out so that he
could cdl into the opening.

He shouted asloudly as he possibly could—no words, for none would carry—just asound. Anything to
let the others know hewas dive. There was along silence, and then adull echo, garbled, unintelligible, as
though the rock complained of itsancient pain. Erasmus
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shouted again. He waited and there was aresponse. Two distinct noisesthistime.
“Hayes? Isthat an echo, do you think?’

“I... itisimpossbleto say. Cdl again.”

Erasmustried to copy what he' d heard, in both number and duration.

Three digtinct callsreturned. Erasmus called four, so they would not think it an echo.
“That isthem,” he said to Hayes. “It must be.”

“What will they do, Erasmus?’ Hayes asked. “Will they try to come through?”

“I don’'t know. All we can doiscal and hopethey redlize we' re il dive.” Silence. Only the sound of
water moving, and dripping down from overhead.

Erasmus did not know what to do. He shivered uncontrollably, now, hisfingers dipping on the sone. He
let the current take him, drifting him back.

“Hayes? Spesk so | might find you.”

“I'm here.” They both floundered around in the water for amoment, and lumbered into each other,
causng Hayesto fdl, where he sat in the water, laughing.

“I don’t know how in thisround world you can laugh, Hayes, but 1 do admireit.”

They helped each other onto the stone, Sitting back to back for the little warmth of contact, wondering
what they would do now.

“If you were the others, what would you do?’ Hayes asked quietly.

Erasmus cons dered amoment. “1 would likely try to come through, but then 1 can swim and haven’t
such afear of thewater.”

“1 would do the same. So we should be ready for them,” Hayes said. “If one of them is rendered
sensaless as he comes through, he could float right past us and we would never know.”

“Yes” Erasmussaid, gently exploring the wound on his own forehead. “But if we go stand in the water,
wewill be even more cold than we are now, and | am near to freezing.”

“lamaswdl... Thenwe must lisen.”
They fdl slent, imagining white swollen bodiesfloating by in the darkness.
“Do you think she got out?’ Hayes asked suddenly.



“Anna?| don't know. She could not have been far ahead of

Banks, soitisunlikdy. I’'m surprised we didn’t find her, though. Can you imagine doing this on your
own?No, even if she survived Rose' sflood, she would likely not have made it through the tunnel that just
vomited us out here.”

“Yes, but what if she found some other way that we missed? It' s not impossible.”

“No, it's...” But hedid not finish for the sound of something floundering in the water stopped him.
Both Erasmus and Hayes |egped into the water, calling, and suddenly Hayes cried out.

“I have him!”

For amoment Erasmus could not find them, though he could clearly hear someone coughing and another
pounding him on the back, but try as he might he could not get closer to the sound. Then his hand found
Hayesin the darkness.

“Whoisit?’ Erasmus asked.

“Kehler, | think,” Hayes said. “He makes avery distinctive sound when he' strying to drown. Kehler?
Areyou whole, man?’

Kehler continued to cough and it was some minutes before he could speak. “Rose and Clare...” He
began to cough again.

“Clarendon, yes... What of them?”’

“They’re going to come through together. Bloody martyr’ s balls, that was the most terrifying experience
of my life”

Erasmus found the young man in the dark and put a hand on his shoulder. Certainly it had been no less
awful for them.

They fdl slent, only their bresthing and something that Erasmusidentified after amoment as his own teeth
chattering.

They listened, and suddenly heard the sounds of the others splashing. Hayes and Erasmus plunged back
into the water, and in amoment had Rose and Clarendon out on the rock. For some reason they were
not so badly off, and recovered more quickly.

Thefive of them huddled there in the dark, shaking violently, wondering what they would do now.
“Whoseturnisit to't-tdl their ory?’ Hayes whispered, and the others actually managed to laugh.
“Do we have the rope?’ Erasmus asked?

“I tried to bring it, but it snagged and waslogt,” the priest said.

“Wadll, | thought we should tie ourselves together like blind men, but we will haveto stay close. | have
some strength left, enough to

explore this chamber. There must be away out. The water hasto go somewhere.”



“1 will not go into another such passage,” Kehler said, “Do not even ask me.”

“I will stay here and diewith Kehler,” Hayes said. “But if thereisadry passage, | might manage afew
morefeet.”

Erasmus pushed himself up.

“I will help you, Mr. Hattery,” Rose said. “I will search one side of the chamber if you will tackle the
other.”

Erasmus went back into the water, not caring how frigid it was. He could not possibly be colder than he
was. He swam afew strokes until his hand found rock, and then he lumbered awkwardly up onto a
ledge. Here he began to search with his cold and battered hands until hefound awall, and this he
explored as high as he could reach until the ledge ended in water. Making amenta note that the water’s
edge beyond thiswould need to be explored, he went back the other way, deciding to stay dry for now.
He searched it dl again for he could not tell where he had begun, but nothing felt familiar. Hismind was
not working asit should, that was certain.

“What are you finding?’ Hayes caled out.

“Rock,” Erasmus answered.

“Thesame,” Rosesad quietly.

“I think we arein agiant ssomach,” Erasmus said. “We have been swalowed up by the world.”
Erasmus tripped and fell hard to the stone, laying there for amoment, too exhausted to get up.
“Erasmus? Deacon Rose? Areyou dl right?’

“Yes. | sumbled,” Erasmus said. “But I'm unhurt. Just need to rest amoment.”

Helay there wondering if he would bother to struggle up again, his sudden energy gone, but then he
imagined apassage just ahead. A flat, easy passage, dry, tall. And down it came the sweet scent of pine.

“I have something!” Rose caled out.
“What? What isit?’ Hayes caled, his voice echoing from everywhere a once.

“An opening. Not large, though not so smdl.” A pause. “1 canfitinto it easily, though | think 1 must rest
before| attempt it.”

Erasmusforced himsdlf up, going carefully back into the water.
“Keep talking, Deacon, though quietly,” Erasmussaid, “and | will crossto you.”

Out of the darkness came a sweet song, ahymn of sad beauty, and Erasmus stopped for amoment, so
surprised was he to hear something so lovely in this harsh world. He followed the air, which echoed
around the chamber so that it sounded like an entire choir, achoir singing in agrest cathedral.

“Hereyou are,” Erasmus said as he found the man, and the singing stopped, much to his disappointment.
“Whereisthisopening?’

Roseled himtoit, and Erasmus explored it with his hands, like a blind man would.



“Itisnot sosmdl,” hesaid. “Let metry it now. If | wait, | think I will grow wegker, not stronger.”

Not waiting for Rose to agree, Erasmus pushed himsdlf into the opening on hands and battered knees,
ignoring the pain, and the humming in his ears. He sumbled down the passage, feding before him ashe
went. It doped up, not steeply but unquestionably up.

For amoment he stopped to rest, odd lights swimming before his closed eyes. Thisisit, he thought. This
isall the effort | can make. I’ mtoo cold. Too exhausted. Flames, | amtired.

Helay ill, feding deep reach out for him. Warm deep. Heimagined a soft breeze caressing hisface, the
amell of fdlen leaves. A smiletouched hislips.

“Mr. Flattery,” came avoice.
Erasmus shook hisheed. “Yes”
“What have you found?’

“Nothing yet,” he caled, forcing himsdf up on his elbows. He shook hishead. “Ten feet,” he whispered.
“You cangoten feet”

He struggled on, not even rising to hisknees, his head swvimming now, aterribleringing in hisears, like
the body’ s own dirge for its passing. Even crawling, he lurched to one side, losing his baance in the dark.
He collapsed again. And lay shivering, gasping for breath from his effort. His empty ssomach heaved, and
there was ahot burning in histhroat. He heaved again and spat out bile, letting it dribble down hischin,
uncaring.

“Fames,” he muttered. “Fames...” Then, “Ten feet, man. Any weakling can crawl ten feet. Percy would
have managed it.”

A murmuring seemed to fill the passage, and he stopped to listen, not sure what it was, then picking out
the sound of voices. The
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others had gathered about the opening. Perhaps they came after him.

Heforced himself to move hislimbs, crawling through his own bile. He shook hishead, trying to clear it,
for hewas dizzy and nauseated. Strange lights moved before his eyes now, even when they were open.

But he crawled afew feet. Rested amoment, his back spasming, and when that let up alittle, he made
himself go on. Fivefeet thistime Just fivefest.

He saw a strange pinpoint of light that wavered and blurred, but at least it had the decency to disappear
when he pressed his eyes shut. Five feet more.

There was some rubble of rocks on the floor of the passage now, and he crawled across this, the scream
of pain from his poor battered knees and elbows seeming so distant.

“Mr. Hattery?’
Co away, hethought. Can’'t you see | haven't the energy to spare to answer .

Heforced himsdlf on, ignoring the cdls of the others, though they seemed closer, now.



I’'mdelirious, hethought. I’m half out of my wits. Is this what you feel before you die?

He went another few feet, before being overcome by nausea again. When he opened his eyes, the point
of light returned.

What if it isthe proverbial light at the end of the tunnel ? he thought. But it is so small... It would
have to be a mile away. He couldn’t possible crawl amile,

He squinted. Could it be sunlight infinitely far off? Or worse, could it be atiny hole alowing light in but
not large enough for any man to pass? Would he die with aview of the outsde world?

He crawled alittle farther, banging his head hard. He lay stunned for amoment, and then reached out
with hishand, but it was not such hard sone. He put his cheek againgt it.

“Flames,” he whispered. Is this delirium? He ran his hand over the surface, then rolled onto his back
looking up.

The world seemed to spin and he shut hiseyes. But it was a tree! And those were stars overhead, and
that was the scent of pines. He had crawled out into the world. Theworld of light and air and treesand
grass.

Erasmustried to cdl out, but only afaint whisper emerged. A
Beneath the Vault!

mumbling cameto him, like someone chanting. A voice poke his name afew feet away. Hayes. The
otherswere near, crawling out into the ddlirious warmth of aspring night.

Hefelt himsdf convulse oddly, and sob. And then helay, curled up like achild, hot tears running down
his cheek, collecting on afallen leaf. A breeze moved the branches overhead, whispering in a soft, green
voice, welcoming him back to theworld, to the brief life of men.



