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PROLOGUE

April 3 o, 1969, $hadowkill,
New Yor k

THE FREAK SPRI NG STORM BATTERED THE OLD HOUSE W TH UN-
ceasing ferocity, as if attenpting to gain entry to that which went on
within. Flashes of lightning burst upon the figures inside the roomwth
staccato intensity, illumnating the scene as if for some denonic surgeon's
scal pel

It was a circular room its only wi ndows those that ringed the cupol a
above. Bel ow those windows a ritual as old as the | and upon which the
house stood was being enacted. Between the lightning flashes, the candl es

the observers held provided the only illumnation, but it was enough
A naked worman reclined upon a draped wooden altar, her body glis-
tening with oil. Her black hair was spread |like a fan over the furs and

vel vets on which she lay. At her head a red-robed woman stood, her own
head thrown back in ecstatic comunion with the forces sumoned here
toni ght. Her hands cupped the unclad wonman's tenples and she cried
out words in an ancient tongue in counterpoint to the thunder
Seven nmen and one wonan, robed all in dark forest green, stood at
the quarter and cross-quarter points of a circle cut into the floor. Another
robed figure stood just outside its barrier. Each held a beeswax candl e
in his hands; their chanting a sonorous antiphon to the red-robed woman's
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ecstatic cries. In the north and in the west, braziers filled with incense
sent their perfumed snoke skyward in pearlescent columms; in the east

and in the south, great crystal bows filled with water and with flowers
humred faintly, resonating to the ecstatic chanting and the fury of the
storm

Over the sound of wind and voices, a hamrering could be heard at
the chanber's one entrance.

"He cones! He cones! He cones/" shrilled the red-robed wonan.
The chanting stopped. The doors fl ew open

A man stood in the doorway. Hi s eyes were shadowed and his |ong
blond hair flowed free. His head was crowned with silver antlers and on
his brow was the gol den disk of the sun. His skin gleamed with oil and
shadowy pai nted designs. He wore nothing but an animal skin tied about
hi s shoul ders, and before himhe bore, point raised, a great silver sword
that gleamed in the light of the candles.

"I amthe key for every lock," he intoned in a voice that held the deep
organ notes of the sea. "I amthe Opener of the Way/"

He paced slowy forward, sword upheld, until he reached the robed
figure standing in the South and--lightly, lightly--touched the point of
the sword to his chest. The man fell back, and the others all began to
chant, their voices faster and sonehow nore urgent.

"The sun! Cones the sun! By Oak and Ash and Thorn, the sun! Cones
the sun!"

"The sun is comng up fromthe South!" cried the red-robed wonan.

"I call thee: Abraxas, Metatron, Uranos..."

Her litany went on unheeded. The horned man lay his great sword
down at the foot of the altar and | eaned over the naked woman. The
snel | of ambergris, civet, and' opiumrising fromher skin was strong
enough for himto snell even through all the other perfunes. The enpty
wine cup was still clasped |oosely in her hand.

"Kat herine--are you all right?" he whispered under the sound of the
chanting. He could feel the power building in hiny the ritual was pro-
ceeding just as he had witten it, but something here in his Tenple this
ni ght was not right.

At the sound of his voice her eyes opened. Even with only candl elight
to see by he could tell that the pupils were enornmous wth drugs.

"Conme... the... Opener of the Way," she said, her voice slurred and
husky.

The robed ones at the perinmeter of the circle chanted in unison, their
voi ces bl ending into an uprush of power that would not be deni ed.
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"By Abbadon! Meggi do! Typhon! Set!" cried the red-robed wonman.
"Open now, open now t he Way!"

Her eyes rolled up in her head and she sank to her knees, and the
horned man coul d feel the Powers congregate within the Tenple like a
rushing of wings. He drew a deep, chest-expanding breath and raised his
hands to the heavens.

"Hi erodul e and Hi erol ator! Hi erophex and Hi erophant - -

he cried

ot .

H s voice was drowned in a crescendo of thunderclaps, blending with
each other into the roar of an onrushing train. The doors, closed a nonent
bef ore by one of the robed acol ytes, burst open again wi th enough force
to shatter their hinges, and an icy gale poured into the room

"No! Don't break the Gircle!" the horned man shouted, but it was
futile. Panic spread like a fire through oil-soaked rags; all was scream ng
and chaos.

In a flash of lightning he saw the woman on the altar fall to the ground
and begin vibrating spasnodically, like a puppet in the hands of a vengefu
god. A crack of thunder |ouder than any before it seened to split the
room|ike an executioner's axe.

Then dar kness.
Screans.
And, sonewhere, a child crying.
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Behol di ng the bright countenance

of truth in the quiet and stil

air of delightful studies.
--JOHN M LTON

NORTH OF NEW YORK CI TY, ALONG THE EDGE OF THE HUDSON

River, there is a small estate |ying between the railroad tracks of Metro
North and the broad expanse of the river. Its main building was once a
cider mll, and the mll--as well as the descendants of the original or-
chard--still occupies the site. Brick wal kways cross the gently-rolling

|l awns, and there is a yearly battle between the students and the deer for
the produce of the trees.

Later buildings in the exuberantly cl assical Federalist node conplete
the canpus, but there has been no new construction on the canpus for
nearly a century. Its architectural conservati smnakes the place so nuch
the perfect image of a nineteenth-century college that the Dean nust
very firmy di scourage the advances of several novie conpanies every
year who wish to filmhere, but Taghkanic College guards its privacy--
and that of its students and faculty--in the same stern fashion it always
has.

In 17 14 Taghkani c Coll ege was founded to provi de education to the
| ocal Indians, nostly nmenbers of the Taghkanic and Lenape tribes, and
to the free Blacks who had also settled in the area. Existing to this day
on the ternms of its original charter, Taghkanic Col |l ege has never accepted
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one penny of governnent support to cover its operating costs, choosing
to remain i ndependent first from Crown and royal governor and |ater
fromthe representatives of the fledgling United States.

Adherence to this policy has |led, over the years, to a liberalization of
its admi ssion policies: In | 762 Taghkani c Col |l ege opened its doors to
"all e younge gentillmen ofgoode famlie," and in 1816 to wonen, naking
Taghkani ¢ one of the first institutions of higher learning in the United
States to do so

Even wi th such broad adm ssion policies, Taghkanic Coll ege woul d not
exi st today save for two individuals: Margaret Beresford Bidney and Colin
MacLar en.

M ss Bi dney graduated Taghkanic College in the same year that the
Insurrection of the Southern States turned her father's confortable for-
tune into a large one. She never married, and in the last years of her life
she was a disciple of WIIiam Seabrook, noted occultist.

It was perhaps inevitable that Mss Bidney's fortune should go to fund,
at the college of her matricul ati on, what grew to become the Margaret
Beresford Bi dney Menorial Psychic Science Research Laboratory at
Taghkani ¢ Col | ege.

Fromits inception, the | aboratory--or, as it canme informally to be
known, the Bidney Institute--was funded i ndependently of the coll ege
t hrough the endowrent fund created by the Bi dney Bequest. The trust-
ees of the college had been attenpting to claimthe entire Bi dney Bequest
on behal f of Taghkanic College for nore than fifty years and were on
the verge of success when Colin MaclLaren accepted an appoi ntnent as
director of the Institute.

Dr. MacLaren had been known in parapsychol ogical circles since the
early fifties, frequently operating under a cloud due to his willingness to
accept at face val ue what were dism ssed by others as the ravings of
charl atans and kooks. MacLaren mai ntai ned that there should be no dis-
tinction made between the fields of occultismand parapsychol ogy when
studying the paranormal, that, if anything, the occultists should have the
edge, since they had been studying the unseen world for centuries and
attenpting to distill a scientific nethod of dealing with its effects.
MaclLaren's particular field of study was trance psychism or medi unship,
and his aggressive | eadership was precisely what the noribund Bi dney
Institute needed.

Under his guidance, the Institute took the lead in the investigation
bot h of psychic phenomena and its w cked stepsister, occult phenonena,
and becane an institution of international repute. The specter of its
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di ssol ution vani shed |ike expended ectoplasm and it becane clear to the
di sappoi nted trustees of Taghkanic College that their rich but unwanted
foster child would be around until the tine when Hell froze over--an
event that the staff of the Margaret Beresford Bi dney Psychic Science
Research Institute intended, in any event, to neasure.

Trut hJourdemayne sat brooding in her tiny cubicle at the Bidney Institute

i n a Monday-norni ng stupor unl eavened, as yet, by the healing power

of coffee. Her short dark hair in its sensible crop | ooked faintly runpled,
and her white |ab coat, open over a sensible cotton sweater and jeans,

| ooked | ess crisp than usual. A pile of conputer printouts six inches thick
I ay under her right elbow Truth's work for the imediate future.

She gl anced up at the clock on her wall, shoving her horn-rimred
readi ng gl asses up on her brow as she did so. Eight forty-five, and when
she'd gotten here fifteen nminutes ago Meg had just been starting to fil
the percolator. It was large, and old, and took its sweet tine to boil; there
woul dn't be coffee for a while yet. Truth sighed, and pulled the printouts
over to her. Mght as well get some work done while she waited.

Davy had finished the last of the runs just yesterday. It was part of an
experinment Truth had designed; nothing out of the ordinary, nerely an
attenpt to establish once and for all a statistical baseline for incidents of
clairsentient perception. It was necessary work, but collecting the data
to validate the experiment was a m nd-nunbi ng | abor: ten individuals
aged twenty to twenty-five, in good physical health, who were willing to
participate in ioo double-blind machine runs of xoo Rhine cards each--
and at that Truth thought her findings mght be challenged on the grounds
of being based upon too snall a statistical sanple.

But the experinment would have been inpossibly unwieldy with nore
vol unteers, even if she could have gotten them It had taken over a year
to amass the data as it was. And the prelimnary work was sound enough
The experinment nmet all the International Society of Psychic Research
gui del i nes: Responses were recorded el ectronically, synbols were chosen
random y by nmachine; there was no possibility that a human researcher
coul d accidentally comuni cate the synbols to the subjects through body
| anguage.

O even telepathy. It was hard enough having to design an experinment
that woul d generate baseline statistics by which clairvoyance could be
measured w t hout having to design one that excluded other psychic tal-
ents-such as tel epathy or precognition--as well. Still, Truth thought
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she'd managed. Since the conputer in sonme sense already "knew' the
order of all the synbols it would choose, that event lay in the past by
the tinme the subject entered the experinent, so that any ability to see
the future--assum ng any of their subjects possessed such, which Truth
hoped for the sake of her experiment they did not--would not be in-
vol ved in guessing the synbols on the cards.
Wel come to the glamour world of statistical parapsycho/ogy, Truth thought
wyly to herself, and picked up a pencil.

She'd forgotten entirely about coffee when Meg came in an hour |ater
"Hel | 0? Hi bernating?"

Meg Wnsl ow was t he Parapsychol ogy Departnment's secretary, short,
cheerful, round, and efficient. She entered with an arnful of mail and a
steanm ng coffee cup held perilously steady with three fingers. "I lost track of the tinme," Truth
adm tted sheepishly.

"Lots of lovely mail," Meg announced decisively, "and Dyl brought in
sonme currant shortbread he nade over the weekend. | saved you a piece."

Dunping the mail carefully on the desk, Meg set the cup down and
dove into her jacket pocket to retrieve sugar and cream packets and a
tile of shortbread wapped in a paper napkin.

"You're spoiling ne," Truth protested | aughingly. This service wasn't
part of Meg's job description.

"If 1 don't, you'll starve to death, and be buried in a pile of statistics,"
Meg said pronptly. 'Td better get a nove on--today's the start of classes,
and we're sure to have a dozen | ost freshnen wander in here before noon
if I don't keep "emout." Meg swept out again, carefully closing the door
behi nd her, in obedience to Truth's preference.

As one of the nonfaculty researchers at the Bidney Institute, Truth
was entitled to an office with a door, just as if she were a full professor,
and she kept it shut, whether she was in the office or not. The professors
whose offices flanked hers kept their doors closed only, Truth suspected,
as a vacuous show of status, especially since nost of them popped up and
peered out at the slightest footstep from outside.

But when Truth cl osed her door, she neant it. Truth kept her door
shut so she coul d keep people out. Especially now. Truth Jourdermayne
hat ed Septenber with a passion nore often reserved for the holiday
season; she hated the fl ocks of returning students, the bew | dered new
arrivals, the graduate studenta.

It was not so nuch that she disliked any individual student, she told
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hersel f unconvincingly. It was just that taken all together they were too
manynt oo noi sy, and too energetic.

well, after all, they're just arriving, while you' ve been here all sumrer,
toiling away in the vineyards of statistical analysis, Truth told herself nock-
ingly. The Institute did not follow Taghkanic's academ c year--a good
thing, as they'd never get any work done--and so Septenber was just
anot her nmonth for her, and not the end of a | ong vacati on.

She sighed, and reached for her coffee--Meg really shouldn't do things
like this; if the professors notice they' |l all want her to fetch and carry for them
and she'll never get anything done--and only then realized how stiff and
sore her muscl es were.

Tension. | really hate this place in Septenber. A cross between a lunatic
asylumand a three-ring circus--and at that, enrollnment's down again. Every-
where but at good old Maggie B. There were not nmany places in either the
United States or Europe that offered a degree programin parapsychol ogy
and the services of a first-rate research lab to boot. If not for the Bidney
Institute, Taghkanic woul d probably have cl osed years ago, just another
|iberal-arts college caught in the noney crunch

And where would you work then? Truth took a nmonent to work the
ki nks out of her neck and shoul ders before proceeding to her mail.

Most of what Meg had brought her was thick professional journals and
catal ogs. A book for review another book, a publisher's blind solicitation
of quotes; parapsychol ogy textbooks nostly, but one on statistical analysis
that | ooked interesting. A quire of letter~sized envel opes, enbossed with
return addresses she knew.

And one she didn't. Rouncival Press.
Frowni ng, she tore it open

And tore it. And tore it, until the envel ope and three sheets of heavy
paper were in postage-stanp-sized tatters on her desk. Her hands shook
How coul d they? How dare they?

"... since you have al so chosen a career in the occult.., valuable ser-
vice.., intimate glinpses of a great pioneer of magic..."
They wanted her to wite a biography of Thorne Bl ackburn.
Her hands were still shaking as she scooped the pieces of paper into

her wast ebasket. She was a scientist--she had a master's in Mathemati cs!
Wite an eul ogistic biography of Thorne Bl ackburn? She'd rather bury
himwi th a stake through his heart--and he was already dead. And what was worse, he was her
fat her.
Truth stared unseeingly at a poster of the Adana Historical Site on her
cubicle wall. Thirty years ago Thorne Bl ackburn had been at the forefront
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of the occult revival that went hand-in-hand with the free | ove and antiwar
movenents of the 196os. As sexy as Mrrison, as fiery as Jagger--and

as crazy as Hendrix--Blackburn had claimed to be a hero in the Geek

sense, a hal f-divine son of the Shining Ones, the Celtic AOd Gods. Though
such decl arations |ater became comonpl ace, with people claimng to be

the children of everything from space aliens to earth angels, Thorne

Bl ackburn had been the first.

He' d been the first to do a nunber of other things, too, from appearing
on national television to conduct a ritual for his Ad Gods to touring
with rock bands as the opening act. Half heretic, half fraud, and all
showman, Bl ackburn was one of the brightest lights of the occult reviva
during his brief, gaudy, public career.

And he'd made it pay, Truth thought angrily. Wile publicly he clainmed
to be founding an order of heroes and working magick to bring the
Anci ent Gods of the West into the world again and inaugurate the "New
Aeon, " Bl ackburn had sonmehow nanaged to amass the cash to buy a
Hudson Ri ver nmansion where he and his special followers could practice
the rites of his so-called Circle of Truth in an atnmosphere of free | ove,
free drugs, and wild excess.

Among t hose foll owers had been Kat herine Jourdemayne.

Truth felt the faint stirrings of a headache as she contenplated the ol d,
fam liar betrayal. Her nother had been Bl ackburn's "nystical concubine."
Katherine had died in 1969 in one of his rituals, and Bl ackburn hadn't
had to pay for that, either.

Because that sane night--April 30, 1969--Thorne Bl ackburn had
vani shed fromthe face of the earth.

Truth had been raised by Katherine Jourdemayne's twin sister, Caro-
line, and Truth felt she had inherited nuch of her enotional self-
sufficiency fromthe taciturn woman who had weat hered the horrible
death of her twin sister so stoically. Aunt Caroline had told Truth who
her father was when she was ol d enough to understand, but in the sev-
enties and early eighties it didn't seemto matter nuch. Wen the first
journalist contacted her, Truth had even been surprised to discover that
anyone still remenbered Thorne Bl ackburn; he seened to belong to the
past, like LSD, the noon | anding, and the Beatles. She had been cour-
teous, though brief, telling himshe had nothing to say, because her father
di ed when she was two.

It was the last tine she was ever that polite, because once the "gentle-
men of the press” had found her, her life quickly becane a ni ghtmare of
letters and tel ephone calls--and worse: visits from bizarre individuals
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carnation--of Thorne Bl ackburn

And every Hal |l oween since she was eighteen Truth had suffered
through the various calls froma particul ar breed of grave-robbing yell ow
journalist who wanted an interview with the daughter of the notorious
"Sat ani st" Thorne Bl ackburn to spice up a story.

The requests fromthe literary lunatic fringe to wite about Thorne
Bl ackburn had fortunately di m ni shed over the years, although they'd
never quite stopped. She m ght even have been willing to wite a book--
publish or perish, after all, even for those who weren't academ cs on the
tenure track--except that the publishers all nade it very clear that they
were not | ooking for accuracy, rather for a credul ous panegyric they could
pass off as gospel to their equally addl ed readers.

And Kat heri ne Jourdemayne's daughter was damed if she was goi ng
to gild the reputation of a fake, a fraud, an Aquari an Age snhake- Oi
sal esman. Wiy couldn't all those people see what a huckster Bl ackburn
had really been?

It was, Truth supposed, part of the reason she'd gone into parapsy-
chol ogy: find a way to debunk the frauds before they could hurt anyone.
But sonetinmes she was so ashamed

Way couldn't | be the daughter of Elvis instead? Truth thought forlornly.
Life would be easier.

She ran a hand through her hair, still trembling with repressed enotion
Why couldn't they all realize that the only thing she wanted was never
to have to think about Thorne Bl ackburn ever agai n? He haunted her
life Iike the ghost at the feast, poised to drag her into his lunatic world
of unreason.

"Hel | 0? Anyone hone? Ah, ny esteened col | eague, M ss Jourde-
mayne." Wthout giving her a chance to pretend she wasn't there at all,
Dyl an Palmer slid in to Truth's office and cl osed the door.

Dyl an Pal mer--Dr. Pal nermnas a tenure-track academ c, a memnber
of the teaching faculty at Taghkanic as well as a fellow of the Institute.
He was a professor in the Indiana Jones nold, being tall, blond, handsorme,
easygoi ng, and occasionally heroic. Dylan's particul ar parapsychol ogi ca
interest was personality transfers and survival s--in nore nmundane par-
| ance, haunti ngs.
"How s my favorite nunber-cruncher today?" he asked cheerfully.
Dyl an | eaned over her desk, |ooking nore |like one of the students
than one of the teachers in his flannel shirt and baggy jeans. The snal
gold ring in his ear winked in the |ight.
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"How was your summer project?" Truth asked.
She could feel herself w thdrawi ng, and knew that Dylan could see it
too, but Truth found his zest for life as daunting as it was exhilarating.

"Wonderful!" If Dylan was hurt by her cool ness he didn't showit.
"Twel ve weeks in the draftiest Irish castle you ever saw-just me, three
grad students, and seventy-five thousand dollars of caneras, m crophones,
and sensors. Ch, and the IRA." "What?"

"Just kidding. | think that's who the | ocals thought we were, though--
they did everything but cross thensel ves when we'd cone into town to
buy supplies.” He straightened up, |ooking pleased with hinself.

"That's just the sort of thing you d think was funny,"” Truth said. "This
isn't a gane, Dylan--psychic investigation is a serious business, even if
you treat it lightly." She heard the condescension in her voice and w nced
i nwardly, hoping Dylan woul d go away before she enbarrassed herself
further.

"Ah, Halloween coning early this year?" Dylan asked lightly.
Truth stared at hi m bl ank-faced.

"I couldn't help but notice," Dylan said, |ooking downward ostenta-
tiously. "Thorne Bl ackburn tine again, is it?"

Truth foll owed the direction of his gaze, and saw a small snowstorm
of torn paper around her feet. Dylan bent down gracefully and retrieved
a scrap. Truth snatched at it, but to no avail. Dylan brandished it theat-
rically and began to declaim

"When the frost is on the punpkin, and Bl ackburn tine is near/Then
the ghoulies and the goblins, do junp about in fear/For Truth--"

"It isn't funny,f" Truth cried furiously. She junped to her feet and
snatched the scrap of Rouncival's letter out of Dylan's hand. "Do you
think |1 enjoy being rem nded that Thorne Bl ackburn is ny father? Do
you think it makes ne happy?"

"Well it could be worse; he could still be anong us. As it is, he's strictly
my department. Lighten up, Truth--it isn't like Thorne's Jack the R pper
or anything. Professor MacLaren thinks he's a pretty interesting figure,
actually, worth studying. Maybe you ought to consider--"

Truth felt unreasonably betrayed. Al though nost of the people at the
Institute knew she was Thorne Bl ackburn's daughter--his bastard daugh-
ter, in fact--anyone she knew at all well knew better than to bring it up
Certainly Dylan did. O shoul d.

"Well, | don't have your sainted Professor MaclLaren's tol erance for
cheats and nonsters!" she interrupted hotly. "Maybe you ought to con-
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sider people's feelings before marching in with your fund of good advice!"
Dyl an's easy snile faded as he studied her face. "I didn't nmean..." he

began.

"You never nean anything!" Truth shot back viciously, conscious only
of a desire to strike back at soneone, anyone. "You're just sone kind
of freel ance superhero, playing ghost-breaker and not caring what you
do so long as it gives you a dramatic exit line and a cheap |augh. Well,
I"'mnot |aughing." She closed her hands into painful fists, willing herself
not to cry.

"You're going to get awfully lonely up there on your pedestal,"” Dyl an
said softly. Before she could think of another thing to say he was gone,
cl osing the door quietly behind him

He killed ny nother, he killed ny nother, he killed ny nother--

Truth sat at her desk, her eyes tightly shut against the tears she woul d
not permt--because they were usel ess, because they were chil dish, be-
cause they woul d change nothing at all. Wy didn't anyone understand
what Thorne had done to her? He'd taken everything, everything ....

She hadn't expected Dyl an of all people to take Thorne's part. She
shoul d have, Truth told herself. He was obviously another Thorne fan--
and why not? They were two of a kind.

But even as upset as she was, Truth knew that wasn't fair. Dyl an was
just.., too happy, Truth finished lanely. Dylan Palnmer did not seemto
ever have internalized the knowl edge that |life was a horribl e business
filled with nasty surprises, in which the best you could hope for was not
to be hurt too badly.

But how coul d he possibly take Throne Bl ackburn at face val ue? The
man- - Thor ne--was a sel f-confessed fraud!

Truth managed a grimace of wy hunor; honestly, sonetines psychic
researchers were the nost gullible people on earth. Every event was
genui ne until proven otherw se; fromcrop circles to Ui Geller, people
Ii ke Dyl an approached themwith boundl ess credulity.

She drew a quavering breath, slowy regaining her self-control. It was
just as well they did, she supposed, or else the disenchantnent of dis-
covering only fakes and coi nci dences year after year m ght be too hard
to bear. She shook her head. Dylan had been a little out of line, but his
bad manners hadn't warranted the response he'd gotten fromher. She'd
have to apol ogi ze.

I need a vacation. As her nmind formed the words, Truth realized how
tired she was. She'd spent the summer shepherdi ng her project through
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to conpletion on top of her regul ar workl oad--why shoul dn't she get
away from Taghkanic while the first rush of fall term was going on?
She coul d cone back when it was quiet--well, as quiet as it ever got,
anyway.

The phone rang.

Truth stared at it with guilty fascination. It was probably Dyl an, phoning
fromhis office to finish telling her off. But when she | ooked down at the
phone, she realized that it was one of the outside |lines that was ringing.
She pi cked up the phone.

"Hel | 0?"
"Trut h?"
"Aunt Caroline?"

Truth felt a sluggish pul se of alarm Caroline Jourdemayne was a very
sel f-contai ned person, and the two of themweren't really close. Wat
coul d have happened that nade Aunt Caroline feel she needed to call?

"I's there anything wong?" Truth asked.

"You might say that," the famliar, dryly unenotional voice said. "I'm
sorry to bother you at work, Truth, but you' re going to have to cone
hone as soon as possible.”

Home was the small house situated in the wilds of northern Ansterdam
County over seventy mles away, where Truth's chil dhood had been spent
and where her nenories really began.

"Come home?" Truth echoed, baffled

Aunt Caroline was not an outgoi ng worman; since Truth had gotten her
apartnment here on the Taghkani ¢ campus, visits to Aunt Caroline had
been infrequent--usually occurring around Thanksgi ving, since in De-
cember the roads near the cottage were treacherous except for vehicles
equi pped wi th four-wheel -drive.

"I trust you still remenber where it is?" Aunt Caroline said.
"Ch, yes, of course. But--"
"How soon can you conme?" Aunt Caroline asked.

Truth frowned, juggling schedules in her mnd. Fortunately she didn't
have any teaching commtnments to consider. She was supposed to spend
a certain anount of tine in the |ab assisting the teaching researchers with
their projects, but this early in the academ c year there wasn't much of
that; she could easily find someone to cover for her.

"Tomorrow, " Truth said. 'TIl be there tonorrow. Aunt Caroline, can't
you tell me what this is about?" She could think of no secret so lurid
that it could not be nentioned over the phone, and the Jourdemaynes
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were not a famly for lurid secrets--at |east, not what was left of t~
Jour demaynes.
She glanced idly up at the clock on the wall as Aunt Caroline bega

to explain the reason for the call, and as the distant voice continue

Truth's gaze becane fixed and staring, and eventually the shocked irre
evant tears began to spill down her face as Aunt Caroline continued t~
speak.
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CHAPTER TWO
THE TRUTH OF THE MATTER

This is truth the poet sings,
That a sorrow s crown of sorrowis
renenberi ng happi er things.
--ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON

I N CONTRAST TO THE BRI GHT CLEAR PROM SE OF MONDAY, TUES-
day was dark and unseasonably hum d. Early that norning Truth was on
the Thruway heading north to Storm akken. There was no direct route
to the town; it was a several hour drive, even under optinmal conditions.
She should get there a little after noon

It was only after she was already on the road that Truth realized she
hadn't snoot hed over the scene she'd had with Dylan the day before.
She' d been too busy arrangi ng for her absence, and then she'd felt ob-
ligated to do some work on the project, and had |l et the soothing ranks
of statistics drive everything el se out of her mind. She knew that the
| onger it was before she nade her apol ogy the harder it would be, but
after Aunt Caroline's news she had not wanted to risk another encounter
that m ght open her enotional floodgates. She would not use Aunt Car-
oline as an excuse when she finally spoke to him though. She would
simply apol ogi ze. The Jourdemaynes were a private people, not given to
expl anation. O displays of enotion. Wy don't | feel anything?

The al nost comonpl ace beauty of the Hudson River Valley--dra-
matic vistas that had inspired Frederick Church and a whol e school of
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Ameri can | andscape painters--rolled by outside the car's w ndows, un-
appreci ated. Dyl an was fond of quoting some bit of Col eridge about a
savage place, holy and enchanted. Truth had al ways t hought that was
overdramatic and fanciful--1ike Dylan?--but the fact was that the terrain
was spectacul ar enough to have coaxed poetry fromthe souls of its phleg-
mati ¢ Dutch inhabitants when they had first settled here over 300 years
before. This was Sl eepy Hol |l ow Country, honme and birthplace to tales

of Headl ess Horsenen and Rip Van Wnkles, bowing giants and fiddling
gnones and ghostly gal |l eons roving the Hudson

Truth surprised herself in the mdst of this prosaic revery and found
her m nd engaged as if she were conposing a | ecture for some unknown
audi ence, marshaling her facts. Facts had al ways been her way of keeping
the painful world at bay. Keeping her feelings at bay. But | don't feel anything. And |

Carol i ne Jourdenayne had been Truth's entire famly fromthe tine
Truth was orphaned at the age of two. Aunt Caroline had cone to Bl ack-
burn's sordid commune and taken her sister's child away, caring for Truth
wi thout a word of reproach or conplaint at what nust have been the
fearful disarrangenent of an ordered spinster life. But despite the fact
that Caroline and Katherine had been identical twins, Truth had never
felt the warmh for her Aunt Caroline that she assumed she woul d have
felt for her own nother.

There was no enmty between Truth and Aunt Caroline, of course,
only a rather distant and dutiful affection on Truth's part, and a scrupul ous
courtesy on Aunt Caroline's. If either woman thought the rel ationship
odd, it was not sonething they discussed--and as Truth had grown up
and away and heard the tales of her classmates' and roommates' fanilies,
she becane nore grateful for the careful renoteness that Aunt Caroline
had preserved. If Aunt Caroline had shared her grief about her sister's
murder Truth did not think she could have borne it.

But she nust have felt something. Twins, especially identical twins, are
supposed to be very close; the Linebaugh-Hay tel epathy experinents prove--
Truth broke off her train of thought, a little surprised at the clinica
direction it had taken. O course Aunt Caroline mssed her sister, Kath-
erine, just as Truth m ssed her nother. But there had been no one |eft
to bl ame once Thorne Bl ackburn had vani shed.

Bl ackburn. It always cane back to him-Fortune's golden child, a nman
of nysterious origins who nade his mark as a nount ebank of nounte-
banks, who told everybody outrageous stories and then told them he was
lying to them a man who urged belief on his acol ytes while professing

shoul d.
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no beliefs himself. A man who made prom ses that no man coul d possibly
keep--but then Thorne Bl ackburn had never nmeant to keep any of his
prom ses.

Thor ne Bl ackburn was a spiritual con man who stol e belief instead of
money, and then stole the noney too.

Truth jamed on her brakes, glancing guiltily into the rearview nmrror
at the sane nonent she yanked the wheel to the right. Fortunately there
was no one behind her; she'd nearly missed her exit. She turned off the
Thruway, and onto the patched and rutted secondary road that |ed toward
Storm akken. Only a little farther now.

What coul d she do? What coul d she say?

There was not hing she coul d do--Aunt Caroline had been very cl ear
on that point. And it was Aunt Caroline who had things to say, things
she did not wish to go into over the phone.

The secondary road gave way to one that was barely a | ane and a hal f
wi de. Now Truth was in the foothills of the Taconic Range, and the
choppy, glacier-carved terrain was a study in tall grass and scraggly bushes,
scrub pine and an occasi onal stand of birch

She stopped in downtown Stornl akken to get gas; it was still the sane
pl ace it had been twenty years ago, and ten, and five, though the five-
and- di ne was boarded up now and all that was left on Main Street was
a bus shelter, an auto-parts store, a branch of the M d-Hudson Bank, and
a flyblown lunch counter. The rococo Victorian departnent store across
fromthe gas station stood enpty as it had for as long as Truth could
remenber.

A dying town; a suitable counterpart to the bl eak Septenber day. Truth
was glad to go on, heading up Main Street toward the | ake. O toward
what locals called the | ake, although there had been no | ake there for
nearly three-quarters of a century.

A local water project in the early twenties--part of a plan to supply
drinking water to New York Cty, outmnmoded when the Croton Reservoir
was built--had drained the | ake that had given the town its name and
destroyed Storm akken's tenuous claimto being a vacation spot. Wen
the Thruway had gone in, the last of the vitality had drained fromthe
town, until today it was nearly a ghost town, too far south of the tristate
bur geoni ng of Schenect ady/ Al bany/ Troy and too far north of Pough-
keepsie to be included in either area' s urban spraw .

Carol i ne Jourdemayne's house was a few mles outside of town, on the
shore of what had once been the | ake. Most of the tidy Victorian cottages
that had been built upon the | ake shore were | ong since torn down; Aunt
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Caroline's little house sat in isolated splendor on the sparsel y-woded
hi |l si de | ooki ng out over the |ush neadow that was the former |ake bed.

Truth pulled up and parked beside Aunt Caroline's old Honda. She
got out of the car. A wet dank wind was bl owi ng across the ridge, irritating
wi t hout being either cold or hot. She shrugged her purse up onto her
shoul der and trudged up the steps to the house.

It took Aunt Caroline a long tine to cone to the door, and when she
did, Truth was horrified at the changes that had already taken place in
her. The black hair was |inp and gray streaked, the skin pouched and
yel | owi sh, the woman hersel f suddenly, hideously, old.

"Yes," Aunt Caroline said. The skull beneath the skin grinned out,
blatantly visible. "I look terrible, don't 1? The doctor has given ne | ess
than a nonth--and it was all | could do to twist that prediction out of
him They don't like giving out facts, doctors don't."

"But when--but how?" Truth stanmered. Caroline Jourdenayne
turned away, wal king as if her bones were nade of glass. Truth foll owed
her inside and cl osed the door

The living roomhad the faintly out-of-touch feeling of sonething out-
side of tine; the furniture was what Aunt Caroline had purchased when
she was a young worman thirty years before--sleek Dani sh Modern book-
cases and tables and chairs with cushions in olive and orange and rust, a
slice of the futuristic sixties carried forward through tine intact as a fly
i n anber.

"Cancer strikes in the best of famlies, | believe," Aunt Caroline said.
She sat down gingerly on the sofa, wincing with the exertion. "You're
| ooking well. How is the Institute?"

"Ch, well enough," Truth said, not wanting to tal k about work. She
set down her purse and jacket on the lowtile-topped cocktail table next
to a nondescript cardboard box of the sort used for storing persona

papers.
"Can | get you anything fromthe kitchen?" Truth asked.
"No, but do nmake yourself some lunch. | imagi ne you haven't been

eating agai n--as usual ."

"Poor Dr. Vandemeyer is terribly enbarrassed,” Aunt Caroline said as
Truth returned with her sandwi ch and tea, "but by the tine | went to
see himit was too late."

Truth sat down opposite her aunt on a | owslung chair and set down
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her teacup carefully. Now that the first shock had passed, she felt nore
able to deal with this sudden catastrophe. There had never been nuch
money in the Jourdemayne famly, although there was nore than none;
Carol i ne Jourdemayne, the sensible twin, had worked as a librarian for
many years at the Association Library in nearby Rock Creek, but it was
Grandnot her Jenner's | egacy that had nmade affordable the house and the

car.
"What can | do?" Truth said sinply.
"I shall stay here as long as | can. A nurse will drive down fromthe
HMO three times a week to look in on me, but | amtold that fairly soon
I shall have to have soneone here all the tine." "Do you want--" Truth began hesitantly.
Aunt Caroline smled, the skin stretching tight over sharp bones. "I
shal | engage a professional nurse, of course. | have spoken to M. Branwel |

at the realty agency and he feels he can sell the house very quickly once--
once it becones avail abl e; the proceeds fromthat should nmore than settle
the debts of ny estate. What is left comes to you, of course, though I'm
afraid there won't be nuch.”

Truth shook her head slowy, trying to dispel the brisk, clinical effi-

ciency with which Aunt Caroline tidied away her life. "I don't care about
that," she said.
"No. | don't inmagine you do," Aunt Caroline said, studying her closely.

"But since you are to be ny executor--and that soon--perhaps we coul d
go over a few things now "

Truth felt the nunb sense of inpending doomthat one feels in night-
mares as Aunt Caroline went over the will and the other arrangements
wi th her. CarolineJourdemayne woul d be buried in the Amrsterdam Rura
Cenetery next to her twin. The coffin had already been purchased and
the arrangenents for the menorial service nade with the | ocal funera
hone. Everything was ready.

Al'l Caroline Jourdemayne had to do now was die.

"--but we could have handled all these matters by phone," Aunt Car-
oline went on inexorably. "There's sonething else.”

For the first tine Aunt Caroline's iron will seened to falter. "Please--
If you'd get ne a glass of water-- My pills..."

Truth fled to the kitchen for a glass of water, returning with it and the
bottle of painkillers stickered all over with advisories: MAY CAUSE DROW
S| NESS- CONTROLLED SUBSTANCE- - DO NOT OPERATE HEAVY MACHI N-
ERY WHI LE TAKI NG THI S PRESCRI PTI ON. Seeing Aunt Caroline struggle
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with the cap, Truth opened it for her, and Aunt Caroline swallowed two
of the pills. Truth frowned. She was certain the dosage was supposed to
be one.

It must be very bad already. And there was nothing she could do--no
way to reach out to Caroline Jourdemayne. Truth felt a sudden panicky
realization that there was no tinme left to forge close enotional ties to her
aunt. Caroline would die and Truth would be left with the guilt of self-

i shness.

"There. ! shall be better presently, so Dr. Vandeneyer has been at
pains to assure me. Now. There is another natter that we nust discuss.
The real reason you're here."

Truth waited, but Aunt Caroline said nothing nore. Truth let her gaze
drift toward the window to the stark, Andrew Weth-esque | andscape
beyond. The sky was a palette of gray on gray that seened to cocoon the
house |i ke wet spongy flesh

"W never did discuss.., the past," Aunt Caroline said at last. "It's
i mportant for you to know that you're not the only one."

The only one? Truth stared at her aunt, feeling a faint alarmtinged with
unconfortable pity. Wat Caroline Jourdemayne had sai d nmade no sense.

"l guess--" Truth began

"Tmnot quite senile yet--or drugged sensel ess,” Aunt Caroline
snapped, as if she could read Truth's mind. "But this is hard for ne. For
so many years | just tried to blot it all out--Thorne, and Katherine--
but there are things you need to know about your famly."

"My famly," Truth echoed. But Aunt Caroline was her only fanily,
and Truth found it hard to inmagi ne anything she needed to know about
Aunt Caroli ne.

"Your parents. Your father and nmother. Thorne Bl ackburn nost of
all. You never had the chance to know him and now. .."

Bl ackburn again! Truth struggled to keep her face serene. "I don't
think there's anything you really need to tell ne about Thorne Bl ackburn,
Aunt Caroline," Truth said carefully.

"How qui ck you are to say that. Perhaps | should have-- But there's
no time now for vain regrets. You did not know him™"

And never wanted to/ Truth cried out silently. There was an odd tone
in Aunt Caroline's voice that frightened her.

"There is a legacy .... "Aunt Caroline's voice trailed off, and her
head drooped for a noment as the narcotic relief of the pills took
hol d.

"Aunt Caroline?" Truth said anxiously.
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The old woman roused with an effort. "I tire so easily these days; |I'm
still not used to it. And | shall die before I am" She grinmaced, inpatient
with her body's failing. "There is sonething | have been keeping for you,
some of Thorne's possessions. | know that you won't understand why;
I'"d hoped to wait until | could ... But | have run out of tine."

I have run out of tinme. That cal mstatenent of fact roused Truth's pity
as no nore dramatic statenent coul d.
"Time for what, Aunt Caroline?" Truth asked gently.

"I didn't wish to give themto you until it wouldn't-- | never wanted
you to hate him" Aunt Caroline said, "I just couldn't bear... But there
is no nore time. These things cannot be left around for just anyone to
stunmbl e upon once |I'mdead; no matter your feelings you'll have to take
themnow, and | pray that--" Once nore Caroline Jourdemayne broke
off in the mddle of a sentence, as if there were still things that could not
be said. "Call it Thorne's legacy to you, and | w sh you coul d understand

what he... They're in a box in the bedroom-go get them And then
we nust tal k about the others.™

VWhat ot hers? Truth wondered, rising to her feet. But Aunt Caroline's
eyes were closed and Truth could not bear to trouble her further.

-,

Aunt Caroline's bedroomwas at the back of the house. It, too, was filled
with the fal sely-nmodern furniture that seened to belong to a vision of
some happier tomorrow. The | ow dresser with its close-grained teak
finish--who, in those nore fortunate days, had ever heard of an endan-
gered rain forest?--~' the chaste double bed with the bookcase headboard
and bright cotton bedspread, even the pictures on the walls could have
come straight out ofm

Qut of 1969, Truth thought with a cold pang of realization. It is as
though Time itself stopped here when Mt her died.

She did not want to think about that, to add one nore crinme to the
l'ist of Blackburn's villainies. She had never before considered how the
house | ooked, but now the know edge was i nescapabl e. Nothing had
changed here since Aunt Caroline's twin had died. It was as if Aunt
Caroline and all the house were.., waiting. For what?

Truth wal ked over to the dresser. There was a photograph on it in a
silver frane--a faded head-and-shoul ders shot of a dark-haired, dark-
eyed woman who was the i mage of Caroline Jourdemayne at twenty.

But no one would keep a photo of herself on display in that way--
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and Caroline Jourdemayne had never in all her life worn her hair in that
Il ong, coltish tangle, or those gypsyish hoops of Mexican silver sparkling
in her ears.

Mexi can ... Blackburn had taken his little coven to Mexico the sum
mer before they'd noved into Shadow s Gate--the sumer before Kath-
erine had died.

Thi s nmust be Katherine Jourdemayne.

Truth had never seen a picture of her nother. If she had thought about
it at all, she'd assumed there weren't any. She picked up the frame,
wonderi ng why Aunt Caroline had never shared this with her.

As Truth nmoved the photo, another picture--1oose, this time--slipped
free fromits conceal nent behind the frame and spiraled to the floor.
Truth stooped down to pick it up

It was a Polaroid of as ancient a vintage as the franed photo, this tinme
a full-figure shot of a slender, |aughing, blond-haired nman, his |ong gol den
hair spilling down his back as he lifted a dark-haired baby hi gh above his
head. He was shirtless and barefoot, wearing only bell-bottons and some
ki nd of bead necklace. Her father.

She was entirely certain, even though there were few photos of Thorne
Bl ackburn avail able today and certainly nothing like this candid shot. The
one nost peopl e used was Bl ackburn's publicity photo that showed him
in full mystic regalia

But there was no doubt. This was him This casual, |aughing stranger
was her father.

And the child must be--her.

A fury so strong it could only be hatred possessed TruthJourdemayne's
consci ousness with the force of an onrushing train. How dared the nman
in the picture seemso normal, as if he were any young father happily
playing with his infant daughter? Didn't he know what he'd done--what
he was going to do?

Truth's skin crawl ed as though Bl ackburn were here with her in the
room and the fact that he had once held her tenderly in his arms seened
unf orgi vabl e. She set the photograph back on the dresser top gingerly,
and set the framed picture of her nmother on top of it as if she could hold
down t houghts of Blackburn as easily.

Way woul d Aunt Caroline keep a picture like this? Truth wondered.

"l never wanted you to hate him" Aunt Caroline had said. An ugly sus-
picion was growing in the back of Truth's mind, waiting patiently but
wi th gathering nmomentum for the nonent it could break through into
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her consci ousness; the prerational certainty that psychics called clairsen-

tience--the ability to know what you couldn't possibly know, a perception

that baffled the restraints of space and tine.

Oh, knock it off/Truth told herself fiercely. Ten mnutes nore and she'd
be seeing ghosts. Now where's that dammed whatever-it-is? The box was on the bed.
It was a white cardboard box--the old, heavy, glazed kind that good

stores used to usemand stanped on the lid in silver was the | ogo of the

now def unct Lucky-Pl att Departnent Store.

Hesitantly, Truth raised the Iid. The box was filled with crisp, white
ti ssue paper--and with nore. Truth wondered what grisly | egacy Thorne

Bl ackburn coul d have bequeathed her. No, not Thorne Bl ackburn

"Somet hi ng | have been keeping for you,' sone of Thorne's possessions..

These things cannot be left around for just anyone to stunble upon once |I'm

dead,' no matter your fee/ings you'll have to take themnow .... Call it Thorne's

| egacy to you ....

"7 never wanted you to hate him
"But there is no nore tinme ....
A ring, a necklace, and a book

She picked up the ring first. Its weight almost made Truth drop it again;
it was far too large for her, big enough to cover her |ongest finger from

knuckle to knuckle. It was set with a flat oval of lapis lazuli as big as a

peach pit, deeply and intricately carved with some sort of design Truth

couldn't quite make out. The stone was set in what nust be a full Troy

ounce of yellow gold, soft enough to be pure, cast in the shape of a coiled

serpent that had red-enaneled letters cut into its scaly flesh and tiny

wi nking rubies for its eyes. There were other rubies studded about the

ring's bezel --not cabochons, but whole, dark red spheres |ike beads of

bl ood. The ring had a Greek inscription on the inside of the band, al ong

with a date. Both were meani ngless to Truth.

The neckl ace was a magnificent thing: dark gol den anber beads the

size of wal nuts, long enough to hang hal fway down her torso. It's the one

he's wearing in the picture... A synbol dangled fromit, a thick, heavy

pendant of enaneled gold in an eye-bew | dering tangle of curves and

circles and peculiar synbols. Both the ring and the neckl ace seened

theatrical, cerenonial, as though freighted with the weight of a vast store

of purpose and intention
Bl ackburn's ring. Blackburn's necklace. Hs | egacy to her--as pre-
served by Aunt Caroline. For her.
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Way had Aunt Caroline kept these things for her? Wiy had she brought
her here to give themto her now?
It wasn't what she'd expected from Aunt Caroline, no, not at al
Truth realized with an unfol ding sense of dismay that she'd never really
known her aunt. Not what she'd expected. No. Not what a wonman who
bl aned Thorne Bl ackburn for her sister's nmurder would have done. "I
never wanted you to hate him.... "But what else could Aunt Caroline have
expect ed?
Coul d she have expected anything el se?

Truth cl osed her hands tightly over the serpentine | ength of the neck-
| ace, half-hoping the force wouild crack the anber beads. Al these years
she'd just assunmed that Aunt Caroline was as disgusted with Bl ackburn
as Truth was, when the reality... She could see it so clearly now.

Aunt Caroline and the house had been waiting since Katherine died
in 1969. Frozen in tinme. Waiting--

How coul d she ever have been so blind? It was so obvious. Al you
had to do was look .... Wiiting.
Waiting until Caroline could join Katherine in death.
Waiting until Caroline could join Thorne Bl ackburn.
Carol i ne Jourdenmayne had | oved Thorne Bl ackburn.

It was as if the world had suddenly tilted 180 degrees. Al the unex-
am ned facts of Truth's past, carefully buried and unquestioned, rose up
as i f enbodying another's will and assenbl ed thenselves to form an
unwel cone and bitterly plausible history.

Hadn't Caroline Jourdenmayne al so been at Shadow s Gate the night
Kat heri ne Jourdemayne had di ed and Bl ackburn had vani shed? She had,
and all these years Truth had never wondered why--but Caroline Jourde-
mayne coul dn't have known how necessary her presence woul d be. She
nmust sinply have been--visiting.

Her sister and her friend.
Her | over?

The past suddenly seened real, here in this room-Truth could see
themall together; Katherine, trusting and hel plessly fond; Caroline,
skeptical and seeing danger ahead, trying to be the practical one but
powerl ess to avert the tragedy that clainmed the two people she | oved
nmost. And Thorne Bl ackbur n.

Truth cl osed her eyes tightly. No--no--no... This isn't true. It can't
be true/
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But it made so nuch sense. Wiy keep a photograph of a man you
hat ed? Why save his things for his daughter if you didn't think his nenory
was worth preserving?

Caroline had | oved him

Truth sat down slowy on the bed. Her jaws ached with the force of
the denial she would not give voice to. Everything she'd ever believed
had been a lie, and all this, all the rest of Caroline Jourdemayne's life,
had been spent behind the veil of w thdrawn nunlike asceticismthat
Truth had tried to pierce in vain, spent as though Caroline Jourdenmayne
had dedi cated herself to the chaste worship of Thorne Bl ackburn down
through all the lonely years she had spent raising his daughter.

And she'd thought it had all been done for |ove of Katherine, Truth
mocked hersel f bl eakly. Wong.

She didn't love me. She loved him Truth heard the cheated little-girl voice
i nside her mnd and could not force it down. Aunt Caroline had | oved
Thorne Bl ackburn. Still. Now Always. If she had hated himshe would
not have been there, always there--and there the one night the two of
them-the three of them -had needed her nost.

And when, in her teens, Truth had begun to know who he had been
and to speak out agai nst Thorne Bl ackburn, Aunt Caroline had never
said a word.

Hoping I'd change ny nmind.> There'//be blizzards in He//first, Truth
thought grimy. The grief growing in her was too deep for words.
He's taken everything. He | eft ne nothing.

Not her nother, not her nother's |ove--not even, in the end, her
aunt's. It had all, all, all been for Thorne Bl ackburn, and nothing for his
daught er.

Not hi ng. Nothing left. No tine..
There was one nore thing in the box.
A book.

She lifted it out carefully. It was about nine inches by twelve--a little
| arger than a nmodern hardcover book--and about two inches thick. There
was no dust jacket, and it was bound in snmooth black |eather, with the
sort of hubbed spine that Truth associated with the antique books in the
Taghkani ¢ Coll ege library.

But this was not an anti que book--nor, as she discovered when she
opened it, a printed book at all

The title page was handwitten in black ink in a sweeping hand. It said:
Venus Afflicted: Being a Discourse on the True Rite for the Opening of the
Way and Other Matters. Thorne Bl ackburn.
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Truth flipped through it quickly. The pages were covered with witing
in a neat, nodern hand, occasionally interspersed with el aborate draw ngs
by the sanme hand.

It must be some kind of spellbook, Truth thought nunbly. She dropped it
back into the box, rubbing her hands together as if she'd touched sone-
thing dirty. To foster a belief in magic in this nodern day and age seened
too much to Truth like a deliberate turning away fromrationalisminto
the dark ignorance of the past. If magic, then why not faith healing and
infant sacrifice as well?

Thor ne Bl ackburn had dedicated his |ife to obliterating the only weapon
hurmanki nd had agai nst the universe--the power of the nmind--as if he
were sonme denoni c quisling of unreason

And Aunt Caroline had | oved him Had saved this--this thing for
twenty-five years, just so she could soneday present it to Truth.

As if it were a gift--as if it were sonmething Truth shoul d want.

Truth scooped the ring and the necklace back into the box and set the
lid back on it. Trenbling, she ran her hand through her short, sensible
hai rdo. Her wan, sickened face gazed back at her fromthe dresser mrror

How coul d she face Aunt Caroline? She could not bear to seem unkind
to the wonman who had raised her--but how could they have any kind
of rational discussion if Caroline Jourdemayne thought Thorne Bl ackburn
and his nasty occult silliness was adnmirable? There was no way.

Truth sighed deeply, suddenly exhausted. After a | ong nonent she
reluctantly picked up the box and went back into the living room
"Aunt Caroline?"

The old woman was |ying on the couch, head thrown back and eyes
closed. In sleep she | ooked even nore ghastly; |ooking at her, Truth
could al nost see the progress of the terrible disease that ate at her. At
Truth's voice, Aunt Caroline roused slightly.

"Ah, there you are." Her eyes searched Truth's face hopefully. Truth
knew what Aunt Caroline was hoping to see and fought to conceal her
real feelings. Arguing about Bl ackburn now woul d be no ki ndness.

"W have to tal k--about the others--" Aunt Caroline said. Her eyes
fluttered closed; with a great effort of will she forced them open agai n.
"When ... when Katherine died there was so nmuch confusion, so nuch
chaos. | did all that | thought I could, but I failed the others, Truth, that's
why--" her voice trailed off.

"Aunt Caroline, you're so tired," Truth said quickly. "You really should

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...y%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (33 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:12 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
GHOST LI GHT 33

lie down and rest. O course you haven't failed anybody. |'m sure every-
thing's going to be fine." The hasty words rang loudly false in the room

Aunt Caroline shook her head as if even that small notion hurt. "There
were others," she said again, her voice fading.

"W can talk about themlater," Truth said, cravenly hoping that |ater
woul d never cone.

"You nmust find the others. The others need you. The boy ..." Aunt
Caroline said, her voice heavy with the drug. As Truth stood watching,
the ol der woman's eyes slowy closed again. Truth lifted her aunt's feet
onto the couch and covered her with an af ghan, making her as confortable
as she could. She did not wish to risk hurting Aunt Caroline further by
carrying her into the bedroom though, |ooking at the frail, wasted form
Truth knew she could lift her easily.

As she wat ched, Aunt Caroline's breathing sl owed and deepened into
restoring sleep. Truth picked up the pill bottle. DEMEROL, the |abel said.
ONE EVERY S| X HOURS, AS NEEDED FOR PAIN. But Aunt Caroline had
taken two. It woul d be hours before she awoke again.

Truth felt a keen sense of relief, and acknow edged guiltily that she
was grateful not to have to listen to what her aunt had to say about events
a quarter of a century in the past. Aunt Caroline was confused, that was
all. There was no one to find; no one to help. Blackburn's m sguided
followers had scattered to the four wi nds, and Truth Jourdemayne cer-
tainly had no intention of aiding any of them even if they needed it.

She stared around the room and, after a nmonment's hesitation, picked
up Aunt Caroline's address book fromthe end table by the phone. Here,
as she'd hoped, was the nunber of the visiting nurse who was to look in
on Aunt Caroline. A quick phone call arranged for a visit in a few hours.
The nurse already had a house key.

Truth scribbled a hasty note and left it on the coffee table where Aunt
Caroline or the nurse would see it. Then, pausing only to retrieve her
coat, purse, and the hateful box, she wal ked quickly fromthe house where
Carol i ne Jourdemayne sl ept the heavy drugged sleep of the terminally
i1l and Kat herine and Bl ackburn's pictures kept watch over the past.

How coul d she do it? The question remai ned unanswered as Truth piloted
her Saturn along the rutted back roads of Storm akken in the direction
of the Thruway. She supposed she ought to have offered to stay, but she
hadn't made arrangenents to be away fromthe Institute for nore than
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the day, and she found she was reluctant to spend any nore tinme tha
she nust in the house that now seened so i nbued with Thorne Bl ack
burn's harl equi n presence.

To be entirely honest, she could not bear to stay there now that sh
knew what Caroline Jourdemayne's feelings for Thorne Bl ackburn were
and she could not bear to hurt her aunt by revealing her own feelings.

From the very begi nning, Truth had al ways respected Aunt Caroline'

m nd, had patterned her maturing personality on Aunt Caroline's nodel
How coul d sonmeone she had always trusted to be right be so wong abou
Thor ne Bl ackburn?

That she was wong Truth had no doubt. But it wasn't Aunt Caroline's
fault. It was his. Thorne Bl ackburn's. Sonehow he'd managed to work
his charl atan spell even on Caroline Jourdemayne.

It wasn't fair. Unhappiness roiled Truth's stomach and brought on the
outriders of a poundi ng headache.

No. It was nore than sinply not fair. It was not right.

Truth's life, inits small way, had been dedicated to supporting Right.
Sonetinmes it was hard to tell right fromwong, but not this tinme. The
faerie glamour that Bl ackburn had worked over the |ives of those who
had known him overridi ng coomobn sense and human decency, was
wong. It had not even ended with his death; it persisted even now, years
after Bl ackburn was vani shed and gone, continuing to work its subtle
har m

She had to stop it.

She had to stop Bl ackburn, by breaking the illusion that he'd cast, and
what better way than by telling the truthmhe whole, final, real truth
about Thorne Bl ackburn.

Trust cast a triunphant glance at the white box on the seat beside her.
So you left ne a book, did you, Father? Well, | have a book in mnd worth
two of yours.

"You're going to do what?" Dylan Pal mer said incredul ously.
"I"'mgoing to wite a biography of Thorne Bl ackburn,” Truth repeat ed.
It was ten-thirty on Thursday norning. Truth sat on the edge of the
desk in Dylan's office, swi nging one foot back and forth while watching
his reaction to her announcenent.

"What are you going to call it: 'Magus Dearest'? For heaven's sake,
Truth!" Dyl an peered at her as if he were not quite sure whether or not
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she was joking. His wheat-colored hair fell in an unruly conma over his
f or ehead.
In contrast to Truth's efficient tidiness, Dylan's office, like its occupant,

possessed a runpled and friendly informality. Dylan's wockspace was a
riot of souvenirs and evidence, letters and papers and books. A numnber
of reproduction gargoyles nmounted on the walls lent a certain piquancy
to the whole. There was a CGhostbusters novie poster on the back of the
door, and anot her one over the desk

"And here | thought you'd be pleased. You're the one always telling
me that Bl ackburn's a seminal figure in twentieth-century occultism heir
to the crown of Aleister Crowey. And yet there are no books on him
his life and work. Well, now there will be,” Truth said with satisfaction
"And you're going to wite it," Dylan said

Now t hat her decision had been irrevocably announced, Truth felt
happi er and nmore confident than she could ever renenber feeling. Finally
she was in a position to take control of the nasty puzzle that was Thorne
Bl ackbur n.

"Yes, I"'mgoing to wite it. At least that way it will be of some use--
and not filled with pseudo-factual accounts of trips to Venus and such-
like," Truth responded. She was secretly glad to have this news to break
as an excuse to talk with Dylan again; it meant that they could both
pretend the incident on Monday had never happened.

"Tir na Og," Dylan said unexpectedly. "The Isle of the Blessed. Thorne
clained to go there."

Clained to go there and to Venus, Truth could have told him Since
her visit to Aunt Caroline, she'd occupied spare nonments gl anci ng
through Venus Afflicted. The name, which made the book sound so nuch
i ke a warni ng panphl et agai nst venereal disease, was actually a term
Truth had found, used by astrol ogers when the planet Venus was being
unduly influenced in an astrol ogical chart by other planets. The person
with Venus afflicted in his chart would be unlucky in his relationships
with others.

Truth did not approve of astrology any nore than she did of so-called
real magic, but she did have to admit that astrology was slightly nore
harm ess. She wondered why Bl ackburn had chosen this for his title,
when it was obviously others who were unlucky in their relationship with
Thorne, and not the reverse. She | ooked back at Dyl an.

Dyl an had the | ook of a man groping for sonething to say. Suddenly
Truth wondered if he had neant to wite a biography of Thorne Bl ack-
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burn. This was academ a, after all--publish or perish. But even if he
supposition were true, she didn't waste any synpathy on Dyl an's aborte
proj ect. She was nmuch better qualified, and had access to sources Dyla
didn't.
Maybe | should call it Blood WII Tell, she thought irreverently.

Had Venus Afflicted ever been published? She hadn't told Dyl an sh
had a copy; it was to be the climax of her book--the thing that woul
ensure its publication and make it a val uabl e piece of scholarly researc

as well--and she neant to keep its inclusion a secret until the | ast possibh
noment .

"Well, frankly I don't care whether he said he went to Tir na Oy o
Cleveland," Truth said. "All | want is the provable facts. I've got a lot o

accrued vacation comng, and |'mtaking it. Three nonths ought to b,
enough tine to sort out reality fromfiction."

"The truth is rarely pure and never sinple, so says Oscar WIlde," Dyl a~
comrented. "And what are you going to do with your truth when yoL

find it?"
"I'"'mgoing to wite it down. | don't see why people should glanorize
Thor ne Bl ackburn when they'd be appalled if they really knew the thing,
he did."
Dyl an gave her a steady | ook
"Are you sure it will nake a difference? Look at either of the Kennedys,

at King, at Elvis. The nore dirt people dish out about them the stronge~
their hold becomes on the public inmagination. How can you think your

book will be any different?"

"I don't know," Truth had to admit. "But at least I'll have the whol e
truth." Suddenly she felt the need to convince himthat what she was
doing was right--and not just a petty act of vengeance. "If | wait too
much | onger, Dyl, the primary sources--the people who knew hi m -
will all be dead."

"If he were alive today he'd be in his sixties,'
are you going to start? Qut in California? England?"

Dyl an agreed. "But where

"Ch, no," Truth said. "I'mstarting closer to hone than that. |I'mstarting
where it all really began--or ended." She took a deep breath and said
the words: "lI'mgoing to Shadow s Gate."
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CHAPTER THREE
THE CI RCLE OF TRUTH

Truth, poor child, was nobody's daughter
She took off her clothes and junped in the water

--DOROTHY L. SAYERS

I T WAS THE SECOND WEEK | N OCTOBER;, PEAK SEASON FOR THE LEAF
color in the Hudson Valley. Qaks, maples, birch, and poplars all turned
their separate spectra of anber and gold against a sky so blue it hurt the
eyes. And Truth was bound for Shadow s Gate.

It had been mldly surprising to discover that Bl ackburn had not been
responsible for the quintessentially Gothic nanme of his |ast residence,
nor had he fictionalized the name of the nearby town in his published

essays. Shadowkill was a real place, the streamfromwhich it took its
nane havi ng been nanmed by Dutch homest eader El kanah Schei dow in
i64 i: Scheidows Kill--kill being the perfectly ordinary Dutch word for
"stream " appearing in Hudson Valley place-nanes from Peekskill to
Plattekill.

When English settlers displaced the Dutch in this area, Scheidow s Kil
becane Anglicized to Shadowkill and becane the nane of the new English

town, and Schei dowgehucht - -"Schei dow s Haml et"--becane Shadow s

Gate, a nanme now attached only to the estate outside the little village.

Thus a spooky and theatrical taxonony dissolved under the press of a

little research into sonething perfectly ordinary and nonfri ghtening.
And dammed el usi ve.
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She' d gotten the nane of the attorneys handling Bl ackburn's estate--
and therefore the property--fromthe newspaper stories that covered his
z969 di sappearance, but her letters and phone calls to them asking for
hel p and information--and pernmission to visit the house--had gone un-

answered. Still, Truth didn't think there would be any problemw th just
clinmbing over the fence and taking a wal k around. And as Bl ackburn's
daughter, even if illegitimte, she mght be said to have sone claimon
the pl ace.

The t hought disturbed her. She didn't want anything from Bl ackburn,
not his arcane book, not his ritual jewelry, not his--what was the phrase
one of her nutcase correspondents had used? Ch, yes--not his mantle
of nystic authority. Truth snorted derisively at the nenory.

But she did want to see the house. She renenbered nothing of the
time she'd spent at Shadow s Gate; the nenories of her earliest chil dhood.
Per haps there was sonething she could reclaimfor herself in this journey:
her history.

Al nost a nonth had gone by while she applied for and received the | eave
of absence fromthe Institute, followed by the distasteful business of
actually trying to | ocate sonme hard bi ographical information on Thorne
Bl ackburn. She had spoken to Aunt Caroline on the phone a couple of
times, but Aunt Caroline had not nentioned Thorne Bl ackburn again,

or the legacy, and for that Truth was grateful

Wil e she'd waited for her |eave to be approved, Truth collected and
reviewed the material on Bl ackburn that she'd read when she first becane
aware of him and found it was even scantier than she'd thought. There
had only been the briefest of nmentions in Colin Wlson's The Cccul t,
and Ri chard Cavendi sh's Man, Myth, and Magic had little nore. Wen
she | ooked at her notes after a week's hard work, they were |aughably
cryptic.

Thor ne Bl ackburn, probably born circa 1939, birthplace unknown- -
possi bly Engl and--fam |y unknown, early life unknown. First surfaced in
New Orleans in the | ate z950s, where he was doi ng fake voodoo rituals
for the tourists--a phase of his career that hadn't |asted |ong--and claim
ing to be the Conte de Cagliostro, an eighteenth-century French con arti st
who' d claimed to be a thousand years old. C ains notwthstanding, Thorne
had been somewhere around thirty when he died--Dylan was right; he'd
be in his sixties if he were alive today.

Al ready well established as an occultist when he resurfaced in San
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Francisco in the early 1960os, Bl ackburn had claimed affiliation both to
the Ordo Tenpli Orientis and the CGol den Dawn. He'd made a big spl ash
with his lectures, public rituals, and the publication of what they, in those
i nnocent days, had called an "under ground newspaper"--dedicated to
Bl ackburn's cult, of course, and his bizarre New Age theories.

And that was that. There the story of Blackburn's |life--and death--
ended.

Her library request for newspaper stories on Bl ackburn had netted
Truth a folder full of copies of mcrofil med newspaper stories, none of
them of nuch particul ar use beyond providing the name of the | awer.
Most of them focused on the April 1969 di sappearance. Katherine
Jourdemayne's death was |isted as "suspected drug overdose." Police had
searched for Thorne but he'd never been found; other nenbers of the
Circle had been held for a while and then rel eased. There had been no
arrests.

It was a trail a quarter of a century cold, but maybe she could unriddle
it--if she visited Shadow s Gate.

Truth didn't understand where the conviction had come fromthat her

answers were there--the estate was deserted, after all, left to rot while
the mles of red tape surrounding it and its gone-but-not-definitely-dead
owner reeled onward like a | egal battle in a D ckens novel. If not for

that, Shadow s Gate and its hundred-acre wood woul d have been sold off
years ago, Truth assuned. But she had to go there
It had seened sinpler back at the Institute. Truth stared out her car's
wi ndshield in despair, at what |ooked |like just another Dutchess County
back road. She'd been driving all norning, and by now she was nearly
ready to admit she was | ost.
Maybe Shadow s Gate didn't really exist.
O course it does, she rebuked herself nmentally. The Bed- and- Br eakf ast
i n nearby Shadowkill, where she'd made reservations for tonight's | odging,
was certainly real enough to take Visa. Truth pulled off the road at a
conveni ent wi de spot and inspected her Dutchess County map agai n.
Shadowki Il had to be around here somewhere. It wasn't just a fignent
of a cartographer's inmagination.
Laboriously, Truth | ocated Shadowkill on the map and then (gl ancing
up at the road sign to make sure of her facts) State Road 43- They were
about an inch apart at the best of times, and did not cross as her directions
assured her they shoul d.
Oh, | see. | should have turned back there somewhere, onto County 5 3. Lucky
Thirteen. How appropriate.
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It was just a good thing, Truth reflected to herself, that she wasn't a
superstitious person
But even a superstitious person would have been di sarmed by the sight

of the little town of Shadowkill, which Truth finally reached sone forty
mnutes |ater.
Shadowki I | was an archetypal Hudson River town, with rambling Vic-

torian mansi ons grouped around a picture-perfect town park. There was

a large war nenorial in the center of the traffic circle, and a Main Street
lined with antique stores and a number of cunning, trendy little shops,
mar ki ng Shadowki Il as one of the hamets in "Sl eepy Holl ow Country"

that obtained nmost of its income fromtourism

It was by now | ate afternoon, and it woul d have been reasonable for
Truth to at least locate and stop in at her Bed-and-Breakfast to neet her
host ess and drop of f her bags, but now that she was so close to her goa
she couldn't bear to stop. Shadow s Gate had | ooned in her inmagination
for years as some sort of hideous conbination of Hell House and the
Bates Motel; she could not wait any |longer than utterly necessary to see
it as it really was and reduce it to ordinariness.

Fol I owi ng her directions, Truth drove up Main Street, as State 13 was
now cal | ed--past shops that gave way to tidy--and costly--cottages. Then
the cottages stopped, and there was about a mile where the sides of the
road were edged only by running fence and grass. Then she reached the
pl ace where Main Street formed a T with A d Patent G ant Road.

Shadow s Gate was strai ght ahead, and the board fencing that edged
a d Patent G ant Road had been renoved fromthe area in front of the
gat ehouse, so that it was possible to drive right on to the property. Truth
crossed the two-1ane highway and pulled up into the gravel ed apron in
front of the gatehouse. A warning quiver of alarmnade the hair on her
arms and neck stand up; the very air felt charged, as if before a storm

Don't be nmelodramatic. It's just a house, Truth scol ded herself sternly.
She forced herself to | ook around, to gather data with a schol ar's nind.

From her investigations, she knew that Shadow s Gate was an estate
dating fromthe days when both sides of the Hudson had been studded
with the palatial enclaves of the nineteenth-century robber barons. The
current house, she gathered, had been built sometinme after the Gvil War
The gat ehouse where her car now stood was a later addition--a mniature
castle in itself, complete with the mammoth cl ock face that gave it a faint
spurious resenbl ance to some public building. The gatehouse buil di ng
fornmed an arch across the drive; iron gates within that arch could be
closed to bar the road into the estate to the casual intruder. Truth had
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seen phot ographs of the gatehouse in the Cavendi sh book, and had nen-
tally enbellished that picture: the surroundi ngs overgrown wth weeds,
the rusted gates padl ocked shut; everything bearing a wi stful aura of
decay.

Unfortunately for her peace of mnd, the weeds were gone, the or-
nanental plantings were flourishing, and the freshly-painted gates stood
open to the recently regravel ed drive. Shadow s Gate was very far from
being a deserted relic of a ghostly past.

Soneone is living here, Truth realized, and felt a nuted ghost of the
j eal ousy she had experienced at Aunt Caroline's. Shadow s Gate was
hers--who dared... "Can | help you?"

The voi ce belonged to the brash young man who had stepped out from
behi nd t he gat ehouse. She rolled down the wi ndow and | eaned out.
"lI--1"mnot sure. | cane to | ook at the house," Truth said hesitantly.
"It isn't for sale,” the young man said, still smling. He was severa
years younger than Truth, with sun-streaked blond hair and deeply tanned
skin testifying to a conmtnent to open-air activities.

"Ch, | don't want to buy it," Truth said quickly. "I just wanted to | ook
at it." Some inpulse of honesty made her add: "l.grew up here--well,
for a while. My nane's Truth Jourdemayne."

By now Truth had becone inured to practically every possible reaction
to her admttedl y-peculiar first name. This, too, was a | egacy of Thorne
Bl ackburn, but by the time she'd realized that, it had become so nuch
her name that no anount of dislike of the giver was reason enough to
change it.

"You're Truth Jourdemayne? The Truth Jourdemayne? That's great!

And you're here! How did you--? Ch; |, uh, guess | ought to introduce
myself. 1'm Gareth. Gareth Crowther? Anyway, wel come to Shadow s
Gate, Ms. Jourdemayne--1 can't think of anyone who ought to be here
more. Ch, boy, this is terrific--none of us knew you were com ng."

O all the possible reactions--hunor, disbelief, confusion--this was
one she'd never seen. Cbviously her name meant something to him but
he was so innocently delighted to di scover who she was that it was hard
to take of fense.

"But, hey! You've got to cone up to the house and nmeet Julian,"” Gareth
added. "It'll be great!"

"I don't think, M., um.. "Truth began
Gareth wilted visibly at this rebuff. "Call ne Gareth. And--please. It
won't be any trouble. Julian isn't, like, doing anything right now. And you
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could see the house. That's what you've conme for, right? To see your
house? Julian'll be glad to show you around."

He gazed at her so hopefully that Truth began to feel a bit guilty at
refusing. Gareth was obviously a big bluff hearty puppy-dog of a man
who never expected to give or receive unkindness. And she did want to
see the house. Could the Bl ackburn estate possibly have been settled
enough for the place to be sold? No one had any reason to tell her if it
had, after all.

"Julian, | take it, is the new owner?" Truth said.

"Yeah," Gareth said. "W just noved up here a few nmonths ago, in
May. "

Truth wondered a bit at that--even on such short acquai ntance, Gareth
Crowt her sonmehow didn't seema likely partner for someone who coul d
afford a property that cost, at a very conservative estinmate, several hundred
t housand dol | ars.

"Go on up," he said encouragingly. "Please."

You' ve cone such a | ong way; you might as well. Go on. Just take a | ook
The silent urging was so strong that it seened a thing separate from
hersel f, and still Truth hesitated.

As a parapsychol ogi st, Truth Jourdemayne believed in the unseen world
of perceptions beyond the ordi nary and communi cati ons beyond speech.
As a scientist, she preferred any nornal explanation to a paranormal one.
Thi s niggling hunch was probably sinply her own unconscious desire to
lay childish bugbears to rest.

"Ckay, | will," she said, deciding. "Thanks, Gareth, you've been very
ki nd."

"Thank you, Ms. Jourdemayne," Gareth said, sweeping her an inpish
nock- bow.

"Truth," she said. His smle wi dened. He stepped back as her car drifted
forward through the freshly-painted gates.

You coul d not see the nmain house fromthe gatehouse, Truth realized as
she drove. She had the peculiar sense that she had just driven into a
picture, or a novie--into a world that was real in a different fashion than
the world she had just left, and had its own rewards and dangers.

Once you were on the estate property, the twentieth century vani shed.
There wasn't another house in sight; she couldn't even see the power
Iines she knew nust be here. The gravel drive swng first left, then right
as it cut through the young forest surrounding the house; the roadway
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was deeply ditched on both sides to carry off summer rains and w nter
snownelt, and filled at the monent with drifts of |eaves |ike golden
doubl oons pl undered from sone ghostly gall eon

Truth did her best to rein in her fancy and concentrate on the neeting
ahead. Who was Julian? Wiy had he bought Shadow s Gate? Gareth had
seenmed to know who she was; how awkward was this meeting going to
be?

Suddenly the wood opened out and Truth coul d see the house ahead.

Wt hout conscious volition, she brought her car to a stop

Shadow s Gate was a spraw i ng exanpl e of nineteenth-century Hudson
Valley Gothic. It bore the ook of a fairytale castle built as a stronghold
for a war in Neverland. In contrast to other Hudson Ri ver mansions
constructed of native tinber or inported marble, Shadow s Gate was
fashi oned of the | ocal pale gray stone. Three cone-roofed towers set with
| ong narrow wi ndows rose up fromthe edges of the rambling structure,
and off to one side Truth could see the geonetric shape of a gl ass house,
or conservatory, jutting outward as if it wanted nothing to do with the
stone walls that supported it. The five acres or so inmmedi ately around
the house was i mmuacul ately tended; across the sweep of green | awn she
could see a lacy white gazebo, and hi gh box hedges that m ght be a maze.
Beyond those artifacts of civilization the autumm forest took possession
of the | andscape once nore. The Shadow s Gate estate was a parcel of
slightly over x oo acres.

The hundr ed-acre wood. Just l|ike in Wnnie-the-Pooh.

Seei ng Shadow s Gate was |ike seeing a scene she'd thought safely
buried in a children's book brought to jarring life. Truth had al ways been
certain that she retained no nmenories fromher early chil dhood, as was
perfectly typical--after all, nost people report having no chil dhood nem
ories dating earlier than their seventh or eighth year--but it seened,
now, that she was w ong.

She knew this place. To enter its doors was to prom se to keep an
appoi nt ment she was nore than twenty years |late for.

Truth's heart slanmed against her ribs at a speed suggesting panic. For
only an instant the world--the car, the friendly autum forest--was gone,
and she stood naked in a place where torches made a pillared cathedra
of light. She was come to judgnent, but those who called her little knew
that they had called to face them-

Truth shook her head, puzzled. The nenory, fantasy, whatever it had
been, slipped away like a dream |eaving behind it only the sense of a
chal | enge that must be net.
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"Creepy." She spoke aloud, and the last of the dream sense vani shed.
The house ahead was nothing nore than a stately Victorian mansion,
freshly tenanted after a span of years.

",Dgj~ vu, that's what they call it," Truth told herself, slipping the car
into Drive once nore. Dgj, i vu, the sense of having been somewhere
before. Oten cited by psychics as proof of their powers, but rarely that.
A complex trick of the m nd, nothing nore.

Not hi ng nore.

When she pulled up in front of the house, there was a man waiting for
her on the front steps.

Gareth nust have phoned up fromthe gatehouse, Truth realized. She got
out of her car reluctantly, slinging her purse up over her shoul der. The
man came down the steps, noving around the car to greet her

"Hello," he said, offering his hand. "I"mJulian Pilgrim Wlcone to
Shadow s Gate, Ms. Jourdemayne."

Truth did not mss his quick assessnent of her, and was suddenly gl ad
she'd taken the trouble to dig out--and wear--one of the outfits she
usual |y saved for professional conferences: a skirt and matching jacket in
olive wild silk worn with an ivorypeau de soie shell. The | ow heel ed cof f ee-
col ored punps and mat chi ng oversi zed Coach bag conpl eted the picture
of an efficient, official, and norrmal person

In the nonent Julian Pilgrimtook to appraise her, Truth conducted
an eval uati on of her own. She saw a man a few years ol der than she, with
thick silky black hair and eyes the startling topaz blue of a Sianese cat's.
His face had all the patrician arrogance of that noble breed, and his body
a positively feline suppleness. He was dressed as if attending the sane
i magi nary conference that Truth was; a jacket of subtle expensive tweed,
dark slacks, a shirt with the dense, close-woven whiteness of |inen open
to expose his strong, brown throat. H's hands were innocent of rings,
and the Rolex on his left wist was a thin, gold whisper of privilege.
Looking at his hands nade a faint shudder run through her body; before
she coul d stop herself, she wondered what they would feel |ike touching
her bare skin.

The only jarring note in this perfection was the bangle Julian Pilgrim
wore upon his right wist.

One woul d expect any jewelry this man wore to be el egant. The wri st-
cuff was not. It had the dull, grainy look of pig-iron, into which, sense-
|l essly, a design in pure gold had been inlaid. She glinpsed it only a
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monent in her assessnent; followi ng the direction of her gaze, Julian
shook his cuff down to conceal it. He wore French cuffs; the cufflinks
were flat squares of red enanel

Their nutual assessnent had taken only nonments; Truth smled, and
shook the extended hand.

"I''"'m Truth Jourdemayne--as you know," she said. "And you're the
new owner of Shadow s Gate?"

"I think of nyself as a custodian only. Wen a man buys a three-
hundr ed- year-ol d house, he must face the fact that he is only an ephenera
episode in the life of the house. But please. Do cone in. Have you
travel ed far?" He radi ated the same spell binding fascination as one of the
big cats--a tiger, perhaps--and wore his aura of charismatic masculinity
like a laurel crown of triunph, seem ngly unconscious of his effect on
the femal e popul ation at |arge.

"We're al nost neighbors; | work at Taghkanic Col |l ege, over in Am
st erdam County."

Normal |y she woul d have been nore specific, as, technically, Truth
wor ked for the Bidney Institute and not for the college, but sone instinct
hel d her back fromrevealing too nmuch too soon. "I didn't realize that
Shadow s Gate was on the market,"” Truth added. "it wasn't."

Julian gestured for her to precede himup the steps, and then brushed
close to her to open the front door.

She gl anced around herself, standing in the doorway. Jeweled nmulti-
colored light spilled in through the stained-glass gallery w ndows, threat-
ening to carry her off again into that strange state of altered nenory.
She cl osed her eyes and | ooked away, stepping inside.

"I negotiated a rather delicate arrangenent with the estate,"Julian said,
foll owi ng her through the doorway. "My preenptive bid to purchase is
being held in escrow, and I'mliving here with sone of mny... associ-
ates ... while the last details are being worked out. But am| bringing
you unwel cone news? Perhaps you'd planned to live at Shadow s Gate
yoursel f?" H's deep voice was |ike sueded vel vet, weaving a spell that
had nothing to do with the house.

"I don't think so," Truth said shortly.

"I must admit | feel quite honored by a visit from Thorne Bl ackburn's
daughter," Julian added. "Anything | can do to make your visit nore
enj oyable..."

So he did know who she was. Truth felt herself stiffening up, despite
Julian's obvious charns and his apparent desire to please her. She won-
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dered just who the dangerously-attractive Julian Pilgrims unnanmed as-
soci ates were--and what sort of association it was.
"I only came to see the house,"” Truth said brusquely.
"And so you shall,"” Julian said, taking her arm "I shall give you the
grand tour."

"l expect it has been rather enbarrassing for you, being Thorne Bl ack-
burn's daughter,"” Julian said about an hour |ater

Their last stop on the grand tour had been the room Julian had call ed
his office; a surprisingly small roomtucked in beneath the grand staircase.
It was filled with built-in bookcases, which were in turn filled with books--
the sort that are read, not bought "by the yard" froma decorator for the
| ook of the thing. Red silk brocade covered the walls everywhere books
did not; either the original material or a cunningly-antiqued copy. There
was a desk in the mddle of the roomw th confortable overstuffed Vic-
torian chairs set on either side. A chinoiserie |iquor cabinet in the corner
and the Oriental rug on the floor conpleted the furnishings. COddly
enough, the roomwas conpletely w thout w ndows.

Truth | ooked startled at the insightful coment. Julian smled nock-
ingly.

"Ch, come, Ms. Jourdemayne--the | ook of horror that crossed your
features when | nerely nmentioned your father's name woul d be cl ue
enough to an intellect even duller than | pride nyself on having that this
was not a wel cone subject.”

Truth | ooked away, naking a production out of choosing a seat so he
woul d not see her blush. He'd been nothing but kindness itself for the
| ast hour, showi ng her over the house and property, discoursing know -
edgeably on its history--and never nentioning Thorne Bl ackburn once.

She ran through all the possible responses she could make. "I'msorry
if | seemrude," she said at last, settling on the nost harm ess. "But--"

"But you are tired of being treated as if you are not a person, wth
your own desires and necessities, but a sort of psychic hot line to a man
you cannot even have known very well,"Julian said. "And whose interests
you nmay not even share."

Now that was a mld way of putting it.

"Yes," said Truth gratefully. She felt herself warming to Julian on a
| evel transcending nere physical attraction, as if the unspoken canara-
derie of old friendship already exi sted between them

"I," said Julian, "do not ask others to share ny interests--although
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when they do, it's an unexpected bonus." He |aughed, and Truth felt
herself smiling in return. "Some sherry, perhaps, M. Jourdemayne?"
"Yes, thank you. And please call me 'Truth,' M. Pilgrim"

"And you nust call ne Julian," he responded, going over to the cabinet
atop which a crystal decanter and gl asses reposed upon a silver tray as
formally as in any Oxford don's study.

"Forgive ne for mentioning," he went on after he had served them
both with tiny delicate crystal glasses filled with the sweet, garnet-col ored
wi ne, "but of course you are aware that you are naned for the Bl ackburn
Work, are you not?"

From Julian a question that woul d have been annoyi ng com ng from
anyone el se became a matter of sinple curiosity.

"I"'mnot very familiar with the Bl ackburn Wirk," Truth admitted cau-
tiously.

"Children hardly ever know their parents--or what is inmportant to
their parents--and the glare of publicity turned on the Wrk by Bl ack-
burn's di sappearance couldn't have hel ped. Cccultists--1ike parapsy-
chol ogi sts--do their best when not being hounded for a 'sound bite' for
the six o'clock news."

Truth rai sed her eyebrows, saying nothing, and Julian chuckled at her
surprise.

"' You know ny nethods, Watson, now apply them'" he quoted hap-
pily. "Anyone working in the field is famliar with the Bidney Institute,
no matter which pan of the balances his soul is weighed in, and besides,
how could |I fail to recognize the author of Some Prelimnary Inquiries Into
a Statistical Basi sfor Evaluating C airaudi ent Perception? I wish | had been
able to come to Bern to see you deliver it; it seems we have had to wait
far too long to neet."

This time there was no msinterpreting the smle or what it meant;
Truth found herself flushing agreeably.

"I didn't know you were interested in parapsychol ogy, Julian," she said.
She sipped again at her sherry; its sweet-sharp taste was the physica
equi val ent of the Cctober sunlight shining through the stained-glass w n-
dows in the hall outside

"Ch, | am but please don't be misled. My main interest is the Bl ackburn
Wirk fromthe magician's point of viewaut as Thorne hinsel f says, we
must make ourselves famliar both with the real mof scientific possibility
and the range of stage illusionismin order to distinguish true magick
when it occurs.”

Julian settled back in his chair, and once again Truth forced away an
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intimte speculation of howit would feel to touch the nmuscles that rippled
beneath the cloth.

"That seens reasonabl e enough," Truth said reluctantly, forcing herself
to keep her mind on the matter at hand. She did not wish to argue with
so charm ng a host, but she couldn't restrain just a small ironic jibe. "And
have you seen nmuch 'true magick,' Julian?"

"No." He smiled at her, as if inviting her to share a delicious secret,
and tossed off the rest of his sherry in one draught. "But | hope to. And
what brings you to Shadow s Gate, Truth Jourdemayne? Surely not an
interest in Hudson Valley architecture?"

He | eaned forward, conpletely at ease, and Truth was once nore
rem nded of a lazy jungle cat, all mdnight fur and hot brilliant eyes. It
was di sappointing to find him apparently on the side of the Thorne-ites,
but wasn't it people like Julian whom her book was neant to hel p?

Besi des, no bi ographer has ever worked wi thout discussing his subject.
She woul d have to nention Bl ackburn to soneone besi des Dyl an sooner
or later.

"I amwiting a biography of ny father,"” Truth said.

Julian came bolt upright, his expression suffused with delight. "But
how absol utely perfect!"” he said. "You ve certainly come to the right
pl ace to begin. You nust stay here, of course; it will make everything so
much easier for you. You knew, of course, about the collection--of
course | place it entirely at your disposal--what an amazi ng di spl ay of
synchronicity, to be sure.”

"Synchronicity,"” Truth echoed, nystified. "Wat sort of a collection,
Jul i an?" she asked, setting aside for the noment his invitation to stay.

"Wy, Bl ackburni ana--for want of a better name. You mean you didn't

know? So much for my ego! |'ve been collecting for years. It's quite
extensive, really: letters, tapes, nystic apparatus. Just what you'll need.
1"l show you."

He stood up, offering his hand. After a monent's hesitation Truth set
her hand in his. Julian's warm fingers closed over hers with a confident
sense of possession, and the power that flowed through his touch rmade
her trenbl e.

"I was beginning to think I'd have to wite it nyself, and | have no literary
talent, | assure you," Julian was saying. "And there's no better way to

| earn about Thorne Bl ackburn than to wite about him"

Truth stood beside Julian in an airy, spacious roomthat had not been
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included in her previous tour. Its whitewashed walls and high ceilings
gave it the indefinable air of a country school house. There were no built-
i n bookcases here, only expanses of nolded plaster and scrubbed, w de-

pl anked oak fl oors. The room al so contained two long library tables and
several freestanding shelves and files, but the entire room was dom nated
by the i mense oil painting hanging over the fireplace at the opposite
end of the room-Thorne Blackburn in his full magickal regalia.

"It helps if you can afford to advertise in nmagazi nes and newspapers- -
and pay, of course. It's amazing how often cold cash is preferred to that
cheri shed menmento. But that makes me sound cynical--in truth, | was
incredibly lucky to get nmy hands on a lot of this and | feel very--hunble.”

Even on such short acquai ntance, Truth didn't feel that humlity was
somet hing Julian Pilgrimwould ever possess. One might as well w sh for
a diffident eagle; a subm ssive tiger. She shifted her gaze to the portrait,
I est Julian catch her staring at himlike a hero-worshiping schoolgirl with
her first crush.

The figure in the portrait had bare feet and wore a fl owi ng green robe
enbroi dered with gold ogham runes and a wol f ski n--or somet hi ng neant
to represent one--tied about his shoulders. The robe was belted in at
the waist with a wide | eather belt set with genstones and ending in the
sort of silky golden tassels that Truth associated with heavy curtains.

The figure's arms were crossed upon his chest; in one hand he held a
red-and-white-striped wand topped with a gol den representati on of the
wi nged Isis, and in the other, a short sword with a | arge Magen David set
into its pormel and el aborate synbols engraved into its blade. Bl ack-
burn's nmagi ckal belief system-whatever it was--had a remarkably cath-
olic taste in synbols.

A gol d band supporting a solar wheel held his flowi ng blond hair in
pl ace, and his green gaze was directed upward. That--along with the
aureole the artist had seen fit to give him-gave the figure in the picture
the sappily sentimental | ook of a dime-store Savior. But sonething was m ssing.

"VWhere's his necklace?" Truth asked. "And the ring?"

Julian shot her a look of sharp surprise. "I thought you said you weren't
famliar with the Bl ackburn Wrk."
Truth said nothing, damming herself for having spoken out at all. The

| ast thing she needed was to have Julian think that she had sone secret
i nner know edge of "Bl ackburniana" for himto tap

After a noment, Julian shrugged. "Ch, well, ny little inadequacies
revealed,” he said with a |l augh. "The ring and the neckl ace shoul d be
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there; you're right. | know they're nmentioned in the literature, but as
you'll note, this is hardly painted fromlife. | couldn't provide any pho-

tographs of either piece, so |l told the artist to | eave them out. Perhaps
they can be added soneday--if they ever turn up."

He turned his dazzling smle on her once nore and Truth felt herself
melting. It wasn't |love, certainly, and maybe not even lust--Julian just
seened so nuch nore real than anyone Truth had ever net before. She
forcefully suppressed the urge to instantly hand over the necklace and
ring sinply for the pleasure she knew it would give Julian to have them
Whet her she wanted them or not--and she didn't--all her inclination
and training had created in her a profound m strust of first inpressions,
seductive though they were. She would wait and see.

"At any rate, here within these four walls is nearly all that renains on
Earth of Thorne Bl ackburn, Magister Stella Maris: photographs, artifacts,
personal letters. The shelves contain copies of all of the books that nen-
tion him-the citations are listed in the front of each--as well as the
bootl eg reprints of stuff fromthe old Voice of Truth." Julian's easy gesture
took in the freestanding shelves along both walls. They were filled with
books, fromtattered paperbacks to books echoi ng the gol d-stanped
spl endor of a law library.

"You know, it's a pity he vanished the way he did," Julian continued.
"The estate is so disorganized that sone of those copyrights never wll
be untangl ed until the work becones public donmain sonetine in the
next century. But please--feel free to browse to your heart's content--
and pl ease, do consider ny other offer. | would very much enjoy being
your host, Truth. | flatter nyself that | could even hel p you--perhaps
nore than you realize."

It was inpossible to nistake the genuineness of his offer, and Truth
found herself once nore returning his smle.

"I really... | don't think... "Truth floundered, in spite of that. She
did not know Julian--he was her father's partisan--she couldn't trust
him "This is such an amazing collection, Julian; | hardly know where to

begin--it's magnificent!" she said, hoping to distract him

"It's yours for as long as you need it." Julian folded her hand in both
of his own. "WII| you stay?"

"I--" Truth hesitated, and Julian, sensing her reluctance, nade another
of fer.

"At |east be ny guest for dinner? The others would | ove to neet you--
and | hope for another chance to persuade you to our cause."

Julian's steady turquoi se gaze and engagi ng, self-deprecating smle
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made it inpossible to evade the question, even though Truth felt, some-
how, that accepting this dinner invitation would be agreeing to a whole

chal | enge

"Very well," she said, feeling her reluctance dissolve with her assent.
“I"'d love to."

"That nuch is settled then."

Truth was about to ask what tine she should return, but Julian fore-
stal |l ed her once again.

"May | | eave you here for a while? I'd nuch prefer your conpany to
what | ought to be doing, but there are sone calls to California that I
really nmust nmake. | hope you can amnuse yourself here?"

Trut h nodded. Julian continued, nmaking his way toward the door. "I'm
so glad you're staying; I'Il tell Irene." He pronounced the nane in English
fashion, giving it three syllables and a long "e" on the end: |-nme-nee, "She
does ne the favor of supervising our donestic arrangenents, and |I'd be
| ost without her. 1'll be back as soon as | may, but feel free to ask Irene
or any of the others for anything you need." "OF course,"” Truth said, slightly dazzl ed.

The afternoon sun, beating in through the high, uncurtai ned wi ndows,
bat hed Julian in orient splendor, granting hima genuine halo in coun-
terpoint to the painting's trunpery one. He | ooked |i ke what he was~
a powerful, inmportant nman. A man who woul d do great things~and who
seened already to believe that she would hel p himdo them He opened
the door to | eave

"Julian," Truth asked with sudden urgency, "Wat do you think hap-
pened to hinf Blackburn, |I nmean. He can't just have up and vani shed."

Can he? a part of her mnd added in new uncertainty. Jul i an paused.

"I think--1 think he found what he sought, or nearly so. No frontier
can be explored without risk--and magick is no ganme for amateurs."”

He turned and wal ked fromthe room closing the high double doors
behind himas if furling an angel's w ngs.
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CHAPTER FOUR
TO SEEK THE TRUTH

We owe respect to the living; to the dead we
owe only truth.
--VOLTAl RE

TRUTHSAT DOMN AT ONE OF THE LONG LI BRARY TABLES. NOW THAT

Julian was gone, taking his energizing aura of glanpbur with him she felt
suddenly weary. It had been a long day, and a long drive on top of it,
and now she's agreed to have dinner with an entire mansion full of--

Never mind "magi ck or not"--the real question should be: "Fruitcake or
not"? Truth told herself derisively. On al nost any other occasion, the
subj ect under review woul d be Thorne Bl ackburn. Today it was the far
nmore i mediate Julian Pilgrim The undeni ably handsone, charm ng,
and fascinating Julian Pilgrim

She picked up her purse fromthe fl oor and opened it, renoving a thick
not ebook and a tiny tape recorder, ready for the business of note-taking.
But at the nmoment, Truth's mind was el sewhere. Mgick? O... not?

Al ways before, Truth had felt confortable with her sweeping disnissa
of magick as an intentionally fraudul ent sort of psychic shell gane. It was
easy enough to do so: She'd never net a really admirabl e person who
professed to believe in it. But now there was Julian, who spoke of nmagick
with the sane cal macceptance that Truth's col | eagues at Taghkani ¢ spoke
of Chaucer and subnol ecul ar physics.
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He was wong, of course, Truth decided, sighing regretfully. A belief
in magick had informed the great m nds of the Renai ssance from Francis
Bacon to | saac Newton, but that didn't nake themright. But at |east
Julian was in good conpany with his del usions.

But they were only that, and as inpossible of proof as any other nmatter
based on faith. Wich, as Mark Twain had once remarked, consisted of
bel i eving "what you know ain't so."

Truth sighed, |eaning her chin on her hand and gazi ng out the w ndow
li ke a dazzl ed ingenue, letting her mnd play for a monent with the
enticing fantasy of living here at Shadow s Gate while she researched her
book--and weaned Julian Pilgrimaway fromhis |ogical fallacies.

Wth regret, she dismssed the notion. Julian was not her concern, she
told herself firmy. He was unlikely to give up his beliefs just on her say-
so, and she ought to be grateful for them anyway; wi th whatever noti -
vation, he had anassed a fine collection of precisely what she needed and
was willing to let her use it to wite her book

So she shoul d stop daydream ng about how it would be to kiss a man
she'd net for the first time less than two hours before and do sonet hi ng
to justify her presence here.

She stood up, taking the tape recorder with her, and began to explore
the trove that Julian had so nagnani mously thrown open to her.

Here, in glass cases along the walls, were nost of the objects she'd
seen in the portrait, plus others.

"A shal |l ow bow , |ooks like--obsidian? Didn't Dyl an show me some-
thing like that |ast year? A scrying glass, | think he said. | w sh he were
here now. | don't think I have a hope of understanding nost of this stuff
wi t hout a background in nagick. Let's see, sone things that |ook like
silver hat pins, a small sickle ... copper? Looks sharp. |'ve got to get a
camera in here and photograph this stuff. And several daggers: One has
a black hilt with about a six-inch blade .... "

She continued to dictate into the machine as she studied the objects
in the glass cases beneath the wi ndows: the daggers, with black and white
and red hilts, the solar crowm fromthe portrait--and here a nmatching
lunar one, all in white silver. Only the fear of sonehow of fending Julian
kept her from opening the case and picking it up; her forehead tingled
as if anticipating the crowmn's cool weight.

It's been a long day, Truth repeated reassuringly to herself. She rubbed
her forehead, blotting the sensation away, and forced herself to continue
t aki ng notes.

"I wonder who wore these? |Is there an actual full description of the
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Bl ackburn Work anywhere, | wonder?Julian seens to think it's sonething
real --well, as real as magick ever gets."

It was difficult, looking at the tools, to remenber that they were sinply
items in an expensive and del usive formof theater. The objects seened
filled with such purpose--as if they knew they had once been used and
| ooked forward to the day when they woul d be used again.

Truth turned away, barely able to repress a pang of unease. The things
this room contai ned were nothing like the trappings of Wcca, the faddish
Earth Religion that had been in vogue anong the Taghkanic kids a few
seasons back. One of Truth's test subjects had been a self-proclai ned
"Wccan High Priestess,” and Truth had been forced to endure a number
of lectures and denonstrations of the power of Wcca in order to get
Sally to run the test series Truth had wanted. At the tinme, Wcca had
struck her as essentially harmess, if silly--and Sally's results hadn't been
any better than the statistical norm either, for all her clainms of "working
magi ck" to influence them

These things were different. When she cl osed her eyes, she could stil
see them

You're just tired. And Dylan could give you a dozen expl anations for this
phenonmenon wi t hout stopping to think--or nentioning magick

Resolutely, Truth turned to the bookshel ves. The Cavendi shes and the
Wl son were there, as well as a nunber of books by Bl ackburn's prede-
cessor in the Trickster tradition, the Geat Beast, Aleister Ctowey. Truth
frowmnffd slightly. This was supposed to be a collection of Bl ackburniana,
and Crow ey had died in i947; what could he have had to say about
Bl ackburn? She picked up the nearest volune, Gens From The Equi nox,
and flipped it open.

To ny faithful serpent's tooth, Thorne Bl ackburn, it said, and was signed
in a |looping scraw spangl ed about with symbols. Serpent's tooth? Truth
wonder ed. Then she renenbered--it was a quote fromthe Bible: "How
sharper than a serpent's tooth is an ungrateful child."

Had Bl ackburn been an ungrateful child? And if so, to whon? He
coul d have been no nore than eight years old when the book had been
signed to him assum ng the signature was genui ne.

"Seens to have known Aleister Crowey rather well, if inscriptionis
any clue," she told her tape recorder. "But fromwhere? Wasn't Crow ey
English?" A thought startled her to |laughter. "Was Bl ackburn American?"

Her sources had seemed to indicate he mght be English--but in that
case, why conme to Anerica for the Blackburn Work?
Per haps Julian woul d know.
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She quickly checked through the other books on the shelves; it ap-
peared that a good portion of them had cone from Bl ackburn's persona
l'ibrary, which was the reason for their inclusion here. Truth rattled off
their titles into her tape recorder for |ater checking.

"The Magus, Francis Barrett; The Sacred- Magi c of Abra-Melin the Mage,
MacG egor Mathers, editor; The River Were the Ghosts Wal k--"

A couple of large, gray boxes proved to contain archivally-stored copies
of Bl ackburn's newspaper, The Voice of Truth. Truth | ooked through a
couple of them-the newsprint was already yellow and fl aky with age--
but found the comnbination of esoteric content and whinsical typesetting
difficult to follow

What did shine through was the aura of hope that had suffused those
enchanted years just before her birth, when everything was thought to
be possible, and the Four Horsemen of Di sease, War, Hunger, and Death
coul d be stopped forever.

Now t he worl d knew better. There woul d al ways be newer and nore
frightful plagues, fiercer and nore unjust wars, and people starving to
death on the sidewal ks of the richest nation on earth.

Truth shook her head, dispelling those norbid thoughts. Parlor phi-
| osophy woul d gain her nothing--and despite all he'd said, this m ght be
her only chance for a look at Julian's trove. Collectors were a notoriously
fickle lot; if she didn't share his view of Blackburn's greatness--and she
didn't--he m ght change his m nd about allowi ng her access at any no-
nment .

The file cabinets were next. Truth opened the first drawer and realized
with a sense of defeat that here was sinply too nmuch information to sort
through and process in the little time she had. She cl osed the drawer and
opened anot her alnpbst at random A junble of blank manila file fol ders
i n unl abel ed dark green hanging files nmet her gaze.

"Ch, ny God," Truth said in despair. "How can anyone ever find
anything with a filing systemlike this?"

She stopped and wound the tape back to erase that |ast comrent, then
pulled a folder out of the junble in the drawer. It was filled w th about

fifty sheets of 81/2-by-i I-inch paper in various colors, all handwitten on
in purple felt-tip pen in an even, Spencerian script.
For all its antique penmanship, the materials thenselves were very

modern--this was no artifact produced in Blackburn's lifetine, but some-
thing fromthe |last year or so, Truth judged. Wat possible connection
could it have with Thorne Bl ackburn--unl ess, of course, it was Julian's
own attenpt at the start of a biography?
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She turned so that the sunlight fromthe tall wi ndows that flanked the
fireplace and that ridicul ously hagi ographical picture fell on the pages,
and began to read through the contents of the folder, being very carefu
not to get the pages out of order. It was not a biography.

At first Truth thought that what she was | ooking at was a play--if they
could do it for Evita Per6n, then why not for Thorne Bl ackburn?--with
stage business, entrances and exits, and speaking parts for the "Hiero-
|ator"” and the "Hi erophex" and a nunber of other vaguely Ronman Cat h-
olic-sounding things. What was an "Hi erolator"? Truth wondered. Hi eros
was Greek for sacred, of course, and the lator suffix neant worshi per
Thi nking al ong those |ines, H erophex would be "sacred creator” or "sa-
cred builder."

Sacred worshiper? Sacred builder? It seenmed to nmake no sense. Truth
read onward, willing herself to understand. The script kept stopping and
starting up again, with the words and actions in a slightly different order,
until Truth finally realized what she was |l ooking at. It was not a play.

It was a draft of one of the rituals in Venus Afflicted.

But this was ridicul ous. You produced the rough drafts, then the fin-

i shed book. You did not produce the finished book--which was in her
suitcase in the trunk of her car at this very nonent--and then, thirty
years later, settle down to produce the rough draft.

Unless it wasn't a rough draft, but a... reconstruction?

No. Surely Venus Afflicted had been published in Thorne's lifetinme? It
must have been--and no matter how snmall the edition, Truth was sure
Jul ian woul d have a copy.

She set down the file folder carefully on the table and returned to the
shel ved books. Every work on Thorne, Julian had said, and a nunber
fromhis personal library besides. Even the bootl egged English version
of parts of The Voice of Truth.

But there was nothing here about the Qpening of the Way, the pur-
ported subject of Venus Afflicted.

And if it existed anywhere on earth in any formother than as that book
in her possession, Julian would have it here. And he did not have it here.

Truth felt a sudden thrill of scholarly excitenment; even if Venus Afflicted
was conpl ete claptrap, she had the only copy. It had never been pub-

i shed--but she would publish it: Venus Afflicted, the spellbook that Bl ack-
burn consi dered the capstone of his work.
"But--" she said aloud. The capstone of his work? She didn't know
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that - -how coul d she know that; she didn't know what the Bl ackburn Work
was !

The worl d reeled, and she was back in that cool, directionless place
surrounded by pillars of light, the place of the Wrd that nade the
worlds ....

Truth clutched at the table with a sudden need for support. A chil
imobility seemed to be sliding over her skin, taking pos'session of her
senses, luring her into that other reality. Unnoticed, the fol der of papers
fell to the floor, hissing as they slid free in a fan-shaped junble. Suddenly
a sharp bang jolted her back to her senses--the tape recorder had slipped
fromher hand and crashed to the floor. The little door in the side popped
open on inpact, and the cassette went skittering across the floor.

Gunbling to herself, the spell broken, Truth stooped down to retrieve
both cassette recorder and papers. A quick check assured her that nothing
was damaged- - al t hough the papers were now out of order. She didn't
think it would matter too much, all things considered.

That's what you get for a glass of sherry on an enpty stomach--and no
I unch besides, Truth scolded herself. She'd neant to stop for lunch in
Shadowki I |, but she'd been so eager to see Shadow s Gate that she'd
forgotten all about it until now.

She gl anced at her watch. Four o'clock. She didn't know what tinme
di nner was at Shadow s Gate, but she was sure it wasn't for a while yet.
She thought she'd take a wal k around outside; not only was this |oca
shrine to her dear departed father beginning to get on her nerves, but
there was no way she could even begin to process the wealth of materia
it contained in a day or even a week. She could probably get as nuch
done by just interview ng Julian about Thorne Bl ackburn--now there was
a dangerously attractive thought

She was | oadi ng her tape recorder and unused not ebook back into her
purse when there was a flurry of tapping upon the double doors. Before
she could reach them nuch | ess open them one of the doors burst
inward, bringing with it a bustling white-haired wonan draped in shaw s
and carrying a large tole-work tray.

The woman set it down on the nearest available surface with a rattle
and clunk--Truth saw that the tray held a dark blue teapot and a round,
gol den cake drizzled with glistening white fondant icing. Truth felt a
reflexive clutch of craving.

"He's a dear boy, but | swear by the Rood, he hasn't a brain in his
head! ! told him see if | didn't, that you' d be wanting your tea, com ng
in the mddl e of the day as you did, and he'd have it that you wanted to
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be left alone--but if you weren't this instant about to set off in search
of a nice cuppa, ny nane isn't Irene Avalon!" the intruder said, flashing
Truth a cheery smle.

Irene Aval on was a woman well into her sixth decade. She wore a
vol um nous caftan in a swirling purple print, and a fringed shawl in a
cl ashing pattern hung fromher el bows. Delicate wire-rimed half-gl asses
were secured about her neck with a chain and lay, for the nonent, upon
her anpl e bosom and she was wearing a gl ori ous anber necklace in a
dark cherry color. Age had turned her hair silvery white; it was coiled
on the crown of her head and restrained by hairpins into an untidy knot.
She was not a tall woman; Irene stood a few inches shorter than Truth,
with the plump softness to her figure that sonetinmes cones wth age.

She | ooked, in short, the perfect figure of anyone's dotty Spiritualist aunt
in any of a number of British farces.

"Well, my girl? It's been a long tine, I'll grant you that, but no word
of greeting for your old Aunt Irene?" And in fact, Irene had the lingering
trace of an English accent in her actress-perfect diction

As she spoke, Irene renmoved items fromthe tray onto the table: two
delicate cups of blue and white china and their nmatching saucers; sugar
and creamin quaint Staffordshire bow and pitcher, stiff white napkins
of starched |inen damask and ornate silver spoons.

"I think--" Truth began, but the words wouldn't come. | think you
must be mi staken; | don't know you she'd been about to say, but she felt,
somehow, that wasn't quite true

I haven't been here three hours yet and this place is getting to ne, Truth
thought in facetious despair. But the woman was nearly famliar, like
somet hing froma hal f-glinpsed dream

"I"'mnot quite sure... "Truth said hesitantly.

"Well, and you only a toddler--how should you renenber me? And
after--oh, that was a horrible tinme, horrible, and | don't blane Caroline
at all for wanting to nake a clean break of it, but still--oh, never m nd
that," lrene said, adnonishing herself. "You' ve cone back now and that's
what matters. But then, | knew you woul d, once Julian began the Wrk
again-- Ch, dear girl, | renenber standing with you in this very room
you were in diapers then, and probably don't renenber. But do have
some tea," Irene said, halting her flow of rem niscence with an effort.

"Thank you," said Truth, since there didn't seemto be nmuch else to
say in the face of such effusive friendliness. Her desire to | eave was gone;
the room coul d not manage to seem nenacing, now that lrene was in it

Truth seated herself at the table again, and was rewarded with a steam
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ing cup of dark-steeped tea and a generous wedge of red-gol den cake.

She managed to restrain herself far enough to lighten her tea with a libera
dol l op of cream before taking a bite of the cake. The conpl ex resonant
flavor of scratch-baking exploded in her nouth; sweet and tart and spicy
all at once.

"This is wonderful,” Truth said, swallow ng hastily.

"I't was your father's favorite," Irene said serenely, unaware of the
reacti on her sinple statenent caused. "Berganot, whol e oranges, and
just the tiniest hint of pure franki ncense, powdered--oh, ny dear, you
| ook so much |ike our poor Katherine; it's sinply heartbreaking! You
must be quite the grown girl now, goodness ne, it's--what?--twenty-
five years and nore since we were all here together at Shadow s Gate
| ast! But now you've cone, just as the Master prophesied, and we'll
complete the Wrk at last!"

Truth sipped her tea and | ooked | ongingly at the cake on her plate--
why did the sinple statenent that it was Bl ackburn's favorite turn it to
ashes in her nmouth? She couldn't give up the entire material world just
because he'd once inhabited it!

"The wor k?" Truth asked, hoping to distract herself.

"The Bl ackburn Work," Irene assented, taking another bite of cake.
"But ny dear--you're not eating!"
Strangely unwilling to hurt the feelings of the ol der woman, Truth took

another bite of the cake, and felt her foolish aversion to it melt away as
if it were the citrus spun-sugar of the icing.

"Of course we are beginning the Master's Wrk again, now that we
have nearly all we need." Irene resuned her chatter as soon as Truth
began eating. "W were at an inpasse--l was great once, | can say this
now wi t hout either fal se nodesty or pride, but Those Beyond have
thought it neet and fit that ny powers dwindle to nearly nothing--oh,
I know it happens to nearly all of us whose powers are the gift of Nature
rather than the Art, but | was convinced that I, Irene Avalon, would be
spared!" Irene said with a self-deprecating |augh.

"At an inmpasse? Why?" Truth asked. And what was "the Bl ackburn
Wirk"--really? she added silently, willing an answer fromthe woman
seat ed opposite her.

Irene stared at her, startled, then smled. "Oh, you are so nuch |ike
Kat herine that | forget what a neophyte upon the Path you are! The Wrk
needs a medium my dear--one whose gift is to act as a conduit between
the other world and this one." For a nonent sonme menory seened to
dimher snmile, then it passed like a cloud fromthe face of the sun
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Truth stopped herself on the point of telling Irene that she knew very
wel | what a medi um was, since the Bidney Institute worked with several --
and that she certainly didn't believe in the spirits some of them clai nmed
to conjure.

"l see," she said instead.

"Ch, you do not," Irene contradicted fondly, patting Truth's hand.

"But you will. At any rate, when Julian gathered us all back together--
well, gathered nme, at any rate; the others, alas, all came to the Wrk after
our dear Master had seen fit to | eave us for a while--he hoped to begin

the Work at once, but as | told you, I amnot the woman | was when

wor ked as Thorne's Hi erophex. Fortunately he found Light, and | was

able to train her."

Julian found the light?" Truth floundered. She hadn't heard so nmany
bi zarre pseudo-technical terns flung about so casually since the last tine
she'd unwarily listened to a conversation between two deconstruction-
alists in Taghkanic's English departnent.

"Ch, no, Truth dear. Julian found Light--she's a dear girl; you'll neet
her at dinner tonight--and now our Circle has an Hi erophex again. And
we have an Hierol ater--the Sacred Concubi ne, you know -too: CQur
preparations for resumng the Wirk are nearly conplete.”

Irene smled proudly, and sonething deep inside Truth flinched away
fromthe hope and trust in those cal mblue eyes. She could not bear to
say the words that would seemto agree with Irene's beliefs, but just as
surely she could not bear to present her own in the face of that kindly
f ondness.

Truth felt a hard hot pain in her throat--because of Bl ackburn, she
told hersel f, Blackburn who had nade good people | ove him and then
had run away.

"Tell nme nore about the Work," Truth said, managing to keep her
voi ce steady.

"Ch, well, of course you could read about it," Irene said, obviously
itching to unburden herself, "but | could just tell you a little, shall 1? It's
the Great Work--attuning ourselves to the New Aeon and then Opening
the Way for the sidhe-va/kirie; the Spirits of the New Aeon who will ride
forth into the Wrld of Men to guide themon the Path. Which works
out just fine, Truth dear, except that nmy old nenory isn't quite what it
once was, you know-and | did only see the entire ritual once," Irene
protested am ably. "As you know, of course, the Hi erophex is not actually
present during the ritual itself, but in a trance state.”

"Ah?" said Truth inquiringly. She knew no such thing, but she did
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know how to fish for information. The cake was | ong gone, and now
Truth drained her teacup. Irene beaned approval and poured it full again.
Truth added nore cream promsing to do dietary penance | ater

The odd feeling of doubl eness--of being herself, but also sone other
who knew things Truth Jourdemayne could not--was entirely gone:

Not hing fey could survive in Irene's notherly down-to-earth presence.
But, Truth had to admit, Irene had certainly raised up nore questions
than she' d answer ed.

"So of course, being.., absent.., you won't be able to help Julian
reconstruct...”" Truth let the sentence trail off invitingly.

"The Opening of the Way," Irene confirmed without hesitation. "I'm
doing the best | can, and of course the first nine Stations are a matter of
public record, but without Venus Afflicted I don't knowif we'll ever have
the whole rite back again."

The watch on Truth's wist said five-thirty, and she was alone in an upstairs
bedroom at Shadow s Gate. It was a |lovely, old-fangled, blue-wallpapered
roomthat peered out over the back terrace and |awn into the spreading
twilight forest beyond. Antique Tiffany-glass sconces burned on the walls,

diffusing a lovely pastel light and giving the rooma golden fin de si?cle
glow, as if at any monent it might vanish, |ike Brigadoon, into another
age.

Irene had been fiercely incensed at Julian's cavalier treatnent of his
guest, displaying a notherly indignation that nade Truth smile inwardly.
Once Truth had told her that she'd been on the road since six this norning
and gone without lunch into the bargain, Irene'd nmade Truth give her
the keys to the Saturn and sent Gareth out to retrieve Truth's suitcase,
then had shown her up to this roomso that Truth could "wash up a bit
and have a nice |lie-down" before dinner, which would be served around
seven-thirty. Truth had junped at the opportunity to change her travel -
crunpled suit for something a little nore suited to what promised to be
a fairly fancy--and fraught--formal dinner.

She ran her hand through her sensibly-short dark hair until it stood
up in runpl ed, spiky dishevel nent, then sat down suddenly on the bed
and regarded her reflection in the antique naple cheval -gl ass that stood
in the corner. A dark-haired woman in her late twenties, dressed in an
ecru-colored slip and dark nylons, stared back belligerently.

She' d taken off her traveling suit and hung it on the back of the door
to the connecting bathroomw th the hangers she'd found in the closet,
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in the hope that some of the winkles would hang out of the thing; silk
was supposed to be accomopdati ng. Her suitcase and travel case--al

she t hought she would need for the short stay she had contenplated in
Shadowki I |, New York--stood |like silent sentinels of high-inpact bur-
gundy pl astic beside the bed, awaiting her pleasure.

VWhat am | doing here? Truth asked herself hel plessly. She felt the same
outsider's enbarrassment she'd feel if she'd been caught sneaking into a
mosque. lrene Aval on was a sincere believer--

Sincerely deluded, a nasty little inner voice corrected.
--in Thorne Bl ackburn and his whatever-it-was. Julian Pilgrimwas--
A treacherous heat rose into Truth's cheeks as she contenpl ated Julian.
VWhat Julian was, was exciting, as nothing in her carefully regul ated and
measured |life had ever been nor was ever going to be. He wore an aura
of romance and danger |ike a magician's cloak

True enough, the inner voice admitted grudgingly.

But she recoiled fromwhat el se was al nost certainly true. She didn't

want to think of Julian as a nagician comritted to the Bl ackburn Work
Even t hough he's obviously bankrolling it, eh, Truth my rationalist
dear? How about some truth in advertising, little namesake? It's all right for
a dotty harmess old lady to believe in nagick, but you' d nuch rather that this
kni ght in shining shadows be norally inpeccable--
Truth expell ed her pent-up breath in a huff of exasperation. Julian's
beliefs didn't matter to her, because Julian didn't matter to her. Liar.

"Ch, all right!" Truth said under her breath. Julian was as attractive as
somet hi ng out of a romance novel --witty, handsone, delightfully mnys-
terious, unattainable, or alnost--

And he wasn't getting Venus Afflicted out of her if she had anything to
say about it, Truth swore.

Once the definite decision--a vow, nearly--was made, Truth felt a
great burden lift from her shoulders, as if Something had been waiting
to hear her decision. She was only lucky she hadn't nmentioned its presence
to Julian when they'd tal ked; it was easy enough to conceal something
that no one was | ooking for, and she intended to conceal the only copy
of Bl ackburn's spell book no matter what. The new i nproved G rcle was
not going to get its hands on... what?

Vel |, whatever Venus Afflicted was, they weren't getting it.

The relief Truth felt convinced her that this was the right thing to do:

She didn't know all the details of how and why and who, but she knew
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that Julian Pilgrimcould not be allowed to get his hands on the final ritua
for "opening the way"--whatever it was.

Wy not? a sly inner voice asked. If it's all nonsense and munmery, what
does it matter what munbo jumbo he does here? You don't even have to give
himthe original--just take it down to the town and nake a copy and give
himthat. He'd be grateful. He m ght even be very grateful....

Thi s sneaky new direction for her thoughts was too nmuch. Truth
bounced to her feet and swept up the suitcase, spreading it open on the
bed, banishing this particular Iine of introspection. Her reflection echoed
her in the window s glass, and Truth took a noment to pull the shade
and draw the long white |lace curtains shut, shutting out the twlight.

What coul d she wear to dinner? She | ooked at the sensible sweaters,
the practical cotton pajamas, the businesslike chinos and bl ouses and skirts
that she'd packed, and sagged despairingly. There was nothing here that
woul d make her fit into Julian's world--even as a guest. Nothing, ex-
cept -

She picked up the itemand shook it out, holding it up high so it wouldn't
touch the fl oor.

She wasn't quite sure why she'd packed it; when she'd nade her choices
of what to bring she hadn't contenpl ated any occasion for which it would
be suitable. In fact, to be perfectly honest, it wasn't the sort of thing she
bought for any occasion; she didn't know why she had it at all

Bought by ny evil twin, obviously, Truth reflected with an anmused quirk
to her nout h.

It was a princess-line dinner dress in delicate mdnight blue wool jersey,
simple, elegant, and regal. Wth its long sl eeves and jewel neck, it was
far too fancy and formal for any affair that Truth Jourdemayne, psychic
research statistician, would ever attend.

But it was just right for dinner at Shadow s Gate.

A qui ck sponge bath, a splash of the | avender col ogne she favored, and
Truth was ready to dress. She pulled the dress on over her head, cursing
the I ong zi pper up the back--why weren't wonmen's cl ot hes desi gned so
that wonmen coul d dress thensel ves? she wondered for the hundredth
time--and regarded herself in the cheval -gl ass.

A stranger stared back, a nocking light of challenge in her dark eyes.
Did she, in fact, resenble her nother that nuch? Was this what Katherine
Jourdemayne had | ooked |ike? Truth wondered, though the question
probed the psychic sore spot where all Truth's unanswered questions
about the nother she had never known had festered. Truth stared at the
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reflection curiously, willing it to give up the secrets of another woman's
past. Katherine Jourdemayne? It was easy enough for Irene Avalon to

say so, but Irene hadn't seen Katherine since they were both young

worren; it would be easy to be carried away by the enotion of the

noment .

But Irene Aval on had not been only Katherine's friend. She had been
the friend of both Truth's parents, and Truth at |last surrendered to the
need to know about them -about her nother, and, yes, even about her
father. If she did not ask her questions soon, the people she could ask
woul d have passed fromthe world and | eft her questions forever unan-
swer ed.

She woul d not let that happen

Truth inclined her head graciously to the stranger in the mrror, and
then slipped her feet into her black punps. A few quick prinpings with
her hair and nmakeup, and she was ready.

O alnmpst. As it was now, the dress | ooked al nost form dably severe.
She needed some jewelry to bring the outfit to life, but Truth didn't have
much in the way of trendy, expensive, and frivol ous fashion accessories.

O her than a few pair of "good" earrings and a short gold chain, Truth
owned no jewelry at all

In her earlier search for sonething to wear she had nearly enptied her
suitcase. Al that was left in it now was her bathrobe and the itemit was
wr apped around--Venus Afflicted. Now she turned to the traveling case
she had al so brought--that squarish boxy article that had once held a
| ady's el aborate toilette--and in the nodern day, proved so useful for

the transport of the small yet fragile articles that a worman still travel ed
Wit h.

She opened it and lifted out the top tray. There, inside, tucked into a
jewelry roll, were the necklace and ring that Aunt Caroline had given
her: Thorne Bl ackburn's necklace and ring. Perhaps ... ?

The ring was obviously inpossible; it slid off every finger she tried it
on, and even if she had been able to make it fit, it would have wei ghted
down her hand as nuch as if she were carrying a dunmbbell. Not the thing
for a dinner party. She dropped it back into the little satin pouch and
pi cked up the neckl ace.

Even such an amat eur of genology as Truth could tell that the amber
beads were of a much finer quality than those in Irene's necklace. The
neckl ace rested on her palmnms, |light as a soap bubble. The anci ent G eeks
had called this substance electrum and said it was no |l ess than fossilized
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i ghtning, dropped from heaven by Zeus's carel ess thunderbolts. The

G eeks had called it so because true anber, Truth knew, would hold an

el ectrical charge; properly magnetized, the beads woul d draw threads and
pi eces of paper to stick to them and even give off a weird bl uish gl ow
in the dark. As Truth ran the beads through her hands they seened

al most to glow without electricity, gathering all the light in the roomto
radiate it with an intense citrine radi ance.

She dropped the neckl ace over her head: The ornate enanel ed gol den
pendant swung free, then dropped into place bel ow her heart with the
soft heavy force of a |ove-pat. Against the dark fabric, the stones that
had once been the life blood of a tree burned with even brighter fire,
giving her the | ook of a warrior priestess readying herself for battle.

No, Truth decided reluctantly, gazing at her reflection. It was beautiful,
but it wouldn't be at all appropriate--not to nention the questions it
woul d raise. Wth hesitant regret, she renoved Bl ackburn's neckl ace and
stowed it back in the train case with the ring. Along silk scarf, knotted
| oosely about her throat, provided a poor--but adequate--substitute.

I guess they'll have to take nme just as | am Truth | ooked at her watch.
Seven o' clock. Half an hour before the tine Irene said they would all be
gathering for dinner, and in all |ikelihood the evening would not be over

until ten or later. Truth was glad she'd asked Irene to call the Bed-and-
Breakfast for her and tell them she was already in town and woul d be
arriving later tonight--she'd hate to get there and find out some stranger
had ransomed her bed right out fromunder her. Anyway, she mght as well go down now.

She took a step toward the door and hesitated, then turned back. She'd
left the contents of her suitcase scattered all over her bed--including
Venus Afflicted. What if sonmeone cane in?

She frowned, standing over the suitcase with a handful of sweaters.
What if someone did come in--not that they ought to--and went through
her suitcase, which was far beyond the pale of good nmanners but m ght
still happen? She didn't have the key to her suitcase, and she supposed
the I ock woul dn't stop someone who was really determ ned anyway.

She frowned, considering for a nonent, then renoved Venus Afflicted
frominside the bundl e of her robe. She should just put it somewhere--
for saf ekeepi ng. Were?

After a bit of thought, Truth slid the book between the mattress and
the box spring, up near the head of the bed where a certain additiona
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el evation of the mattress woul dn't be noticed on a casual inspection. She
snoot hed t he candl ewi ck cover down agai n and dunped her cl ot hes
| oosely back into the suitcase.
In the doorway she stopped and took one | ast survey of the room
Everyt hi ng | ooked perfectly innocent.
Aunt Caroline always used to say: If sonething | ooks too good to be true, it
probably is. Truth smled, and squared her shoul ders, and went down the
stairs.
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CHAPTER FI VE

TRUTH AMONG SHADOWS

Thr ough t he unheedi ng nmany he di d nove,

A spl endour anong shadows, a bright bl ot

Upon this gl oonmy scene, a Spirit that strove

For truth, and like the Preacher found it not.
- - PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY

VWHEN SHE REACHED THE TOP OF THE STAI RS, TRUTH SAW THAT

Julian was waiting for her on the landing. At the sight of him Truth was
gl ad she'd yielded to some martial imnmpulse and dressed for dinner; Julian
had shed his country-squire tweeds for what |ooked like an Armani suit

in mdnight silk. He smiled when he saw her.

"Ah, Truth. | was just conming to see if you were ready. W're assenbl ed
in the parlor for preprandial sherry. Not that we're usually so formal--
it's in your honor, you mght say."

H s gaze rested on her with obvious nmale approval, and Truth felt the
heat rise in her cheeks again. Wat was it about the master of Shadow s
Gate that flustered her so? This wasn't at all |ike her; she was al ways so
cool and sel f-possessed, a creature of the mnd, ruled by the m nd and
wary of enotional entrapnent. No flighty Gothic heroi ne she!

She came down the | ast few steps and Julian offered her his arm
Rel uctantly Truth cudgel ed her slothful brain into gear.

"Who will | be meeting tonight, Julian?" She heard the faint quiver of
nervousness in her voice and wi nced, but she couldn't help herself. The
t hought of neeting a | arge group of people--let alone people who were
obsessed with Thorne Bl ackburn--filled her with refl exive dread.
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He of fered her his armand she took it. The faint, elusive scent of nale
col ogne filled her nostrils, and for a noment before she dism ssed the
frivol ous thought Truth fancied she could feel the thrill of sone electrica
pul se where her fingers rested on the warmsolidity of his arm They
started down the rest of the stairs together.

"I won't fling you into the lion's den alone, Truth," Julian said with
lightly nmocking reproof. "But you'll be nmeeting the rest of our Grcle
this evening, at |east those |I've been able to gather so far. The Wrk
requires a Circle of thirteen to do it properly, but it can be managed with
fewer."

And are you managing it.; Truth wanted to ask, but they had arrived.

Li ke most Victorian nmansions, Shadow s Gate had a certain bilatera
symretry to it, including matching parlors on either side of the entry
hall. Truth had been in one of them-the Bl ackburn nmuseum-for sev-
eral hours today. Now she entered its counterpart.

Not hi ng coul d have been nore different. Though many of the roons
at Shadow s Gate held what nust be the original furniture, it was plain
that Julian had not in any sense created a museum nansi on where the
clock was stopped in 1895. The walls of this parlor were a dark shade of
Paris green, a color picked up in the brocade curtains and the exquisite
Oiental carpets underfoot. But the long sectional couch was entirely
modern, its sleek Italian |ines upholstered in butter-soft oyster-col ored
| eather, and the tables were nodern constructions of glass-topped bronze.

Truth was no sheltered sinpleton--no one who had any connection
with a college's incessant quest for noney could be that innocent of how
the world worked--and the sheer anount of noney a room furni shed
in this fashion represented was |like a warning flag. The rich, as F. Scott
Fitzgerald once said, are different fromyou and me, and in Truth's ex-
perience, that difference meant the ruthless disregard for the conse-
quences to others of one's actions that only the sheer power of wealth
coul d nmake possi bl e.

She managed to gather a confused inpression of half-a-dozen assorted
peopl e standing as if waiting for her before Julian's hand upon her wai st
propell ed her gently into the room Thrown to the lions..

"Ladi es and gentlenen,"” Julian said. "It is my great honor to present
t he daughter of Thorne Bl ackburn--Truth Jourdemayne." Truth flushed exasperatedly. Wiy had
Julian... ?

"Shoul d we appl aud?" a male voice draw ed. Its owner cane forward,

glass in hand. He wore a dark vest with his tweed jacket and ol d schoo
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tie, and Truth instantly if unconsciously pegged himas a down-at-hee
prof essor--the man had the nmoon-pal e skin and hol | ow eyes of one who
spent his waking hours indoors in dusty archives poring over obscure
texts. He seened to be sonewhere in his forties, his hair dark and in
need of cutting. Hi s eyes were gray, and he had the ook of an irritated
fal con.

"No offense, dear |lady," he added, with a nock bow in her direction
Truth found herself smiling in sheer relief at the famliarity--just |ike
any boring faculty tea, at |east so far.

"Ch for God's sake, Ellis,"Julian nmuttered. "Truth, allow nme to present
Ellis Gardner, nmuch as |I'd rather not at the nmonent. He isn't usually this
bad. Ellis, can't you--"

"My dear Hi erodule, it is only the sherry that makes ne tol erable at
all," Gardner said nockingly. He took Truth by the hand and drew her
away fromJulian's side. Though he did snell strongly of sherry, and from
Julian's conments probably was a frequent overindulger, both Ellis's
speech and gait were steady as he conducted Truth about the room and
its inhabitants.

"Allow me to introduce the rest of our nmerry band of seekers after
truth. The founder of the feast you already know'mhis with an ironic
nod toward Julian, whose face was studiously bl ank--"and our dear Ms.

Aval on, who deserves better."

Irene was dazzling in a caftan of bright gold |l ame and several additiona
neckl aces and bangl e bracelets. Her eyes were heavily nade up for eve-
ning, painted in a highly theatrical Egyptian style, with long, black tails
of kohl w apping around her tenples and the area fromlid to brow painted
a jewel li ke turquoi se blue. Her face | ooked |ike a painted mask, out of
whi ch the nmotherly sensible woman Truth had nmet this afternoon gazed.

"Ellis, do be a good boy," she urged.

"And this is Gareth Crow her, of whom you have al so had t he dubi ous
pl easure. Gareth is our rude nmechanical," Ellis said.

"Knock it off, Ellis," Gareth said wi thout heat. He was wearing a pearl -
buttoned denimshirt and his hands were al most painfully clean after the
grease Truth had seen on them at the gatehouse. "d ad you' re staying,
Truth," he said.

Truth opened her nobuth to correct his nisapprehension--hoping Ju-
lian did not share it--when Ellis spoke again, turning to gesture at some-
one on the far side of the room

"M. Crowt her worships fromafar at thfi shrine," Ellis said in the
orotund tones of a tour-bus operator, "our soi-disant H erolator, the
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| ovely and attractivel y- packaged Fi ona, known as M ss Cabot to her
friends--"

Truth's gaze followed Ellis's gesture, to where a young, heavily made
up woman whose flam ng red hair cascaded down her back stood within
a pool of halogen illumnation as if within a theatrical spotlight.

Fi ona Cabot wore a | ong-sl eeved dress of tie-dyed panne vel vet that
was both short and tight, huggi ng her sleek yet opul ent body as snugly
as a dancer's leotard. A shadow of lace trimshowed at the edge of the
| owcut neckline, and she wore a wi de bl ack vel vet ribbon tied around
her throat. She smiled chillily at Truth, the salute of equals across an
arena.

"One dares not get too close,” Ellis continued snoothly, as Hamadryad
orientalis--the king cobra--can spit poison a distance of several yards."

Fiona's chin cane up sharply and she glared nurderously at Ellis no-
mentarily before setting her glass down sharply on the nearest flat surface.
She crossed to Julian with quick angry steps, and Truth thought unkindly
that if she were really the cat she seened her tail would be fluffed out
and | ashi ng.

"Darling Julian," Fiona said in gritted-teeth accents, weathing her arm
through his and | eaning coquettishly against him "Do we have to put up
with this again?" The stiletto heels she wore made her nearly his height.

Truth felt an unreasonabl e spasm of jeal ousy--but on the basis of Ellis's
i ntroduction she stole a glance at Gareth's face, and saw her own jeal ousy
refined to fever pitch and bl azi ng nakedly from his eyes.

Garner's right about one thing: Gareth's in love with Fiona. And 1'l1 bet
she knows it, the bitch, Truth nmused to herself. Her distaste for the situation
she found herself in increased.

"Ellis, that's enough,"” Julian said curtly.

Sone power thrilled out across invisible lines of comrand; Truth felt
Ellis resist it for an instant and then succunb.

"Ch, very well,"” the older nman said. "The rest of our bear-garden
then--briefly." He took a firnmer grip on Truth's arm-al nost for support,
she t hought, although he hadn't needed it a noment ago.

"Donner Murray." A brown-haired, brown-eyed man of about Truth's
age, wearing a gray corduroy jacket and no tie. He smled at Truth--
civilly, alittle distant--and raised his glass in silent salute.

" Caradoc Buckl and. "
"Pl easure to nmeet you."

Caradoc had dark brown hair cut fashionably short. A large gold ring
glinted in one ear, and he wore a massive gold signet on his right hand.
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He was dressed nore fashionably than Donner, in a pale designer suit
worn with a dark collarless shirt. "Hereward Farrar."

By now Truth's head was spinning with this catal og of peculiar persons
to which she nust sonmehow renmenber to attach the right equally-odd
nanes, but Farrar was one she'd have no trouble remenbering. Hi s gray
eyes were so pale they were nearly silver, and his red hair--darker than
Fiona's--was long in the style of a generation before. He smiled his faint
wol f-snile at her, as inpersonal as a forest predator's. Here was one who
stood apart and did not give his fealty lightly. She was conscious of his
swi ft appraisal returning her owm before he sml ed.

"Ready to run screaming into the night yet, Truth?" Hereward asked.
"Not yet," Truth answered.

"Your sherry, Truth," Julian said, stepping away from Fi ona and taki ng
back firmecontrol of the situation. He handed Truth the small, delicate-
stemmed gl ass and took the opportunity to detach her fromEllis. Fiona
hesitated and then decided to make the best of it, turning away to engage
Donner in conversation

"I"'mafraid that Ellis has a rather difficult sense of hunor," Julian said,
drawing Truth to one side. Was it her imagination, or was the smle Julian
gave her warner than the one he reserved for Fiona?

Truth sipped at her drink before replying. It was an excellent sherry;
if tastes here ran to bl ood-sports before dinner, at |least there were com
pensati ons.

"Ch, |I'mhardly made of spun-sugar," she replied. "And none of those
witty comrents were directed at ne, after all."

"l just don't want you to think badly of us,"” Julian said sinply. He was
about to say nore, but Irene interrupted him crossing to himfromthe
doorway with a | ook of worry on her face.

"Julian." Truth remenbered that Irene had left the roomjust after
being noted in Ellis's catal og. "Have you seen Light?" "In her roon?" Julian said, half-
quest i oni ng.

"I'"ve just been; she isn't there. Ch, Julian, if she's wandered off
agai n--"

Watching Irene's face, Truth could see honest concern and worry re-
flected there. Earlier Irene' d spoken of Light as a full partner in the
Bl ackburn Work, but now she was acting as if Light were a wayward child.

"I'"l'l send someone to | ook around,"” Julian said. "She may have gone
out si de wi thout anyone seeing. Gareth--?"

"There's no need for that. She's here now," a deep voice said.
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A man and a woman stood in the doorway.
That nust be Light, Truth thought inconsequentially.

The woman was sl ender, alnost frail. She wore a tunic and wi de trousers
in a silky pale material. Truth was too far away to see her eyes, but the
brighter light of the hall haloed the girl's long silver hair with an al nost
unearthly radi ance.

Unearthly. That's for sure. She | ooks alnmost |ike the Hollywood version of
a psychic.

Truth's exposure to mediuns was fairly limted, as what the Institute
jokingly called their care and feeding fell nore within Dylan's sphere, or
even Professor MaclLaren's. Wat Truth knew was nmore or |ess what
everyone knew. a nediumwas a natural psychic, sensitive to the ena-
nati ons of what some of the nore ol d-fashioned anmong themstill called
"The Spirit World"; one who, when in trance, served as a conduit for
other entities to communicate with the living world. O seened to, Truth
rem nded herself with the habit of a professional skeptic. Dylan's psychics
| ocated ghosts for himin the haunted houses that were his pet projects,
but Light--an odd nane, but no stranger than Truth's, or, in fact, anyone's
here--seened al nost to be a spirit herself.

"Julian!" Light ran to himw th a childish openness and flung her arns
around him hugging himtightly. "I'msorry | went out, but | saw them
again--the red stag and the white mare--and |--"

"And now you rnust greet our guest, Light," Julian said with fond
firmess. He placed a hand on Light's head and | ooked up at Truth. "Light
is our psychic, and sonetimes gets.., easily distracted. Don't you, little
one?" he said indul gently.

Li ght shook her head violently. Her voice and gestures were those of
a much younger woman, and Truth felt a sudden pang of protectiveness.

She had no sense that Light was nmentally inpaired, but it was obvious
that she was unequi pped to deal with the nodern world unai ded.

"I was not distracted? Light protested, still taking no notice of Truth.
"I was following the red stag. The red stag and the white mare; the gray
wol f and the bl ack dog; red and gray and bl ack and white, the four wardens
of the Gate," she singsonged excitedly.

"But you nust not follow theminto the wood, child. Though they
mean you no harm there are other dangers in the wood," said the man
who had entered with her.

He was easily two inches taller than Julian, with curly black hair that
shone bl ue where the light hit it. The deep voice was faintly foreign, with
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a lingering trace of an accent Truth couldn't quite place. She | ooked up,
into his eyes.

Falling, and in place of the Light and the Wrd was darkness and the fire
eternal N

Wth an effort, Truth dragged herself out of... what?

"Hello, I'm Truth Jourdemayne," she said, almpst as if daring himto
contradict her. Feeling oddly formal, she held out her hand.

He took it, bowing over it in an equally formal fashion. Truth forced
herself not to recoil at the touch. Power blazed through his skin; her
hand tingled harshly, and surreal images expl oded behind her eyes |ike
fireworks. Why was he here--and what was he doing in this disguise?

These were not his clothes--this was not his place!

"And the | ast of our band appears. Truth, this is Mchael--"

"--Archangel ," the tall man finished, rel easing her hand and | ooki ng

into her eyes once nore. The brief hallucination vani shed, and Truth saw

that M chael Archangel's eyes were bl ack, the division between iris and

pupil nearly invisible, and his skin was the clear pale olive of a Renaissance
icon's.

"I't would be | ess unusual rendered in nmy native Geek," he continued,
"but it was Anglicized so long ago that it does not seemworth the trouble
to change it back."

Truth stared at himand then at her fingers. They | ooked normal - -why
had they tingled with that ascetic fire? And where had that alien certainty
cone fronf? She'd never seen this man before in her life!

"The Archangel M chael, captain of the armes of God," Julian said
mocki ngly. There seened to be an edge to his bantering now that Truth
didn't renenber hearing before.

"Who will put down the Serpent in the |ast days, and cast himutterly
into the Abyss for all tine," Mchael agreed, as if finishing sone sort of
cat echi sm

"But meanwhile, doing research in our collection,"Juhan said smoothly.
He di sentangl ed Light from hinself and gave her a gentle push in Irene's
direction. "Run along and find Irene, sweetheart. She'll get you somet hing
to drink."

Light smiled at them sunnily, including Truth in this silent wel come,
before turni ng away.

"If you'll excuse me," Mchael said, strolling after Light.
Julian wat ched them go, a faint preoccupation on his face.
He doesn't |ike Mchael and Light being together, Truth thought with that
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new unreasonabl e certainty. Wy? She forced herself to disregard this
intuition; it would be so easy to convince herself that this inner voice
was al ways right--and that was where del usions of great occult power
cane from

"Who is he, Julian?" Truth asked, know ng the question sounded j u-
venile and still unable to keep fromasking it.

"An old school chum of mne, actually. Not what | suppose you'd cal
a believer; he's using my collection to do sone research work of his own,"
Julian said. "But not a skeptic, either. Mchael's allegiance remains..
unconmi tted. "

Truth and Julian were still standing nore or less in the mddle of the
parlor. The others had scattered into confort: Hereward was sitting on
the oyster sofa talking to Fiona, who was perched on its arm her henline
riding perilously high. Ellis, as was only to be expected, was standi ng near
the sherry decanter, his glass full once nore.

Gareth, surprisingly enough, had gone over to join Mchael and Light.
One of the other nen--Donner or Caradoc, she wasn't quite sure--was
expl ai ning something to Irene with expansive gestures; the other was
seated at the opposite end of the couch.

An ordinary fanm |y gathering--if you happen to be the Addans Famly,
Truth thought unfairly. She wondered who all these people were, really,
and how Julian had gathered themall together. Surely people weren't
naned things |like 'Hereward' and 'Caradoc' in this day and age.

If | were practicing magick, |1'd probably want an alias too, Truth thought
reasonably, and turned her thoughts back to Julian

"What do you think of the Blackburn collection, now that you' ve had
a chance to |l ook it over?"

"I've barely begun," Truth protested, "but | can already see that it wll
take me weeks to really get a handl e on what you have there." That, and
a native guide. "Just how valuable is your collection w thout a copy of
Venus Afflicted?" she asked boldly. "Irene told ne about it this afternoon,"”
Truth added, noting Julian's took of surprise.

He took a noment to choose his words before he spoke. "A conplete
collection is always nore val uable than an inconpl ete one, of course. My
collection is reasonably representational, allowng for the fact that mag-

i ckal records and artifacts have al ways been simultaneously consi dered
deeply confidential and highly epheneral, so that nost collections sinply
vani sh upon their collector's death."

"But--?" pronpted Truth, who knew she hadn't heard an answer yet.

"I would give ny imortal soul to hold Venus Afflicted in ny hands,"
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Julian told her flatly. "Assuming | believed | possessed one," he added,
to lighten the nmoment.
Truth was fortunately saved fromany need to reply by the chimng of
a small bell.
"Dinner," Gareth said, his voice echoing Truth's feeling of relief.

The di ni ng room of Shadow s Gate nore than lived up to the rest of the
house's Rockefeller-era opulence. It could easily have accomvbdated a
table twice the length of the one that was there, and as it was, the el even
diners had anpl e space to spread out along its white-damasked | ength.

Above, two enornmous Waterford crystal chandeliers filled the room
with sparking light. The floor's opul ent parquetry was covered by an
i mmense Aubusson carpet in creamtones, and a brace of dazzlingly ornate
silver candel abrum stood ready to |light on the marbl e-topped ebonywood
sideboard along with a nunber of single silver candl esticks.

The room was hal f-paneled in the style of a bygone age, and fromthe
wai nscoting to the ceiling the walls were covered in a golden silk brocade.
An arched set of double doors led out into the house's central space, and
two smaller doors led to the kitchen and the butler's pantry.

Julian went to the head of the table and gestured to the foot.

"As our guest of honor, the place of honor is yours,"” Julian said to

Truth, gesturing to the foot of the table.

"Ch, | couldn't. Really,"” Truth said, hesitating in the doorway.

"Julian, really!" Fiona cooed in fal sely-honeyed tones. "You'll nake

her feel quite conspicuous."” Fiona slithered into the seat at the foot of
the table with an alacrity that suggested it wasn't her usual place, and
shot a | ook of defiant triunph at Truth.

Truth sensed a sudden tension in the room I|ike a whip-crack of dis-
tant thunder, but Julian said nothing, nerely drew out the chair at his
right.

"Here, then," he said, smling. "So | can nonopolize your conversation
t hroughout the neal ."

The others all settled into new places around the table. Truth was
amused to find that Ellis Gardner then seated hinself on her right, ob-
viously glad of a fresh ear for his tattle. Truth wondered if it was a good
idea to cultivate him On the one hand, you |earned everyone's secrets--

a version of them anyway--but on the other hand, npbst other people
wouldn't talk freely to you once word got out that you were comnpani oni ng
a scandal nonger.
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Scandal nonger. Now there's an ol d-fashi oned word/ Wonder wh
cane from?
M chael graciously allowed Irene to take the seat on Julian's |eft
settling hinself next to her with Light on his other side. Truth,
across the table into Mchael's m dni ght eyes, had the feeling that
was goi ng on here than a dinnertine gane of nusical chairs, but br
the thought aside. It was nothing to do with her, after all.
The soup course was passed, and Truth thought |ongingly of her
at the Shadowkill Bed-and-Breakfast, far fromall these passion:
facti ons and seething hidden agendas. Once there, only see if she
cane back to Shadow s Gate!
But you'll have to. Your work here isn't finished yet, an inner voic
m nded her.
The t hought checked her as if it had erected a physical barrier. It
true. She'd barely even begun to outline her biography of Thorne B
burn, and she already knew that nost of the material she needed to x~
it was here in Julian's collection. Julian's collection, Irene's nmenories
She gl anced across the table to where Light sat between M chae
Gareth. Light |ooked up when she felt Truth's eyes on her, and sm-
shyly before ducking her head again. Truth felt an answering smle
at her own nmouth. And while she was neddling, she'd better also |
out fromlrene just what Light's position was in this odd extended hou
hold, and if Light were being.., exploited in any way. "Sonme w ne, Truth?"
She was roused fromher list-nmaking reverie by Julian's question. S
nodded, and he poured her glass full of a sparkling strawcol ored vinta~
"I am not one of those who believes the path to power lies in den
and asceticism" he said, smling at her. "Certainly there are occasio
upon which fasting and petition are appropriate, and then | enploy the~
but how nmuch nore true is it that we nust understand what range U
i nformati on our senses can provide if we are to fully nmaster thenP"
"You know | understand very little of your.., practices," Truth sa:
frankly. After the sherry, she wasn't sure she wanted another glass t
wi ne i nmmedi ately, but everyone else at the table, even Light, was drinkin~
and besi des, she'd have a full meal to offset its effects. "lIs that wh~
Bl ackburn bel i eved?" She rai sed her glass and si pped.
"In this as in all things, you behold ne his pupil," Julian said, snmling
"I'd like some wine, too, Julian," Fiona said, raising her glass nean
ingfully. Hereward, |aughter in his eyes but his face as irreproachabl 5
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blank as a butler's, poured her glass full fromthe second bottle at the
foot of the table.

"Not that Julian hasn't found sone inprovenents to nake to the Mas-
ter's Wrrk," Irene said cheerily, interrupting Fiona as if she hadn't heard
her .

"If the Work is to succeed, we can't regard it as some sort of received
truth, to be trifled with only at our peril. The Wheel turns,” Julian said.

"And Julian," Ellis said sotto voce in Truth's ear, "intends to be on top
of it no matter how nuch it turns."”

Truth gl anced toward him an automatic social smile on her face. It
was an inpression of Julian she'd already collected for herself, but know
ing that about himonly seemed to make hi m nore exciting.

VWhat was Shadow s Gate turning her into?

D nner was a long and lavish affair, though its accoutrenents fell short
of the hordes of liveried footnen that the dining roomseened to cal
for. The food was expertly prepared and its presentation worthy of a
four-star restaurant, but in the nodern day, throngs of convenient ser-
vants such as peopled the Gothic novel were not so easily cone by. The
cook and one assistant brought the food to the table, after which the

di ners served thensel ves.

The tal k--and the wine--flowed freely, conversation ranging from
such homely topics as possible future difficulties with the property's well
to the latest novies. It was a warm easy canaraderie that nade Truth
feel like an accepted nmenber of the group

The only faintly sour note was Fiona's continuing dislike, but that was
easily understood. Fiona's attraction to Julian was obvious--even if it
didn't seemto be nutual

It was just like a Shakespeare conedy, Truth nused to hersel f. She
wondered if the tangled affections at Shadow s Gate woul d sort out as
easily and neatly as the ending of an Elizabethan play, with all these various
sets of mismatched |overs finding their proper mates. Meanwhile, Gareth
| oved Fiona, Fiona loved Julian ....

And who did Julian |ove? Light?

No, Truth deci ded upon careful consideration. Julian's feelings for Light
were not those of a woul d-be |over. She glanced across the table to where
M chael was deep in a soft-pitched conversation with the silver-haired
girl. Maybe it was M chael who | oved Light; oddly, Truth had the feeling
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that Julian disapproved of that relationship. Wiy, if he didn't want to
take M chael's place? Surely, if he disliked M chael Archangel so nuch,
he woul d not have himas a guest in his hone.

The cook and his assistant came in again just as the |last diners were
finishing--Truth, who had been watching for it, saw Julian surreptitiously
push a button with his foot--and began to clear away. Wen Truth saw
Gareth and Donner get up to help she started to rise also, and was stopped
by Julian's hand on her arm

"Rank hath its privileges," he said. "Hoskins likes to | eave as soon as
the dessert course is ready, so we tend to give hima hand. But it's out
of the question to ask an honored guest to work."

"Dessert?" said Truth weakly. She couldn't renenber the last tinme
she'd eaten this nuch: clear soup, roast beef and roast potatoes, vegetables
gl azed and poached and broiled, and half a dozen different hot breads
had only been the begi nni ng.

In a few nmonments the table was cleared and Hoski ns's assi stant came
out wheeling a cart that held new gl asses, plates, and silver. Behind Davies
came Hoskins himself, carrying a huge tray that proved to contain severa
di fferent kinds of pastry.

"Irene told nme you have reservations at a place in town. Now that
you' ve had a chance to assess the collection, do you think | night persuade
you to stay here instead?" Julian asked as the tray was being carried
around.

Truth hesitated. In her experience, so generous an offer rarely cane
wi t hout strings, even though she hadn't seen any yet. And despite the
conveni ence of such an arrangenent, and the enticing proximty of Julian
Pilgrim Truth still felt that Shadow s Gate was sonehow a chall enge to
her that she wanted to assess before accepting. It would be easier to think
the matter over somewhere outside the overwhel mi ng presence of the
house.

"While | don't think I could do ny book w thout what you've gathered
here," she began, tactfully.
"Then it's settled,"” Julian said. "You'll--"

What ever he was about to say was drowned out by a whip-crack of
thunder. The lights gave a noth-wing flutter.
"Here we go again," said Gareth, slipping back into his seat.

"What he neans is," Hereward said, reaching for his own dessert as
the tray passed him "is that sitting in the StormKi ng's backyard, you've
got to expect the occasional storm™
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"I just wish it were occasional," Caradoc said. "At |east the power failures
provi de good practice at getting around by candlelight."

The tray was presented to Truth. Urged on by Julian, she selected a
poached pear, which seened to be the least caloric of the offerings.

"Do you | ose power often?" Truth asked. Storm King, she recalled,
was the name of one of the l|ocal mountain peaks.

"Usually just a matter of flipping a circuit breaker," Caradoc said,

"which is our resident technojunkie's purview'--Gareth bowed where
he sat, grinning--"but sometinmes the whole area goes."

"If you can't see the lights down in Shadowkill when you | ook out the
third-floor wi ndow, give up," Gareth said. "It neans the power's out al
over Shadowkill Township and probably northern Dutchess County as
wel . "

Li ght giggled, a silvery, elfin sound. "I like storms,’
Truth snil ed back.

"So do--" she began, but broke off as the lights flickered again to the
acconpani nent. Truth put down her fork

"I've really enjoyed the evening, but | think if it's going to storml'd
really better get going," Truth said firmy. She'd have enough trouble
finding the Bed-and-Breakfast in the dark without having to find it in the
dark during a storm

"But Truth! Surely you're staying?" lrene said incredul ously.
"There's plenty of room" Gareth added.

"I was hoping you'd accept ny invitation to wite your book here,"
Julian said, "but even if you will not, surely a night's hospitality would
not be too nuch? I'd hate to send someone out to find an unfamliar
destination in weather like this."

"He's right. You wouldn't send a knight out on a dog like this," Caradoc
said, smling his crooked smle.

At that noment the lights went conpletely out, and there was a deaf -
ening slap of thunder, followed by a spatter of raindrops flung |ike pebbles
at the dining roomw ndows. After a nmonent's pause there was | aughter
and scattered appl ause, led by Julian.

"You see, Truth, the Ad Gods smile on our wish that you remain,"

Julian said out of the darkness. There was a scuffling and a scranbling,
and then Truth heard the sound of a match being struck

By the light of both candel abra--sonme two dozen candl es--the dining
roomwas surprisingly bright.

"The lights are all out," Light said, marvelingly.

she confided shyly.
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"Who wants to go check?" Gareth asked

"You do," Donner told him crossing to the sideboard and handi ng
Gareth a single candlestick. Ginning in good-natured defeat, Gareth lit
the candl e fromone of the candel abra and wal ked out, shielding the flane
with his free hand.

"More wine?" Ellis asked, filling his own glass. Truth shook her head
and he shrugged.

"Why doesn't he use a flashlight?" Truth asked Juli an.

"Batteries have a way of going dead at Shadow s Gate," Julian said.
"It's easier to use candles than to struggle with them |I'mafraid that your
watch's battery will require replacing rather soon as well."

Well, that's something | can check, Truth thought determ nedly.

"I think you would be wi se to accept Julian's invitation," Mchael said
to Truth. "Your luggage is already inside, is it not?"

"Yes. Certainly,” Truth said. It was an odd question, though--why had
M chael thought she'd come with |uggage?--and M chael had been one
of the last to appear in the parlor tonight. Had his absence been spent
searchi ng her roon?

Any nore paranoia and you're going to start believing in UFGs and assas-
sination conspiracies too, Truth scol ded herself.

"Let's call it settled,” Julian said firmy. "I can't possibly let you | eave
tonight; it would be far too dangerous. Irene, dear, | think the coffee
must have brewed, but you'd probably better use a thernmal carafe instead
of the silver tonight to keep it warm"

"Just like old tines," Irene said happily, going off to the kitchen in a
swirl of candlelit spangles.

"TI1 help," Truth said, jumping up this time before Julian could stop
her .

Irene had brought only a single candlestick into the kitchen, and in the
| eapi ng shadows of its wavering flanme the kitchen was a spooky pl ace.
The storm had worsened in the few nonents it had taken Truth to cross
the room and the howing wind flung rain at the kitchen wi ndows with
force enough to nake the panes rattle in their casenments. The sound
made Truth think better of her determination to |leave. Julian was right;
this was no night to try to find a place she'd never been before, and it
had been a | ong day.
"It's awild night," Irene said happily. "Thorne used to do his best work
on nights like this--when the Wld Hunt rode." She bustled about the

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...y%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (81 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:12 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
GHOSTLIGH T 8l

kitchen with the ease of long famliarity, taking down a pair of therma
carafes fromthe cupboard and decanting the coffee fromthe silent chrone
percolator into them "Ch, | do miss him And it's no night to be out on
the road if you don't have to," she added, changing the subject to practica
matters with what Truth was | earning was Irene's customary qui ckness.

"Irene," Truth said. "That girl--Light--where did she cone fronf"

"Ch, Julian found her. Wen he got Shadow s Gate back | ast year--

it's alnpbst a year this nonth that he sent for me--he did one of the

m nor Workings, and here she was."

Drat Irene's fuzzy occultism providing a magi ckal explanation for every-
thing, Truth thought wi th annoyance.

"Yes," she said patiently. "But where did she cone fronf"

"I think she nmust have been in hospital somewhere,” Irene said vaguely,
stacki ng cups and saucers on another tray. "She hasn't any famly, poor
dear, and sonetimes those with the greatest G fts are the least able to
deal with Ml kut--the Sphere of Manifestation."

O with the real world, either, Truth added nentally. It was odd,
though--if Light really didn't have any fam ly, how had Julian gotten her
out of the institution?

Assumi ng she'd really been in one, Truth added conscienti ously.

"But now that you're staying, we'll have plenty of tine to chat," Irene
added in her brisk English fashion. "Do take these out to the dining room
for me, there's a dear," she said, handing Truth a tray full of coffee cups.

"It's all black, as far as the river--phones're out too," Gareth announced

with satisfaction as Truth reached the dining room "I took a | ook outside,"
he added--unnecessarily, as his hair and shirt were plastered to his skin
as if he'd been standing under a showerhead. "It's really wild. A good

night for--things," he finished stifledly, with a glance at Truth.

Truth carefully set down her tray, and Mchael rose fromhis seat to
hel p hand its contents around. He seenmed to be studying her as if seeking
the answer to a question. Truth smled automatically. Irene foll owed
Truth out of the kitchen, sans candlestick, to set the carafes on the table.
"There's a bit nore in the kitchen," she said, "getting cold."

"We'll be wanting it," Hereward said. "Even if it's cold. Long night
toni ght, eh, Julian?"

Julian smled anticipatorily. "You' re welcone to join us, Truth," he
said. "As an observer, or... what you will."

Truth recoiled inwardly, finally realizing what the hints and the sideways
|

’
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| ooks were about. Julian neant to do magi ck toni ght--from her reading
of Venus Afflicted she'd gathered the hazy inpression that Bl ackburn
preferred his rites to be enacted during stornmns.
As a scientist and psychic researcher, Truth felt she should be able to
regard any peculiar nmanifestation with perfect calm and she certainly
didn't believe in magick, but the thought of being anywhere near a Bl ack-
burn-style magickal rite filled her with suffocating dread.
He killed ny nother. Here, in this house, on a night like this. He killed
her - -
"Trut h?"
Julian touched her arm and she startled and gasped, slopping coffee
onto her hands and the tablecloth and then flinching at the touch of the
hot |iquid. She stared at hi mw de-eyed, heart racing. "Are you all right?" he demanded.
She set her cup back in its saucer and swabbed at her hands. Fortunately,
she didn't seemto be badly burned; the tablecloth had taken the worst
of it. "I'msorry, Julian. | hope the stains will come out; | don't know
where ny mind was .... "
"It's all right," he soothed. "This house can have that sort of effect on
peopl e, especially during a storm"”
"Thanks," Truth said, not quite knowi ng what she meant.
No one el se seened to be paying attention to the small accident. She
sipped at the coffee left in her cup. She had | oaded it with cream and
sugar in hopes that between the caffeine and the sugar she could stay
awake. The day's events, on top of the long drive, had caught up with
her, and the candlelit di mess served only to underscore how tired she
felt.
"There are a number of observances--the Smpot hing of the Path--
that precede the Qpening of the Way," Julian anplified, "and night is a
good time for them It's a time when the psychic interference, both of
sunl i ght and of waking mnds, is mnimzed."
Truth found herself nodding in reluctant agreement. Mbst of her
"professional" psychics--those who believed in and acknow edged their
psychi c powers--felt that their Sixth Sense was strongest during the night
hour s.
But to participate in one of Blackburn's rituals... ?
Julian was watching her, obviously awaiting her response.
No/ sone i nward part of her mind screanmed
"Uh, | really don't think--1"mreally tired; perhaps sonme other tine,"
Trut h fl ounder ed.
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"I look forward to it,"Julian said, smling with intimte meani ngful ness.
"I''"l'l just go nmake sure everything's ready for Truth in her room and
then pop offdown to the Tenple, shall 1?" Irene said. "I'11 say good ni ght
now, dear."

Irene got up fromher place and cane around to where Truth sat,
| eani ng over to kiss her upon the cheek. Truth reached up and patted
the beringed hand resting on her shoul der, biting back a sudden upwelling
of tears. She was tired, that was all. That explai ned everything. Everything.

"Good night, Aunt lrene," she said al oud.

I rene Aval on wal ked fromthe room bearing a candl estick before her
like a flam ng sword

"Are you feeling strong enough to work tonight, dear?" Julian asked
Li ght .

"Ch, yes!" Light responded.

Truth gl anced at her. There was no doubt of Light's sincerity; her eyes
sparkled in the candle flame and her delighted snile was entirely genuine.

"But won't you cone too, M chael?" Light asked plaintively, turning
to him "You never do."

"And | never will," Mchael Archangel told her kindly. "Each tailor to
his own last." He got to his feet.

"And each cat to his own rat,"” Julian said. "W'l| |eave Mchael to find
the truth in his own fashion, and hope we can encourage our Truth to
join us," he finished punningly. M chael acknow edged the remark with
a bow and a slight smle and left the room He didn't bother to take a
candl e.

Oh, well, | suppose he's been here | ong enough to know the house. Truth
drai ned her coffee cup and stood. She coul d sense an undercurrent of
anticipation anong the remaini ng people at the table, an eagerness to be
on about their business, or, rather, Thorne Bl ackburn's busi ness.

"TIl say good night," she said. "It's been a pleasure to neet all of you."
But not nuch of one, all things considered.

"Il light your way," Ellis said, walking to the sideboard for another
candlestick and lighting it fromone of the ones burning upon the table.

It seemed that the display Truth had thought only for show was entirely
practical after all.

Not having a strong enough aversion to Ellis's conpany to make a
scene, Truth followed himout. As she left the room she could already
see the other five drawing together in secret council

Just like in some kids' club with passwords and secret decoder rings, Truth
scoffed to herself through a faint tinge of jealousy. It was never pleasur-
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abl e to be excluded from sonething, even if it was sonething you didn't
really want to bel ong to.

Truth kept a tight rein on her imagination as she went up the w de
stairs with Ellis. The candle flame seenmed to conjure danci ng ani nmal
shapes out of every corner, and despite the fact that she knew they were
illusions, she flinched each tinme one seened to spring.

Ellis, too, was wary, walking as if these imagi nary dangers were real
and Truth's unease fed on his. She was very gl ad when they reached the
door of the roomlrene had given her earlier to rest in. The door swung
i nward at her touch, and Truth could see that Irene had i ndeed been
here, turning down the bed and | eaving a candle in a glass chi mey burning
on the bedside table.

Ellis stepped back for her to enter. The candl elight cast the curves and
hol l ows of his face into sharp relief, making it a Mephi st ophel ean nmask
As he turned to go, Ellis hesitated.

"This is an old house, and so old advice seens best. Believe only half
of what you see, and nothing of what you hear."

Before Truth could frame a suitable rejoinder to this, he turned away
and left her standing there.

As soon as the door closed Truth lifted the mattress. Venus Afflicted was
there, just as she'd left it. She felt obscurely relieved, as though there
were danger all around her which she was avoiding nerely by dunmb | uck.
After a nonment's hesitation, she lowered the mattress again, |eaving the
book where it was.

A gust of rain struck the windowwith a faint drunroll, foll owed by
the flash-and-flash-again of two lightning strikes nearly on top of each
ot her.

Truth wi nced, hoping the stormwouldn't keep her awake all night.
Though the Hudson River Valley was faned as a nother of storms, there
were usually nore of themin the sumrer than in the fall. There'd be
precious little fall color this year if the stormblew all the | eaves off the
trees now.

By the light of her single candle, Truth made ready for bed, hanging
the blue dress up neatly in the enpty closet. She tried to review the day's
events and put themin sone sort of mental order, but every time she
tried they went spinning out of her grasp. Should she stay at Shadow s
Gate as Julian seenmed to expect? It woul d nake her research easier--
and t hough she w shed now she'd never considered witing a book about
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Thor ne Bl ackburn, she'd told so many people of her plans that she'd | ook
very foolish backing out on them now.

She hated to | ook foolish, no matter how nmany times she told herself
that other people's opinions didn't matter. And she certainly wasn't going
to give up her project on the basis of nothing nore than sonme sort of
anxi ety attack!

Such ringing declarations were all very well, but how cl osely shoul d
she ally herself with this new Circle of Truth? To do so mght be to
destroy her credibility as a serious researcher; on the other hand, infor-
mation on them would be a valuable sidelight to Blackburn's bio, but
then again- -

A jaw stretching yawn renmi nded Truth that she was in no shape to
consi der these matters now. Everything would seem clearer after a good
ni ght's sl eep, anyway.

Truth slid into her borrowed bed and bl ew out the candle.

Sone unknown tine later Truth wenched herself to wakeful ness from

a vivid dream of water. Welling up fromthe earth, falling fromthe sky..
Random scraps of dreaned conversation skirled through her mnd: "Cone
thou el emental prince, Undine, creature of water: Thou who was before the
worl d was made--"

But the dream was not what had wakened her. Truth stared into the
darkness, every sense straining to the utnost to discover what it was that
had roused her. The rain had stopped, and a scent that nanaged to be
sharp and cloying at the sane tine filled the silent room naking her
throat dry and ticklish.

I ncense, Truth realized. It nust be coming up through the vent from sone-
where else in the house. Hadn't Irene nmentioned there being a tenple on
the prenises?

That she could snell the incense in her roomnmeant that there had to
be a vent connecting the two--sonmewhere. Maybe she coul d cl ose the
one in here before the incense snell perneated every article of clothing
she' d brought.

If there were matches with the candl e her touch-search of the area
around it failed to find them but by that tine her eyes had adjusted
enough to discern a faint glow comng fromthe wall near the floor--the
vent openi ng she sought.

Now to close it. Truth clinbed out of bed and went over toward it.
Just as she had thought, the scent of incense was strongest here, naking
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her eyes water with its intensity. She crouched down on her heels, running
her hands over the netalwork to see if she could close it.

"Get out!" The voice was |oud: masculine, angry--and inches from her
face.

Truth flung herself backward in reflex, stifling the screamthat threat-
ened to burst from between her tightly clenched teeth. She scrabbled
away fromthe wall on heels and el bows, conscious only of a desire to
put as nuch di stance between herself and the voice as she coul d.

She cracked her head painfully against the bed frame, and the sudden
pai n shocked her into rationality, although it did little to stop the racing
of her heart.

There was no one behind the grate.
The voi ce had not been talking to her.

It was only a freak of the house's acoustics, carrying a voice frorr
el sewhere into her ears.

There was no one there--no one!

She believed that, Truth told herself. But after she scranbled back intc
bed, clutching the covers up to her chin, she |ay awake, stiffand trenblinh
in the darkness, until the sky turned gray with dawn.
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CHAPTER SI X
THE M RROR OF TRUTH

Most true it is that | have look'd on truth

Askance and strangely,' but, by all above,

These bl enches gave ny heart another youth,

And worse essays prov'd thee ny best of |ove.
--WLLI AM SHAKESPEARE

THE NEXT TI ME TRUTH AWOKE THE SUN WAS HI GH I N THE SKY.

She stretched creakily, wondering why she was so stiff. Suddenly nenory

of the events of the previous night clicked into place; she glanced around
and | ocated the vent she had crouched beside. It | ooked harmess in the
morning light, its white-painted grille nothing nmore than the covering for
a duct of the kind4hat abounded in these old houses. Harniess.

Had it only been her inmaginati on? A dream perhaps, brought on by
the rich food and strange surroundi ngs? Truth got out of bed and crossed
to the window, |ooking out. The day was crystalline, blue and untroubl ed,
and the only evidence of last night's stormwas the new patterns of wet
autunm | eaves blown in drifts across the | awn.

She gl anced at the watch on her wist and groaned. Ten-thirty! She'd
hoped to catch Julian this norning at breakfast and settle nmatters between
them Even though she hadn't quite made up her mnd to accept his offer
to stay at Shadow s Gate, at |east she could have worked out sone kind
of schedule for her use of the collection

On the other hand, one of the others might be able to tell her where
he was, and whether he was busy. She dressed hurriedly in an olive cotton
sweat er and khaki skirt, and gazed in dismay around the room s disorder
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It seemed that every itemin suitcase and train case both had been un-
packed and |l eft strewn around the room How had she managed to make
such a mess in just one night?
Well, she could just take care of it later. After she saw Julian.

She stepped out into the hall and headed downstairs. On her tour of
the house yesterday afternoon she had seen no other arrangements, so
she assumed that breakfast would al so be served in the dining room At
| east that would be the place to start | ooking. She wondered why Irene
or Ellis hadn't mentioned a tine for breakfast |ast night; she could have
set her alarm sonething she ought to have done anyway.

Several mnutes later Truth was staring at an unfamiliar hallway in puz-

zl ement. The wal | paper was dark creamwith a pattern of flowers in blue,
conpletely unlike the blue-and-white stripe in the hall outside her own
room She didn't recall seeing it on yesterday's tour, either. She ran her
fingers lightly over the wall; the covering beneath her fingers shifted and
crackled, as if it were old and dry; neglected as nothing el se she had seen
in Shadow s Gate had been

How had she gotten here? The path fromher roomto the stairs was
very straightforward: down to the end of the hall, turn right, and the
stairs were at the end. The picture of the dark oak newel posts carved
wi th acanthus | eaves was sharp in her nmind.

The stairs had to be around here somewhere.

She backtracked, feeling certain she should be able to at least find her
room agai n, and instead found herself faced with a narrow, unfamliar
flight of stairs going up.

This is ridiculous. I was up and down that front staircase tw ce |last night--
and | haven't taken any stairs this norning. Truth frowned. Julian had
certainly hinted heavily enough that Shadow s Gate was haunted, and this
kind of spatial disorientation was a common "synptoni of the kind of
par anornal events associated with so-call ed haunted houses.

O course, getting lost might also sinply be the result of a conbination
of too little sleep and too nmuch incense--assum ng she hadn't dreaned
it. But no, her roomhad still snelled faintly of incense when she'd
awakened this norning. For a nmonent Truth's mind flicked back to that
di senbodi ed voice of the night before. Had it really happened--and if
so, was it an indication of a haunting?

Even allowing for the voice being natural instead of supernatural, it

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...y%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (89 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:12 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
G H O ST LIGHT 89

presented a pretty puzzle. Wo had been speaki ng and who had been

being told to get out? She didn't think the speaker had been either Julian
or Mchael, and she hadn't heard the other nen tal k enough to be certain
about identifying their voices.

By a determ ned counting of steps and turns, Truth regained first the
fam liarly-patterned wal | paper and then her own bedroom door.

She | ooked back the way she had come. The hall | ooked "normal" up
to the turn--and at the nonment, Truth wasn't willing to go and check
what m ght |ay beyond. She stood with her back to her door for a noment,
consciously calling up a picture in her mnd of the route to the stairs
before setting off again. This tine she found them easily--the only nys-
tery was how she'd nanaged to miss themin the first place.

As she started down she gl anced again at her watch and felt a sick pang
of alarm | ance through her.

The watch's hands regi stered el even o' cl ock, and the steady notion of
the second hand testified to the fact that her battery, at |least, was stil
wor ki ng.

Only she'd left her roomat about el even, and she'd been wandering
through the halls looking for the stairs for at |east twenty m nutes.

How could it still be el even o' clock?

By the tinme she reached the dining room Truth had pushed this | atest

di sturbing addition to her steadily growing |ist of questions to the back
of her mnd. She couldn't come up with answers to these puzzles al one--
and it was starting to becone disturbingly apparent that no one here in
Shadow s Gate woul d have any answers to give her that didn't involve

the intercession of Thorne Bl ackburn.

Qddly enough there was no scent of incense anywhere on the ground
floor, although alnost certainly the Tenple nust be here. She wondered
exactly where the Tenple was, and thought with a traitorous flutter in
the pit of her stomach that undoubtedly it wouldn't be at all difficult to
get Julian to show it to her

The doors to the dining roomwere open; when she gl anced through
them she was surprised to see Ellis Gardner, presiding over the deserted
table Iike a reigning nonarch. He sm | ed when he saw her

"Well, ny dear, you're up early. Cone, have sonme coffee--the power
canme back on sonetine in the early hours and M. Hoskins has provided
us with the necessities. W're less formal than at dinner, you will note."
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He gestured to the basket of rolls and the thermal carafe on the table.
On the sideboard, the silver candel abra of the night before had been
repl aced by stacked cups waiting, hotel-style, for use.

"There's no need to be quite so offensive,” Truth said, selecting a cup
fromthe sideboard. "I know it's after eleven, but | overslept.”
Sonehow, the small inward voi ce conmented

Ellis's eyes opened wide in genuine surprise. "My dear girl--or should
it be "woman' in these decadent days?--1 neant it in all sincerity," he
protested. "I didn't expect to see anyone el se for hours yet. Between
Julian's all-night rituals and Mchael's all-night prayers, there's usually not
a creature stirring here before two in the afternoon.”

"Prayers ?" Truth asked, sitting down within reach of the coffee. Praying
seenmed an odd occupation for a magician.

"Ch yes, indeed,"” Ellis said with relish. "Qur fallen Archangel is not
what he seens--but then, the Roman collar is a trifle archaic, fashion-
wi se, and does tend to put people off, so its om ssion should come as no
surprise." Ellis pushed the carafe toward her.

"You're saying he's a priest,” Truth said. She picked up the pot and
poured, and the rich fragrance of freshly ground and freshly brewed
Jamai can Bl ue Mountain coffee surrounded her. She inhal ed deeply.

"Alay brother, nmerely," Ellis said with arch courteousness, "serving
in some hunbl e capacity with the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith--or, as it was formerly known, the Holy Office of the Question."

"M chael's a nmenmber of the Inquisition?" Truth said incredul ously, once
she'd sorted out what Ellis had said. "You ve got to be kidding!" She'd
never seen anyone who | ooked less like a priest--or an |Inquisitor.

"If I nmust, | nust,” Ellis said dismssively. "But you mght ask him
sometinme who he is, and what he's doing in Julian's library. Ch, and you
m ght ask why he and Julian have concocted that silly cover story between
them ™"

Ellis had the | ook of one who wanted to be badgered into giving up
his secrets, and though Truth wasn't certain that she had the stanina for
it this nmorning, under the tonic influence of coffee she decided to take
a stab at it.

"Ckay, Ellis, I'"lIl bite: Wat cover story?"

Ellis paused to sip at his coffee--or, judging fromthe snell, coffee
and brandy. She remenbered what Julian had said | ast night about Ellis's
drinking. Apparently it was both heavy and chronic.

"That M chael and Julian are old friends. They aren't, you know. |'ve
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known Julian | onger than anyone here, and | can swear to that," Ellis
sai d.
"*And why are you telling all this to ne, a traveling nusician'?" Truth
asked, quoting W S. G lbert to good purpose
"'l spend nmy time wal king up and down in the world, seeing what
m schief | may perform'" Ellis responded, capping her quotation wth
one of his own. "And as you're Thorne's daughter, | felt you ought not
to operate under so nmuch of a handicap."”
Wil e she was no nmore resigned to that relationship, Truth was certainly
becom ng nore desensitized to it through these constant rem nders of it
by everyone she net.
"Did you know Thorne Bl ackburn?" she asked. She wondered what
imp of perversity possessed her to act so agai nst her own deepest desires.
She certainly didn't want to hear about Bl ackburn over norning coffee.
And she was pretty sure the answer woul d be no, anyway--Ellis |ooked
to be in his forties, not old enough to know a man who had died twenty-
six years before
"I met himonce," Ellis answered, surprisingly. "N neteen sixty-seven;
I was seventeen. The d ass Key opened for himon the East Coast |eg
of the Universal Mystery Tour."
The Uni versal Mystery Tour had been Thorne Bl ackburn's rmnel di ng of
musi ¢ and magi c; six weeks of barely-controlled chaos; Bl ackburn's | ast
big public display before vanishing into the wilds of Upstate New York
"So you're an ex-rock'n'roll star?" Truth asked, trying for a light touch
It was hard to believe, |ooking at Ellis's tweedy professorial bearing.
"BEvery man and every woman is a star," Ellis said, "As N etzsche didn't
precisely say. | was their drumer; in fact, | think there are sone pictures
of dass Key in the collection--Thorne used to photograph everything,
and Julian found several albunms full of old photographs here when we
nmoved in."
Ellis's face was wistful, |ooking back to a tine that had held nore of
joy and neani ng than the present did.
"Ellis, why are you here?" Truth asked intently.
He blinked, focusing on her once nore. "Were else should | be? The
heart has its reasons." He gestured, waving the question away. "But you'l
be wanting to go about your father's business. A word of advice first, if
I may."
Truth, struck spellbound by the change in his manner, nodded assent.
"First, remenber that the old saying ' The eneny of ny enemy is ny
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friend" is not so very often true. Beware our friend Mchael: Utinmate
goodness has so little in comon with humanity that it mght as well be
its opposite.™

"And second?" asked Truth, with what she felt was admirable com
posur e.

"When dealing with that which you do not understand, to thine own
self be true. Honesty is the best policy, so remenber that you are hunan,
dear Truth--or nearly so."

Ellis moved with the expert grace of the veteran actor, and so he had
crossed the room before Truth realized he was novi ng. The cl osi ng of
the di ni ng room door behind himfoll owed so neatly on the end of his
exit speech that it took Truth a nonent to realize what he'd said.

"Remenber you're human, or nearly so?" Wat the hell is that supposed to
mean?

It was, she supposed peevishly, another piece of the great Bl ackburn
riddle. Everyone here nust have some sort of connection to Bl ackburn,
even though Julian, Gareth, Donner, Caradoc, and Hereward--and, to
be fair, Fiona--could only have been children when Bl ackburn had been
alive.

And, danmit, she hadn't had a chance to ask hi mabout Juli an.

She brooded through a roll and a second cup of hot coffee, filing Ellis's
cryptic and unbelievabl e revel ati ons and war ni ngs about M chael in the
same nmental folder as all the peculiar things that had happened to her
since she got here

If they'd really happened. If she weren't just having some kind of
causel ess breakdown.

She lingered as |ong as she could bear to but no one came to join her.
The only sounds anywhere were the faint clinks and thumpings of food
preparation comng fromthe kitchen, and she was forced to the concl usion
that Ellis was at |east being accurate about the househol d' s nocturna
habits. Julian was probably still in his bed. The entry hall and the stairs
above hel d nothing but silence when Truth made her cautious way from
the dining roomto the room housing the Bl ackburn collection

The wi de, spacious room | ooked inviting with the | ate-norning sun
streamng in through the high, uncurtained windows. Truth set down her
coffee cup carefully, out of the way of anything nade of paper, and
resuned exploring the materi al

Qdd. Both Julian and Ellis said that M chael was doing research here at
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Shadow s Gate, but this isn't an exhaustive collection on anything but Thorne
Bl ackburn, and M chael doesn't seemto be researching him-and if Ellis were
telling the truth about M chael being a, a "lay brother," M chael would have
access to the Vatican Library, wouldn't he? And the Vatican has the |argest
col l ection of books on sorcery in the world.

She filed one nore thing away to brood about later; at the nonent
her busi ness was backtrailing Thorne Bl ackburn. Ellis had said there were
pi ctures here, and Truth hoped they would tell her nore than the con-
fusing papers she'd stunbl ed across yesterday. They said one picture was
worth a thousand words, after all.

Her heart beat fast with the sheer reaction of at last confronting the
enigmatic spirit that had overshadowed her young adul thood. She was
repel l ed by everything Thorne Bl ackburn seened to stand for, but, ap-
proaching himwith a scholar's discipline, she found she coul d consi der
even Thorne Bl ackburn with a certain detachment.

The collection that Julian had amassed was even nore conpl ete than
she had thought the day before~ As she browsed through the shel ves and
drawers, naking nmental notes on what areas to tackle in-depth first, she
found nunerous testanments to Julian's encycl opedi c thoroughness.

A nunmber of record al buns--their reason for inclusion uncertain, ex-
cept for the one by 3 ass Key that had a photograph on it of a very young
Ellis Gardner behind a psychedelically painted drt, n set.

Several videocassettes carefully |abeled as copies of Blackburn's nedia
appear ances, including his infamus Johnny Carson guest shot and the
segnment of The Ed Sullivan Show that only the Iive studi o audi ence had
gotten to see. There was a runor that Bl ackburn had been on The Dati ng
Gane, as well.

A VCR stood ready in case she wanted to run any of these, and despite
her self-control and best intentions, Truth felt the hair on her arns and
neck stand up straight at the prospect of confronting a nmoving, talking
i mage of Thorne Bl ackburn

G ow up/ Truth scol ded herself. A picture couldn't hurt her, and she'd
have to del ve nore deeply than this into Blackburn's life if she neant to
debunk hi mthoroughly. She'd run the tapes later, just to get them out
of the way. Right now she had another goal in mnd

After alittle nore searching she found them five thick, old-fashioned
photo al buns, slightly battered and carrying a psychic aura of dust for al
that they were newy clean.

They were stored archivaly, lying on their sides on a w de bottom
shel f, and Truth picked them up one by one and toted them over to the
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table. Set side by side, the five volumes nearly covered the surface of
the long table. She pulled the nearest one closer to her and lifted the
cover.

The al bum s pages gave off the sweet, nusty snell of a |ong-shel ved
book as she opened it. These must be the original albuns that Julian had
found in the attic; these pictures ought to be renoved, catal oged, copied,
and conservation-nounted to protect them further.

Carefully she lifted the cover page. The pages were a rough, creany
oak-tag paper, and the pictures--sone bl ack-and-white, some color--
were held dowmn with small paper corners, or in some cases, yellowed
and disintegrating Scotch tape. Some of the pictures had witing of their
same anci ent vintage beneath themin a slapdash, unfamliar hand. Bl ack-
burn's?

Kate in the Hashbury, one entry said cryptically, beneath a faded col or
pi cture of a | aughing, dark-haired girl in an ankl e-lIength, high-waisted
dress and brai ded headband. Truth could see a slice of a white Victorian
house in the background, an American flag hanging in an upper w ndow.

The girl wore tiny, square, wire-rimred gl asses with pink |l enses, and a
peace symnbol flashed anong the | ove beads around her neck. Across a
quarter of a century she smiled into the | ens of an unknown phot ographer,
her hand raised in a "V' sign. A peace sign, Truth renmenbered, dredging
up the fact fromsome well of antique trivia. Kate in the Hasbury. Haight-
Ashbury. San Franci sco. Kate. Katherine.

Momry. Truth's |ips nmoved soundl essly over the word. Wth a carefu
fingertip she touched the image. This was Kat herine Jourdenmayne, and
if Truth could sonehow step into the picture she would stand face to
face with a girl younger than she was, a girl who believed that |ove and
magi ck coul d change the worl d.

She gl anced at the other pictures on the page. Al of them seened to
be taken in San Francisco sonetinme in the early mddle sixties. One of
them |l ooked as if it mght be Irene as she'd been then, the sagging lines
of age erased, the white hair darkened to a flam ng red.

Anot her photo that caught her eye was a picture of a man and wonan,
surprisingly respectabl e considering the conpany their photo was in. If
Bl ackburn had taken these he nmust have known them but who were
they? She studied the picture nmore closely, finding something elusively
famliar in the imge. The man was sonewhere in early mddle age, Truth
guessed, dressed in a faintly archaic sport coat and sl acks. He | ooked
vaguely Scots, with a high square forehead and a firmchin. Even in the
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faded picture his eyes were a piercing pale blue, and his bull dog stub-
bornness seened an essential part of what he was.
The wonman beside himwas nearly as tall as he--unconmmonly tall for
a woman--with gray eyes and wavy pale hair. She rem nded Truth oddly
of Light, though the two wonen | ooked nothing alike, and the woman
in the picture had the sort of face that is good rather than pretty. She
wore a neat dress and hat, the counterpoint to the tall man's respectabl e
clothing. After a nmoment Truth could nmake out a caption, witten in faint
pencil: Colin and Claire--the | oyal opposition--Colden Gate Park, 1966
Colin MacLaren and Claire Moffat. Truth's fingers itched to renove the
photo and take it away with her, while her scholar's instincts kept her
fromdoing so. Here was proof that Professor MaclLaren had known
Thor ne Bl ackbur n.
But it's not exactly a capital crine, is it? Truth thought through her rising

excitenent. | wonder if Julian will let ne get any of these pictures copied? A
book's better with pictures. And | wonder if | could get an interview with
Prof essor MaclLaren. | know he retired fromthe Institute several years ago. |

wonder where he is now? Dyl an woul d know.

Thi nki ng about Dyl an made her feel oddly guilty, as if she'd done
Dyl an Pal mer sone treacherous harm Truth exam ned her conscience
scrupul ously and couldn't think of any; it was true they hadn't parted on
the best of terms, but that was no reason for this sudden pang of con-
sci ence.

Di spl acenent. That's what the headshrinkers call it. You re worried about
somet hing, so you pretend you're worried about something el se. Sinple.
Truth gnawed her lip, wondering if she should give Dylan a call anyway.
And tell him what?

Si ghing, Truth went back to the photos. Mst of the pictures in this
first book were captioned, but some were not. There was a picture of a
deaccessi oned school bus with the words MYSTERY SCHOOLBUS pai nt ed
on the side and a group of people standing in front of it, Irene and
Kat heri ne among them Katherine wore bell-bottoned jeans and a cham
bray shirt tied snugly beneath her breasts, and was smiling radiantly at
t he phot ographer. Thorne Bl ackburn. Al ways the photographer, never
the image, as if he'd keep his secrets even fromfilm

She flipped through nore quickly now, hunting fruitlessly for a picture
of Bl ackburn. Near the end she was stopped nonentarily by a studio
portrait of a man in a cowboy outfit straight froma WId Wst show -
except for the alchenmical synmbols enbroidered on his shirt and the stars
and noons pai nted on his black Stetson
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The note under the picture said nerely Tex Arcana, leaving Truth to
wonder who--or what--he was. O had been. But the past kept its
secrets. She slid the first al bumaway and drew anot her one toward her.

Bl ackburn at | ast.

On the first page there was a picture of Katherine heavily pregnant,
standi ng next to Thorne Bl ackburn in an anonymous |iving room sone-
where. He | ooked al nbost bashful, ducking his head and turning away as
if he didn't want to be photographed. And young--imortal now, as
only those who had eaten the apples of Avalon could be. Forever young.

Truth waited for the flare of self-righteous indignation that the sight
of Bl ackburn al ways brought her, but now she felt only weary pain. The
peopl e in those photos, they'd all been so innocent then. No one had
ever done anything |like what they were doi ng before; how could they
know how it would end--in ruins, in flames, in lies and broken prom ses?
Had Bl ackburn even known--really? She turned the page.

Truth had to smle at the pictures of Blackburn's acolytes in their lurid
costunes; they | ooked |ike a cross between an Odd Fel |l ows convention
and a showi ng of The Rocky Horror Picture Show, If they were supposed
to be either inspiring or intimdating, they failed mserably. She wondered
what they had thought their robes made them | ook |ike.

Truth reached the end of the al bum and hunted through the other
three until she found one with pictures fromthe time in Mexico. The
al bum had several bl ank pages, several places where photos had been
renoved, | eaving darker rectangles behind. She wondered why--and
when.

Many of the pictures were faded with tine or overexposed into illeg-
ibility, many were ciphers--uncaptioned, of people she didn't know But
others were nore forthcomng, telling their stories across the years.

The Mystery School bus, battered now, serving as backdrop to a crude
canp.

Phot os of rural Mexico, such as any tourist mght take.

Phot os of Katherine--and of Aunt Caroline, her dark hair cut sensibly
short, standing next to her twin. Each of the wonen held one hand of a
di apered child about a year old, supporting its first unsteady steps.

Supporting her.

Truth tried to sunmon up sone interior resonance to the imges she
saw;, some proof within herself that the infant in the pictures was her,
and that these experiences were a part of her life. But no enotion would
come; there could be no faith, only intellectual belief. She had the nad-

BRADLEY
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deni ng sense of a riddl e whose solution would explain her life and give
it meaning, but the solution was just out of reach.

Truth shook her head. There were no answers in the past. Aunt Car-
oline had told her that often enough.

But Aunt Caroline had been telling her that for reasons of her own,
Truth realized suddenly.

There comes an unsettling time in nost children's lives when they nust
acknow edge that those who have raised themare as human, fallible, and
mortal as they thenmselves. For the first tine Truth thought--really
t hought - - about Aunt Caroline as a woman Truth's own age or even
younger, and wondered what that wonman must have been Iike.

She had been a friend of Thorne Bl ackburn--the pictures were the
final proof--if not a menber of his Crcle. She had been here at Shadow s
Gate the night her sister died and Bl ackburn vani shed.

Vani shed. Every newspaper report had said so; the police had searched
for himfor weeks after Katherine's death. But Bl ackburn had vani shed.
And gone where?

Truth shook her head, as if imagination were an unruly horse that had
bal ked at the junp. She didn't know where he'd gone. And at the sane
time, what Aunt Caroline had said the last tine Truth saw her cane back
to haunt her:

"The others. You nust find the others."
She turned the pages slowy, frowning neditatively.
What ot hers?

She'd assuned at the tine that Aunt Caroline had nmeant the other
menbers of the old Crcle of Truth--or at least their famlies. The news-
paper stories had called Shadow s Gate a "hippie commune," and nen-
tioned children, though no nanes had been nentioned. And any
"children" who had been here in 1969 woul d be her age or ol der today--
hardly in need of finding.

But even if that had been what Aunt Caroline had nmeant, Julian seened
to be taking care of that with his ingathering.

"I't's inmportant for you to know you're not the only one. | failed the others--"
Aunt Caroline was a sick woman: dying, heavily nmedicated ....

Truth stopped at a photo that had been blown up to cover the entire
page. Unlike the others it seened to be glued down, the edges curling
away fromthe adhesive. The backdrop was fanmiliar--the photo was taken
on the front lawn of Shadow s Gate--and it nust have been taken profes-
sionally, because Bl ackburn was init.

Twenty peopl e, |ooking oddly like a graduating class of wizards in their
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| ong robes. Blackburn's Circle of Truth. She picked out Bl ackburn and
Irene; herself, holding Irene's hand with one childish fist and clasping a
stuffed nmonkey to her chest with the other; Katherine in a white robe;

and Caroline beside her in street clothes, holding a baby.

Not her baby. Caroline had never had children. And not her sister's,
either--Truth was el sewhere in the picture

Not just other children--Blackburn's other children. That was what
Aunt Caroline had neant--that Truth Jourdenmayne wasn't the only child
of Thorne Bl ackburn. There were others.

The right side of the picture was torn away, the edge still sharp and
white. As if it were torn recently. Why?

Al Truth's anxi ous study of the inage could not produce any nore
children than her two-year-old self and the months-old infant, but Aunt
Caroline had said "children." Not just the children of Blackburn's fol-
| oners nentioned so peripherally in the newspapers, but Truth's half-
brothers and -sisters.

"The others. You nust find the others."

It was an effort not to imagine |ost children, but this picture had been
taken twenty-six years ago; even the baby pictured here woul d be a young
WONMBRN NOW.

O man. Wiy do | think it's alittle girl? It could be either.
Carol i ne Jourdemayne woul d know.

Truth stood up, closing the album There was a phone in Julian's office.
She'd call her aunt right now, and ask the questions--and hear the an-
swer s-she dreaded
She had stepped away fromthe table when the door opened.

"Well. | thought 1'd find you here," Fiona Cabot said triunphantly.

Even in the unforgiving noontide |light Fiona Cabot did not |ook old,

but the sunlight disclosed the marks of dissipation and overi ndul gence
beneat h the heavy, carefully-applied makeup. Her hair, which owed nore

to henna than to nature, spilled over her bare shoul ders; Fiona's off-the-
shoul der | eotard and designer jeans left precious little to the inmagination

"Good norning," Truth responded, unconfortably consci ous of what
a drab conventional figure she presented next to Fiona' s outlaw flanboy-
ance.

"Dug up any good dirt lately?" Fiona purred, edging closer to the table
on which the albuns lay. Irrationally, Truth felt the urge to protect the
phot ographs from her, although the plain truth of the matter was that
Fi ona had as nuch right as Truth and maybe nore to di spose of them
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Fiona flipped open the nearest book. "You were such a beautiful baby,"
she cooed, the inplication being that Truth had not lived up to her early
promi se.

"Was there something you wanted?" Truth asked with frigidly correct
politeness. Each word was bitten off with the frozen crack of a bough
breaking in w nter.

Fi ona sl ammed the al bum shut with a carel essness that nmade Truth
Wi nce inwardly.

"I just wanted to let you know You may come waltzing in here flaunting
your illustrious parentage and thinking that Julian and the whole Circle
will fall into your hands, but they won't." Fiona had noved closer to
Truth with every word, until now she was standing far too close. Truth
recoil ed, having a sublinmnal flash of sonething thin and ratlike with |ong
needl e teeth.

"Yes, that's right," Fiona crooned. "You' ve come to it too late--ny
powers are honed, and what you need to know you'll never have tine to
| earn. Julian deserves his true mate--and that's sonething you'll never
be!" Fiona's blazing green eyes burned into Truth's, until Truth was afraid
that Fiona neant to attack her physically.

"Of course, | don't think she'll ever be a toaster oven either, but I
don't think it bothers her much,"” a male voice draw ed.

Truth jerked in involuntary surprise, and Fiona junped back, turning
toward the sound.

Hereward Farrar stood |leaning in the doorway, smling dangerously at
Fi ona.

"It's all right,’
supposed to be jealous. Too bad you don't come by the color naturally,
Her ewar d sai d.

Fi ona gl ared nurderously at him-and then back at Truth, who was
regardi ng her inadvertent rescuer with relief. Truth could tell when the
ot her worman decided to cut her |osses; Fiona stalked fromthe room
sl ammi ng open the other half of the double door and sailing past Here-

he told her with spurious conpassion. "Redheads are

"%-x~ s g~t 9\\ t~xe c)cc~\t ~?0~et ~ a ct3~ee ~x\tet ~' ~ete~at~ tc)\c~ ~ txxtkx
confidingly, "so don't worry. It's hard to get wonmen for the Wirk, though
so kn sonme sense you have to take what you can get," he added. "Most
of the ones who are interested are attitude cases of one kind or another,
unfortunately."
"As the men, | suppose, are not," Truth comented caustically, stil
irritated about the norning's earlier conversation with Ellis. "Thanks for

Fiona flipped open the nearest book. "You were such a beautiful baby,"
she cooed, the inplication being that Truth had not lived up to her early
promi se.

"WAs there something you wanted?" Truth asked with frigidly correct
politeness. Each word was bitten off with the frozen crack of a bough
breaking in wi nter.

Fi ona sl ammed the al bum shut with a carel essness that nmade Truth
wi nce inwardly.

"I just wanted to let you know You may come waltzing in here flaunting
your illustrious parentage and thinking that Julian and the whole Circle
will fall into your hands, but they won't." Fiona had noved closer to
Truth with every word, until now she was standing far too close. Truth
recoil ed, having a sublimnal flash of sonething thin and ratlike with |ong
needl e teeth.

"Yes, that's right," Fiona crooned. "You' ve come to it too late--ny
powers are honed, and what you need to know you'll never have tine to
| earn. Julian deserves his true mate--and that's sonething you'll never
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be!" Fiona's blazing green eyes burned into Truth's, until Truth was afraid
that Fiona neant to attack her physically.

"Of course, | don't think she'll ever be a toaster oven either, but I
don't think it bothers her nuch," a nmale voice draw ed.

Truth jerked in involuntary surprise, and Fiona junped back, turning
toward the sound.

Hereward Farrar stood |leaning in the doorway, snmiling dangerously at
Fi ona.

"It's all right,"” he told her with spurious conpassion. "Redheads are
supposed to be jeal ous. Too bad you don't cone by the color naturally,"”
Her ewar d sai d.

Fi ona gl ared nurderously at him-and then back at Truth, who was
regardi ng her inadvertent rescuer with relief. Truth could tell when the
ot her wormman deci ded to cut her |osses; Fiona stalked fromthe room
sl ammi ng open the other half of the double door and sailing past Here-
ward as if he wasn't there.

"She's got all the occult power of a coffee filter," Hereward told Truth
confidingly, "so don't worry. It's hard to get wonmen for the Wirk, though
so in some sense you have to take what you can get," he added. "Most
of the ones who are interested are attitude cases of one kind or another,
unfortunately."

"As the men, | suppose, are not," Truth comented caustically, stil
irritated about the norning's earlier conversation with Ellis. "Thanks for
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the tinely intervention, Hereward; Fiona seenms to have gotten some
wrong i deas about things."

"She thinks she's got sonme kind of claimon Julian. She's his Hierol ator,
that's all. Mnogany and the enslavenment of wonmen by marriage are both
things that have no place in the Bl ackburn Wrk," Hereward added.

Every tinme | start to think these people are going to talk sense, they start
babbl i ng nonsense.

"Wl I, thanks anyway," Truth said awkwardly. What with Ellis, the
revel ation of the pictures, and the encounter with Fiona, all Truth wanted
was to get away and think.

"Sure," Hereward said. There was another pause, as if Hereward were
waiting for her to say something nore. She didn't, and he shrugged,
turned away, and left.

Truth resisted the tenptation to see if the library doors would I ock
She conproni sed by | eaning agai nst themfor a nonment, and found her
heart racing as if she'd been running.

Oh, get a grip. They can't kill you. They can't even hurt you, Truth scol ded
hersel f. But suddenly she felt an al nost desperate need to get away, a
need that forced her out of the library, after first making her peer around
the edge of the hal f-opened door to see that no other menbers of Julian's
Crcle lay in wait.

She reached her roomw thout difficulty, only renmenbering after she'd
gained its refuge that Shadow s Gate was apt to play nasty tricks on those
who tried to navigate its corridors. She closed the door and turned around.
Soneone had been here. The anxiety that Truth had felt downstairs
shar pened. She ran over to the bed and yanked up the mattress.
Venus Afflicted was still there.

Truth stared at it, realizing that the clich~ "giddy with relief" was
nothing nore than a literal description. She took a deep breath, and
shoved the grinobire a little farther in before lowering the mattress. The
| unp of book was al nost unnoticeabl e as Truth snpothed the candl ew ck
coverlet back into place. The reverse of "The Purl oi ned Letter" nethod;
as long as no one thought to look for it, it was safe here.

She | ooked around. The room was not as she had left it. Now her
suitcase was set up on a stand, and the clothing she'd left |ying around
was set neatly back inside it. Irene. It nmust be. She could not inagine
Fi ona doi ng sonething so considerate, nor--for other reasons--did she
think this was the work of any of the nen she'd net |ast night.
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There was a fol ded sheet of paper lying on the snoboth coverlet of the
new y-made bed. Truth picked it up; it was a sheet of good stationery,
covered with firmitalic witing in black ink

My dear Truth (she read) | hope that you have had the chance to neditate
upon the collection and the conpany and to decide that the one is val uabl e and

the other harm ess. | found you gone when |I cane by this nmorning and thought
I'"d rather | eave you a note than take the chance of interrupting your studies.
If you need me, 1'll probably be in ny office, and | ook forward to talking to

you soon. Julian.

Truth bit her lip in indecision. She needed to talk to Julian about using
the collection; she needed to decide whether to stay here or in town.

But the thought of staying here | ong enough to do either of those things
made her hands trenble with the need to get out.

She barely suppressed a scream when she heard the sound of a knock
at her door.

"Truth?" a | ow voice called. M chael

Truth recoiled, a vivid tactile nmenory of |ast night racing over her
skin. She was drawn to M chael, but as the moth is drawn to the candl e
flanme--and after Ellis's disclosure this norning she wasn't sure how she
could face himw thout blurting out a bunch of crazy accusations. For
that matter, she couldn't bear to face anyone right now.

The tappi ng cane again as she stood frozen in the mddle of the room
praying he wouldn't try the unl ocked door. But M chael Archange
was a gentleman, and a noment | ater she heard his footsteps wal ki ng
awnay.

When she was sure he wouldn't hear, she bounded over to the door
and quickly locked it. Feeling safer now-though how could M chae
threaten her?--Truth drew a deep breath.

She needed to get out--out of this house where all these forcefu
personalities pressed in on her so stiflingly. Wiat had seened so reason-
able in the sunlit library seened nore inpossible by the noment, and
all Truth could think of was flight.

Truth drew a deep breath. She was honest enough to admt that she
was teetering on the edge of panic at this very nonent. But that honesty
rai sed nore questions than it answered, because she could not think of
any explicit reason for her fear.

The voice last night? A dream or maybe an echo from sonmewhere el se
in the house. Either way, not an imredi ate threat.

The nmisdirection on her way to breakfast? Mre interesting than any-
thing el se, actually; she knew enough fromlistening to Dylan to know
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that "hauntings" fed on the enotions of their victims, and if one could
remai n detached, a haunting could not harm

Fi ona? The conversation had been unpl easant, surely, but nothing nore
than that.

M chael ? Was it the thought of seeing M chael again that was driving
her to panic?

No. Yes. She didn't know. All she knew was that she had to get out
of here--get out of this house--before something dreadful happened.

She had to go down to Shadowkill; she had to call her aunt; she had
to keep Venus Afflicted safe. Clutching her purse to her as if it were a
baby, Truth eased open the door of her room and | ooked anxiously out.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
THE SONG OF TRUTH

I held it truth, with himwho sings
To one clear harp in divers tones,
That nen nay rise on stepping-stones
O their dead selves to higher things.
--ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON U

SUCHHI GH GOTH C TERRORS SEEMED TO BELONG TO ANOTHER UNI -
verse the moment Truth started her car down the drive. The noon sunli ght
sparkl ed on the rai nwashed woods, and Shadow s Gate seened as harm
| ess and sommol ent as sone | at h-and-pl aster Sleeping Beauty's Castle in
a California anusenent park

She' d seen no one on her way out of the house. No one stopped her
at the gatehouse, and in fact the scrolled iron gates stood open, so she
did not even have to stop and open them herself. Once she'd crossed
A d Patent Grant Road and was headi ng down County 13 toward Shadow

kill, the last of her anxiety vanished |ike a bad dream
She still wasn't certain why she felt that conceal nent of the grimoire
was so necessary, but it was the only thing she was still certain of. Possibly

Bl ackburn hadn't been entirely a crimnal fraud--Truth wasn't willing to
commit herself on that one--but even if you believed that every ridic-
ul ous claimhe nade was the literal truth, should mere nortals be given
the power to storm heaven's gates? O to think they coul d?

She spared a nonent to try to inmagine Gareth wearing the fantastic
ritual robes she'd seen in the pictures, but even inmagination failed. Gareth
seemed far too nornal.
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But that's the thing. Normal people get caught up in this magickal dream
wor | d. Why?
No answer was forthconming, and Truth reached the village of Shadow
kill. The little Hudson River town was vivid in the crystal-clear autum
air, and Truth, now calm decided to tackle her chores in order and drove
to the Bed-and-Breakfast she'd been supposed to stay at |ast night.

"Ch... hello. Are you fromthe insurance?" The woman who had cone
to the door in answer to Truth's knock was wearing a stained sweatshirt
and equal | y grubby sweatpants, carrying a nop in one hand and a sponge
in the other. She | ooked harri ed.

"Un, no. I'mTruth Jourdenmayne. Ms. Lindhol nP"

"Ch, ny God," Mary Lindhol msaid. She hesitated, biting her lip.
"Wl |l --cone in." She held open the screen door

Truth stepped into the foyer and instantly saw what was behind Ms.
Li ndhol M s rel uct ance.

"What ... happened?" she said, stunned.

"What didn't?" Ms. Lindholmsaid bitterly. "Part of the roof blew off,
the wat er heater exploded, the pipes burst--God al one knows why, at
this tinme of year--andmwel |, see for yourself." She gestured sweepingly.
"It's a good thing you weren't here |last night--you m ght have drowned."

The walls bore a high-tide mark as of a great outrushing of water. The
wal | paper was crinkled and bowed, obviously soaked through, and the
ceiling was soggy, cracked, and seened to sag downward

"So if you want your room.." Ms. Lindhol msaid helplessly.

"Un, no," Truth said. "In fact, | cane to apol ogi ze for w nping out
on you at the |ast nonent, but sone friends have invited me to stay,
and--" She listened to herself spouting this plausible half-truth with a
sort of detached amazenent. She hadn't conme here neaning to say any-
thing of the sort--and while, after seeing the water danmage here at Mary
Li ndhol mM's, she knew she couldn't possibly stay here, there was al ways
the prospect of another B-and-B in the area, or even a chain hotel

M's. Lindhol mgave her a weary smle. "Actually, I'"mglad you didn't
show up last night, all things considered. And if you see an insurance
adj uster out there anywhere, send himup, will you?"

"Sure," Truth said, bidding Ms. Lindholma grateful farewell.

It was only after she was in her car and driving away that she remem
bered her dream of the night before: "Conme thou el enental prince, Undine,
creature of water--"
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Coi nci dence, Truth told herself firmy. It was raining outside--why
shoul dn't you dream of rain? The faint nagging feeling that there nust be
some connection between her dream and the condition of Mary Lind-
hol M s Shadowki | | Bed-and- Breakfast was easy to dismss; science was a
great believer in coincidence.

She parked in the public parking located in the center of town and set
of fon foot. The Cctober sun, unseasonably strong, was a wel cone warnth
on her shoul ders, and the brightly-decked shops on every side gave a
wel come respite fromthe probl enms plagui ng her.

A runmbling in her stomach rem nded her that coffee and bread at el even
wasn't much in the way of either breakfast or lunch. Truth stopped at a
si dewal k deli and bought a salad and coffee. Sitting at one of the outside
tabl es provided for customers, she caught sight of a green-and-white sign
that told her what her next stop must be.

The Shadowkill Public Library was housed in a turn-of-the-century build-
ing that had the grandi ose architectural ornament common to public
bui |l di ngs of that period. Since Shadowkill was a rich township, its library
did not suffer the cheeseparing and overcrowdi ng conmon to area |i-
braries--a new nodern wing in bland |inestone angled off at the back,
and the interior of the older building was beautifully kept.

"Excuse nme, is there a public phone here?" Truth asked the librarian
at the information desk.

The librarian pointed, and Truth detoured to an al cove where a bank
of public phones stood. It took several mnutes of juggling purse, wallet,

and phone card before she managed to put her call through. "H, this is Janine," an unfamliar
voi ce said brightly.
"I"'msorry; | nust have dialed the wong nunber," Truth said.
"Were you trying to reach Caroline Jourdemayne?" the voice asked
careful ly.

Truth felt a sinking sensation. "Yes."
"She's asleep right now," Janine said. Truth took a deep breath of

relief. "If you want to call back after four, she should be awake then. I'm
Jani ne Vaughan, Ms. Jourdenmayne's aide."
"I'"'m Truth Jourdenmayne,” Truth said. "Is she--"

"Ch, you're her niece!" Janine said excitedly. Truth felt privately that
nobody coul d possi bly be that pleased about everything, but it was prob-
ably a defense nmechani sm agai nst working with term nal patients all the
time.
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"How i s she?" Truth asked.
"Ch, about the sane," Janine said, her tone flattening a little. "She's

still pretty alert. Dr. Vandeneyer doesn't think he'll have to nove her
to the hospital just yet."
"Well, that's good," Truth said. Wat else was there to say? 'TlIl cal
her back later."
"Shall | tell her you called?" Janine asked ani matedly.
"No," Truth said. "I don't want her to worry when everything' s fine.

I"1l call her back."
"After four," Janine said.

Truth hung up the phone and wal ked slowy back to the information
desk.

Her first inmpulse had been to run to Aunt Caroline for information,
but now she saw that she should think carefully before acting on inpul se.
Aunt Caroline was frail, dying, her mnd possibly clouded by drugs. Truth
woul d have to frame any questions she posed in a manner that woul dn't
cause Aunt Caroline to be unnecessarily upset.

VWhat ever way that mght be, Truth thought with a glint of black hunor.
VWhat was the tactful way to open a di scussion about the nunber and
current |ocation of Thorne Bl ackburn's bastard chil dren?

"Excuse me," Truth said, returning to the pleasant wonan at the desk
"Do you have a |l ocal history collection?"

A few mnutes later Truth sat at a small table in a long roomon the
second floor of the library. Folders full of dusty newspaper clippings were
pil ed high at her el bow.

"That's everything we have in the clipping files on Thorne Bl ackburn

and Shadow s Gate. Don't mx up the files," local history librarian Laurel
Vil |l anova sai d.
"I won't," Truth prom sed. "There's just one nore thing. Wuld you

have anything on the..."--she cudgel ed her nenory for the nane--
"on the old El kanah Schei dow patent grant?"
"Ch, you want the early history material." Laurel's brow cleared. "I
think there are a couple of books in the noncirculating collection. Let
me go check."
Laurel left. Truth paged through the file on Blackburn's life as reportect
by The Shadowkill Ti nes-Reporter, The Poughkeepsi e Journal, The Al bany
Ti mes, and ot her area papers. There wasn't anything nuch that she hadn't
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seen before: Bl ackburn had resided in Shadowkill for about eighteen
mont hs, during which tine he'd fought constantly with the town counci
and had mnor skirm shes with the Dutchess County Sheriff's Depart-
ment. She put the wad of clippings dealing with her nother's death back
into the folder unread. There m ght be nore about Bl ackburn's children
in them but there would be tinme enough to face themlater. After all
she had waited nmore than a quarter of a century already.

The second file, the one on Shadow s Gate itself, was nore interesting.
The earliest clippings were dark brown and fl aked when she touched
them The paper had been called The Shadowkill Tinmes Eagle then, and
the earliest clipping in the fol der dated back to 1934.

"Here you are," Laurel said, coming back with three books. "This
shoul d gi ve you what you need."

"Thanks," Truth said, handing back the file on Bl ackburn. She settled
down with the remaining folder and the books and began to read, taking
notes as she did so.

A few hours later Truth | ooked up fromher note-taking, working the
cricks out of stiff shoul ders and back. She'd found what, subconsciously,
she'd hoped and expected to find, and wondered what she ought to do

next .

The house called Shadow s Gate that she'd stayed in last night had been
built, as she'd thought, out of an excess of High Victorian Gothicismin
1 882--the sanme year, oddly enough, as the gunfight at the O K Corra
which signified the end of the Wid Wst. It was the fourth building on
the site, the first being Schei dow s own x648 house and tradi ng post, of
whi ch only engravings survived. Those pictures showed a typical seven-
teenth-century Dutch frontier hone, built of nortar and | ocal stone,
smal |, | owroofed, and narrow w ndowed.

The second house on the site of Scheidow s gehucht, or hamet, had
been built in z7z4 and al so survived only in pictures--the British had
burned it to the ground during the Revolutionary War, sonetinme in the
| 770s.

O the building which nust have occupied the site for sone part of
the next hundred years she found no record at all

It woul d have been easy to dismss the sources that spoke of the ctarrent
buil ding as the fourth house, not the third, save that there were so nmany
of them-and if there really had been no house here for over a century,

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (109 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:13 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
| C8 MARI ON Zl MM ER BRADLEY

why did every source on the i882 house speak of it as a rebuil ding of
Shadow s Gate? Surely the nane woul d not have survived so |long, at-
tached to an enpty fiel d?

For that matter, when in this period had the nane of the early town
been Anglicized and transferred to the house? The Schei dows--variously
spel l ed--had certainly remained in the area. In fact, the Schydows, Sky-
does, Chei dows, Cheddowes, Shaddows, and Shatterses--nanmes culled
fromthe Shadowkill geneal ogy the librarian had brought, still filled sev-
eral columms of the I ocal phone book and continued as an active presence
in local affairs.

Most of the information Truth had cane from one book: A History of
the Early Days of Scheidow s Kill, witten by Matthew Cheddow, de-
scendant, and privately published in 1923. Matthew had been living in
Shadow s Gate at the tine, and in the ranbling fashion of amateur his-
torians, had included a chapter on his house. She went back and | ooked
at it again. Yes, there it was:

I ncorporating what he could of the original foundation, the buil der began
work on this, the fourth house to grace Ancestor Scheidow s lovely rural coign,
in |878.

She scanned a few paragraphs nore and found sonething el se.

The underground stream whose spring had proved so beneficial to early
settlers but whose chthonic waters had proved so chall enging to previous
buil ders, was carefully reinforced with a sub-basenment before buil ding began
once nore on El kanah Scheidow s original site. The spring was incorporated
into the design of the house.

How? Truth wondered. She turned back to her other source: Hudson
Col oni al Days, Wth a Brief Hi story of the Schei dow and yon Rosenroth Patent
Grants, and took another look at the original map of the area. Yes, there
was a spring indicated, just about where the nodern house stood. Each
house had been built near--or over--that spring.
That neant that Shadow s Gate was built over an underground stream
In sone way that parapsychol ogi cal researchers were only just begin-
ning to understand, nost psychic manifestations involved sone aspect of
magneti sm-from dowsi ng, which seened to relate to the ability to sense
al nost infinitesinmal changes in the Earth's nmagnetic field, to psychoki -
netic-poltergeist-activity, which generated a nagnetic field strong
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enough to stop watches and bl ank recording tape at the same tinme it flung
chairs and dishes through the air. Dylan even claimed you could nagneti ze
ghosts, although Truth wasn't quite sure how you could test a hypothesis
I'i ke that.
But she did know that in a significant proportion of all cases of haunted
houses, it was found that the houses had been built over underground
streans, springs, or covered wells. There was sonet hi ng about water that
ei ther unlocked the forces of the Sixth Sense or drove people crazy.
Truth wasn't sure which.
But she thought she had the answer to part of the riddle of Thorne
Bl ackbur n.
It wasn't that he was a great magician with the occult powers he cl ai nmed.
It was that he'd bought a haunted house.
It was not an hypothesis that would commend itself to everyone, Truth
supposed, but parapsychol ogy was her field, and she'd far rather spend
her time trying to map paranormal activities than to-- |nvoke undines, the elenmental spirits of
wat er ?
Truth pushed the thought away. Maybe Julian had been doi ng just
that--in Venus Afflicted, as she had reason to know, the first four of the
ten rituals were called "Crowning the Elemental Kings"--but even if he
had done that ritual it didn't nean that an actual El enmental had objectively
gone and destroyed Mary Lindhol m s house.
But it was awfully convenient, wasn't it? Because now you're going to have
to ask Julian if you can accept his kind offer after all and stay at Shadow s
Gat e.
That was ridi cul ous.
She didn't have to.
She wanted to.
Truth separated her notes fromthe books and clippings, and went to
find the local history librarian
Laurel Villanova was carefully paging through a back issue of the Tines
Eagl e when Truth approached. "Done al ready?" she asked.
"For today," Truth said. "I mght want this material again later in the
week, though."

"I'"ll keep it out for you, then," the librarian pronised. "Is there anything
el se you'll need?"
"Il let you know," Truth said. "I don't really know nyself, yet."
"Well, if there's anything | can do," Laurel said, rising to let Truth out

of the office.
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Truth realized that she had only the foggi est idea of the tinme as she stood
on the library steps. Though sunset was hours away yet, the air held the
clear, water-glass promse of twilight. She stuffed the day's notes wlly-
nilly into her shoul der bag and headed for the car at a rapid pace, as eager
to get back to Shadow s Gate as she had been to leave it earlier. Julian
must think she'd fallen off the face of the earth.

She recl ai med her car without too nmuch trouble--it was silly, really,
to drive when the center of town was two miles, at nost, fromthe house.
She' d know better next tinme.

She drove in through the gatehouse--Gareth waved--and on up to
the house. Parking the car next to a white Volvo station wagon and a
bl ack BMVN she suspected of belonging to Julian, she | ocked her Saturn
carefully before skipping up the steps to the house. On an inpul se, she
tried the door before ringing the bell, and found it unlocked. She stepped
i nsi de.

"Truth. Aword with you, if | may?"

M chael. Wth the sound of his voice all the psychic weight of the house
descended on her again, and the serenity that her afternoon in Shadowki l
had | ent Truth vanished in a seething rush of apprehension

She turned around. M chael Archangel stood in the hall, grave and
cool and formal as she had al ways seen him but once again she had the
qui ck fearful vision of a panther chained by |ighm ngs.

"Certainly." What else could she say? "By the way, | hear you're a nenber
of the Inquisition; turned any good thunbscrews |ately?" He'd think she'd
| ost her m nd.

"Way don't we go out to the garden?" M chael said.

He | ed her out a side door onto a tiny terrace tucked into a corner of
the house. It had a bench, table, and chairs on it, and | ooked like a |lovely
pl ace to linger when the weat her was warnmer, but the setting sun cast it
i n shadow now, and Truth shivered just a bit.

"It will be warmer in the sun,” M chael prom sed, |eading her down
the steps.

Here, directly behind the house, sonething remained of the fornal
gardens that nust have surrounded the fourth Shadow s Gate in its hey-
day. Fl agged wal kways were edged with rosebushes and fl ower beds set-
tling now for their yearly sleep. To the right, across a perfect expanse of
green now raked clear of the storms detritus, the severe geonetric shape
of what Truth knew from her researches to be a labyrinth created of
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boxwood hedges formed a snooth, dark green wall. One of the paths |ed
in that direction, and Mchael followed it.

"You seem sonewhat nore reconciled to us than you did | ast night,"
M chael said.

"Do | ?" said Truth. | suppose fanmliarity breeds contenpt.

"Julian says that you are a scientist. A parapsychologist.” Mchael rolled
the word around in his nmouth as though he'd never heard it before.

"My specialty is statistical parapsychol ogy; you could say |'ve specialized
in learning to see what's there." And nothing el se.

"Yet those who are the nmpst rigorous in their exam nation of the merely
physical world nmiss nuch: the beauty of a poem the song of a lark--"

"If 1 can file the poemand record the lark I'll settle for not appreciating
them" Truth said curtly. "My field is facts. How | ong have you known
Jul i an?" she asked, noving to the attack

"Ch, quite some tinme," Mchael said easily. "He has acconplished a
great deal in a very short time--and wishes to do nore. He is a man of
great power."

"Cccult power, you nean?" Truth asked, fencing for a way to turn the
question around to M chael

"Why should | praise himaccording to the standards of a systemin

whose exi stence you refuse to believe?" Mchael said, smling. "But in which you believe?" Truth
asked.
M chael smiled. "If | said yes, you would di scount everything el se

have to say."

"VWich is?" The question bordered on rudeness and Truth was sorry
for it, but the last thing she wanted just now was another round of ritual-
cl oak- and- sacr ed- dagger .

"Often we find ourselves determ ned to know things when to know
not hi ng woul d be the wi ser and happi er course--not only for ourselves,
but for those around us," M chael began. "It is not that learning is, in
and of itself, wong, butni

"But there are things that Man was not meant to know?" Truth shot
back.

"Wbul d you give a baby a | oaded gun?" M chael said quietly. Truth
was stung to silence by the inage he'd presented, and M chael continued.
"No. No one would. But a grown man nmay handle a gun safely, although
the potential for abuse and sorrowis still enormous. If | tell you that
there are things which exist, which have existed fromthe creation of the
worl d, things that Man may soneday w el d, but which his wi sdomis not
yet great enough to bear--"
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"l don't think you--or any other person--has a right to draw the line
bet ween things that can be studied and things that can't. There is nothing
whi ch cannot be studied."”

M chael sniled. "There speaks the voice of Science."

They had reached the edge of the maze. Truth stopped, and | ooked
back toward the house, but if anyone was watching themfromits various
wi ndows she coul d not see them

"l don't think that happiness is nmore inportant than know edge. And
I don't believe in magick," Truth said flatly.

"If you do not believe in magicklin the supernatural --how can you
believe in evil?" Mchael's voice came from behind her.

Shadow s Gate cast long slanting rays of darkness across the lawn. Truth
took a deep breath and counted to ten before she spoke. How could a
mere two nmiles' drive in her car nmake so nuch difference to how she
felt? She'd be seeing ghosts and fairies next.

"l do not wish to disparage your beliefs," she said, turning to face
M chael, "but in ny book, the only evil in the world cones from what
peopl e do to other people and there isn't a damm thing supernatural about
it. There is no such thing as magi ck--there are only natural |aws that we
don't yet fully understand.”

"And if | told you that such a thing--magick--exists outside your
| anws?"

"Then--1"msorry--but | would have to tell you to have a nice day.
don't share your beliefs."
"And so you will stay to learn that of which you would have been

happier to remain in ignorance. For | tell you this and truly: If magick is
evil, there is evil here. And sorrow "
Truth opened her nouth--and closed it, firmy. "I have to go now. |

guess |I'U see you at dinner, Mchael ?" she said with determ ned dipl o-
nacy.

"Of course,"” he said with grave courtesy.

She turned to go back to the house.

"And, Truth?"

She st opped.

"Have a nice day," Mchael said without a trace of hunor.

Truth reached the house minutes later in a state of simrering fury that
her coll eagues at the Bidney Institute had |ong since | earned to recognize
and wal k softly around.

BRADLEY
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How dare he nake fun of her? Lead her on, force her to listen to al
sorts of stupid nystic psychobabble, spout clich6s too tired even for "B"
movi es, and then, when she tried to be polite, tw st her own words and
use themto nock her! She woul d not be nockedNnow dare he raise his
eyes to such as she was ....

She lunged up the stairs and twi sted savagely at the knob of the terrace
door. It opened and she passed into the house, coming within a hair's
breadth of sl amm ng the door behind her.

He was going to be sorry. Was he trying to nmake her | eave Shadow s
Gate ? She'd take out a long | ease. Wre there things Man was not mneant
to know? Lead her to them So you shouldn't give a baby a | oaded gun?
She'd give it a bazooka. She'd--

"Truth. There you are," Julian said warmy. He crossed the foyer and
took both her hands in his. "You're so flushed. Have you been runni ng?"

Her ragi ng arrogance vani shed |ike a popped bubble at the warmtouch
of Julian's hands, and for a nmoment she was dizzy with the suddenness
of the change. What had she been thinking?

O was the question, who had been thinking?
"Only running around in circles,” she said to Julian, with an unforced

smle. "I'msorry to have m ssed you earlier, but I had to go down into
town for sonething and | just got back."
"WIIl you be staying, then?" Julian asked. He was still hol ding her

hands, his fingers moving slightly, stroking her wists.

No/ Truth cried nentally. Not when sonething in this house seened
to turn her into a madwonman each tinme she crossed its threshol d!

"Well, as a matter of fact, | was going to ask you if | could--if the
offer was still open,” Truth heard herself say. "I knowit's--"

"Wonderful ," Julian finished firmy. "The others will be delighted--
especially Fiona. She was just telling me how nmuch she |ikes you."

I just bet, Truth thought. But her decision was made. And even if it
wasn't the one she'd neant to make, she was curiously reluctant to change

her mind now "So--great. I'll spend the next weekNprobably the next
mont h- - goi ng over what you have on Bl ackburn and getting my notes
in order. Damm--1 shoul d have brought ny notebook conputer with

me. "

"I"'mafraid it wouldn't work very well here,” Julian said. "The power
supply, as | told you, is very irregular, and batteries |ose their charge too
fast to be of any real use. | can |loan you a nmanual typewiter, if you like,
and we do have a copi er~you may nake copies of anything you like, as
long as the electric is working."
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He was still holding her hands, and tension of another sort was grow ng
in her, driving out the confusion and anger with a warner and purely
mundane enotion. Her fingers curled in Julian's, and she felt suddenly
shy.

"Great," Truth said. She'd taken notes by hand all through school; it
woul dn't be that hard to go back to it for a while. And she'd ask Meg to
send her conputer anyway, just in case.

"And stay as long as you like," Julian went on warmy. "It cannot have
escaped your notice that my--resources--are not easily taxed. | would
be honored to provide any help | can to your work."

"Thank you," Truth said. She hesitated, reluctantly pulling her hands
free of his. "Julian, you knowi'mnot a--that | don't believe the things
you do about the nature of reality. | don't intend to pull any punches.
What ever | find out about Blackburn I'mgoing to wite about--even if
it isn't very flattering."

Julian's smle grew warner yet. He put an armaround Truth's shoul ders
and began to walk toward the stairs. "Publish and be damed, as Wl -

lington once said--or would 'Tell the truth and shane the Devil' be nore
apropos? Neither Thorne nor | has anything to fear fromthe honest truth,
Truth. And |'ve never believed that the cure for the world's ills is a coat

of whitewash."
Truth let out a deep sigh of relief. Though Julian m ght be a sincere
believer, it seened he was willing to |l et others possess beliefs of their

own.

"I's there anything |I can get you right now?" he asked.
Bel atedly, Truth remenbered her intention to call Aunt Caroline. 'Qgs
there a phone | can use?" she asked.

"This way."
"Unfortunately, the only phone is in here. |I've asked NYNEX about
extensions or additional lines, but as far as | can nmke out, they want to
tear up the floors and drill through the walls to put themin,"” Julian said,

| eading the way into his office. He crossed to the desk, picked the phone
up, and |i stened.
"--and as you can see, there's hardly any point to that,'
hol ding the receiver out to her
Truth took the receiver and held it to her ear. Nothing. She reached
over and jiggled the connect button. Nothing.
"It's out," she said, half-questioningly.

he said ruefully,
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"It often is, after a storm"Julian said. 'TlIl send Caradoc into Shadowkil l
to call tomorrow morning if it isn't back up by then, but the phone
company is usually pretty good about restoring service quickly." He
shrugged. "I can run you back down there right now, if you like. Was it
an inportant call?"
"No, not really,” Truth said, hesitating. She put the receiver back in
its cradle. "TIl try tonorrow "
"That's all right, then. Look, Truth--"
Truth glanced up at him alerted by the new note in his voice.
"I know that you don't believe in the Bl ackburn Work--and believe

me, | have no intention of proselytizing--but |I know that you nust be
somet hing of a trai ned observer. Have you ever had any experience
wor ki ng with nediums?" Julian asked. "Yes, a little," Truth admtted.

"Well this evening the others are going to be engaged in neditation
exercises. It's a fast day for the Practicuses--our "entry-level" people, you
m ght say--but every one of the rank of Adeptus M nor or above is
exenpt, which is, at the nonent, only ne, Irene, and Light, and of course
you and M chael don't adhere to our disciplines. Anyway, | thought I'd
hypnoti ze Light and try her on a little psychonetry. |1'd be very pleased
to have you observe."

"Hypnosi s?" queried Truth doubtfully. Psychometry, she knew, was
the attenpt to discover information about an objectnor its owner--by
psychi ¢ means, but the Institute had never been able to come up with a
test for it that didn't exclude the possibility of sinple tel epathy instead.

Julian grinned at her. "Ch, don't worry. I'ma |icensed hypnotherapist,
as a matter of fact. Hypnotismcan be, if not quite dangerous, then at
| east unpl easant in the wong hands. 1'd never do anything to hurt Light."

"No. | know you wouldn't," Truth said. "And 1'd--1"d like to watch
your ritual, Julian," she added shyly.

"Not a ritual, Truth," Julian corrected her gently. "Qur rituals involve
magi ck, and | would as soon expose you to them unprepared as | woul d
allow the village idiot to hypnotize Light. Tonight is nmerely a practice,
shall we say. In the nature of an experinent."

The evening neal was much | ess el aborate and formal than the one the
ni ght before had been, and with only Light, Mchael, Julian, and Irene
there Truth had the chance to spend nore tinme with Light.

The previous evening the girl had seened nearly sinpl em nded, bab-
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bling on about visions in the woods. Toni ght she nmerely seened shy,
spooni ng up her soup and buttering her roll with the deft physical econ-
ony of the blind, though Truth knew that she could see very well. It was
nearly as if she saw what was not here--or perhaps, nore accurately,
nmore than what was here

"l suppose it nust be very interesting--to go to college, and see all
t hose people who cone from everywhere," Light said softly to Truth.

"Haven't you been to college?" Truth asked, surprised.
To her distress, Light flushed, the pinkness visibly marking her pale

skin. "No," Light said, softer still. "I've never been to school."
"But--" Truth said, faltering.
"There are nore ways to learn than by attending a school,"” M chae

said, dividing the gentle rebuke between the two of them "If you can
read, there is no worldly wi sdomthat cannot be gathered fromthe pages
of a book."

Li ght cast a glance of appeal toward Truth, and Truth wondered in that
monent whet her Light could read, either.

"And if you can't read," Truth said, making certain it sounded as if she
were nmaking a light joke, "you can learn that to start with, and study
everything else by mail."

Li ght | ooked relieved, but it was Julian's snmle of warm approval that
Truth cherished nore. She pulled himaside for a nonent, in the exodus
that followed dinner, to question him

"Can Light read?" Truth asked hi mw thout preanble.

"Actually," Julian said, "lI'mnot sure. She has a renarkable aural nmem
ory, though; anything she's heard once she can renenber forever. But
she doesn't respond at all well to direct questions--as |'msure you'l

di scover."
"Where did you find her?" Truth nerved herself to ask
"In a place she is nuch better away from Call it psychic sensitivity if
you will, or dress it up in psychiatric nmunbo-junbo: The fact renmins
that Light is ... fragile. Six nonths ago she could not bear to be in the

conpany of even as many people as she was |last night, but | think she's
lonely too. Certainly it can be isolating to see the world in a different
way than others do. She seens to have taken to you, though, and |I hope
you'll be kind to her."

"It's easy to be kind to Light," Truth said honestly, and it was true,
even though she found her instant partisanship of the young silver-haired
psychi ¢ sonewhat unsettling. Slowto | ove and slower to trust, Truth had
al ways been very sel f-contained. She had always tried to need no one,
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uncertain of her ability to give anything in return for another's affections.
Now t hat was about to change; Truth felt as if everything in her life was
changi ng at once.

"Good," Julian said. "Now, if you'll come with me, 1'll show you some-
thing that few people have ever seen."

In 1969, in the aftermath of Katherine Jourdemayne's death and Thorne

Bl ackburn' s di sappearance, Bl ackburn's antics received nore publicity
than possibly even he could have w shed. Pictures of Shadow s Gate were
spread across every front page in Anerica, and a color spread even nmade
that week's issue of Tinme. But anmid all the publicity, the actual site of
the nmurder had never been photographed--at | east not any photos that

had survived.

Julian led Truth down a narrow hallway with many steps up and down,
until they stopped in front of a pair of tall oak doors that Truth remem
bered passing on her tour of the house yesterday. Ornanented in the
style of their day, both the doors and the door frane were carved with
acant hus-l eaf notifs, and the | ock plates and doorknobs were narked
with a relief of a wavy-rayed sun.

"Where are we?" Truth asked, confused.

"This is the true center of the house. You can't really tell fromthe
outside--it's quite a cunning bit of tronpe roeil architecture--but Shad-
ows Gte is built in a hollow square. Around this."

He stepped forward and opened the door. Truth wal ked in past him
and | ooked up.

This strange central folly to Shadow s Gate was a circular roomnearly
thirty feet across and alnost twice that in height. There were three narrow
archways set opposite the doors, each a little taller than the doors they
had conme in through and curtained, now, with thick black velvet. The
ceiling itself was donmed and ribbed, painted with a representation of the
Zodi ac, the allegorical figures wearing the bright stars of their constel-
| ati on-nanesakes |like jewels. Below the donme, a band of wi ndows circled
the room Each w ndow coul d be opened separately, and in the center
of each was set a shield-shape of colored glass, etched with an inmage it
was too dark to see.

Bel ow t he wi ndows the ornatel y-ornanented carved oaken panel s
swept to the floor without a break. Truth was surprised to see light fixtures
ringing the room but their ornate antiquity told her that the first illu-
m nating agent in this roomhad been gaslight.
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Bet ween the light fixtures were enornous Egyptian statues--painted
board, Truth realized after a nonment, but at first glance the twel ve-foot-
hi gh figures | ooked real. She wasn't Egyptol ogi st enough to recogni ze
them but there was a wonan with a lion's head and one with the head
of a cow, a man with an ibis's head and one with the head of a dog--or
a jackal ? Between them were hung banners in red, white, black, and gray.
There were figures on the banners, but Truth couldn't quite rmake them

out.

What had Light been saying the night before? "The red stag anal the
white mare; the gray wolf and the bl ack dog; red and gray and bl ack and
white, the four wardens of the Gate.'

Again Truth had the faintly-enbarrassed sense of being caught eaves-
dropping, as a child mght who wandered into a conversation adults held
anong thensel ves.

As if her eyes were drawn downward by the dangling banners, Truth
found herself staring at the floor. It was a work of art, if alittle dizzying:
Tiles of black and white marbl e, each twelve inches square, marched
across the roomin chessboard perfection. Their geonetry was overlaid
with an el aborate figure of circles and signs in golden marble; between
the inner circle and the outer were circular tiles of a dull red stone, each
inlaid with some brightly-glinting synbol.

Truth's eyes were drawn back to the star shape that filled the inner
circle. It had seven points--no, nine ....

"Thorne had the floor redone as you see it when he bought Shadow s
Gate. It's the only change he made to this room other than the deco-
rations around the walls."

Truth junped. She'd al npbst forgotten Julian was with her.

"You mean the original builder built it this way?" she said with faint
out r age.

"Why not ?" Julian shrugged. "Everything was | ess expensive then. The
Spiritualismvogue was in full swing. They may have hel d s6ances here.

It may have been the house's ballroom Wo knows?"
Bl ackburn had known. Truth was sure of it.
"Well," Truth said. "What do we do now?"
"First," said Julian, "I set the stage."

There was furniture in the room-difficult to notice in the first shock
of seeing the central Gothic folly of Shadow s Gate. Julian went to the
side of the roomand came back with two plain wooden side chairs, a
stool, and a jarringly nodern floor |anp.

"Of course, when we do ritual the place |ooks different. You' re wel-
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cone to see how it |ooks, sonetinme before we work. The rest of the

time, the Altar and all of the Wapons remain in storage. One of the
advantages to an old house is that there's always enough cl osets; do you
know t his place has thirty-seven roons? And you sit here," he finished,
setting one of the chairs beside Truth.

She sat down, feeling uncomonly neek. Julian sw tched on the fl oor
| anp--the extension cord it plugged into curled across the floor like an
abandoned licorice whip before vani shing beneath the curtains of one of
the al coves--and then crossed to the panel of swi tches beside the door.
He pressed the black, pearl-crowned buttons one by one until all the
sconces were dark and the only illum nation came fromthe tiny hal ogen
bul b of the lanmp on the floor.

Truth felt as though she'd been plunged into a cave, or to the bottom
of the sea. Suddenly she felt pressure, as if the vast volunes of enpty
space surroundi ng her had a pal pabl e weight. The darkness was pressing
her down, like ells of smoky velvet. Her heart thudded faster

She took a deep breath and began counting her heartbeat, seeking
calm On sone preverbal |evel she knew that Julian was perfectly at ease
here, but strangely the know edge brought her no confort.

There was a rustling off in the darkness, and a pal e shape noved
forward, but before anything as clean as fear could penetrate the oppres-
sion that gripped her, Truth saw that it was Light.

The young medi um was wearing a sinple floor-1length white robe. The
sl eeves were straight and narrow and came down over Light's hands. It
was not sashed, nor did it have fastenings of any sort, going on over her

head by neans of a sinple neck slit. Her face was still and conposed as
she seated herself on the chair, and Truth saw for the first time that the
| anp was adjusted so that its illum nation would not reach Light's face

"You know what |1'mgoing to do tonight?" Julian asked her, his voice
| ow and soot hi ng.
"You're going to hypnotize ne, just like you did before," Light re-

sponded.
"That's right. And when |'ve done that, |I'mgoing to give you sone
things to hold. | want you to tell me stories about them"”

"What kind of stories?" Light's voice was sleepily curious, already re-
mot e al t hough Julian had not yet begun inducing the trance state.
"Any kind you like," he said kindly.
Julian drew an object fromhis pocket: an egg-shaped pi ece of quartz,
Truth saw, with a long chain attached to it by a band of silver about its
mddle. It nmust be faceted too: it flashed as he held it in the light. Truth
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could see the iron band of the bracelet he wore as the dark sl eeve of his
jacket fell back.
"Watch the light," Julian said softly. "You're in a roomwith a staircase

|l eading down .... "A flick of his fingers sent the pendulumin his hand
spi nni ng and fl ashi ng.

Truth | ooked away, |est she fall under his spell, too--or nore likely,
asl eep. She wished there were nore illumination, but every trance-

wor ker, such as the medium Light, was, required a different and famliar
environment to enter the deep-al pha state of trance. Some worked only

at night. One--Dylan used her talents frequently--only entered trance

to the sound of the |oudest rock nusic.

Julian's voice faded into a reassuring background drone, and, now that
she was adjusting to the quiet, Truth could hear other sounds: a rhythmc
thrumm ng that nust be something to do with the water heater, faint
scrat chi ngs of branches on di stant w ndows.

She gl anced down. Set into the black marbl e square beneath her feet
was a nultirayed sunburst the size of a half-dollar piece, as if a celestial
teardrop had fallen fromthe sky. She | ooked up, but the chanber's vault
was shrouded in darkness. Just barely, she could rmake out an area |ess
dark, which nust be where the wi ndows reflected light fromthe other
roons. No wonder she'd spent the norning getting lost, if the house
really was built on a hollow square. She wondered if she could get a | ook
at a set of architectural plans. They ought to be on file in the town hall
she supposed.

Truth | ooked down again, to the glinting star between her shoes.

This must mark the center of the room Truth thought with an inward
chill.

She coul d not say why the know edge was so instantly disturbing. She
gl anced at Julian, still leading Light down into trance state, the pendul um
in his hand wi nking and spi nning, w nking and spinning ....

"Cover her bed with branches of wild herb, and |lay upon her couch the fur
of every beast that stal ks these woods. Such is the altar of the Hi erolator, the
Cel estial Concubine, to whose bed the Sun will be brought, and whose ecstasy
will show forth the Way." Had she read that? O imagined it?

It | ooked different when it was set up for rituals, Julian said. O course
it did. The altar would be set up here, in the mddle, right about where
she was sitting.

As it had been in z969.

Truth felt a wave of cold nausea well up fromthe very marrow of her

bones.
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Kat heri ne Jourdemayne had di ed here.
In this room on this spot, her mother had died. Blood called to bl ood,
and only the thinnest of veils separated that nonent from now.
As if her horrified realization had summoned them up, Truth saw t hem
here with the brilliant eye of imagination: Katherine and Irene here in
the center, the others standing in a circle, the flanes of their candles |ike
di amonds on a chain. She heard the stutter and crash of thunder Iike
distant artillery; each time the lightning flashed it bleached the | esser
flanes to nothingness in an instant.
And her nother was dying, dead, about to die, all innocent and hel pl ess
and unknowi ng; she was dying here, sucked lifeless by the powers Bl ack-
burn had called and Truth couldn't save her.
She wenched herself out of the vision with a gasp, and Julian and Light
snapped into sharp focus before her. Light, deep in trance, was gazi ng
with trusting, unfocused eyes at Julian's face.
Just as Katherine had at Bl ackburn
She'd trusted him
He' d killed her.
He's going to kill her.f Truth cried in her mnd, and did not herself know
which pair she nmeant. Blind irresistible terror crashed over her senses
like a wave of the driving ocean: Hi story would repeat itself here in
Shadow s Gate, and Julian would kill Light, gentle trusting Light, as Truth
stood hel pl ess.
As Caroline had stood hel pl ess.
As- -
Truth did not hear the sharp pistol-crack her chair made as it fell over.
She no | onger saw the ot her occupants of the room She only knew she
had to get out of here now
She yanked open the door and ran. The hall was twi sty but there were
no fal se turnings, she ran down it, stumbling and careening off the walls,

until she reached the foyer once nore. Gasping for breath but unwlling
to sl ow down she plunged up the stairs; the last riser tripped her and she
fell, scrabbling along on hands and knees for a few feet until she regained

her footing. She fell rather than wal ked through the doorway into her
room and stood there shaking, sucking air in great rasping gasps.
There was sonmeone in the roomw th her.
He stood beside the wi ndow. The light from her bedside | anp cast
hi m hal f in shadow.
"You're a dammed fool," he said harshly. Truth struggled to husband
breath for a reply and then choked, starting to cough.
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She knew who he was.
"You're--" she said, gagging.

But there was no one there. Only the curtains swirling in the breeze
bef ore an open w ndow.

Shocked to nunbness, Truth took three wobbly steps and reached the
edge of her bed. She sat down, staring distrustfully at the w ndow, but
it mani fested no nore apparitions.
She' d just seen Thorne Bl ackburn.
I npossi bl e.
And heard him
Ri di cul ous.
"Stress-triggered waki ng hallucination while in borderline hypnogogic
state,” Truth nuttered shakily. "You know the drill. He wasn't there."
That he al nost certainly had been there, sonetinme in that eternal 1969
that was growing to occupy nore and nore of her inmgination, was al so
true, but the one thing Truth Jourdemayne knew that she was not, was
psychi c.
"Nuts," she said al oud.
"Wul d you care to explain just what that little display was all about?"
Julian, icily angry, denmanded fromthe doorway.
Truth turned toward him As if her novenent had given her perm s-
sion, he stalked forward, noving with catlike fury.
"l thought you were a professional. Do you know what that little
tantrum of yours could have done? But | don't suppose you--"
"Julian, ny nother died on that spot when | was two years old and
don't really think I have to listen to this." Truth shot back, soaring to
the attack. She heard the rage in her voice and choked it back, wlling

herself to coolness and calm "I thought | could handle it. | was wong.
I'"msorry."

"Ch, ny God." Instantly Julian's anger faded. "I'm such an idiot--here
I was, full of nyself, showing off nmy thgdtre sacrg and not realizing what
menories it nmust bring back for you! I'mso sorry." He sat down beside

her and put an arm around her shoul ders.

H's warnmth and strength seened to search out all the frozen pl aces
within her. She wanted to take his face between her hands, take his lips
with her own, feel his hard body surging agai nst her own, blotting out
the darkness ....

"I was stupid. | let nmy imagination run away with nme," Truth said
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roughly, banishing the conpelling image. "Is Light really all right?" she
added in a small voice

"Fortunately she'd al ready gone under. | sinply brought her back up
out of trance with a routine I'd already inplanted in her for energencies
such as this. She's resting now But | apol ogize again for subjecting you
to such a nasty experience. | could have worked with her anywhere: W
simply use the thg~tre sacrg in order to build up a | earned response to it
in the unconscious mnd."

"My fault. Don't worry about it," Truth said again. | have to get used to
it sometinme, she thought bleakly, her mnd roving back over Julian's |ast
wor ds.

Thg~tre sacrg. Sacred theater. Another phrase of Blackburn's: "Thefirst
duty of the magician is to enact sacred theater,"”

"Julian, do you--1 nean, do you really--" she faltered

"Believe in the Wrk?" Julian smled. "OF course | do, but that doesn't

mean | believe it's perfect, or should be hedged around with hoodoo.
Magi ck is both art and science, and |I've never heard that blind acceptance
hel ps either art or science. Wile it's true that Thorne's reputation holds
a lot of people at bay, and even | have to admt that he had a pretty lurid
public career--"

Truth smled weakly. Julian took his armfrom around her shoul der
and turned toward her, his face shining with intensity.

"--what we have to renenber about Thorne Bl ackburn is that he was
a very gifted . . . boy. He was barely thirty when he died, and he'd al ready
been internationally known in magickal circles for over a decade. H s
m st akes were those of youth and overconfidence, and |'ve |earned from
them 1 hope."

"So you won't nake his mstakes?" Truth said, with a crooked, w stfu
smle. How can anyone ever be certain of that?

"There's one | won't make,"” Julian said with assurance. "Forgive nme if
| speak too bluntly, Truth, but Katherine Jourdemayne--your nother--
died of an entirely explicable drug overdose. There was nothing the | east
bit nysterious about how and why she died. If you do any studying at
all of Thorne's work, you'll see that his magickal style was influenced
heavily by the prom scuous illegal drug use that perneated the American
counterculture in the nineteen sixties. Opium-hashish--psil ocybin--
even LSD, a drug that certainly wasn't known to the Secret Chiefs!--are
part of all his rituals, and |I've renoved nmuch of that fromthe Wrk. Not
wi t hout being criticized for it, | assure you, but discipline, not drugs, sets
the feet of the Seeker upon the Path. The drug use that killed your
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mot her was a sign of the excess of that age; it has no place in this one."
Truth could only nod, grateful that he was speaking so plainly.

"And nothing is going to happen to Light," Julian added in a coaxing
tone. "Even if you believe in coincidencemnhich | don't--Light is our
H erophex, not our H erolator." Truth stared at him bl ankly.

"Kat heri ne Jourdemayne was Thorne's Hi erolator, his Sacred Concu-
bi ne. Light occupies the position in our ritual that Irene occupied in
Thorne' s--that of Hi erophex, the Sacred Speaker.”

"He wanted Caroline for it." What in God' s nane had nmade her say
that? Truth wonder ed.

"Of course; it's best when the Hi erophex and the Hierolator are sis-
ters.'' Julian did not seemsurprised by her statenent, and even seened
to think it was true. "But Caroline refused, and Thorne honored her
refusal . "

So Aunt Caroline had been psychicmat |east Julian said Bl ackburn had
t hought so.

"But you look tired, and | really should go and check on Light," Julian
said. "Shall | send Irene up with a cordial? | prom se, nothing harnful --
or illegal."

"Ch, no, really Julian, | ..." she faltered, her strength draining away

like water froma tub. "That would be very nice, if it's not too much
trouble,” she finished weakly.

"TI1 do it, then,” Julian prom sed. "Sleep well, Truth." And before
Truth could check himor protest, he had dropped the |lightest of |ight
ki sses upon her forehead, and gone.

Too nuch is happening too fast, Truth thought. She couldn't focus on any
of it. Her hands trenbled violently as she raised themto her face, and
in the sudden backwash of reaction she couldn't stop shaking. She hugged
hersel f tightly, rocking back and forth in her own enbrace as she hadn't
done since she was a very snmall child.

I"'mlosing my mind. | know | am

She' d recovered herself enough to sinply be sitting quietly, staring at
not hi ng, when Irene Aval on knocked at the door a few nminutes |ater
The enotional storm had passed, |eaving nunbness in its wake.

"Ch, ny dear girlmhatever's the matter? Wen Julian told nme you'd
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fallen afoul of the Guardians, | never dreanmed--" Irene set the tray she
was carrying down on the dresser and cane over to her. "And your hands
are as cold as ice!" she exclained, enfolding themin her own.

"I saww' Truth began, and bit the words back. Tell Irene Aval on that
she'd seen her father and she'd sound like a raving lunatic--or, worse,
perfectly rational by Irene's skewed standards.

"Ch, well, pet, never you mnd what you saw. It's ny belief that some-
times the GQuardians just forget how frail we poor tine-bound nortals
are--a warning fromthe likes of themis as like to lay you out flat as tel
you sonething you need to know. It's just that way with all the Powers,"
she added in a tone of faint reproach

Truth had to smle at the image thus conjured, of Irene fiercely scolding
one of the hieratic Egyptian figures fromthe Tenple.

"There you are!" Irene said bracingly. "TIl just run you a nice hot bath;
that, and a dose of ny cordial hotted up will put you right as right!" Irene
bustl ed off to the bathroom connected to Truth's room and in a nonent
Truth could hear the water running.

"TIl just pop off and get you sone of ny special salts for the bath and
hot water for your drink," Irene said in no-nonsense tones. Truth nodded.

It was easier than arguing. She was suddenly far too tired to fight.

When Irene left, Truth wandered into the bathroom-a period piece
fromthe early fifties--and watched the steambillow up fromthe tub to
m st the white-tile walls and the chrone fixtures. Everything was cl ean,
white, and antiseptic, unchanging and perfect, just the way she'd al ways
wanted her life to be, with nothing of uncertainty or doubt.

'Tve brought you a-- Were are you, dear? Oh, there you are." Irene's
voi ce heral ded her arrival |ong before she appeared. "I've brought you a
nice warmrobe to wap up in," she announced, and then | eaned past
Truth to sprinkle crystals froma pottery jar into the foam ng water be-
neath the tap. Instantly the water in the tub turned an intense bl ue-green,
and a bracing scent of ocean and forest filled the air.

Truth inhal ed, sneezed, and blinked. The scent warnmed her spirit just
as the steam warnmed her body, and she felt better al nbst at once.
"What is this?" she asked Irene.

"One of nmy own recipes,” the older woman said. "And so is this." She
handed Truth a thick white nug full of a steami ng scarlet |iquid.

Truth took it and inhal ed deeply. Strong sweet scents of oranges and
fl owers and honey assail ed her nostrils.

"It's }ust ny cordial mxed up with alittle hot water. And as for that,
there's nothing to it that can hurt you, just a bit of honey, herbs, and
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whi skey. You won't find a clergyman's daughter in the whol e of England
who won't swear by the virtue of a wee drop now and again."

Truth smled, faintly sipping at it as the tub filled. The hot cordial went
down like fiery silk, snmpothing and soot hing whatever it touched.

When the tub was full and the cup was enpty, Irene closed off the
taps and took the rmug from Truth's hands.

"Now a good soak and then to bed. You'll feel altogether better in the
nor ni ng. "

"Thank you," Truth said. Inpulsively she hugged the ol der wonan.
"You're so kind," she said.

There were tears in Irene's eyes as she answered, "Ah, child, it's no
nmore than | owe to you--and to him"

A leisurely soak in the herbal bath conmpleted the restoration of Truth's
equani mty. Wen she got out, wrapping herself in the thick, terry-
cloth-lined flannel robe Irene had |eft her, she was tired, but ready to
take a leisurely, rational ook at matters as they now stood.

But she did | ock her door, before reaching for her notebook and settling
down to gather her thoughts.

A few nminutes later she'd finished her notes covering the day's events,
fromEIlis's cryptic warnings at breakfast to Mchael's cryptic warnings
before dinner. The list of people who hadn't warned or threatened her
at Shadow s Gate was growi ng shorter by the day, and in the end, the
only person who'd probably still be on it was Light.

Truth felt deeply guilty about her behavior before Light earlier this
evening, but Julian had said the girl hadn't noticed, and from what Truth
knew about trance psychism it was very probably true. Still, tonorrow
she woul d seek her out and apol ogi ze. Truth had a faint disturbing sense
that here at Shadow s Gate she could afford no acts of pettiness or sins
of discourtesy.

What a pity nobody's told Fiona the sanme thing, Truth thought with an
inward smile.

Before getting into bed Truth checked, once nore, on the security of
Venus Afflicted, and this tinme drew the book forth fromits hiding place.
Here, in the very house where it had probably been witten, its odd
archai sms seened nore accessible than they had before. Perhaps, with
enough study, she could extract the underlying purpose to what seened
now nore akin to a cross between a recipe book and a nmad playwight's

pronpt copy.
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Truth paged t hrough Venus Afflicted, picking out this bit and that as if
she were plundering the bl oons of a hothouse garden. Geek titles and
Latin invocations, Egyptian costunmes and Norse gods; Bl ackburn had
certainly constructed his cult with a fine free syncretic hand--and then
had the nerve to wap it all up in some kind of Celtic twilight and claim
he sought the return of the AOd Gods fromTir na Og, the Land of Youth,
and that he hinself was a son of the sidhe, the Fairy Race.

"Human--or alnost," Ellis had said.

Br eakf ast seened a thousand years ago, but his words returned sud-
denly to haunt her. If Blackburn were hal foel ven, what did that nake
her ?

I di ocy/ she snorted.
But two days ago the thought woul d not have nade her so uneasy.
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CHAPTER EI GHT

REVEALED TRUTH

It takes two to speak the truth--one to
speak, and another to hear.
- - HENRY DAVI D THOREAU

THEFOLLOWI NGDAY--TRUTH S THI RD AT SHADOW S GATE, |F SHE
counted the day she'd arrived--was al so clear, though less bright, but in
Cct ober one accepted any good weat her one got with gratitude.

As before, the house seened al nbost asleep when Truth | eft her roons.
She woul d have |iked to have found Light, perhaps even tal ked to her
wi t hout one of the nen around, but Light was nowhere to be seen. She'd
have to nake it a priority to find out where Light's roomwas, if she could
do it without being obvious about it.

Rat her than risk breakfast with ElIlis or another run-in with either Fiona
or Mchael, Truth opted for breakfast in town, at the al um numsided
diner on Main Street that she'd passed the day before. She took the car,
bot h because she was not overfond of the thought of a two-mle wal k
before her norning coffee, and, she realized, because it would be harder
for sonmeone to stop her in the car.

But that's ridiculous/a part of her mnd insisted. The worry was per-
ilously close to paranocia. No one was going to stop her. Ridiculous? So is having visions of
Thor ne Bl ackbur n.

Qddly enough, if Truth had been of a nore nystic and dreany-eyed
tenmperanent it woul d have been easier to dismss the sight--and sound--
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of Thorne Bl ackburn as nothing nmore than the outliers of a stress-induced
nerve storm But Truth--at |east so she had used to think--had nerves
of steel, and did not begin concocting explanations for phenonena before
she' d finished experiencing them And she certainly didn't have to con-
cede that Thorne Bl ackburn was a priest-king and magician to admt she'd
seen him-not after yesterday's discovery that Shadow s Gate was in al
probability haunt ed.

And she bet she knew just where the hidden spring was too.

Why el se build that bizarre round roomright out of a R chard Matheson
story at the center of the house ? The bricked-over spring must be directly
beneat h.

As before, her nood |lightened and her thoughts cleared as soon as she
left the estate, making it harder to take last night's events seriously. If
that continued, Truth realized she'd have to consider very seriously
whet her she could, in fact, work at Shadow s Gate at all. The final decision
on that could wait until she had nore information, though, and the odd
unsettled feelings mght go away of their own accord.

She hoped. Because try as she might, she could not shake the conviction
that she had unfini shed business at Shadow s Gate.

Br eakf ast gave her the chance to make inquiries of some of the loca
residents, and after breakfast she drove into Hyde Park, to the offices of
the M d-Hudson Cellul ar Phone Conpany.

"I want to buy a phone," she said to the nice young nman who approached
her hopefully, and that was the |l ast part of the follow ng hour's conver-
sation that was sinple and strai ghtforward.

A cel lul ar phone, according to Truth's vague know edge, was sone
ki nd of cordl ess portable tel ephone that ran on D cells and used satellites
and shortwave instead of tel ephone |lines to connect callers to their parties.
She was relieved to find that once she paid the initial cost of the unit,
the connection and service bills would arrive just the way her phone bills
did, for as long as she stayed hooked up. |f phone service at Shadow s
Gate was as uncertain and restricted as Julian had indicated, she definitely
want ed sonmet hing nore reliable and easier to get at, and she didn't know
how | ong she'd need it.

An hour |ater she had a three-nmonth | ease--the shortest there was--
on a portable phone in an over-the-shoul der carrycase, a thick instruction
book--and the information that it wouldn't be of any use to her for at
| east twenty-four hours.
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"And really, we like to say seventy-two," her sal esman said, "because
once we send the order to the central clearing house, we really can't
control what happens. There's a test nunber in the front of your service
bookl et that you can call to see if you're up and running yet."

"Thanks," said Truth, in tones of resignation. She slung the phone in
its carrycase up over her shoulder. Yelling at the sal esman woul d not
acconpl i sh anything, but she'd hoped to be able to use the phone today
to call Aunt Caroline. The list of questions she had kept getting | onger

Had Bl ackburn known Shadow s Gate was haunted? Who was the baby
in the photograph? How many children had the feckless Bl ackburn fa-

t hered-and where were they now? What did Aunt Caroline know about
Julian Pilgrim the new master of Shadow s Gate?

Ch, well, Truth thought philosophically. If she couldn't use her new
acqui sition, she could al ways use the pay phone in the library to cal
St or m akken.

But when she got back to the Shadowkill Public Library, she found
that the tine to make her call had passed

"Tmsorry, Ms. Jourdemayne." Janine's voice was flat and robotic. "Ms.
Jourdemayne passed away early this norning.

Truth clutched the receiver tightly to keep from droppi ng the phone.
A cl austrophobi ¢ wei ght settled over her--not even guilt, but the suf-
focating sense of having made sone fatal and irrecoverable error.

"Should | come there?" Truth asked nunbly.

"There really isn't any reason for you to," Janine adm tted grudgi ngly.
"She really had everything planned. The funeral home canme and took
the body this norning, and Ms. Jourdemayne left a |list of people to cal
with a friend of hers fromthe library; I"'mjust waiting for her to get here
so | can hand over the keys. She had everything all planned,"” Jani ne said,
in something |ike awe. "There's nothing left to do."

From a distance Truth heard hersel f nouth enpty courtesies, and then
at last she could put the receiver down and | eave.

She wal ked aim essly, taking no particular note of anything but the side-
wal k beneath her feet. She didn't know how | ong she wal ked, but finally
she stopped and, |ooking up, saw the graceful Gothic arch of a church
door before her.
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She | ooked at the sign out front. An Episcopal Church. She remem
bered Aunt Caroline taking her to Sunday School as a child, although
she'd never been quite certain how nuch religion Aunt Caroline herself
had possessed.

The door stood open. On an impulse, Truth went up the stairs and in.
The inside was quiet; dark after the sunlit street. There was a rose

wi ndow behind the altar and high ol d-fashi oned stai ned-gl ass w ndows

on both sides of the church. It was peaceful; the polar opposite of the
circular roomat Shadow s Gate. As soon as her eyes adjusted, Truth
found a pew and seated herself.

After a noment she began to twi st unconfortably in the seat. She'd
meant to offer up sone acknow edgnent of Aunt Caroline's death; sone
formal response to her passing, but she couldn't. The wooden bench
beneat h her seened al nost inpossibly unconfortable, and the unin-
habi ted silence clanored in her ears.

What are you seeking wisdomin the tenple of the dead god for, Daughter
of Earth? You are none of his/

It was only hyperactive imaginati on that shaped the words echoi ng on
her inner ear, but it was just the sort of nystic, grandil oquent pro-
nouncerent Thorne Bl ackburn woul d make. Daughter of Earth. Child of the sidhe..

Now, when it was far too late, Truth hated herself for every opportunity
she had not taken, for every question she had not asked her aunt. Now
her only source for information she could trust was gone forever--the
worman who m ght have hel ped her build a bridge between what she was
and what she had becone--or was beconi ng

Oh, stop feeling sorry for yourselff Truth scol ded herself fiercely. She'd
known Aunt Caroline was dying--she ought to be happy that the wonan
who had rai sed her had been spared the final indignity of inpersona
hospitals and clinical care. Caroline Jourdemayne had died in her own
bed, that was something to be happy for. Since her twin Katherine's
death, Caroline's life had been a burden and a responsibility, not a joy,
and now she was free.

Truth shoul d be happy for her.
Then why was she so afraid... ?

Wth the faint sense of another escape route closing behind her, Truth

rose and left the church.
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"I'"ve found another book for you," Laurel Villanova said triunphantly.

It was just after one o'clock, and Truth had cone back to the library
to bury all her enptional turnoil in a search for the history of Shadow s
Gate. Work had al ways been her escape, Truth realized, an escape so
| audabl e that few people saw it for what it was: flight froma reality that
hel d nothing but pain and a world in which she did not bel ong.

It had al ways worked before. It would work now. Gratefully she put
away all the sadness of the day; she would solve the riddl e of Shadow s
Gat e--and of Thorne Bl ackburn.

Wth a grateful smle, Truth took the dusty green-bound vol une from
Laurel and set it down on the table.

The River Where The Ghosts Wal k: A Haunted Hi story of the Hudson
Vall ey, said the title. Truth opened it, frowning. Blackburn had al so owned
a copy of this book--Truth had seen it in Julian's collection.

Copyright 1938. She flipped to the table of contents.

"There's a chapter on Shadow s Gate,"” Laurel said helpfully. "I've
marked it for you."

Truth saw the col ored paper nmarker and turned to the indicated chap-
ter. Facing the first page was a bound-in photo on glossy stock of a
ranbl i ng Federalist house, built long and lowin the style of eighteenth-
century Colonial architecture and |inme washed to a flat white. Beneath
the picture was the | egend: "Shadow s Gate, built |1780. 1869 photo."

She was | ooking at a picture of the third house.

Tinme fell away as Truth Jourdemayne did what she had been trained to
do: search the facts and find the truth beyond. The books she had used

the day before were still handy to hand on the long table in the Loca
H story Room and Truth had the notes she had taken to hel p her as
wel | .

Ti me passed, and slowy, cross-checked but with nany question marks
remai ning, the story took shape.

In 1780, in the first years of the new Republic, a third building was
erected--"and we shall call it Shadowsgate, after the style of El kanah
Schei dow who first settled here"--on the site of Scheidow s first trading
post, which Truth now knew to have been situated beside the spring that
was the source of the local kill, or stream No wonder they'd called it
Scheidow s kill, if he'd built his business right beside it.

The 1780 house, which was to vanish fromthe |ocal historical records
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|l ess than a century later, was built by one of the patroons' descendants.

In the nearly century and a half since El kanah Schei dow had first cone

to what was then a lush and forbidding wilderness, the famly's fortunes

had prospered. Each generation built upon the wealth of the |ast, and,
through all the political shifts and upsets of fate, the Schei dow fam |y had
managed to hang on to a great deal of the land originally granted to it,

and re-granted in turn by the British and the new Anerican governmnent.

Land was wealth. The new house was to reflect this. Its w ndows cane
fromHoll and, its stone masons from New York City.

It was al nost enough to conpensate for the other wi dely-known fact
about the Schei dow | i neage.

A century and a half previously, Elkanah Schei dow had shrewdly ex-
propriated one of the local Indian tribes' sacred places as the site of his
busi ness. Possibly his original intention had been only to build his trading
post on neutral ground in order to minimze tribal feuding, but the effect
had been to make hinmself an envoy of the manitou, the guardi ans of the
Native Anmerican spirit world. Wth so rmuch invisible authority sup-
porting him El kanah's busi ness had prospered--at a cost.

The manitou, if gossip of the period could be believed, were quite
content with the interloper's presence--providing they were served as
they had al ways been. As early as i 780 an odd aura of m sfortune already
hovered over what woul d soneday be known as Shadow s Gate.

Truth pieced together fromthe geneal ogical records a tale of nagging,
recurring misfortune: this child dead in infancy, that in childhood. So
many of them drowned in the spring that had been the source of stream
and town alike that in 1684 Scheidow s grandson, after the drowning
death of his youngest brother, had it lined and capped as if it were a well
and built a well house over the site--with a door to which he held the
only key. He'd died soon after, by neans the sources available to Truth
did not name, but it was so easy to think of himwalking out fromthe
house one night in the storm unl ocking the well house and passing within,
openi ng the cover over the well and clinbing down into it, and pulling
the cover back over the well fromthe inside.

Truth gave herself a nmental shake, rem nding herself that she didn't
know and woul d never know how Tobi as Schei dow had di ed. What she
did know was that at the tine of the building of the third house, the well
had been incorporated into the building itself, and all trace of its |ocation
destroyed forever.

Wth the capping of the spring in 1684, the reports of drownings
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di sappeared fromthe | ocal records, but the other afflictions seemed far
from di nmi ni shed. And once in each generation, a menber of the famly
si mpl y- - vani shed.

There were any nunber of explanations for the sudden om ssion: mar-
riage, unrecorded death, famly scandal. Truth fretted at her lack of ability
to prove, but she really didn't have the resources avail able to determ ne
that each di sappearance really was that nysterious. But disappear the
Schei dow descendants did, and not children either: once every twenty-
five years or so, an adult nenber of the famly sinply.., vanished..
from Shadow s Gate.

The fam |y had become inmportant in Dutchess County, both financially
and politically; in those days a Scheidow s word was | aw and sensati ona
scandal sonething to be avoi ded. There was no hint in any of the |oca
papers or famly histories Truth consulted of shocking di sappearances
and shameful flights.

But in contrast to the newspapers and the histories, the Schei dow
geneal ogi es had been kept with a scrupul ous regard for the truth, and
once you began | ooking for the pattern you were certain of finding it.
One adult, each generation, gone without an obituary to record the pass-
ing in a paper that scrupulously noted the births, deaths, and narriages
of the descendants of the founder of the town.

The other things Truth uncovered, checking as far as she could the
undocunmented cl ai ns of The River Were The Ghosts WAl k, seened to fit
the devel opi ng pattern--one nmight alnost call it the Amtyville Syn-
drome-that she had | earned to | ook for when hauntings were inferred.

There were continuing reports of a black dog that wal ked through
walls, of lights in odd places and tines, a coldness that did not dissipate,
t he unexpl ai ned flight of houseguests. By the z 8oos, so The River Were
The Ghosts Wl k assured her, it was conmonly known as far away as New
York City that the Schei dow house was haunt ed.

As for the crow ning event the book related, it would take Truth years
of research to confirmit--or deny it--inits entirety. It seened to be
the stuff of pulp fiction and supermarket press, even conpiled, as it had
been, sone sixty years after the incident, the author clainmng to have
been a child living in Shadowkill at the tine.

Briefly stated, the "facts," if you could claimthere were any, were
these: In April 1872, Elijah Cheddow, fornerly a captain of Union forces
inthe late Insurrection of the Southern States, took an axe to his wife,
twi n daughters, and infant son, as well as to all servants living in the
house, and then set the house on fire, burning it to the ground.
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Their death dates, recorded in the geneal ogy, matched. There had
certainly been a fire, according to the newspaper, but the story was al nost
maddeni ngly tactful, confining itself to a bare-bones report that a fire had
occurred but had not spread. It did not even nention any deaths, though
when Truth cross-checked the Cheddow geneal ogy, the death dates for
Sarah, Elizabeth, Amy, and Infant Cheddow matched. There was no recorded death date for Elijah.

As for the rest of the grisly tale, it received a resounding "Not Proven,"
that so-convenient verdict surviving only in Scots jurisprudence, and an
entonbnent in | ocal | egend. A bang-up ending to what was probably a
very unpl easant famly, only it wasn't the end, as a distant cousin, Na-

t hani el Cheddow, cane forward and, inpelled by God al one knew what
reason, built yet another house on that ill-starred site-- "M. Jourdemayne? It's six-thirty.
We're closing."

Truth blinked up dazedly at Laurel, only now noticing the di mess
of the roomin which she worked. Then the librarian's words pene-
trated.

"Six-thirty!" she groaned. She was | ate, she knew that much, even if
just now she wasn't sure for what. Truth scooped up her notes and
sketches and scranbled stiffly to her feet. Slinging her purse over her
shoul der, she juggled the books in her arnms possessively. "Can | borrow
t hese?"

Laurel hesitated. "Well, we don't usually like to et themcircul ate, but
you are on the faculty at Taghkanic .... | guess it's okay."

Truth didn't correct Laurel's nisapprehension, since she did want the
books. And besi des, she worked at Taghkanic, if not for it. She presented
her library card, signed out the books in the local history |edger, and |left
the library just short of a dead run, blessing the inmpulse that had caused
her to bring her car with her this norning. In nonents she was on her
way up the road to Shadow s Gate.

Whi ch was a haunted house. A world-class, A-nunber-one, for-the-
recor d- books haunted house, to rank right up there with any Irish castle
you wanted to nane.

And whi ch expl ai ned everything Truth needed to know about Thorne
Bl ackbur n.

The gates up to the house were shut when she crossed the road and drove
i n under the gatehouse arch. She was about to get out and try to open
them hersel f when Gareth came out of one of the gatehouse roons,
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blinking in the glare of her headlights. Standing behind the bars, he | ooked
like sone kind of wild thing in a cage.

When he saw who it was he did sonething at the |ock plate that she
couldn't see, then swung one wing of the ornate iron gate open, stepping
through to talk to her.

"Good thing you showed up, Truth. | was about to bolt the gates for
the night. You'd have had to phone the house then, or just |eave your
car here and wal k up."

Gareth indicated a phone box on the wall of the drive-through, which
rem nded Truth of the cellular phone she'd rented just that norning. She
felt a hidden surge of triunph: She had resources Shadow s Gate didn't

know of .
Shadow s Gate? Or Julian?
"Thanks for being here. | hope nobody was worried; | got involved in

a line of research and lost track of tine." She felt, obscurely, that Gareth
deserved sone sort of explanation. And Julian deserved an apol ogy. She
was treating Shadow s Gate as if it were an hotel

Gareth grinned. "That's an explanation Julian can enpathize wth--
sonetinmes he goes off to the library and gets lost for weeks. |I'll phone
himand | et himknow you're back so you can just go ahead and cl ean
up. Dinner's at seven-thirty."

"Eating tonight?" Truth joked. She was instantly sorry she had at the
expression that crossed Gareth's face; a slightly shuttered, slightly furtive
| ook that did not go well with his open, generous features.

"Yeah. Un Well--see you there." He swung the other half of the
gate open and stepped back, waving her on.

She drove past himslowy. Her car's headlights cut bright arcs through
the woods growi ng up cl ose on each side of the drive. In md-Cctober
al nost everything still on the branches was yell ow or orange or red, and
the drifts underfoot made the traction slippery.

She was forcibly rem nded of this when the deer suddenly appeared,
standing transfixed in the headlights. It was huge; its coat was a ruddy
fox color and its splendid rack of antlers gleaned |ike polished gol den
oak. It was the biggest deer she'd ever seen.

She tried to stop, but instantly realized she couldn't; the car began to
skid, its back end edging forward until it seemed that rather than m ssing
the deer, she was going to hit it broadside--killing it and probably totaling
her car, if nothing worse.

Frantically Truth waged war against the | aws of physics, tw sting her
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wheel against the skid while feathering the brake. Finally the car slid to
a stop.

She | ooked around. The deer that had caused all this fuss was nowhere
to be seen.

Truth roll ed her wi ndow down and scanned the horizon for it, although
she knew it was probably niles away by now-she certainly hadn't hit it!
She didn't see it, but while she was | ooking, a white blur off to the left
caught her attention. Wite, and four-legged... She peered toward it,
wondering if it were a white deer, but realized it was a white horse instead.
Its eyes flashed red in the shine fromher headlights as it turned and ran,
becom ng first a flicker in the woods, then a blur, then gone. Truth saw
no rider. As she listened, the sound of its hoofbeats gradually dimnished
into silence, and the adrenaline rush that had sustai ned her passed, |eaving
her cold and sick

You're lucky you weren't killed/ Truth told herself unsteadily. Now that
it was over she realized how |l ucky she'd been; she hadn't been goi ng that
fast, but running into that deer--

Truth frowned, starting the car up the drive once nore. The deer that
came onto the canmpus each Fall to steal the apples | ooked nothing |ike
that. It had been about twi ce their size, for one thing, and its red coat
a far cry fromthe wi nter-dun col or of the Taghkani c deer's autumma
coats.

Not a deer at all. A stag.

What she had caught in her car's headlights had been the living inmage
of that oft-copied Landseer painting, Mpnarch of the Jen--a great, red-
coated stag; lord of Scotland and Ireland' s high places. And the white horse..

"The red stag and the white mare," Truth said al oud, thinking of what
she'd seen and renenbering Light's words again. But they hadn't been
conjured up by Light's visions. Far fromit--they were probably the cause
of them In this area nany people kept back-bred or exotic |ivestock,
fromostriches to aurochs, and Shadowkill was only a fewmles fromthe
famous M I 1 brook Hunt Country with its world-fanous horse farms. Easy
enough to find a red stag and a white mare in all of that--they'd probably
gotten used to roving the property while it had stood unoccupi ed. Maybe
they even bel onged to Julian.

Just as long as he doesn't turn up a gray wolf, the black dog |I can handl e,
Truth thought with a flash of saving hunor.
And she was there.
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The door to the house was, as it had been the night before, unl ocked.
Truth wondered if it was left unlocked all the time, or whether Gareth

| ocked it each night on his way up fromthe gatehouse. Truth thought it
was hardly fair that Gareth had such an exile forced on him and wondered
what he did there all day, but even she had to admit a gatekeeper was
probably necessary. Even if Shadow s Gate were | ocated out in the mddle
of the rural countryside, it was a truismof nodern life that no place was
saf e.

When she cane in Truth heard quiet conversation fromthe salon she'd
been conducted to on her first night here. She checked her watch and
frowmed. Seven o'clock. It had taken her over fifteen m nutes to cover
the five-mnute drive to the house!

Perfectly reasonabl e, under the circunstances. You're starting to go on like
a character in one of those Witley Strei ber books--you'//be seeing short big-
eyed aliens next, Truth scoffed at herself. At least she still had tine to
wash up before dinner.

It had been a day so full that events which would otherw se take center
stage seened to have paled into insignificance. Her "vision" of Thorne--
the other children--her reconstruction of the history of Shadow s Gate,
and the hints of its true nature--the red stag and the white nare--al
battl ed one another for pride of place, and all were insensibly dimnished
by the fact that Caroline Jourdemayne was dead.

But even that was wi ped out by what Truth found when she opened
the door to her room

Except when sick--or exhausted, as she had been last night--Truth
Jourdemayne was neticul ously neat about her person and in her be-
| ongi ngs. This norning before she'd I eft the house, she had carefully
tidied away everything she had brought with her into its appropriate
shel ves and drawers until the room was once nore al nbst uninhabitedly
neat .

But when she cane into her roomthat was not what she found there.

The drawers of the antique bird' s-eye naple dresser were ajar, their

di shevel ed contents peeked up in puffs of fabric, and the cheval -gl ass was
knocked askew. The robe that Irene had | oaned her was lying in a heap

on the floor--while Truth had hung it carefully in the closet just this
nmorning. The entire roombore the marks of a hasty--yet ruthlessly

t hor ough- - sear ch.
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The book/Her heart raced sickeningly as she fell to her knees beside
the bed and scrabbl ed between the mattress and the box spring,
searching .... It was gone, she knew it was, and the loss of it was nore
than she could bear--

A whi nper of relief escaped her as her fingers closed on the spine,
and her hands shook as she pulled the book out of its hiding place,
undamaged. Truth cl osed her eyes tightly, tears of relief prickling at her
eyes as she clutched Venus Afflicted to her chest, her body shuddering in
the pure tension that seemed to be Shadow s Gate's gift to her.

Thi s nmust never be allowed to happen again/ Truth thought vehenently.
She needed to find a safer place to store Bl ackburn's priceless grinoire--
a place that could not be broken into at whim

This isn't like me--Truth thohght in a flash of despairing insight. Wy
did this house turn her into the next thing to an hysterical nadwonman--
and why did she keep com ng back?

It isn't hysteria. It's reasonable, that alien inner voice assured her. There
is work here for you to do

She shook her head, trying to gain control of her hayw re enotions.
They all seened to center on the book--maybe if she could put it some-
where safe these out-of-character panic attacks would stop. Recklessly,
still clutching the book, Truth dunped the contents of her purse out on
the bed. Tape recorder, extra cassettes, notebooks--the purse Truth
carried was plenty big enough to hold Venus Afflicted and nost of its
original contents besides.

She slipped the book inside and folded the top flap of the purse over
to conceal it. There. She'd just go down to the car and lock it in the
trunk, and then come back up and find out just who the hell had possessed
the brassbound gall to rummage through her possessions as though they
were on a bargai n-basenent sal e counter!

She swung the purse, newly heavy, up over her shoul der, and stopped.
She m ght as well take the jewelry down too.

But when she went to look for it, it wasn't there.

Trut h, anxi ous and angry and getting angrier by the noment, scrabbled
through both of the top drawers of the dresser as roughly as any burglar.
The ring and the neckl ace were gone. Stol en

Who? The question made her |augh al oud, and the sound was edgy and
overw ought. Who wasn't a suspect? Normally she'd just suspect Fiona
Cabot, who didn't seemto have any too many scruples, but considering
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What was missing--ritual jewelry belonging to Thorne Bl ackburx~ an.
rtot)txirtg e~$e--aneorte cox.xld be a suspect; I~ilis the cynic, Mchael the
mystic, Julian--who pretended to a detachnent he coul dn't possibly
have--lrene ....
| hate these people/ | hate this place/ All | want to do is |eave/ a snall

voi ce inside Truth cried furiously. But it wasn't true any |longer--if,

i ndeed, it ever had been

There was Light to think of. Light--who m ght even be her sister

She hefted the bag hi gher on her shoul der and | eft her room

Truth's only intention was to get out to the car, stash the book, and nip
back in before anyone was any the w ser--unless, of course, she just got
in and drove like hell. It mght, in fact, be the nost sensible thing to
do--she could call Julian later and tell him Aunt Caroline had died; that
woul d be reason enough for anyone..

Leave now and the others take what is yours.

Unfortunately for her plan she got turned around at the foot of the
stairs and found herself passing the door of the roomthat held the Bl ack-
burn collection, a path that took her in the opposite direction fromthe
front door which was her goal

The door to the room was open.

Truth put her hand on the knob, intending only to close the door, and
recoiled with a convul sive jerk. The handle was ice cold--as cold as if it
were buried in a snowbank in deep winter. Even fromso brief a contact,
her fingers were tingling and nunb. Unnaturally cold..

Cautiously, Truth pushed the door open wider. It was dark inside, the
hi gh wi ndows flanking the fireplace casting back the twilight afterglow
There was a fire in the fireplace too, the nerest line of orange coals.

Automatically, not thinking it would really work, Truth flicked on the
light switch. She felt a | eap of pure scientific triunph as the fixtures
overhead lit normally, then sank back to a fraction of their normal bright-
ness, as if the power allocated for their illum nation was being diverted
to anot her purpose by sone unknown agency. Then she saw Light.

The girl was wearing the white robe Truth had seen her in the night
before. She was curled in a fetal ball before the dying coals of the hearth,
her hair spilling out around her like a silver spider-silk shroud. Truth
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what was m ssing--ritual jewelry belonging to Thorne Bl ackburn and

not hi ng el se--anyone could be a suspect: Ellis the cynic, Mchael the

mystic, Julian--who pretended to a detachnent he coul dn't possibly

have--lrene ....

I hate these people,t | hate this place! All | want to do is leave,| a snmall

voice inside Truth cried furiously. But it wasn't true any longer--if,

i ndeed, it ever had been

There was Light to think of. Light--who m ght even be her sister

She hefted the bag higher on her shoul der and | eft her room

Truth's only intention was to get out to the car, stash the book, and nip
back in before anyone was any the wiser--unless, of course, she just got
in and drove like hell. It might, in fact, be the nost sensible thing to
do--she could call Julian later and tell him Aunt Caroline had died; that
woul d be reason enough for anyone..

Leave now and the others take what is yours.

Unfortunately for her plan she got turned around at the foot of the
stairs and found hersel f passing the door of the roomthat held the Bl ack-
burn collection, a path that took her in the opposite direction fromthe
front door which was her goal

The door to the room was open.

Truth put her hand on the knob, intending only to close the door, and
recoiled with a convul sive jerk. The handle was ice cold--as cold as if it
were buried in a snowbank in deep winter. Even fromso brief a contact,
her fingers were tingling and nunb. Unnaturally cold..

Cautiously, Truth pushed the door open wider. It was dark inside, the
hi gh wi ndows flanking the fireplace casting back the twlight afterglow.
There was a fire in the fireplace too, the nmerest |line of orange coals.

Automatically, not thinking it would really work, Truth flicked on the
light switch. She felt a leap of pure scientific triunph as the fixtures
overhead lit normally, then sank back to a fraction of their normal bright-
ness, as if the power allocated for their illumnation was being diverted
to anot her purpose by some unknown agency. Then she saw Light.

The girl was wearing the white robe Truth had seen her in the night
before. She was curled in a fetal ball before the dying coals of the hearth,
her hair spilling out around her like a silver spider-silk shroud. Truth
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couldn't tell whether or not she was breathing. If the roomwere as cold
as the doorknob seened to indicate, Light could not survive in there
much | onger.

Truth did not hesitate. Her purse over her shoul der, she took a step
into the room In the nmoment she crossed the threshold the bitter cold
struck her to the bone. She'd been right. Getting Light out of here was
vital .

She gl anced up at the painting over the fireplace. Something was dif-
ferent about it, and after a noment she realized what it was. The painted
figure of Thorne Bl ackburn was wearing his anber neckl ace and si gnet
ring.

Oh. How very interesting, she thought with a nunmb detachnment. She did
not have time to marvel at irrelevant ghostly sendings now or to wonder
what such onens neant. Only the length of the dimy-lit room separated
her from Light, but to cross it was an effort equivalent to scaling the
out side of a building under her own power.

As she noved forward, the wi de-planked floor seemed to tilt and shift
under Truth's feet, as if it were a part of sone denented fun-house
entertai nnent. Around her the room seened to warp and shimer as if
vi ewed through water. She could no | onger see Light, and could only
pray she was going in the right direction

Was this what Elijah Cheddow had seen, the night he tried to end the
curse of Shadow s Gate by destroying his entire famly?

The cold was nore bitter than that of any w nter she had ever known,
weakeni ng her as if she were bl eeding froman open wound. As Truth
forced her way farther into the room it occurred to her for the first time
that the rescue she had undertaken so rashly m ght not be possible, that
she and Light m ght both die here--slain by the unreal

It seemed horribly absurd to be fighting for her |ife against the nebul ous
paranornmal here while scant roons away there were people tal king and
| aughi ng and t hi nki ng about their dinners--and living ....

Time lost all neaning, as in the farthest reaches of delirium For sone
reason, after a while it seemed better to craw, and so Truth was on her
hands and knees when she reached Light.

The girl's body seened cranped and |lifeless, her white flesh hard and
cold, but Truth, grimy determ ned, wound her nunb and frozen hands
inthe girl's robe and pulled. Light's body shifted and began to slide in
the direction of the pull. Truth stopped once to use the table to hau
herself erect, then resuned her bl eak burden
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Her bl ood was a sick thunder in her head, and the oxygenless air gave
her no life. To stop was to die, but Truth knew she did not have the
resources within her to go on. But no matter how cl ose she was to death,
she did not even consi der abandoni ng Light.

Suddenly strong arms--arnms fromthe First Wrld, the world of life--
circled her waist |lending her strength as they dragged her backward. For
one desperate eternal nonent Truth thought that even this would not
be enough to prevail against the force sucking her down into that room
but then the bal ance of power shifted, and they were free. Truth staggered
backward over the threshold, Light's chill frailness a slack weight in her
arms.

The col d ceased instantly.

"Julian!" Truth gasped, seeing their rescuer at last. "Ch ny God--"
Julian's normal equanimty had been sorely tried. H s handsone fea-
tures were drawn and there was an expression al nost of fear beneath a
rigidly inposed calm

"What - -?" he said, |ooking about as if dazed. Then he knelt beside
Li ght, taking her icy fingers in his hands, and his whol e manner changed.
He cradl ed the unconscious girl against his chest and then seened to
realize that would not help.

"Are you all right, Truth?" he asked, |ooking up at her. "W have to
get her warm-she's freezing."

Trut h nodded, shakily. She was shuddering with the cold, her teeth

chattering with chill and reaction, but Light's nore inmedi ate danger
out wei ghed her own.
Julian stood, lifting Light in his arns, and headed for the stairs. Truth

st aggered al ong behind him gl anci ng back as she did so.

In the Blackburn Library, the lights burned brightly and the fl ames of
a roaring fire leapt in the fireplace. Above the mantel pi ece, the painted
figure in the gaudy painting wore neither necklace nor ring.

She followed Julian upstairs with Light, her nuscles aching with returning
warnth. The girl's roomwas two fl oors above Truth's, in what had once
been servants' roons. The only thing above this should be the front and
back attics and the four tower roons, which, although Truth had seen
lights in themindicating their occupancy, she did not know how t hey
coul d be reached.

The door that she opened at Julian's behest led into a snall cozy room
with a slanting ceiling. Curtains of crisp white |lace hung at the w ndow,
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as Truth drew them shut, she could see the nmany angles of the roof of
Shadow s Gate and a bit of the central cupola bel ow. She turned back as
Julian was | aying Light down upon the bed. He began to undress her

with the clinical inpersonality of a doctor.

"Her nightshirts are in the dresser. Get one out for ne, will you?"

She found them w thout difficulty. Julian held out his hand for the

gown as Truth returned, but Truth clutched it to her, staring at Light's
frail, oddly inmature body.

Thin white scars criss-crossed her back and thighs, and here and there
was the deep violet crater of a cigarette burn

Julian yanked the gown from Truth's hands. "What are you staring at?

I told you she'd been in an institution," he said roughly. Wth deft gentle-

ness, he worked the gown over Light's slender form The girl's eyes

remai ned cl osed, and she gave no sign of consciousness. "She's been tortured!" Truth said,
out r aged.

"Al ways considered a compelling formof argument by those who fee
that others should see the world they way they do," Julian said, with tired
vi ciousness. "Did you think I'd tortured her? Light the flame under the
chafing dish--1 want to heat her sone brandy," he added matter-of-factly.

Julian covered Light tenderly as Truth found the chafing dish with its
tea-light and a | arge box of wooden matches sitting on top of a | ow wooden
cabi net. She scratched one alight, touching it to the charred w ck of the
smal | candl e and then hol di ng her hands out to the warnth. She was
feeling better now, though she wondered if she'd ever really feel warm
again, and Light had been in that roomfar |onger than Truth had.

"Julian, don't you think we should get her a doctor? | nean--"

Julian rounded on her, gentling his expression with an effort. "Telling
hi m what ? That she nearly froze to death in front of a roaring fire in a
closed roomin October? Even if | could come up with a suitable lie,
Light is terrified of strangers. | won't subject her to that."

He cane over to the cabinet and opened its doors. Truth was surprised
to see that it was filled with a variety of sweet snacks, fromdried fruit
and trail mx to candies made of crystallized honey and nmapl e sugar, as
if it were some naughty child's hidden store of goodies.

Some of its contents, however, were far fromchildish. Julian took out
a bottle of brandy fromthe trove, and the package of crystallized honey.

"You give sugar for shock, and all forns of psychic power constitute
some kind of shock to the system™ he explained, %drain on the vita
energi es that nust be replenished." He poured a white china rmug half
full of brandy and set it over the flame Truth had Iit, then added chunks
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of what Truth could only describe as dried honey until the cup was full
"Al cohol is one of the quickest ways of shutting down the chakras, the
centers of psychic power that lie within the human body al ong the spina
cord. It's easy to msuse it, which is why so many of our people start out
as Adepts and end up as al coholics.™

"Like Ellis?" Truth asked. She sat down on a stool beside Light's bed
and reached beneath the heated down conforter to clasp one of Light's

chill hands in her own warner ones.
"If you like. The Abyss is the greatest challenge to the devel opnent
of any mmgician. Mst of themfail the test in one way or another--Ilike

Ellis. W knows what woul d have happened to Thorne?" Julian said
absently, stirring the gaggingly-sweet concoction with a teaspoon. "A few
m nutes nore," he said, peering at it.

Truth gazed anxiously down at Light's still face. She was breathing
normal ly, if shallowy, but her face was so still, so pale..

The nenory of what they had both experienced in the library returned,
and on the heels of thought cane Truth's instinctive denial. Thorne's
pi cture had not changed. You imagined it. Al though why she should be
willing to admt the cold, the disorientation, the darkness had all been
obj ectively real and only the hallucination of the change in the painted
i mge purely her own invention nmade no sense. Was she afraid that
sonet hi ng of Thorne Bl ackburn survived at Shadow s Gate after all these
years--survived, and noved, and acted? "Julian, we have to talk."

"Agreed. Ah, | think it's warm enough. Lift her up, wll you?"

"Shadow s Gate is haunted," Truth went on doggedly, doing as he'd
r equest ed.

She wi nced at the coldness of Light's skin, chill even through the flannel,
and wi shed there was sone way to warm her nore quickly. But she wasn't
even sure of what had happened, let alone howto treat it.

"Shadow s Gate,"” Julian said firmy, "is a nexus for the powers raised
by the Bl ackburn Wrk, which we are engaged in performng here." He
spoke in the didactic tones suitable to soothing the fears of a snmall child.
Wth cup in one hand and spoon in the other, he approached the bed.

"I't was a focus for paranornmal activity |ong before Thorne Bl ackburn
was ever born--he bought it for its reputation as a haunted house!" Truth
ar gued.

"Was it?"Julian asked with indifference. He carefully worked the spoon
between Light's slack lips, dribbling the honey-brandy m xture over her
t ongue.
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"You're not going to tell me that what happened tonight was a mani -
festation of Thorne Bl ackburn!™ Truth said, trying unsuccessfully to sup-
press the nenory of the transformation of the photo and the visitation
of the night before.

"I bow to your superior know edge of the Bl ackburn Work," Julian
sai d coolly, conveying another spoonful of liquid into Light's nouth. Ws
it Truth's inmagination, or was a little color returning to the girl's pale
cheeks? "But if there's really something to discuss, we can do it once
Light is settled."”

Spoonful by spoonful Julian fed Light the m xture, until by the end of
the mug there was a pale stain of color across her cheeks. Her skin seened
war mer, and her breathi ng had deepened into natural sleep. Gently, Truth
| aid her down and tucked the covers up around her again.

"All right,"” Julian said, |laying aside the spoon and nug. "Now we'l]l
talk. Come with nme."

Julian's roomwas on the sane floor as Truth's, on the opposite side of
the holl ow square form ng the second story of Shadow s Gate. He had
taken, as was nearly inevitable, the nmaster suite of the house, the roons
that Thorne Bl ackburn woul d have had a quarter of a century ago

He led Truth into a roomdecorated in gray and dark blue, its furniture
typifying the opulent nodernity that was the nark of Julian's possession
of Shadow s Gate. Truth sat down gratefully on a couch of dark gray
vel vet that cupped her body like a sheltering hand.

"A drink--we both need one." Julian noved to the sleekly nodern
rosewood |iquor cabinet and poured, bringing Truth two fingers of anber
fire in a short heavy glass. She sipped, and felt its revivifying heat slide
down her throat and enter her bl ood.

"What are you going to tell the others?" Truth asked after a nonent.

"The truth--as | perceive it. Thorne indicated in his magickal diary

that once the Wrk was begun, manifestations of this sort could be ex-
pected. O course, Light is especially vul nerable, being a nedium attuned
to the Work. I'lIl warn her, and nake sure Irene stays with her--she'l
know t he dangers better than anyone."

Julian sipped at his drink, |eaning back agai nst the cabinet, the |ean,
angular, nale lines of his body faintly gilded by the light fromthe | anp.
An aura of danger hung about him as if he were sone great jungle
cat--but unlike the tigers in the zoo, Julian Pilgrimwas not safely
caged.
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"And if the cause is something other than Bl ackburn's... work?" Truth
said, with what she felt was admrable restraint.

"The precautions should work just as well,"” Julian said briefly. "But
I"msorry; I'mtired, and so it sounds as if I'mbeing flip. I don't nmean to
m nimze your own invol venent--and bravery. \Watever you believe
the cause to be, at |east we agree that the danger tonight was nortal. You
did wonderfully in the face of it."

It was a little disturbing to Truth to realize how happy his prai se nade
her feel; how cherished--as if nothing were good or bad, worthwhile or
wort hl ess, until Julian had passed judgnent on it and told her what it
shoul d be. Somewhere deep inside herself, Truth recognized the insid-

i ousness of this new trap and began, instinctively, to fight it. She drew a
deep breath before she spoke.

"I'"ve discovered sone things about Shadow s Gate that lead nme to
believe that it's the focus for paranormal energy--or, as |aynmen say, that
it's haunted. |'ve found out enough about its history to nmake a prett55
good argunent for knowi ng the primary source focus of the phenonena;
it could probably be fairly easily neutralized. I'd Iike to gather nore
evi dence, though, so if | could just put a call in to the Institute, they
could get a team over here by the weekend; Mnday at the |latest. They
won't be in your way--"

"No." Julian smled to take the sting out of it, but his refusal was
absol ut e.

"But-- Please see things fromny point of view, Julian; an opportunity
of this magnitude, with such potential for docunentation--"

"Wth such potential for sensationalization, you nmean: 'Ghosts Wl k
in Murder House'; 'Blackburn Haunts Shadowkill.' 1'm surprised at you
for falling prey to such animal superstition; the only thing Shadow s Gate
is haunted by, Truth, is nenmories, and |I'm not going to have ny house
overrun by pinply-faced grad students in Ghostbusters T-shirts at such a
critical time in ny work."

But it was precisely during this critical tine that the haunting needed
to be investigated. Manifestations could feed off psychic talents--Dylan's
team often "fed" a ghost to make it appear. Experienced researchers could
trigger psychic phenonena at sensitive sites--and even, according to
some researchers, create it out of nothing nore than the human will.

Was this so very different than magi ck?

VWhet her it was or was not, the need for studying--and, on the basis
of her experience this evening, dissipating--the psychic energy at Shad-
ows Gate was vital. She had to find some way to persuade Julian that
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she was right, but Truth already knew that a head-on collision was not
the way. She nust divert the subject and lead it back around at a nore
propitious tine.

"There's sonething | need to know about Bl ackburn,” Truth said

qui ckly. "I think you'll know the answer. \Wre there any ot her of Bl ack-
burn's children at Shadow s Gate in nineteen sixty-nine?"
"Well, yes," Julian said, alnpbst apologetically. "There was Light."

Truth gaped at him thinking this was al nbst too pat. Julian saluted
her with his glass, in token of the fact that he was about to deliver hinself
of a lecture.

"Thorne, as you'll already have noticed, was not unattractive to wonen.
We know of at |east two dozen wonen with which he had, shall we say,
rel ati onships during his career, and that hardly begins to count the, er,
one-ni ght stands. There were about fourteen wonen anbng those people
living at Shadow s Gate in nineveh sixty-nine, and it's fairly clear that
Thorne had slept with all of themat one tinme or another. In light of al
this, it's actually surprising that he didn't father nore children, and not
just the ones we know of."

"How many were there?" Truth asked.

"There's you, of course,” Julian said, smling faintly. "There's Light,
whose not her was probably a woman named Debra W nwoodmmobody' s
really sure, including Light, and Wnwood's dead now so we can't exactly
ask her."

"So Light is ny sister,” Truth said slowy. A sister, lost for all these
years, but hers now, to care for and to cherish. "Wat happened to her,
after... ?"

"Wel I, when the police closed the place down after the nmess in 'sixty-
nine, nost of the children living at Shadow s Gate ended up going into
the so-called child welfare system The only reason you escaped was
because you had an aunt to take youmand because she | ooked pretty
respectable. The others were sinply.., confiscated, vanishing into foster
care. It took ne years, and thousands of dollars spent on private detec-
tives, to find Light." Julian splashed his glass full again and took a | ong
pull of the fiery spirit.

"Were there others?" Truth pronpted.

There was a long hesitation before Julian spoke. "A few. I'mnot really
sure; no one in Blackburn's Crcle seens to have thought it very inportant
to note the parentage of the children at Shadow s Gate." "But surely Irene... ?" Truth said.

"Irene does not renenber.., quite what she thinks she does. Asking
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questions to which she has no answers will only upset her," Julian said.

This was the second tine that Julian had cautioned Truth agai nst ques-
tioning residents of Shadow s Gate. Why?

"VWhat can you tell ne about the children?" she said.

Julian smled disarmingly. "You re being very patient with me. I'm
afraid | don't know much. Bl ackburn's children haven't been |ucky--
yoursel f excepted, of course. There was one nore that Bl ackburn ac-
know edged, but he's al nbst certainly dead by now. "

There was a pause. "Who?" Truth said, when it becanme obvious that
Julian woul d vol unteer nothing nore. But when he spoke, he was so
forthcomng that Truth deci ded she'd i magi ned his rel uctance.

"Your--and Light's--half-brother, born back in 'sixty, as far as | can
tell, nother unknown again. Thorne seems to have taken an atypica
interest in his children, keeping themw th himand seeing to their care.
It al nost nakes up for his rather original sense of nam ng."

"Truth and Light," Truth said, with a rueful smle. "And the boy?"
"Pilgrim" Julian admtted. "It gave nme quite a turn to find ny surnane
there in one of Thorne's magickal diaries, but it's a rather intriguing
coi nci dence, nothing nore. The boy got his name fromthe fact that
Thorne considered hinself a pilgrimin the world of men, an em ssary of
t he sidhe.™

"l see," Truth said. She suddenly renmenbered, with a pal pable flash
of disquiet, that her purse--with Venus Afflicted in it--was downstairs
where she'd dropped it, probably in the Bl ackburn Library. She wanted
to leap up and reclaimit at once, but that would be far too suspicious.
The purse was shut. No one had any reason to go through it.

But thinking of it reminded her that there was a way she coul d get
what she was after.

"l hope you'll change your m nd about having the house investigated,
but that decision is certainly yours to make," Truth began craftily. Julian
frowned sharply, but she ignored it. "And by the way, | nearly forgot to
say anything in all the fuss, but someone's been in ny room Somne
extrenely val uabl e pieces of jewelry are mssing."

Julian's turquoi se gaze fixed on her with sharp intensity.

"Do you think I ought to go to the police?" Truth asked, striving to
keep her voice innocent.

Their gazes | ocked, and held. Truth did not back down; she felt neither
fear nor shame--only the clean bright joy of crossing swords with a
wort hy adversary, using weapons understood by both. Her heart beat
faster, and both pain and weari ness were washed away by the hot, re-
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spl endent tide of conflict. There was nothing of man and woman in it,
nor of rich and poor: This was how equals strove, on equal terns, to see
whi ch brow would carry the wweath of triunph.

And so, avoiding the snare that was the dark side of trust, the abdication
of all responsibility, she stepped into the opposite trap, although she did
not realize that for sone tinme to cone.

At last Julian |aughed and | ooked away. "You'll understand that | don't
want any strangers here--but | don't see why you shouldn't hunt for al
the ghosts you like, providing you can do it by yourself. W'IIl help, of
course--in fact, when | consider the matter, it m ght be valuable practice
for Donner and the others to see what approach Dane Science takes to
the H dden World. But no one else, Truth." The terns were plain.

"Thank you," Truth said warmy. Getting Julian to do what she wanted
was exciting, as if it gave themsonme sort of intinate connection that
could be a prelude to further intimacies later. '"TlIl call the Institute to-
morrow and see if | can get themto ship ne ny beads and rattles," she
added lightly. She'd won, after all, and could afford to be generous.

Julian crossed to her and took the enpty glass from her hands, effec-
tively signaling the end of the interview

"We'd probably better go on down to dinner. They'll have saved a plate
for us, so we don't need to hurry on that account, but | told Irene to
hol d back dessert--there's an announcenent |'ve been wanting to nake.

Go on ahead; I'lIl followin a few minutes."

Truth, intent upon reclaining her purse, was only too happy to go. In

light of the earlier manifestation she entered the library warily, but every-
thing was normal, even to the hagi ographic portrait of Blackburn over

the mantel. It was odd to think that an event of such magnitude coul d

have occurred here | ess than an hour ago and di sturbed no one, but

Shadow s Gate was a big house and well nmade--in all probability, the

others in the house had heard not hing.

And so nuch for a certain soneone's clains of great psyehic power! |If Fiona
were as sensitive to paranormal phenonena as she clains, she'd have been right
her e/

Truth tried to be sorry for her poor opinion of Fiona--after all, she
barely knew the woman--but she couldn't rmanage it. Fiona Cabot was a
type Truth had encountered often while working at the Margaret Beres-
ford Institute: people who used the justification of great psychic ability
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to excuse a conplete inability to adhere to even the nost basic standards
of common politeness. And the nastiest ones, Truth found, were the |east
psychic, as if possession of that gift ran by sone inverse relationship to
boori shness.

She found her purse sitting right where she'd dropped it on the library
floor. A quick glance inside revealed that its contents were undi sturbed.
Truth breathed a heartfelt thanksgiving--to whom she wasn't sure--and
slung it up over her shoul der.

A flutter of novement at the front of the room caught her eye. It nade
her jump, but after a nonment she saw what it was and relaxed. Only a
curl of paper-ash blow ng across the floor in the breeze fromthe forced-
ai r heating.

But what papers were being burned here?

Rel uctantly, Truth passed to the front of the room That papers had
been burned was patently obvious; the grate was choked with them to
the point that page upon page, only half-burned, filled the fireplace on
each side of the grate. She wondered how she coul d have ni ssed seeing
them before: even fromhere she could see the lines of handwitten purple
scrawl that covered them turning to black against brown at the charred
peri phery.

She knew what they were. She'd seen them her first afternoon here.

Why- - and who--woul d be burning Irene's various attenpts to recon-
struct the Opening of the Way ritual from Venus Afflicted?

Had Light done it--and if so, why? WAs burning the pages the thing
that had triggered the event that had nearly killed her?

More unanswered questions. Hitching her purse up higher on her
shoul der, Truth headed for her car.

She returned to the house a few nonents later, purse and book both

safely locked in the trunk of her car. She nmissed the jewelry, but no
matter how it had vani shed, tonorrow would be soon enough to | ook

for it. Nowto see if she could find the dining roomagain w thout a Sherpa
gui de; Shadow s Gate had a certain fey instability when it cane to the

| ocations of its roons.

Despite her msgivings, the house did not seemto intend to play any
nmore tricks tonight, and through a half-open door Truth saw a famliar
room She stepped inside.

"--nmore tinme. You can't expect the results you want in the tine you've
al | oned. "
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I rene.

Truth stood in the entryway of the sal on where she and the others had
all gathered for drinks two nights before. Through the now cl osed sliding
doors at the far end of the roomthe dining roomcould be reached.

"I need the results you say | ask for. Wthout them| have no choice,
save to act, or to countenance evil where it bl oonms, and so destroy nyself
as well. Al the tine in the world cannot change that, or ny nature, or
the nature of what | fight. And | don't think there is any nmore tine,
Irene," Mchael said in his faintly foreign inflection

The voices were coming froma small al cove--what had been the tele-
phone room during the house's Glded Age. Truth took a step backward,
out of possible sight. They hadn't heard her.

"There must be," Irene said, and now Truth narked the desperate note
in her voice. "There must be! It isn't fair for you to judge--not yet. |'ve
had so little tinme to--" Irene's voice dropped suddenly, and Truth had
to hold herself back fromstepping inside in order to hear better. In a

monent Irene's voice grewintelligible again. "--father's seed. | think
there is change already; in a few nore weeks | know everything will be
fine. 1've worked so hard, Mchael--all ny life--it can't all have been
for naught. If you'll just let me--"

"Do what you can." M chael's deep voice cut through Irene's words
with a tone of dismissive finality. "And | will do what | nust. Don't you
see, child? This is no judgnent--1, of all creatures, have no right to judge
the shifts that others are driven to. It is a prophecy. | see no alternative

before ne but intervention--"

M chael 's voi ce broke off abruptly, and when it resuned it was so soft
that Truth had to strain to hear it.

"Weep not, daughter, for this ending was witten in the Book of Life
before the world was made, and in the end there is nothing either of us
may do to erase a line of it. You have done your best, in service to your
mast er--now you nust let ne serve nmy own."

Truth didn't stay to hear nore--she woul dn't have been able to nmanage
many nmore ninutes of silence anyway, not with all that mystic tal k of
serving masters in the air. But elitismaside, there had been real sorrow
both in Mchael's voice and Irene's. Wat sort of delusion had they cooked
up between themthis tine?

And about whon? Truth frowned. She'd assuned, after the conver-
sation she'd had with M chael yesterday, that they' d been discussing her
but it could as easily have been Light--or even Julian. She tried to re-
construct the dial ogue she had just heard, but the phrases kept slipping
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fromher tired mnd. Sonething hadn't changed, and tine was running
out, and now M chael and Irene were whispering in corners about it.

Julian wouldn't like that. If there was one thing Truth was sure of, it
was t hat.

But when she finally reached the dining room-having taken the |ong
way around--she wondered if the whol e overheard conversation had
nmerely been anot her haunting, because both Irene and M chael were
there, seated at the table, as if they hadn't stirred fromtheir seats at any
time in this past hour.

Truth stepped into the room blinking a little at the brighter lights.
She gl anced about herself for Julian, only to see himcoming in behind
her. The seat at his right was vacant, and a plate with a warmni ng cover
over it was placed on the table before it.

"WIIl sonebody tell me what's going on here?" Fiona demanded shrilly.

"No," Hereward told her kindly. He smled and his white teeth gl eaned
wol fi shly.

The gray wol f Realization struck Truth |like a shove between the shoul -
der bl ades, idiotic and undeni able. Hereward was the gray wol f.

Exhausti on and al cohol caught up to her all at once, druggi ng her senses
into a spurious half-dream ng state in which manifest inpossibilities be-
canme plausible realities. Hereward the gray wolf was one of the four
Guardi ans of the Gate--but where were the others?

She gl anced around the table. To her dazzl ed perceptions, each of the
diners seened to wear another face above his own: Caradoc, the vul pine
features of the Trickster; Donner, the wi de, bland face of sone ani nal
she couldn't identify. Gareth's anina was faint, nore a hint than a true
seeming; Fiona's a junbled inpression of a glittering eye, and a sharp
bl ack beak--or needl e fangs.

She woul d not |ook at Mchael with this doubled sight. The sane inner
pronpting responsi ble for these hypnogogic Visions told her that she
must not, and she obeyed. But she would find the others.

Ah. Here he is, she thought to herself with mazed satisfaction. Over
Ellis Gardner's features hung, sonehow, the ninbus of the black dog.

But where were the white mare and the red stag?

She | ooked toward Julian, expecting to see the stag's gol den horns--
and received the greatest shock of all, for over Julian there was no hal o,
no ni nmbus, no spirit mask.

Over Julian there shone nothing at all
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STRANGER THAN TRUTH

What shoul d | say,
Since faith is dead,
And Truth away
Fromyou is fled?
--SI R THOVAS WYATT

"WELL, " JULI AN SAID, AS TRUTH TOOK HER SEAT. "I SEE EVERY-
one's here now. Light won't be joining us, I'"'mafraid; she isn't feeling
wel . "

Irene made an abortive nove to rise; Julian smled her down into her
seat again. Truth thought he | ooked frazzl ed, sonehow, although he'd
seenmed to be all right when she'd left himin his sitting rooma few
m nutes before. The strange, half-fey nood that had possessed her when
she'd entered the dining roomhad vani shed with the sight of his face:
Peopl e and things were now, once again, no nore than they seemed, and
Truth was able to dismiss the visionary insight as nothing nore real than
a waki ng dream

O nearly. Was this other vision the way Light saw the world all the
time? Truth thought of the fearful scars she had seen on the younger
worman' s body and shuddered inwardly. If one did see the world in that
gui se, much, much better to keep it to one's self.

Truth | ooked down at the covered plate before her. It was still warm
the scent of neat and gravy rose up fromit, making her stomach |urch
profanely. The last thing she wanted in this nmoment was something to
eat.
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"l have a small announcenent to nmake, "Julian went on, "and | thought
I'"d take this opportunity when you are all gathered together here to make
it. There is a change to our working schedule.”

The announcenent seened far too innocuous to be the cause of such
tense anticipation, but |ooking about the table, Truth could see clearly
who was caught in the Bl ackburn nystique and who was not. Mst of
the men--Ellis, Donner, Caradoc--fairly vibrated with it. Gareth nerely
| ooked puzzled, as if there were sonmething he wanted to grasp but could
not; Hereward seened al oofly intense.

But Irene | ooked worried rather than interested, and Fiona was clearly
nmore interested in |ooking well than in anything anyone el se had to say.

"As you know, we have been unable to re-create the material lost with
t he di sappearance of Venus Afflicted. Despite this, we will be noving
forward with the Blackburn Work. W will open the Gate on Al Hall ows'

Eve, two weeks fromtonight. This will be a full working, with all Initiates
robed and sealed as to their Grades. | realize that we are under-strength

so that sonme of you will have doubled roles, but | think we can nake it
wor k. Now..."

It was bizarre, really, how Julian nmanaged to nake it all sound like an
RAF briefing in an old WNI novie. Truth tried not to smle as she
reached for her wineglass. Al this work and all this fuss; this wasn't what
magi ck was . ...

"Julian, you can't be serious!"

I rene Aval on stood, facing Julian down the length of the table. The
gari sh makeup she wore toni ght nmade her | ook cruelly older, and the
light fromthe chandeliers glittered off her earrings as she trenbled with
agi tation.

"You know that Thorne neant that ritual to be done at Beltaine--at
the rising tide, not the falling one!"

"And so that was when he tried it--but did it work?" Julian asked
rhetorically. "No. It did not work. It failed because not enough power
was available in the rising tide, which is why | propose to use the falling
tide instead."

"The falling tide; the glipothic energies... It mght work," Donner
said slowy.

"Ch, dearie nme, yes--and if a cow had an engi ne she'd be a Vol ks-
wagen,'' Ellis said waspishly. "Julian, |1've been involved in the Wrk for

nore than twenty years. Alittle reconstruction is one thing--"
"Look--you don't know anything better!" Gareth told Ellis, rising a
little out of his chair.

BRADLEY
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"l don't suppose it's worth suggesting that we try it Thorne's way first,
and t hen yours?" Caradoc said, pitching his voice intentionally | ower than
Ellis or Gareth's.

Julian smled. "A prudent suggestion, Caradoc, and worthy of your
position in the Tenple--only Halloween is in tw weeks and Beltaine
is six nonths after that. | don't want to wait another year to inaugurate
the New Aeon, do you? We'll try ny way now-and if that fails, we'll
give Thorne's nethod a try in six nonths."

"You won't live to try Thorne's way!" Irene burst out. "Julian, Thorne
knew that the powers of the falling tide were not to be |lightly broached.
He said it wasn't for humankind to tanper with chthonic energies, only
the tellurian ones--the powers manifest in the living world. The chthonic
powers are prehuman--inhuman--invol venrent with themis too dan-
gerous; the Lodge isn't full strength--you don't even have anyone to
wor k the higher G ades! You said--"

"Look." Julian | eaned forward, palnms on the table. "Unless we're going
to go in for human sacrifice--and may | rem nd you all that even that
didn't work in nineteen sixty-nine?--we need to find some ot her way of
pouring nmore power into the Opening of the Gate than we will be able
to raise and focus next Spring. We don't need a lock pick for this Gate--
we need a crowbar. Now. |'ve recently found out sone things that |'1]
share with you at the proper time and place, but 1'll tell you now that |
think that the forces we can evoke at Hallows will give us that crowbar.

If we start preparations tomorrow we've got just time for the run-up to
the Qpening of the Gate--if you're all with nme."

Sil ence stretched--but Julian, Truth realized, was too canny to break
it. She had the frustrating sense of standing at a ful crum point, where
events could be changed as she willed, and | acking the know edge to do
it.

"What do we do about not having the ritual ?" Donner asked.

"W work with what we have," Julian answered pronptly, "and im
provise the rest. And in opening the Gate, we conplete Thorne's life's
wor k and usher in a new gol den age of gods and nen."

He had them Truth felt the weight of acceptance shift as if she stood
on the tilting deck of a ship. They would do Julian's bidding at Samhain,
even though they felt it was wong. He'd dazzled them just as Thorne
Bl ackburn had dazzled his circle a quarter of a century ago, innocent of
what the end was to be.

And despite all of Julian's promises, Truth was filled with grow ng dread
that it would end the sane way this tine.
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Truth didn't remenber afterward what dessert had been or if she'd eaten
it. She'd drunk nore wi ne than she'd neant to, but couldn't feel any
effect. Every tinme her mnd veered away fromrenenbering the hauntings
pl agui ng Shadow s Gate--and her--the chill fact of Aunt Caroline's death
woul d chal | enge her brui sed psyche once nore. Aunt Caroline was dead,
and Truth was filled with a dangerous sense of failure.

What had she | eft undone that she ought to have done? What had she
done that she ought not to have done--and what could she do to renedy
matters? Too late, too /ate, too /ate, too late... The voice echoed in her
head.

It was a relief torise fromthe table when the others did. They were
goi ng about their business--Thorne Bl ackburn's busi ness--and she felt
an aversion growi ng toward Bl ackburn's work that was entirely different
fromthe unreasoning hatred she'd brought with her

She gl anced toward the end of the table. Mchael was standi ng behind
his chair, gazing toward Julian with a | ook of angui shed hunger in his eyes.

So might the dammed in Hell gaze on Paradise, Truth thought, then won-
dered where the oddly rococo reference had cone from Her m nd
seened to be sliding toward theol ogy frequently these days, dragging up
the massi ve questions of Good and Evil that she'd used to feel were so
irrelevant to her twentieth-century life.

M chael , sensing hinself watched, |ooked away from Julian and gl anced
toward Truth. She tossed off the last of her wine and turned away, un-
willing to neet his mdnight gaze.

"The evil that nen do lives after them The good is oft interred with their
bones,' Shakespeare's words, retrieved fromthe | unber-room of nenory,
were a fitting garment for her thoughts. Evil had certainly survived its
maker here at Shadow s Gate, if what she had uncovered today at Shad-
owkiI'l library held any truth at all

And where, oh where, did Mchael Archangel fit in to all this? Not a
foll ower of Thorne Bl ackburn, but here at Shadow s Gate for some reason
he found overridingly inportant. Wat?

She'd worry about it tonorrow, Truth decided. Watever it was, she
was too tired to think about it now. Al she wanted was a bath and bed
What ever mnysteries Shadow s Gate held, surely they could wait until she
was rested enough to deal with them
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But when she ascended the stairs it was not toward her own roomt hat
her steps took her, but toward Light's.

Her sister. If she could believe Julian, of course, but in her heart Truth
knew that she hadn't needed Julian to tell her what the truth was. She
had known Light was a part of her fromthe first nonent she'd seen her

A sister. Truth cherished the thought, and the others that cane with
it--that Light did not have to stay here, that Truth could take her away
with her, care for her, love her as she had always | onged to have soneone
to | ove.

Sonmeone who was safe.

, The stab of unwel cone self-analysis jarred her, demandi ng exam na-
tion, but she put it aside as she put so nmany things aside these days. It
woul d have to wait. As if the house approved of her goal, she reached
Light's roomw thout difficulty and pushed open the door

A night-light burned on the table beside the bed, filling the small room
with soft anber glow Light lay sleeping just as Truth and Julian had |eft
her. Her cheeks were faintly flushed, and her breathing was deep and
regul ar.

Truth stepped inside and closed the door. Relief eased the tautness in
her body, as if she had reached sone sort of haven by reaching this room
She lifted a wooden chair and carried it over beside the bed, intending
to sit for a while beside Light before seeking her own bed and whatever
absol uti on she mght gain in sleep.

She set the chair down carefully and took a nonent to gl ance at her
watch. Ten o'clock. It had certainly been a busy evening, all things con-
si der ed.

"l don't know why you're carrying on so over the jewelry."

A man's voice, with the faint draw of the stage-trained. Truth jerked
as if she'd been struck and glanced wildly around, but the door was shut.
There was no one in the roomsave for her and Light.

"If it belongs to anyone, it belongs to ne. Caro didn't have any right
to take it, and no right at all to give it away, even to you."

Horror crawl ed over Truth's skin |like serpents. The nocking nmale
voi ce was issuing fromLight's nouth.

"Who are you?" Truth forced herself to keep her voice | ow and even,
| est she waken Light--and see who staring out fromthe girl's eyes?

"A prophet is without honor in his own country."
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Wth the clinical detachnent of shock, Truth saw Light's face twist in
a sardonic grin, although the girl's eyes were closed and she still gave
every evidence of being asleep. "You' re not Saint Peter--how many tines
are you going to deny ne, Truth?"

Even if Light were the greatest mnic who ever lived, Truth did not
think she would be able to produce that undeniably masculine voice with
such effortl ess exactness.

"Three tines is traditional," she said evenly.
"Very well. This nakes three, then--next tine you should know ne.
And if you really want the jewelry back, it's in the top drawer of the
dresser--but | warn you, it's nmne. Take it, and you' |l be taking nore

than you bargained for."

So you're claimng to be Thorne Bl ackburn? Truth bit down on the words
before she could say them She didn't want to hear the answer. |nstead,
she wal ked over to the dresser--two steps--and jerked open one of the
top drawers.

The ring and the necklace were lying atop a neatly-folded pile of linen
"You'd be surprised what |'ve bargained for," Truth said, forcing the
wor ds out past numbness. There was no answer.
She turned back. Light was sl eeping, undisturbed.

"Bl ackburn!™ Truth's voice was a whip-crack in the stillness. Light
stirred and nmurmured fretfully in her sleep. There was no ot her response.

Truth ran a hand through her hair. I"'mlosing my mind. | know | am
She turned back to the drawer and lifted out the necklace. She put it on,
slipping it under her sweater. The amber beads warned instantly, while
the gold remained a chill heaviness agai nst her bare stomach. She picked
up the ring and slipped it into a pocket of her skirt.

Think. You can't afford hysterics. There's no such thing as magi ck. You've
dedi cated your life to that. But that doesn't rule out the rest of the paranormnal
Treat this just like any other haunting. | only wish | knew -

"What's going on here,” Truth nuttered al oud. She stroked the amul et
through her sweater for reassurance. There were real -world expl anations
for everything that had happened here tonight. Light nust have wandered
into her room found the jewelry, and taken it. Psychonetry and Light's
medium stic gifts would go far to explaining the rest--she was only | ucky

Li ght hadn't found Venus Afflicted as well; she'd have to nmake a better
hi ding place for it than the trunk of her car.
"Truth ?"
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This time the voice was famliar. Light. Truth returned quickly to the
side of the bed and took Light's hand. "Did you see hinP" Light said.

"See who, honey?" The unaccustomed endearnment cane easily to
Truth's tongue. She tightened her grip on the small cold fingers placed
trustingly in hers.

"Thorne," Light said. "He comes and sits with me sonetinmes." She
yawned, as unaffectedly as a very young child. "I'mso sleepy," Light
compl ai ned.

"Do you want to tell me what happened tonight?" Truth hated to press
her, but this mght be her only chance to ask these questions before Julian
spoke to Light.

Wy do ] think that? Julian's been nothing but kindness itself to ne since
I got here--and he'd never hurt Light.

Li ght regarded her with sleepy trust, and Truth's guarded heart sur-
rendered before the innocent onslaught. Light was hers, blood of her
bl ood, hers to protect.

"Thorne and | went down to the library,"” Light said, unaware of the
effect her words had on Trt/th. "He wanted ne to get out sonme papers
for him"

"Why didn't he do it hinmsel f?" Truth asked, voice carefully neutral
Light giggled, as if Truth had said something wildly amusing. "' Cause
he's incorporeal, that's why! And he can't touch things, nostly, because
it--" another jaw cracking yawmn--"it dissipates the charge, especially if
there's iron. So | didit."

"And then?" Truth asked.

"They burned," Light said, plainly uninterested in further answers.
Truth remenbered what Julian had said about Light and questions, and
deci ded not to push her any further.

"They burned," Truth said. "They sure did. Wiy don't you get somne
sl eep now, okay?"

In answer Light turned over, snuggling down deeper into her pillows.
In monents her breath had deepened into sleep again.

Truth waited a monent | onger, then tiptoed off, closing the door be-
hi nd her carefully. Thorne Bl ackburn was dead. Like Marley's ghost, there
was no doubt about it. And unless a nore |oquaci ous and wel | -preserved
ghost than any previously docunented in the annals of parapsychol ogy
was roam ng Shadow s Gate, Light had not had the conversations with
Thorne Bl ackburn that she'd said she had.
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Conme to that, Truth hadn't had the conversation with Thorne Bl ack-
burn that she seened to have just had. Because there was, there could
be, no Thorne Bl ackburn speaking through Light--only a fragile mnd
crumbling away i nto madness and del usi on.

Even counterfeit magi ck could be destructive to the fragile psyche.
Truth had to get her sister out of here before nore damage was done.
She had to stop Julian fromusing Light in his rituals.

But how? Truth wasn't sure just how old Light was, but if she was
Bl ackburn's child Light had to be in her mddle twenties at |east--well
above the age of consent. Wiile Julian could not keep Light here against
her will, neither could Truth make Light |eave with her.

There seened to be no easy answers. |f Light would not cooperate,
what could she do? Truth could not bear to subject either herself or her
newf ound sister to the glare of publicity that would result if she tried to
call in the authorities to enforce her whinms. Perhaps even a descent into
madness here at Shadow s Gate was better than the institutional cruelty
that had left its vivid marks on Light's body.

She reached her roomw t hout incident, and opened the door cau-
tiously. No one was there--though no one could have been, of course.
Not really. She entered with a sigh of relief, and | ocked the door behind
her. Then, catlike, she began to tidy away all sign of the room s having
been searched, hanging up clothing and strai ghtening dresser drawers
once nore until all that renmained of disorder was the pile of books and
not ebooks on the bed.

Crossing to the window, Truth opened it and inhaled a |ungful of sharp
Cct ober night air. Below, the grass was green where the |ight of the house
fell upon it, black beyond. She craned her head, but could not see the
cupola of the center roomno matter what she did. When she | ooked up
toward the sky, she saw that the cloud cover had broken, and the waxing
moon's silvery crescent was a bright spark through the trees. Hal f-ful
now, it would be full on Halloween, less than two weeks away.

When Julian was going to do his ritual, and trigger God al one knew
what mani festation of the uncontrolled psychic power of that under-
ground spring--unless she could pul4 the plug on that power first.

She wi shed heartily that Dyl an were here. Ghosthunting--and ghost -
breaki ng--was his field, not hers.

"He can't touch things. It dissipates the charge, especially if there's iron.'
The echo of Light's words came back to her. Was this the clue to ending
the hauntings at Shadow s Gate? Psychic phenonena and magneti sm
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seenmed to have sone odd as-yet-not-understood connection that perhaps
she coul d use

Truth spared a monent's pity for Thorne Bl ackburn. She was fairly
sure now that he'd bought Shadow s Gate after reading about it in
The River Were The Ghosts Wal k. Had he known how strong the
psychic |l ocus was that he trifled with here, or did he think all the re-

ports of hauntings were nmerely trickery and illusion like his own? Per-
haps what had followed hadn't been his fault at all, but the house, using
him....

Truth gave herself a sharp nental shake. It was bad enough having to
i nvestigate Thorne Bl ackburn w t hout maki ng excuses for him A
"haunt ed" house could not have a will--hauntings were merely expres-
sions of personalities that had attached thenmselves to locations in life,
with no nore independent will than a tape recording! Ghosts--posses-
sion--discarnate spirits--all belonged to the shadowy borderl and be-
tween parapsychol ogy and the occult, a frontier that Dylan Pal mer and
Colin MacLaren were satisfied to explore and Truth Jourdemayne stayed
clear of. She would stick with things she could neasure.

As for Thorne Bl ackburn, he was hardly a candidate for the role of
victim Blackburn had ruined the lives of everyone who' d gone running
after his New Aeon paradi se, and even after his death his reputation
attracted others who were nore than willing to take up his di scarded
mant | e.

Even, Truth conceded with reluctance, Julian. Julian, who thought of
hi nsel f as continui ng Bl ackburn's work--who sought to finish it even
now?

And what would Julian and his followers do when they realized that
their magi ck had not worked this tinme, because magi ck did not work,
ever - -

Are you sure, Truth? an inner voice whispered, and even though she
wasn't, Truth recoiled with desperate self-preservation froma world
where magi ck was afoot, and chaos was alive in the world.

"Investigate the haunting,"” Truth nuttered to herself, beginning to
pace back and forth in front of the open wi ndow That neant caneras,
recorders--delicate expensive equipnent that the Institute wouldn't just
hand her for the asking. Even Dyl an had troubl e sonetimes convincing
the director to let it off the prem ses.

Dyl an. If she called himand expl ained, he'd help her. He'd understand
when she explained that Julian didn't want anyone el se here.

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (164 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:13 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
162 MARI ON Zl MVER BRADLEY

He had to. a,:
ol ivious to what she was doing, Truth wung her hands. Dyl an had
to understand, had to hel p--without him she couldn't do what she had
to do.

But have you ever given himany reason to help you? an alien inner voice
asked.

Truth sl owed, stopped. Friends hel ped each other. Was Dyl an her
friend? He'd tried to be. She was the one who'd held back so that no
friendship had grown--the way she'd held al oof fromevery proffered
relationship for as long as she could remenber. Now she wanted to use
him in the name of a friendship that did not exist--except, perhaps, in
Dyl an's own desires.

If that is the price, then you nust pay it. Surrender yourself and rmake his
dreamreal, if that is the price of his help, the inhuman inner voice said. W
pay our debts. That is the law. Who binds us in obligation has bound us for
all tine," this is the |l aw of the bl ood.

Truth felt the pressure of insight--or of fantasy; she could no | onger
tell --pushi ng behind her eyes, and forced it down with a fury mxed with
terror, knowing it would nmerely cone to her in dreams instead, the cold,
unenotional Gher that drewits strength fromthis house and the I and
it stood upon, that stood in the opposite bal ance fromwarm human
passi on.

A passion Truth had al ways deni ed--until now, when she was offered
the chance to root it out of her soul forever.

Trut h groaned, sinking down onto the bed and doubling over until the
gol d nedal lion on the amber necklace dug into her skin. Human fallibility,
or alien perfection--all her life she'd refused to nake that choice, know
ing that someday she must choose one or the other.

As Thorne Bl ackburn had chosen--and had chosen humanity, know ng
it would destroy him

"You're identifying too closely with your subject,” Truth said defiantly
al oud, and managed a shaky laugh. "It's called transference. And so, when
any sensi bl e person woul d pack her bags and go screaming into the night,
you're going to start investigating bigtinme."

She took a deep breath, acknow edgi ng her fear--of change, of the
unknown, of hom ci dal woul d-be magi cians. First thing tonorrow she'd
call Dyl an--assum ng she could find a phone that worked anywhere in
Dut chess County--and see if there was any way she could get himto
send her the ghosthunting equi pment fromthe Bidney Institute. Then
she'd see how Light was, try to have a sensible conversation with M chael
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and--oh yes--try to continue the research for the biography that was
the ostensible reason for her being here.

"Thorne Bl ackburn's message to the world: Don't buy any haunted
houses,” Truth said al oud. She wi shed there was soneone here she could
talk to ....

Irene. Truth grasped at the thought as at a strawin a nmalestrom Irene
had been here twenty-six years ago when it had all happened. She'd known
Truth's nother--and Light's. No matter what Julian had said, Truth could
ask her about the children, about Thorne Bl ackburn--even about the
haunting. If she could get Irene to back her up about the danger of the
paranornmal mani festati ons here at Shadow s Gate, she m ght even be able
to persuade Julian to let Dylan cone to investigate.

Suddenl y, desperately, Truth wanted Dyl an here, if for no nore reason
than that haunted houses were his field, not hers.., and perhaps because
she could not go through all the rest of her life catal oging | ast chances
and | ost opportunities and not seizing any of them She'd talk to Irene tonight.

The deci sion, once made, brought confort and new vitality--it was
action of a sort. Truth snmpothed down her hair and checked her face in
the dresser mirror. She |ooked all right. Reasonably sane, you nean

At the last nmoment she took off the necklace, tucking it and the ring
in her dresser drawer. Then she unl ocked her door and went out into
the hall.

Ti me had done another of its odd slips, or else she'd brooded and tidied
| onger than she'd thought; the corridors were dark when she stepped out,
their only illumnation dim w dely-spaced | anps on hall tables. Wen
she glanced at her watch the hour was rising mdnight. Now, where to
find Irene? Her first night here Irene had told her she was just around
the corner; and hadn't Julian pointed out Irene's roomtonight? Yes; he'd
said it was right under Light's, on the floor below, now if she could only
extrapol ate fromthat

Per haps unfortunately, it was not too difficult. Truth rounded the
corner just intine to see the door she knew was Irene's open and
a man conme out. Truth froze where she was, hardly daring to breathe
St aring.

His blond hair was | onger than Fiona's, rippling free and spilling down
his back. He wore bell-bottomjeans, their legs flared with inserts of
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bright tapestry fabric, and a crocheted vest of multicolored yarn over a
tie-dyed T-shirt. On his left wist, where a watch would normally be, was
a wi de band, black in the dimlight.

She knew that figure froma hundred phot ographs.

He pulled the door gently shut, his every nove that of a young | over
concluding a visit to the bedside of his beloved, then headed down the
hal | away fromwhere Truth was standing, his step springy and purposef ul

Thor ne Bl ackbur n.

A ghost out of the past. A man with the wiry whipcord body of a
generati on past, before negavitam ns, before jogging, before persona
trainers. \Whether ghost or living man Truth did not know, but she did
know that the retreating figure was no one she'd seen yet at Shadow s
Gat e.

Funny. He's shorter than | thought he would be, Truth thought, choking
back the bubbl e of perverse laughter rising in her chest. No point in
wakening lrene now-if she were asl eep

VWhat a tangled web this was--even with nobody trying to deceive
anyone. She could just imagine Julian's reaction if she reported seeing
Thor ne Bl ackburn wal king the halls at Shadow s Gate. It would be about
what hers woul d have been a week ago.

What a nuddl e, Truth thought again, and turned back to her room

When she opened the door she saw, with resignation, that someone

had been here while she was gone--again. The books she'd brought from

the library and left in a junbled heap on top of the bed were neatly piled
on the desk, and her notebook was open on top of the pile. At |east
whoever' d rousted her this tine had been tidy about it.

She | ocked the door behind her, although by now there hardly seened
any point, and wal ked over to the desk. Her notebook was open to a
page of biographi cal notes about Thorne, and was written across in the

raking script she renenbered fromthe photo albunms. ‘'Lies, all lies. But so is truth, Truth.
It was nmeant for Bl ackburn's handwiting, and at the nmonent she was
willing to take it as such, inpossible as that was. If real, this witing was

one nore reason to investigate. |If someone had faked it--why?

Her body trenbled with unshed tension as Truth put on her pajamas and

got into bed, but she had no intention, now, of sleeping, and risking what
she would find in dreans. She wwote in her journal until her eyes burned,
meticul ously noting and catal ogi ng i npressi ons, describing the hauntings
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with clinical detachment: the vortex in the library, Light's apparent "chan-
neling'' of Thorne, Truth's own sighting of himin the hall. She was a
scientist. She would not theorize in advance of her data.

She scrupul ously indicated on each what the margin for error, nisap-
prehension, or sinple mstake was. Except in the |ast case--by m dnight
Truth hadn't felt herself to be a very reliable w tness--none.

A haunting--or, in the |anguage of her profession, a Paranornal Event:
something at the reality of which the nundane worl d scoffed as rmuch as
Truth herself scoffed at magi ck. But Truth, who had proceeded not by
faith, but by works until now, did "believe" in paranorml phenonena,
and knew it to represent a danger that these "magi ci ans" were not taking
seriously.

Truth shook her head in weary amusenent. Julian thought he coul d
control whatever the house planned to throw at himwith a few spells
and incantations, just like an ancient pagan throwing virgins into the
vol cano in hope of a synpathetic outcome--and with about as nuch
effect.

Assum ng, of course, she was right. But there could be no other ex-
pl anation-or else her entire life was built on error.

She set her notebooks aside and turned to the books she had brought
back fromthe library. Imersed in the early history of Shadowkill, she
read through the night until the sun was well risen.

In the unforgiving norning light, Truth studied her reflection in the
mrror. Her face was pale with exhaustion and | ack of sleep, her eyes
made nore brilliant by the dark purple shadows beneath them Wll, so
be it. She'd had white nights before, and survived them She'd be fine
today as |long as she didn't have to do anything conplicated--drive, for
exanpl e.

Finding that the bathroomdid not, after all, include a shower, Truth
took a qui ck sponge bath rather than running a tub, using the cold water
to further wake herself up. No matter what came dragging its chains
around the bedroomtonight, she was going to have to get sone sleep,
or else admt to defeat at the hands of a bit of boiled beef, a crumb of
underdone potato--to borrow a phrase from Charl es D ckens.

She dressed quickly in khakis and a warmroll-neck sweater; a little
informal, but she'd packed for crawing around dusty archives, not hob-
nobbing with folk on Julian's level. Wll, maybe she'd wal k i nto Shad-
owki I'l this norning and pick up a few things to spruce up her wardrobe.
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She doubted she'd be good for nuch in the real ns of H gher Thought.
Al'l she planned for now was to check on Light and then brave the dining
roomin search of norning coffee, and see how things went fromthere.
But when she went up to Light's third-floor room it was enpty.
"She's gone with Julian,” Irene said, looking in, an arm oad of fol ded
I'inen proclaimng her purpose on the third floor.
In the pitiless norning light Irene | ooked al nost raddl ed, the purple-
and-gol d caftan she wore seemng |ike sone sort of bizarre costune. A
the lines of her face sloped downward with a conbi nati on of exhaustion
and unhappi ness. Irene Aval on | ooked nortally ill, but Truth was sud-
denly without tinme for conpassion.
"VWhere?" Truth said sharply. Where has he taken ny sister?
"They're in the Tenple. But--"
Truth didn't stay to hear the rest.

Round and round, round and down--she was really getting quite good
at navigating Shadow s Gate, she thought with desperate calm-Truth
reached the ground floor, and then the strange narrow hallway that |ed
at last to the great central courtyard of the house. She skidded to a halt
and tried one of the brass sunburst knobs.
Locked. The door was | ocked.
"Julian! Open up!"
Truth hamered on the door, reckless of the consequences of dis-
rupting a session Julian mght be holding with Light--but Julian knew
Li ght was fragile, knew she'd been ill, how dare he subject her to this
now?
At |ast, aching and out of breath, she stopped. For all the response to
her pounding Truth m ght have been hamrering on the wall of a house
six counties away. She | eaned against the wall, rubbing her bruised hand
and panting. Someone sonewhere in this nausol eum nust have a key--
and she was going to get it.
The first stop in her search was the dining room Ellis, she was sure,
woul d have the key, even if he'd had to steal his own copy. But when
she reached there, the solitary figure taking his ease was M chael, not
Ellis.
"Where's Ellis?" Truth demanded tersely. "lI've got to get into the
Templ e. "
M chael was dressed, as always, with the odd formality Truth had first
noticed in him even at breakfast in his own place he wore his dark suit

BRADLEY
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and silk tie. But Mchael's clothes were not an extension of his power,
as Julian's were. M chael wore his garnents as if they were odd native
dress, and he the patrician em ssary of a great enpire.

M chael rose to his feet at her entrance, gravely courtly.

"I think he's still asleep,” he said. "Julian kept themvery |late | ast night,
and Ellis has a particularly elaborate part to play in their ritual. Truth,
what's wong? You're white as a sheet." He took a step toward her.

"I have to get into the Tenple," Truth repeated with dogged desper-
ation. "Julian has Light in there, and--"

She st opped when she saw the expression on Mchael's face.

"Light in the Tenple? She isn't in there," Mchael said, surprised.
"Julian's taken her on a drive in the country. You just nissed thenyJulian
drove off about fifteen m nutes ago. They're--"

"Dam it--" Truth's voice cracked with the fury of her battered eno-
tions. "Which one of you am| supposed to believe? Irene told nme they
were in the Tenple--and the Tenple's | ocked!"

M chael regarded her alnost with pity. "I would not lie to you, ever,
| east of all about Light. Perhaps they did go there for a mnute or so, but
| promse you | saw themdrive away just as | have told you. And Julian
al ways keeps the Tenple | ocked, when they are not in it." He drew out
the chair beside his own at the table and resumed his seat, his dark eyes
on her face, watching her.

Truth sank slowy into the offered chair, already made ashaned of her
out burst of violent enotion by Mchael's quiet reason. It was true she
had a right to be concerned over Light's welfare, but to fly off the handle
l'ike that--

"Tell me what happened | ast night," Mchael said. Truth stared at him
bl ankly, and M chael pushed the thermal carafe toward her. Truth found
sol ace in the honmely routine of pouring her norning coffee and the fee
of the warm china of the cup between her hands. The first sip conpleted
the restoration of her self-comrand.

Self-control. That's what Shadow s Gate destroys first. And then all the rest.
Haltingly at first, then nore snoothly as renenbered anger warned

her, Truth told M chael about the vortex in the Bl ackburn Library and

Light's col |l apse.

"--and when | told himl wanted to get it investigated, he refused. At
first," she hastily anended. "But | can't do it all by nyselfl And Julian
has to understand that phenonena like this are serious; he's going to have
to find someone other than Light if he wants to play Sacred Theater
games. He can't use her any nore--not after that."

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (170 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:13 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
|1 68 MARI ON Z1l MMER BRADLEY

"But you're wong, Truth," Mchael told her sonmberly. "It is just that
sort of dempnstration that convinces Julian that he is on the right track
and nust continue with his work--with Light."

As if he had said nothing so dramatic, M chael pushed the basket of
warm breads toward Truth. The jampots glittered in the sunlight, their
contents tourmaline and anber and undyi ng gol d.

"He's wong," Truth said sinply, wthout enotion. She reached for a
roll and considered her own words. They sounded odd, somehow.

"You're wong," she anmended conscientiously. "Julian's a-- He woul dn't
do anything like that." Wuld he?

M chael sighed as if the whole world's weight wearied him "W are
so seldomright when we are sure what another will or will not do. You
are a scientist, Truth. Wuld you cease your investigations sinply for
your own conveni ence?" "No--but--"

"Neither will Julian stop. It has taken him many years and uni magi nabl e
sacrifice to reach the point he has reached. He will not stop. He has so
little tinme, after all."

Truth frowned. Both M chael and Irene had spoken about how short
the tinme was the night before. But for a man with Julian's resources--
or apparent resources--this made no sense. If Julian Pilgrimwas, indeed,
what he seened ..

"VWhy? Way is his time short?"

M chael smiled, making her enbarrassed for her Gothic fancies. "Sim
ply because the Opening of the Gate that he attenpts is not sonething
he can do alone. It requires a m ni mum of seven people, and nore, so
under stand, would be better. And in addition to a working trance nmedi um
Bl ackburn's conception also requires an, ah, Hierolator," Mchael said
delicately.

Truth had only the vaguest idea, even now, of what the Hierolator's--
the Sacred Concubi ne' s--place in the Blackburn rituals m ght be, but
she knew it was Fiona's role. She felt a distant pulse of anger, as if
experiencing the enotions rightfully bel onging to another.

"It requires seven people,"” Truth repeated dutifully. She told over the
names in her mind: Gareth, Donner, Caradoc, Hereward, and the rest.

"But counting hinmself he has nine."

"For how | ong?" M chael said. "Magickal alliances are by their nature
epheneral . Julian holds these people here by the force of his will."

And by paying the bills, Truth thought derisively, but she could see
M chael's point. Julian had no real authority, tenporal or spiritual, over
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his fellow acolytes of the Crcle of Truth. Wat kept themw th hi mwas
hope of magi ckal results--or possibly of nore material gains.

"He nust act soon," Mchael said. "He has said he will make his attenpt
at Hallows; | believe him The danger to you will end with the sun-
rise .... "

"Ch, Mchael, not that again,” Truth said wearily. "Wat do you think
Julian's going to do--sacrifice ne to the Geat God Pan? | think I'ma
better judge of character than that."

"l have never said that Julian was your danger," M chael rem nded her,
and Truth blushed at her own presunption. "The danger to you will comne
fromknow edge. If you learn what | fear you will learn if you stay here,
you can never go back to your old existence, never know its peace and
simple joys."

"What nmakes you think | have any?" Truth blurted, and the self-
exposure of that naked statement made the color rise in her cheeks again.
She'd as good as told himthat her life was enpty, that there was nothing
init she would fight for.

Because all her life, Truth now realized, had been spent fighting
against, in a blind headl ong resistance that left her no tinme for self-
know edge.

"I mean, if it's so dangerous, why not tell me about it, so | can decide
whet her or not to |l eave," she added in a rush, to cover her feelings. "This
isn't eighteenth-century Ingolstadt, M chael--there is nothing ' Man was
not neant to know,' and all of us live, every day, with horrors beyond
i magi ni ng. Fam ne, warw' She stopped, gesturing with her half-full coffee
cup. "What could be scarier than AIDS? Or a drive-by shooting?"

M chael smiled bitterly. "If | explain nyself so well that you understand
and accept the truth of nmy words, | have failed, for you will already have
|l earned the truth that | wish to spare you the learning of. As |long as
there is hope that you may renmain innocent | nust remain silent--for
your sake."

Look, are you really a nenber of the Inquisition? O just the |IRS?

The flippant words Truth wanted to utter shaped thensel ves in her
m nd and she et themdie unsaid. M chael was earnest enough to be
frightening--Truth believed that he believed what he said, and since |ast
ni ght she was honest enough to admit that such belief didn't automatically
mean the man was crazy.

I mpul sively, she reached out, placing her hand over his.

"I"'msorry, Mchael. | know you nean what you say. It's probably even

true. But | just can't leave. | can't."
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Reaching inward, Truth was mildly surprised to find she spoke the
literal truth. If she left now for whatever reason, sone essential piece of
the mechani smthat nmade her Truth Jourdemayne and not sone ot her
woman woul d be broken forever.

M chael ' s hand cl osed over her own, offering a sanctuary that Truth
knew she coul d not accept and remain who she was. She had a sudden
vision of herself as a noth, withering in the ruthless flane of Mchael's
holy cl eansing fire.

"I will pray for you, and hope that you find the strength to go," M chae
sai d.

"And | guess you and | will have a |ong chat on Novenber first,"” Truth
said, striving for lightness. Every instinct screamed to her to run from
M chael --not from what he would do, but sinply fromwhat he was. She
forced herself to stay where she was, holding his hand. Child of Earth, this is not your place

M chael snmiled at her, with the painful gentleness of a man once nore
shoul dering a burden too great for him which nonethel ess he nust carry
until the end.

"I amsorry," he said regretfully, drawing his hand away and getting to
his feet, and for that noment Truth could feel his sorrow like the tolling
of a great bell.

Then M chael left the room |eaving Truth al one.

The norning sun glittered off the crystal drops of the unlit chandeliers,
maki ng even their brightness dull. The friendly roomw th its gracious
Victorian furniture, brocade wall paper, and matchi ng vel vet curtains
| ooked as alien as if it had been assenbled by Martians for sone strange
extraterrestrial rite. Truth stretched out the hand that M chael had held
and gazed at it as if she'd never seen it before.

Who shoul d she be and what should she do, when all the beliefs she
had al ways hel d about the nature of reality had taken such a nortal wound ?
VWhat if these people weren't crazy? What if their way of seeing the world,
not hers, was right?

What if the father she had hated all these years was not a nonster, but
a hero?

The pain of the upwelling tears was |like acid, driving her to her feet.
"No," she whispered. "They're wong. It's nothing but a stupid ganme. 1|
prove it. I will."

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (173 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:13 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
GHOSTL GHT 17

The room housi ng the Bl ackburn collection was quiet and austerely calm

in the norning sun, like a tenple erected to the serenity of pure thought.
Lies, Truth rem nded herself forlornly, with a distant foreknow ng that
the battle she was fighting she nust inevitably | ose.

Just as she seened to be |l osing her mnd. Because if she could not
have seen and heard the things she had seen and heard, what was left for
her to believe in?

The room held a faint scent of |enon polish, and she saw that the
hearth had been swept clean of all the remaining ashes. She wondered
who had done the cleaning--in fact, who did any of the cleaning at
Shadow s Gate. Surely it wasn't lrene, despite the fact that Truth had
seen her obviously on the way to make up Light's bed this norning. Irene
could not do all the work around Shadow s Gate by herself, though Truth
realized that she had seen no servants other than Hoskins the cook and
Davi es his assistant. So if not Irene, and not Hoskins, who?

But small domestic puzzles of this sort really weren't her concern, were
they ? She | ooked at the fireplace again. She nmust renenber to ask Julian
what had been burned there, although she'd already had one answer from
Li ght--or from what spoke through her.

If she was willing to believe init.
And if she were...

No. Wth an effort al nbst physical, Truth pushed unreason from her,
and gathered in all the arnmor of logic that had protected her all her life.
There was a haunting here, nothing nore. She wal ked toward the fire-
pl ace, and as she did, Truth felt a sudden twi nge of cold, as if she stood
in adraft.

But there had been no draft here before. Wat there had been, as of
| ast night, was a major Paranormal Event, and for such a thing to be able
to occur here, there nust be sonme sort of focus--some place in the room
where the activity centered.., and such places were al nost al ways
mar ked by a cold spot.

Such as this mght be.

How to test it? Even the possibility of proper equipnent was hours in
the future--assum ng she could reach Dylan and gain his aid. But she
needed answers now

Truth gl anced around the roomand saw a litter of office supplies
abandoned casually atop one of the | ower bookcases. Anobng them was
a spool of thin twine and a piece of blackboard chal k.

Those woul d do.
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A butterfly clip made a workabl e counterwei ght to a makeshift pen-
dulum Truth cut a length of twine the length of her body |ess eight
i nches--1ong enough so that when she held it straight out at arm s | ength,
the metal clip weighting the end would hang just an inch fromthe fl oor.

In less than five m nutes, her preparations were conplete.

She stood at the edge of the place where she'd felt the draft and held
her arm straight out fromthe shoul der, the pendul um hangi ng strai ght
down. Dyl an had said that the best pendul unms were copper, for sone
reason having to do with electricity; Truth only hoped a steel paper clip
was an acceptable substitute. She'd read his paper on the mappi ng of
col d-spot phenomena that had descri bed what she was about to do, but
she'd never actually seen the procedure denonstrated.

She'd been afraid to. It was clear now. Parapsychol ogy was fine when
it was a thing neasured by computers and | aboratories, but confronting
the wild science on its own turf was something she'd shied away from
afraid of what she'd see

There was so much she'd | ocked herself away from afraid to | ook at
it clearly. So nuch opportunity lost. And now M chael wanted her to go
on hiding--didn't he see that it would be |ike asking her to bury herself
alive ?

Gitting her teeth, Truth stood fast, gazing downward and waiting for
the motion of the pendulumto subside. It circled lazily, sw nging back
and forth, going slower and slower as it settled. But when it stopped, it did not hang true.

Truth blinked her eyes, trying not to disturb the pendulum s stillness.
It was hard to believe her eyes, even though she saw exactly what Dyl an's
research had prepared her to see: the pendul um cord hangi ng from her
fingers at an angle, the pendulumat its end pulling it out of true, as
t hough some invisible magnet called to it.

Truth marked by eye the place her pendul um strai ned toward. Wen
she noved, it swung into notion again, hanging properly as though its
unnat ural suspension had only been a trick of the light. She nmade a mark
on the floor with her chal k and noved a few steps to the side, holding
her pendul um out once nore at arm s length. She felt the cranp begin
in her shoulders as she forced herself to hold the pendul um steady, waiting
for it to slowy swing to a halt.

Hal f an hour later Truth had an achi ng neck and shoul ders, and chal k
mar ks edgi ng an irregul ar oval about a yard in dianmeter on its |long axis.
Inside this invisible perineter, the tenperature was at |east fifteen degrees
col der than anywhere else in the room
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Gotcha! Truth crowed silently. Once she'd set up the pol ybaroneter
to neasure fluctuations here, it would be as if she held a stethoscope to
the heartbeat of the house. Peaks and valleys in event activity would be
echoed in the fluctuations of tenperature and pressure here.

Truth frowned. That was all very well if true. But she was nine-tenths
certain that the spring was the center of the activity--and the spring was
under Julian's Tenple, not here.

Wasn't it? Truth sighed, winding the line into a little coil around the
pendul um

And st opped.
She was bei ng wat ched.

The know edge canme with the suddenness of a revelation, all the nore
shocking for the fact that she was facing the tall oak doubl e doors that
opened into the room and knew t hey had not opened. She was alone in this room

But the sensation of being watched was so intense that it was nearly
pain, and Truth surrendered to it, dropping her careful coil and sending
the pendul um spinning to whip around her as she pivoted to stare at the
wal | behi nd her.

The walls in the library had the usual ornanental nolding common to
houses of this age, but now there was a | ong dark crack running down
the outside edge of the nolding, ruler-straight as it crossed the wain-
scoting to disappear into the cracks of the floorboards. A door

She' d taken two steps toward it before she realized that whoever had
made this hidden doorway visible mght even now be standing behind
it--and she did not, suddenly, trust whoever that m ght be to harbor only
benign intentions. Truth hesitated, caught between curiosity and common
sense.

There was a high ringing whine, of the sort produced by rubbing a wet
fingertip around the edge of a crystal goblet. Then a thunp, heavy and
wooden, |ike an axe sinking deep into a | og.

Truth spun back the way she'd cone, to see the inmense, gilt-framed
pai nti ng of Thorne Bl ackburn, six feet high by four feet w de, slam edge-
down on the carved white nmarbl e mantel pi ece, shattering the bottom
edge of the ornate plaster frane. She had just time to junp back, hearing
the tiny flecks of broken plaster strike the floor with a pattering sound
like hail, as the enornous inage tipped majestically forward, slanm ng
face down into the place that Truth had just been standing. Its inpact
made a boonming crash |ike the thunderbolt of Judgnent Day.
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Truth gul ped. The top edge of the frame was | ess than a foot from her
feet. If she hadn't started over to the hidden door, she'd be under the
pi cture now. The door.

She turned back toward it, and saw no line in the wall. Forcing her
trenbling legs to obey her, Truth wal ked over to the wall and ran her
hand down it, searching for a sign of the door that nust be here.

There was no door, no join, no possibility of a door. The paint was a
snoot h unbroken surface, inpossible to fake. There coul d not possibly
be a door here.

It mght have been an hal |l uci nati on--anot her parapsychol ogi cal event,
Trut h suggested hopefully, and felt a fam liar anger at having to do what
anounted to taking a wild guess. She sinply didn't know-there was no
way to tell what the rules were any nore.

She turned back to the wreckage that she could so easily have been a
part of. Smashed plaster fromthe ornate gilt franme made a white starburst
pattern against the yellow pine floor. Now that it was |ying face down,
it was easy to see that the portrait of Blackburn had been painted not on
canvas, but on a slab of wood. Painting and frame together nust easily
wei gh two hundred pounds. Truth felt a sick chill crawl up her spine. It
coul d have neant a concussi on, broken bones, or--worse. She groped
toward one of the chairs and clutched at the back for support as she
| owered herself into it.

Now that the i medi ate threat was over, reaction began in earnest,
maki ng her nuscles dance and trenble as if they answered to another's
will. Fighting off the sick chill that threatened to engulf her, Truth forced
herself to focus on what had just happened. The picture had fallen

Why? She no | onger believed in coincidence.
Truth heard the sound of the door opening.

"Ah, hum" Caradoc said, standing in the doorway. "I, uh--" He | ooked

fromthe fallen picture to where Truth sat. "Need any hel p?"
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CHAPTER TEN
TRUTH OR DARE

There is nothing so extravagant and
irrational which sone phil osophers have not
mai nt ai ned for truth.

- - JONATHAN SW FT

TRUTH LAUGHED HELPLESSLY, LOOKI NG FROM THE PI CTURE TO
Caradoc's face. "Despite what it |ooks like, iconoclasmis not among ny
vices. It just fell dowmn." Didn't it?

Caradoc cane toward her. The light turned his dark brown hair red
where it struck it, giving his nodishly short hair a faint, fiery halo. He
st ood beside her, staring sonberly at the floor

" Somebody, " Caradoc said after |ong consideration, "is going to have
to pick it up and get it back on the wall. Julian's going to be pissed."
He made this pronouncenent with gl oony relish

"The panel doesn't seemto be cracked, so the painting should be okay,"
Truth said as consolingly as she could manage, "but | think the frane's
a dead | 0ss." Caradoc snorted el oquently.

She | ooked up at the wall again. H gh up on its pale eggshell-cream
surface, there was a snmall shining circle flush with the wall, like a bullet
hole with the bullet still in it--the back half of the bolt that had held the
pi cture hanger. She | ooked down and saw the rest of it. The front half
of the sheared bolt was lying in the plaster dust alnost at her feet. It
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the wall had sheared clean through, w thout the jagged tw sted edges of
normal netal fatigue.

But if it had been cut, wouldn't it have fallen the instant it had been
cut, instead of waiting until she was standing beneath it? And it could not
have been cut the instant before it fell, unless Shadow s Gate was haunted
by gremins carrying CO2 | asers. She tried another subject.

"Look, Caradoc, what do you think of Julian moving the Opening of
the Gate like that?" And what do you think of it, TruthJourdemayne? Truth
wonder ed, hearing hersel f speak

Caradoc shrugged. "Maybe it will work out the way he wants. Although,
you know, with magi ck, we could succeed and not know it for weeks.

That's how magick is."

If you succeed, you'//know it in seconds. Truth could not say where that
inner certainty came from nor the despairing conviction that Caradoc
had little understanding of the real perils of the Great Wirk on which
he was enbarked. H s magi ck was a nagi ck of allegory and gnosis, not
sheer eldritch power.

"Magick is really about personal transformation, you know, not all that
Davi d Copperfield stuff,” Caradoc went on. "I believe in what Bl ackburn
was trying to do, and | can't think of a better tine for the Gate Between
The Wrlds to be opened than now. The human race could really use
some hel p, you know?"

Truth glanced up fromthe nmetal in her hands to Caradoc's face. His
hazel eyes were alight with conviction--as if he had seen the probl em of
all the world' s pain and seen, too, that there was sonething he could do
to set his weight in the balance against it, a willingness that anmounted
al most to reckless gallantry, holding its own confort irrelevant so | ong
as mercy mght be served

Truth found the thought of such a passionate idealismprofoundly dis-

t ur bi ng.

"What do you think will happen if the Gate Between The Worlds is
opened?" she asked, turning fromthe general to the specific. And besides,
Truth was honestly curious to see what he woul d say. She needed to
know nmore than her own opinions of the end result of the Bl ackburn
Wrk if she was to go any further with this.

"Wl |, according to Bl ackburn hinself, the realnms of the gods and nen
were separated by the will of the Gods in prehistoric times. The nenory
of the separation survived as the nyth of the expulsion fromthe Garden
of Eden, but in reality it's the Gods who went away, not the humans who
were driven out," Caradoc began, with the air of one giving a famli ar

| ecture.
Truth waited expectantly.
"Wl l," Caradoc said. "Conmunication was al ways possi bl e bet ween
the realns--that's what magick is all about--and of course the Gods
could intercede in the human world at will, but once the CGate Between

The Worl ds had been cl osed humans coul d no | onger nmove freely into
the world of the Gods."

"And Thorne Bl ackburn was going to change all that?" Truth asked.
It seemed a rather anbitious undertaking for soneone who hadn't even
been thirty when he died.

"The Work woul d change all that," Caradoc corrected her gently.
"Bl ackburn felt that the Ritual of the Opening of the Way--it's two weeks
of rituals, really, but everyone who tal ks about it talks as if the |last one
is all there is to it--would begin the chain reaction that would merge the
realmof the Gods with the real mof Men again. And we could finally
ask themwhy they left us."

Behi nd his quiet words Truth heard the crying of every abandoned
child: Wiy did you | eave ne, Daddy? Mommy? Don't |eave nme, don't go--

"And the Gods would permt the reopening of this Gate?" Truth asked,
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voi ce | evel. She had her own reservations about Caradoc's belief that the
Cods--if Gods there were--would sinply | et human bei ngs knock down
the wall They'd raised.

"Bl ackburn's phil osophy held that anything Man was capabl e of doing,
Man had a right to do; that the m nd of Man should not be subject to
the will of either Church or State. O course, it isn't meant to excuse
things like theft and mass nurder," Caradoc added, an apologia Truth
had the inpression he made fairly often.

"Understood," Truth said briefly, although what she understood was
that Thorne Bl ackburn's phil osophy had excused a career of irreverence
and license, self-indul gence and sheer folly, all in the name of Service to
Hi gher Truth. Even putting the nost charitable interpretation possible
on Thorne's ains, humankind just wasn't neant to survive adherence to
such a rarefied noral code. She wanted to say sonething nore, perhaps
even to explain. But she couldn't find the words, and the nonment passed.

"I guess I'll go see if Julian's up--tell himabout the picture," Caradoc
said reluctantly.

"He isn't here. He went driving with Light, Mchael said," Truth re-
menber ed.

She was relieved to see that Caradoc seened to take this at face val ue.
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"He does that a lot. It seens to help. Poor kid. It'lI|l be better for her
once we open the Gate."
"How?" Truth couldn't help but ask
Caradoc stared at Truth with faint inpatience. "Once the Gate is open

and the Gods return, Light won't be a freak any nore. She'll be normal,"
he finally said.

"Your young nmen will dream dreans, and your old nen will see vi-
sions.' Isaiah, isn't it?" Truth said.

"Somet hing like that," Caradoc said, suddenly subdued. "Anyway, |'l]I
catch Julian when he comes back. Want sone breakfast ?"
"No," Truth said, considering. "I've got sone things to do. But thanks."
Caradoc | eft her then, and once nmore Truth had the haunting sense of
a chall enge netnor a test passed.

"Your young nmen will dream dreans, and your old nen will see visions," Truth
quoted to herself. But when the Biblical prophet |saiah spoke those
wor ds, he had been speaking of the Eschaton--the end of tine. The | ast
days. Ragnarok. Armageddon. He coul d not have known what future
centuries would make of his words.

But was Thorne Bl ackburn's interpretation that far fromthe prophet's?
Didn't he nean the Opening of the Way as the begi nning of the end?

If that were so, then what Julian intended to do was not some joyous
ritual of enlightenment, but something darker.

Much darker.

True to the prom ses of the cellular phone conpany, Truth's new y-I|eased
cel lular phone did not work, and rather than see if the one phone at
Shadow s Gate was working today, Truth had found herself taking the mle
wal k down to Shadowkill and its theoretically functioning and avail abl e
tel ephones. At least the errand gave her the opportunity to nove the neck-
|lace and ring fromtheir concealnment in her drawer to the safer sanctuary
of the trunk of her car, allowing her to retrieve her purse as she did so.
It was all like some mad treasure-hunt-in-reverse; and Truth wondered
despairingly how nuch | onger she coul d keep one junp ahead of the
unknown scavengers deternmined to pillage her treasures. Certainly these
frequent trips to her carmnhen all her |uggage was al ready inside--would
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make even the nost trusting soul suspicious.
Alert this tine to Shadow s Gate's uncanny influence, Truth had ob-
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served herself as best she could as she wal ked down the road to the gate.

If she could trust her senses, Shadow s Gate exerted a perceptible influ-

ence on the enotions--or the inmagination. Away fromthe site's influence,

she di scovered a strong urge to dism ss everything that happened there.
Passi ng through the wought-iron gates at the foot of the drive was |ike
taking two Valiumand a shot of scotch. No wonder she kept goi ng back

there, like the self-destructive heroine of a Gothic novel, if everything that
happened there lost its enotional resonance once she left the property.

Intrigued, she tested it, sonething easier to do on foot than in a car.
The boundary was not sharp-cut, and Truth suspected that it noved, but
it was there. She wondered why none of the others had nentioned it.

Maybe they didn't | eave the property often enough--but Gareth spent
at least part of each day in the gatehouse. Surely they'd noticed what
Shadow s Gate was doing to them

Unless it wasn't doing it to them but only to her--Thorne Bl ackburn's
daught er.

Grudgi ngly, she admtted that it was at |east possible that the Shadow s
Gate event was targeting her. At the very least, there had been an upsw ng
in the nunber of Paranormal Events since she had arrived.

But targeting her how? Truth wondered, once she had safely arrived
in the tomm. At Shadow s Gate she was on an abnormal enotional roller-
coaster, true--but wasn't that a reasonable reaction to the enotionally-
fraught investigation of her past? And if it was, didn't that make her
cal mess here and now abnor mal ?

Once that woul d have been an easy judgnent--surely this was her
normal state, and the hysterical fantasies she experienced at Shadow s

Gate the illusion.
But Light had been hurt. The picture had fallen. Let anything el se you
like be dreamor vision, Truth told herself, those things were real--just

as real as the cold spot on the library floor. Something was going on in
the house that had once bel onged to Thorne Bl ackburn. And |ike the

heroine in the Cothic novel--but for much better reasons--Truth woul d

go back to Shadow s Gate again, and force the house to give up its secrets
If she coul d.

"Dylan? It's Truth."

"Truth! Hey, this is great! Were are you?" Dylan was unfeignedly
glad to hear fromher, and Truth felt a faint twinge of guilt for the fact
that she was only calling to beg a favor
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"I'min alittle place called Shadowki U. It's in Dutchess, | cane here
to see Shadow s Cate, and--"

The practiced phrases cane easily to her tongue; the history of the
house as she had unearthed it; her belief that it was a center of paranornma
energy, the events that had occurred in the house so far.

"--just alittle PK and sonme channeling; a cold spot in the library but
I don't think that's where the real action is. There's a trance nedi um
living there, and--" And she's ny sister, Truth added silently. She went
on expl ai ni ng what she'd | earned and what she'd guessed.

"--he's not really interested in strangers showi ng up around the pl ace,
but he doesn't have too nmuch objection to the nonitoring equi pnent,
so 1 thought--"

She'd come back to the library in Shadowkill to use its phone, and was
perched on the narrow, angular bench in its ol d-fashi oned wooden boot h.

Thr ough the gl ass door she could see the library information desk, and
the rows and rows of books in their turn-of-the-century shelving beyond.

Shadowkill was a nice town, sinple and friendly. Then why did she
feel so afraid--as if there were sonething she would soon try to protect
it from and fail?

"What ? Dylan, | didn't hear you." Abruptly conscious that her mnnd
was wandering, Truth was jolted back to the present by the interrogative
note in Dylan's tone.

"l said, why not let me drive up this weekend with a truck and a couple
of nmy grad students and set the stuff up and run a few tests. | can take
you out to dinner, and--"

"No." The refusal was so instantaneous that it was rude, and she has-
tened to amend it. "Julian doesn't want any strangers here."

There was a pause. "Ah," Dyl an said, and now sonme of the warmnth
was gone fromhis voice. "Julian, is it? The reclusive new master of
Shadow s Gate?"

"Honestly, Dylan, you sound |like a bad Gothic novel," Truth snapped.

At the noment she didn't renmenber her wi stful fantasies of opportunities
| ost; she was thoroughly irritated with Dylan and it was difficult to recal
that she was trying to get himto do what she wanted

"It's just that-- Look, of course the man is filthy rich and coul d probably
afford to buy the Institute's whole array out of pocket change--"

Dyl an | aughed. "Not unless his pockets are two point five mllion
dol l ars deep."

"Wl l, they may be," Truth said, thinking of what she'd seen so far.
There was a sil ence.
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"He's doing the Blackburn Work," Truth blurted out sudde
"Does he know who you are?" Dyl an asked carefully.
"Yes." To the devil, a daughter. "It's just that Im| have-- M
here, Dyl an, and--"
"I''"'mcom ng down there," Dylan said, cutting her off. "You do,
what you're getting into with these people.”
H's matter-of -fact assunption of the right to nmeddl e grated

sensibilities, but a chill distant part of her was anmused--that this ir

shoul d be presum ng to protect her, all unknowi ng of what she ~. The nmonent passed.
"If you know, Dylan, then |I'mworried about you," Truth said, f

for lightness. "And |, of all people, know exactly what 'these peop

like."

"A sister. You said a sister," Dylan said. He sounded fl ustered.
"Bl ackburn fathered other children,” Truth said baldly. "One of
is here. That's all."

There was a fulm nating silence on the other end of the |line that
Truth that, in Dylan's opinion, that was far fromall.

Thi s conversation was not going well at all. Had she al ways been
clumsy in her handling of other people? O was it only because D
Pal mer took the tine to try to pierce her chilly arnor?

A choi ce, her inner intuition whispered. You have a choice to make h
Daught er of Earth.

"Look," Truth said, trying to bring the subject back on track. "T.
inmportant thing right nowis to map the extent of the Paranormal Eve
taking place in Shadow s Gate. Julian's willing to have you bring a tea
up to the house in Novenber and do anything you want, but | reah
think we need to start mapping now. | need you." It's dangerous her,
Dylan, but if | tell you that you won't listen to anything el se | say.

Truth broke off, sighing, and rubbed her forehead with her free hand
Her sl eepl ess night made her bones ache with exhaustion, but it wasn't
only that. Everything seenmed to be tiring these days, as if her weariness
fornmed the invisible walls that constrained her to follow the path ap-
poi nted for her.

"l need you," she repeated, "to get me the equi pnent. The cameras.

Sone of the nonitors. | know what |'m asking, Dylan--"

"No, | don't think you do," he said quietly, and the conversation died
agai n.

"What do | have to say to make you do what | want?" Truth blurted
out in frustration. If this was a sanple of the sort of so-called normal life
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peopl e were always urging on her, she'd stay the way she was, thank you
"l need those nonitors. | need to know. Before someone gets hurt," she
added in an undertone.
Over the |long-distance |ine she heard Dyl an sigh.
"Truth, it's not that--These nonitors aren't cheap. Even if | only bring
up one of the baronmetric arrays and a canera... Do you know that film
costs one hundred twenty dollars a roll? Wich budget |ine am | supposed
to hide those costs in?"
"Il pay for it nyself,"” Truth nmuttered
"I't doesn't work that way. Truth--" She heard himsigh again, and
i magi ned she could feel his breath stir the tendrils of hair coiling against
her cheek--and did that image repel or attract her? "Wat are you doi ng
up there?" Dyl an asked hel pl essly.
This time her emptions went spinning out of control, and her self-
command shattered like a thrown plate. "What am | doing, Dylan? I'm

doi ng what you and everyone el se has al ways badgered ne to do. I'm
getting involved. |I'mbeing reckless. I'mgetting in touch with ny feelings.
Hell', I'"meven getting in touch with nmy father." The | augh that foll owed

was mocking and barely controlled. "I'mgetting to know my father better,
Dyl an--isn't that something you' d think was appropriate?"

She felt the song of power rise up in her; the headi ness of know ng
that if she only chose to use it she had the ability to wound with a word,
to change the course of others' lives, to force themto obey because she
had the power to command- -

"I"'mcomng up there and |I'mbringing you back with me. And if this
Julian of yours tries to stop me--" Dylan's voice was edgy, harsh. Truth
could feel the tension thrill between themlike a tight-drawn whipl ash,
shocki ng her back to the world.

"*This Julian of mine will rightly point out to you, Dylan Pal mer, that
you' ve got no grounds for treating me like a teenaged runaway," Truth
sai d. She held her trenbling voice even and low with an effort; every

instinct urged her to shrill at him if he were here she would claw ...

"I"'ma growm woman. | need that equipnent. | thought you'd help ne.

You won't. That's all." Her hands were shaking. She took a deep breath.
"I''"l'l help you." Dylan's voice was so | ow she had to strain to hear it.

"I"ll see what | can sign out. |Is there a nunber where you can be reached?”
She'd won, but the victory didn't make her happy. "I'm staying at

Shadow s Gate, but the phones aren't very reliable. |1've |l eased a cellular,

only it isn't working yet. You can try them both." She gave hi m both
nunbers; he read them back to her.
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Truth hesitated; Dylan did not deserve this treatnent fromher. "I'm
sorry | snapped at you, Dyl. [I--"

She wavered over telling himabout Aunt Caroline's death, then re-
coiled fromthe thought of using her aunt's death to buy cheap synpat hy.
No matter what, she would not do that.

"I've been having some personal problens lately," she finally said. "And
I"mworried about these people. They're playing occultist in a haunted
house and |I think they're playing with fire."

"And with the noney you say this Julian's got, they can afford a really
expensi ve box of matches," Dylan said, finishing her unvoiced thought.

"If there's-- If there's anything else | can do, Truth, just tell nme. Maybe
Colin--"

"No outsiders," Truth said quickly. "Julian..." Wat could she say
that woul dn't rouse Dylan's misgivings again? "Just wait a few weeks,

Dyl an, okay? After Halloween everything will be all right." Even to Truth,
the sound of her words had a forlorn echo: whistling past the graveyard.
"If you say so," Dylan said doubtfully. 'TIl do what | can."

"Thank you," Truth said honestly. She wanted to say sonething nore,
but hated the thought of saying sonething that wasn't true. "Wen I
needed hel p, | thought of you," she finally said. The words cane with
reluctant honesty.

She coul d hear Dylan's pleasure in his indrawn breath, and had a sudden
di sturbing insight into the strength of his feelings for her. She'd done
nothing to deserve them that Dylan felt so strongly about her nmde her
feel trapped, al nbst unworthy.

No, not unworthy. Al npobst sorrowful, as if to | ove her was to court
destruction.

"Wel I, just keep thinking of me, okay? And I'll give you a call tonor-
row, assuming | can get through,"” Dyl an answer ed.

"Sure." A fewmnutes later Truth hung up the phone, nobst of the
conversation already fading fromher mind, |eaving the nenory of Dylan's
hurt feelings and willingness to help behind themlike a psychic sore
tooth. Dyl an deserved better than to wait for a kind word from her

For a nonent she let her mind run free to specul ate about what it
would be like sinply to talk with Dylan about inconsequential things, to
wander across the Taghkanic canpus with no ulterior notive or end in
mnd. To find out what Dyl an Pal mer was |ike--and what she woul d be
like with him

Then reality intervened |like the closing of an iron-bound door. Even
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assuning Dyl an was interested in such a col ossal waste of time, why should
he be interested in wasting it with her? If he knew what she was--
And what is that, precisely?
But he did know-didn't he? And he hadn't run screanming into the
ni ght yet.
Ready to run screaming into the night yet, Truth? Hereward's voice from
the first night she'd cone to Shadow s Gate echoed in her nenory.
But this time the words weren't funny.

Truth dawdl ed in Shadowkill as long as she could, buying lunch at the

Chi nese restaurant on Main Street, browsing through all the pricey little
bouti ques for sone accessories to freshen up her wardrobe. If she was
going to be staying at Shadow s Gate for an extended period she was
dammed if she'd do it looking |ike a poor relation

At one of her stops Truth found an exquisite chenille shaw in dark
bl ue yarn; silver threads of Lurex woven through it gave it the | ook of
the sky on a starry night, and though she had no i dea what she nm ght
possibly wear it with she bought it on the spot. A long vest in bright
pat chwork velvets fromthe sane store joined her purchases, and a pair
of green onyx and narcasite-set silver earrings. She was on the street
again, having regretfully decided she'd already spent far too nmuch, when
she saw the dress.

The store's nane was "innovations," and Truth had deci ded, |ooking at
the chaste gold-lettered sign in the display wi ndow s bottom corner, that
she' d better not even | ook inside. That was before she | ooked at the dress
in the w ndow.

It was on a dressmaker's form of woven wi cker, and the sand-washed
silk clung to the wicker's weave |ike poured cream It was all the possible
shades of green, fromthe blued fire of an enerald's heart to the peridot-
yellow of a tiger's eyes. The silk had been marbled; the dye colors laid
on with a wavy flane pattern of a book's endpapers.

The cut was sinple--a princess line, with a sweetheart neckline piped
in green velvet cord--but it was the skirt that truly nade the dress speci al
Even seeing it hanging on the dressformin the wi ndow, Truth could see
that the handkerchi ef hem of the skirt had been inset with a dozen gores
of opal escent silk-illusion netting, giving the long skirt a fairytale fullness,
as if one of Cinderella's ballgowns had wound up in the village of
Shadowki I | by m st ake.
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The dress sparkl ed.

"How nmuch is it--the one in the wi ndow?" Truth found hersel f asking
a few nonments |ater. The sal eswoman she spoke to was far too wise to
answer straight away; she took the dress off the dunmy in the w ndow
and handed it to Truth first. The fabric slid over Truth's hands like wintery
cream supple and heavy and gleaming in the light.

"It doesn't really need any jewelry," the sal eswoman said cannily. "You
could just tie a green velvet ribbon around your throat. | think |I've got
sonme back here if you'd like to see howit |ooks."

Truth held the dress up to the light. It |ooked as if it mght fit her.
"How nmuch is it?" she said firnmy, refusing to be seduced by patterns

i ke kingfisher w ngs against the sky, or a gleam ng surface |like mst on
nor ni ng gr ass.

The sal eswoman, defeated, named a figure approximtely the size of
one of Truth's weekly paychecks.

That isn't too bad, Truth found herself thinking. |'d pay twice that in
the city. And she deserved sonething, sone reward, sone confort, a
dress to wear to the bal

"And that shawl you've bought will go wonderfully with it," the clerk
sai d hopefully. Truth | ooked down at the telltale corner of Prussian bl ue
chenill e peeking out of one of her bags. She doubted the sal eswoman
could be right, but when she held themup together in the light fromthe
wi ndow she saw it was true. M dnight and neadowsweet, and the wld
freedom she had denied herself all her life, here for the taking.

"It probably won't fit," Truth said, grasping at straws.
"Ch, it probably will. Wiy don't you try it on?"

It fit, of course. Standing in the tiny dressing room Truth gazed into the
mrror and exchanged the sensible gold knots in her ears for the dangling
silver earrings. The green in the long, |ozenge-shaped stones echoed the
greens in the shifting painted surface of the dress, and around her |egs the
skirt clung and swung, sparkling and flashing, showing bare linb here, pat-
terned silk there, and at the next nonent a froth of incandescent gauze.

When she swung the shawl over her shoul ders a gypsy princess stared
back out of the mirror, powerful and self-possessed.

Clothing is power. That's one secret the nages al ways knew. How you dress
becones who you are; you can put on power |ike a robe and becone anyone you
choose . ...

She shook her head and the earrings flashed, and now the only thing
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out of place were the good brown sensible wal king shoes Truth wore on
her feet.
She left "innovations" fifteen mnutes later with the dress wapped in
ti ssue and boxed, a viridian ribbon still tied around her throat, and the

address of the village shoe store in her hand. Wo cared if there was
nowhere to wear such a fabul ous costune--she could nake a place and
atin to wear it, or wear it anywhere she chose
When she reached the shoe store the woman sitting behind the cash
regi ster | ooked vaguely famliar. Truth stared at her, trying to place her.
"Tin Mary Lindhol m renmenber? The Bed- and- Br eakf ast ?"

"Ch, of course. | just didn't expect to see you here,"” Truth said. "How
are you doi ng?"

M's. Lindhol mmade a face. "The adjuster said he'd never seen anything
like it--as if sonebody'd taken the roof off and soaked the place down
with one of those thirty-thousand-gallon-a-mnute firehoses. The whol e
business is going to have to be rewired just to start; | just don't know
how it could have happened .... "Wth an effort she roused herself. "So
I'"'m hel ping nmy cousin out here just to get away fromthe m | dew And
what can | do for you today?"

Trut h expl ai ned what she needed. 'Tin hoping to match this color,"
she added, pulling out the dress so that the green velvet trim showed.

Ms. Lindholmsmled. "I think I have just the thing. What size do you
t ake?"

She canme back fromthe back rooma few mnutes |later with a box in
her hands. "I thought these were still back there; Roxy was supposed to

send them back at the end of the season but she forgot all about it and
the jobbers won't take returns after the cut-off date. Try these and see
if you like them-1 can make you a good price."

Truth took the box and | ooked inside. The punmps were green vel vet
with a gold Cuban heel studded in faux eneralds. The vanp of the shoe
was garni shed in gold | ace and studded with nore gl ass emeral ds--shoes
worthy of the Queen of Elfiand. She gl anced at the designer's name, gold-
stanped on the insole, and gul ped. No way could she afford these--
especially after buying that dress.

But wouldn't it be fun to try themon, to pretend ...

Truth sat down and unl aced her sensible brown wal ki ng shoes. She put
on the anklets Ms. Lindholmoffered her--she hadn't neant to be trying
on dress shoes today and hadn't come prepared for it--and then slipped
t he shoes on.

She wal ked over to the mirror, conscious of the twinkling flash of the
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shoes at every step. She felt like Dorothy in The Wzard of Oz, only her
shoes were eneral d, not ruby.

"They're perfect," Mary said, and named a price that was only slightly
more than the dress had cost--and a third of what the shoes ought to
cost by right.

"But these are Stuart Weitzmans!" Truth said. The gl anorous designer's
shoes were the last word in el egance--and nore than a thousand doll ars
the pair.

"W all have our nonents of reckless indul gence,” Mary Lindholm
said. "Why shouldn't this be yours? Roxy saw them at a trade show and
couldn't resist themeither, but you'll notice they're still here. | told her
they wouldn't sell in Shadowkill."

"You were wong," Truth said firmy, handing over her charge card
wi thout a fight. Mary Lindholmwas right. Let there be one reckless
i ndul gence, one nmenorial to the woman Truth Jourdemayne m ght have
been.

Truth stepped out of the shoe store with yet one nore shoppi ng bag,
as breathless as if she'd outfaced denons, and knew it was tine to go
home.

On the wal k back to Shadow s Gate Truth let her mind ranble, hoping
her unconsci ous woul d come up with some answer to all of the problens
and puzzl es surroundi ng her. Her m nd, unreasonably, refused to settle
any of them fastening instead upon the nost nebul ous and | east urgent
of her present concerns--her future.

What was she to do with the rest of her Iife? She had as nmuch job
security as anyone did, until recently she'd found the field of statisti-
cal parapsychol ogy to be exciting and chall engi ng, and her personal life

was- -

WAs nonexi stent. She had col | eagues and acquai ntances, but no cl ose
friends. Dylan was the closest thing to a friend she had, and she knew
she'd taken unfair advantage of that this nmorning, trading on his kindness
to get what she wanted

Oh, but he doesn't want nme! Truth protested inwardly.

VWhy not | et himdecide for hinself? a Bl ackburni sh i nner voice responded.
Stop biting his head off every tine the conversation veers beyond ' Good norni ng,
Ms. Jourdenmayne.'

Ckay. She nmight. But what was she doing with the rest of her life?

WAs she going to spend it sitting behind a desk at the Bidney Institute?
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If she wote the book she planned to wite about Thorne Bl ackburn and
saw it published, things would inevitably change for her. Lectures, tours,
fieldwork...

If she stayed in the field at all.

But at that point even imagination faltered, since if Truth were not
working at the Bidney Institute or one of its sister organizations she could
not imagi ne what she would be doing. For all the years of her life her
tastes, education, interests, and training had led her to the field of para-
psychol ogy, just as if she were an arrow streaking unerringly for its tar-
get--or a religious with a calling.

But now for the first time she was taking a good | ook at hersel f, and,
exam ni ng her past with brutal honesty, Truth wondered if her serene
satisfaction with her career path weren't just one nore link in what she
now saw as a long chain of errors of judgnent. Wat if her life had been
ai med, not at parapsychol ogy, but at its darker sibling?

WAs Sci ence her callingpor Magi ck?

When Truth cane up the drive toward the house she coul d see one of

the nmen--Donner, at a guess--riding a lawn tractor around in circles
across the wide side lawn, its vacuum attachnment sucking up the fallen
| eaves and | eaving vel vet greensward behind. He waved as he saw her
and Truth waved back. Behind him atop the rolling hills that were al
New York State could claimin the way of nmountains, thunderheads piled
up, a nore concrete prom se of the comng stormthan Caradoc's pre-
diction fromthis norning.

Consi deri ng what had happened during the | ast stormshe'd been here
for, Truth thought it was a good thing that she'd be retiring early and
sl eepi ng hard.

Julian's sl eek black BMVwas back, parked under the portico next to
Truth's Saturn and the white Volvo. Its presence rem nded her that she
needed to talk to him-and see Light. She shifted her bags to a nore
confortable distribution in her arnms and started up the steps to the front
door of the house. As she gained the topnost step, Gareth canme around
the side of the house, dragging two enornous bags of |awn waste. He
bri ght ened when he saw her

"H," Gareth said, abandoning the bags for the nonment. "Been down
to town? Say, did you hear what happened | ast night?" he went on before
she coul d answer, his enthusiasmobvious. "And this norning? The Pow
ers are gathering--Julian says we're already having nmani festations of the
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El ement al Ki ngs, and soon we should be seeing the astral vessels of the
Quardi ans of the Gate as well."

It was peculiar, Truth reflected, and not for the first time, to see some-
one |like Gareth, whol esone and normal |ooking in his worn deninms and
grass-stained T-shirt, spouting cant that bel onged at sone decadent
Bl oonmsbury opi um and- absi nthe gathering. To hear it in the cool Fal
sunshi ne of the Hudson Valley was even nore of a shock. "Well, that's nice,"” Truth said
i nadequat el y.

Gareth grinned at her, the expression so endearing and normal that
for just an instant Truth felt that she was the lunatic.

"But you were there--1 forgot--you' ve seen it happen. Isn't it terrific?"
This time he stopped and waited, obviously expecting her to agree--

that psychic vortexes and falling pictures and ghostly stags were, indeed,
terrific.

Only Gareth didn't know about the stag, because she'd told nobody
about the animals she'd seen on her drive back to the house yesterday.
Julian had prophesied that one on his own.

But if ghostly stags--and, she supposed, horses, wolves, and dogs--
were a mani festation of the Bl ackburn Work and not a synptom of the
Par anormal Event native to Shadow s Gate, what did that do to her theory
that all of Blackburn's problems had been caused by his haunted house--
not by his magi ck?

VWi ch cane first--the magi ck or the magician?
"Trut h?"
"Ch. I'msorry, Gareth. | was just--thinking."

"It's pretty awesone, being on the spot when the New Aeon starts,
isn't it?" Gareth said cheerfully. "Say, are you sure you don't want to join
us? You could probably go right through Neophyte and become a Zel at or
al most overnight, and then you could have the Freedom of the Tenple
and cone to all the rituals and everything."

For a nmonent Truth hesitated. She didn't have the faintest idea of what
a Zel ator actually was, although it seenmed to be the Bl ackburni an equiv-
al ent of a Brownie Scout, but the idea of being able to decide on the
evi dence of her own senses what was really going on in whatever rituals
the Circle of Truth was hol ding now seenmed nore attractive than re-
pugnant .

"Well, 1'll think about it; good enough?" she said

"Sure!" Gareth's delighted grin wi dened, and Truth had a sudden crue
insight that part of Gareth's pleasure stemmed fromthe status that being
able to report he had gained even this tentative assent from her woul d
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bring him Wth her growing intuition, she sensed that Gareth Crow her
was very much an outsider here--in one sense, even nore so than M chae
was.

Because Gareth wanted very nmuch to be a part of things here--and
M chael did not.

Gareth's attention returned to the leaves. "Well, 1'd better get a nove
on with these. We've got an incinerator on the grounds to burn trash |ike
this, and there used to be a zoning variance for it, but the village says it's
| apsed and they'll only issue us a two-week permt now, so we've got to
store all of it until Novenber. What a pain."

Truth smled in synpathy. It was easy enough to imagine that the
village's objections stenmed | ess fromany real -world cause than fromits
pr of ound unease with Shadow s Gate and its tenants. Al its tenants,
stretching back to ol d El kanah Schei dow hi nsel f - - -

VWho had bound what nust be free, who had tampered with that which was
inviolate, with that which would rage against its shackles until it was |oosed
to take its rightful place anong Those Wo Ride..

Truth blinked, and found that Gareth was hal fway down the upper
| oop of the drive, dragging the bags behind him

"Gareth!" Truth called. He stopped. "I need to talk to Light--do you
know where she is?"

"Qut by the maze, | think. You can go around the house to get there--
| eave your stuff there if you want; 1'll take it up."

"Ch, don't bother," Truth said. 'TlIl come back for it." She piled her
bags on the settle bench to the right of the door. She only intended to
be gone a few minutes, and after all, who was going to steal her things
her e?

She wal ked around the side of the house, through the portico where
coaches once had drawn up to take on and di scharge passengers in in-
clement weather. By rights there should be a carriage house somewhere
in sight, but all Truth saw was the back terrace, the garden, and the
boxwood maze off to the left. Maybe the carriage house had burned
down.

"Light?" Truth called softly. She'd passed the house and drawn even
with the entrance to the maze but she still didn't see Light anywhere.
Hadn't Julian said that Light went wandering in the woods sonetinmes?

If she'd gone there now, Truth could hunt until Bl ackburn's New Aeon
showed up and probably still not find her.

Truth peered into the naze, wondering if Light were anywhere to be
found down its white-pebbl ed pathways. The key to this maze was easy;
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"Do you think Truth wants it to be a secret, or will she tell it to us?"
M chael said.

In answer, Light slipped out fromunder his arm and stepped toward
Truth, holding out her hand. Truth reached out in return, and Light's
fingers closed around her, in a surprisingly strong and assured grip.

"She's... worried," Light said, as if she were reading sentences in an
unfam |iar | anguage. "About ne know ng? No, about what others will do
when they know. But she still thinks it will be better if everyone does.

Truth doesn't |ike secrets,

with a silver-eyed gaze.
Truth refused to be spooked by this denpnstration, which mght be

anyt hing from genui ne tel epathy to guesses so accurate they mght sinply

seem super nat ur al

"Light's ny sister,” Truth said to Mchael, glancing up at him Light's
fingers tightened around hers. It had been the right thing to say, then

Perhaps it was the proximty of the strongly psychic Light, but when
their gazes met suddenly Truth inagi ned she could hear M chael's un-
spoken thoughts:

If you will not |eave for yourself, won't you | eave for her? Take her far
away, keep her safe?

Truth shook her head reluctantly. And what would you do with ny sister,
(f you had the right? she thought back

"I'"ve been talking with Light about her gifts,” Mchael said aloud, as if
her were answering her unspoken question

"M chael says | shouldn't see things,'
di st urbed her.

M chael says," corrected M chael, com ng closer to the two wonen,
"that all the human senses are a gift from God, and Man's gift to God is
hi s discipline of those sane senses.”

"Meani ng that Light shouldn't use her powers?" Truth interjected

Li ght announced, staring into Truth's eyes

Light said, but not as if this

sharply.
"Meaning that we are sent to live in this world, and while we are here,
our task is to fit ourselves for those things we will be called upon to do

inthis world, not to try and live in another. Light has great abilities, but
it may be that her task in this world is to set them aside."
"Of all the--" Truth began, but Light's pressure on her hand stopped
her. To be normal --was that so bad, when being different had brought
Li ght such pain?
"You woul d not say that ~3our sister should speak to every person she
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meets, nmuch less invite theminto her home. How nuch | ess ought she
to do that when the visitor is unseen, and she has no one's judgnment or
help to rely upon but her own?"

"So you just want her to..." Truth couldn't think of a tactful descrip-
tion for what she thought M chael wanted.
"To accept the protection of One Who will bar the door of her sou

to any malignant forces,” Mchael said firmy. "To deny what she is when
that is the handiwork of God would be inpertinent, to say the |east, but

to deny her protection in her vulnerability would be folly." Mchael sniled
gently, to take the sting of fanaticismout of his words.

"l see your soul," Light said softly to Mchael. She was about to say
more, but M chael gently laid a finger on her |ips.

"You must hush, or your~sister will say | ama bad influence on you,
a religious fanatic who believes that everyone nust seek the Divine as
he does."

"And are you?" Truth said boldly, carrying the war to the eneny.
"There are many ways to approach the Divine," Mchael told her. "But
only one of them so | believe, is safe, and that safety was purchased at
a cost of pain, sorrow, and tears that is being paid to this very day. But
| perceive that | am annoying you, Truth, and you already think me quite
tiresone. Shall | |eave you with Light?"

"Ch--no," Truth said, thinking both of her purchases waiting for her
on the front steps and how happy Light seemed with M chael --at | east
when Julian was not around to di sapprove. "I have some things to do--
|l really did only want to see if Light was okay."
"Yes," Mchael said. For now, his eyes told Truth. But what of the future?

When she got back to the front steps, her bags were gone. It did not
occur to Truth that they had been stol en; she was baffled nore than
worried, until she renenbered Gareth's offer to take themi nside.

Must have done it anyway, she thought to herself. Gareth tried too hard
to please, trying to buy hinself a place in the Crcle as if they would not
grant it to himby right. Certainly checking her roomwould be the first
thing to do.

When she stepped into the foyer, the faint salt-sea-sugar-pine scent of
i ncense thrust her suddenly back to her first night at Shadow s Gate. She
shook it off. Smell was the nobst primal of the five senses, the one nost
likely to trigger illogical associative nenories. It nmeant nothing--other
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than, possibly, that the door of the Drum Rooni Tenpl e was open. She
tried to remenber if she'd snelled incense the one tine she'd been in
there and couldn't. She went on up the stairs, to find that the Tenple's
door was not the only door that was open

The door to her room stood open, and Truth could hear rustling sounds
wi thin. Was Gareth unpacking her things as well? That was going a little
too far.

Truth hurried through the doorway and stopped dead.

Fi ona Cabot was in Truth's room wearing one of her usual exiguous
outfits--a bodysuit in burgundy crushed velvet with a translucent chiffon
skirt--though why someone who desired respect so desperately should
dress as if she shopped out of the Frederick's of Hollywod catal og was a
riddle that Truth had not yet solved.

Ti ssue fromthe shopping bags was strewn all around the room and
the bags thensel ves had been thoroughly ransacked. As Truth wat ched,

Fiona tried on the velvet vest--Truth's velvet vest--and turned toward
the mirror on the dresser, admring her reflection. As she turned back
she saw Trut h.

"Ch, there you are. | saw that blond idiot bring this stuff up here, so
| decided to see if there was anything here | |iked."

Her face was serene and untroubled. Truth had a nonent to wonder
why Fi ona had been hangi ng around her room before bei ng consuned
with an anger so great it was literally paralyzing. "Get out of here," Truth
said. "And take that off while you're at it--it isn't yours."

"Make ne." Fiona's smle was an ugly thing. "It's like your dear old
dad said--1've got the right to do whatever | want and you' ve got the
right to cry about it. You're not going to yell to Julian because that'd
make you |l ook like a winp and maybe he wouldn't |let you hang around
here any nore, so | guess you're just going to put up with nme."

Fiona stripped off the vest and threw it into a corner, then turned back
to the shoppi ng bags, hunmi ng under her breath. "You... bitch,"” Truth said.
The hot anger was gone, replaced by a cold contenpt and the wonder
suitable to the discovery of a new species. She'd seen themin books and
on television, but she'd never expected to neet with one in real life; a

bitch; a woman who put as much thought and effort into making other
peopl e unhappy as nost people did into maki ng thensel ves happy.

Fi ona turned back to her, smling sweetly, and responded with a word
so foul it actually made Truth's ears ring with shock to hear it. She picked
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up Truth's nail scissors fromthe dresser top, then reached into one of
the bags at her feet and pulled out a fistful of marbled green silk--Truth's
dress.

Truth took a step into the room wondering if she could grab the scissors
out of her hand before Fiona carried out her obvious intentions.

"I wouldn't,"Julian observed mldly. Each woman froze, as if the remark
had been addressed to her alone. "Fiona, nmy angel, have you been being
naught y?" Jul i an said.

"Truth was showi ng ne the new dress she'd gotten in town," Fiona
lied silkily, "and | was going to trima |loose thread. Only | don't see it
nowW "

She dropped the dress and scissors to the floor together and kicked
themto one side, snling at Julian with the perfect confidence of the
woman who knows she will be believed not because she is truthful, but
because she is beautiful

"Fiona, darling." Julian's voice was warm and synpat hetic, and Fiona
flowered beneath it like a rose in the sun. Truth wondered that she
couldn't hear the fury underneath; it spilled off himlike snmoke froma
cake of dry ice, arctic and burning.

"If you ever bother M ss Jourdemayne again--in any way--|'m going
to have Hereward drive you to the nearest bus station and you'd better
pray you have enough nmoney in your pocket for a ticket to somewhere
because | guarantee the gravy train will have been derailed. | don't need
attitude cases here at Shadow s Gate--which nmeans | don't need you. |
hope |'m being very clear?" he asked graciously.

What ever Fiona had been expecting, it was not this dispassionately
savage shaming. As Truth watched, the girl went so pale that her sluttish
makeup seened to lie on the surface of her skin, chalky and inert. Her
eyes seened to grow larger, brilliant through the lens of welling tears.

"Fiona?" Julian said, in that same nild voice.

Fi ona gul ped, her lips stretching in a sickly rictus of appeasenent. She
shook her head, unable to speak, the velvet costume suddenly lurid against
the ashen pallor of her skin. Julian took a step to the side, and Fi ona
took the escape offered, running fromthe room Julian | ooked at Truth.

"I"'msorry," he said. "Are your things all right? | suppose it's no secret
to you that magick--1ike parapsychol ogy--attracts some inherently un-
stabl e personalities." He smled ruefully.

The fury that Truth had felt Julian wield like a | ash was gone, carrying
all Truth's anger at Fiona with it. She felt drained but calm her only
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enotion a faint pity for Fiona, who had been so brutally put in her place.
Now, only a few mnutes later, it was hard to believe the words spoken
here--Fiona's and Julian's--had ever been said.

She wal ked over and picked up the dress, lifting the scissors carefully
clear first. She inspected it closely, but Fiona's handling had | eft no narks
on its shimering surface. She draped it over one armand went on to
retrieve the vest. She wondered if she'd ever be able to wear it w thout
renenbering this scene. She laid both garnents out on the bed.

"Pretty." Julian's verdict was frankly appreciative and frankly nal e.
Truth found herself coloring slightly at a remark that was far nore than
casual --and at her reaction to it.

"It's like the old joke--'I saw it in the window and | just had to have
it,"" Truth said, trying to deflect the conplinent.

"You have good judgnent," Julian said, couching his next tribute in
nmore carefully neutral terns, though his smle was warm and intimate.

"Any act of judgnent is a risk. Mst people are afraid to take risks."
"I"'mnot afraid,” Truth said, neeting his eyes.
"No," Julian said with an inward smle. "I don't imagine that you are."

Dinner was a quietly hurried affair, fromwhich Fiona was absent w thout
expl anation. The others, having by now accepted Truth's presence en-
tirely, spoke freely in front of her--but in the technical vocabul ary of
hi gh magi ck, which enployed a terminology as alien to Truth as that of
any physicist.

What, for exanple, was a Lesser Banishing Ritual? It seenmed to be
simlar to a Mddle Pillar Exercise, for all the good that information did
her. Tal k of paths, pillars, gates, and houses--and left- and right-hand
trees--gave Truth the Mad Tea Party feeling she'd been dropped down
into a gardeners' conventionnmat |least until they started tal king about
operations and workings. She didn't know what any of this neant, but
she was beginning to grant it a grudgi ng respect.

Li ght was radiant, as caught up in this as any of themand in inpish
high spirits. Al of the others, even Ellis, treated her as an adored baby
sister, but Truth had seen what the others seemed to ignore--what the
exercise of Light's powers cost her--and knew that even | oving ignorance
could kill.

She had to get Light out of here, and it seenmed that in this M chae
was her only ally.

It was odd, Truth reflected, that what she would not do for herself--
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| eave Shadow s Gate--she would do on the instant for a worman she had
known for barely a week. But Light was her sister, her blood, and bl ood
called to bl ood.

"I"'mafraid we have to | eave you now," Julian said, interrupting the
train of Truth's nmusings. He | eaned proprietorially over her chair, his
hand on her shoulder. "But as Gareth says, you are always wel cone to
become one of us."

Truth forced herself not to | ook at Mchael, sensing it would be a
tactical mstake. It was a bad thing when you knew you really couldn't
trust your only possible ally.

"Gve ne nore tinme," Truth said, and the coaxing pressure was wth-
dr awn.

"All the tinme you need,"” Julian said, snmling, and foll owed the others
fromthe dining room |eaving Truth and M chael there al one.

"M chael ?" Truth's question stopped himas he was rising fromthe
table. He stood and waited, head inclined at a courteous angle of attention.

"If 1 asked you your opinion of ny joining the Circle of Truth, you'd
say | shouldn't, wouldn't you?"

M chael pondered the question for a nonent--choosing his words
with the care of a lawer or a judge, Truth realized

"If you were to join Julian's Circle, you would find neither happi ness
or rest in doing so, and woul d probably destroy any hope you had of
finding either in your lifetine," he said at |ast.

As nice an equivocation as she was likely to find outside a Jesuit rectory,
Truth thought sourly.

"M chael --you don't believe in magick, in the Wrk, do you? You
think ny father was crazy, right?" And that being the case, why are you
here, M chael Archangel ?

"No. | think he was right," Mchael said sinply. "That's the problem
Everything he said was true. Good night, Truth. Sleep well."

And with that Mchael left her, and Truth was alone in the dining room
of Shadow s Gate.

After the affair with Fiona and the conversation with M chael, sleep should
have been el usive, but Truth had taken a long walk in the fresh air that
day and had endured a sleepless night before it. She barely kept her eyes
open during a quick bath in the new bath salts that had been anot her
purchase today in Shadowkill, and was asl eep al nost before she turned

off the light.

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (203 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:14 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt

GIOST L IGHT Z99

She was awakened--she thought--by a crash of thunder, and opened
her eyes to the strobe-white flicker of |ightning bleaching her bedroom
to a grayed nmonochrome i nage of itself.

There was a man sitting in the chair beside her bed. She drew a deep
breath. To screan®? She wasn't sure herself.

"Shut up," he said synpathetically. "I hate scream ng wonen."

The lightning flickered again--nore distant this tine--and died, |eav-
ing the roomdark, filled with the sound of the hammering rain. But Truth
had al ready recogni zed her midnight caller. Forcing herself to nmove
through the terror that gripped her, she stretched out a hand toward the
| anp besi de her bed.

"Don't," Thorne Bl ackburn said.

Truth stopped. If this were a dream-it could be, it could be, she told
hersel f desperately--it could end, and she struggled to awaken. But every
sense was already at shrieking attention, and the man in the chair--only
an indistinct shape, without the lightning to illumnate him-was stil
t here.

"What do you want?" Truth said. Wasn't that what you were supposed
to ask ghosts? Lightning flickered again, quick as a snake tongue, show ng
her the Thorne fromthe pictures--1ong bl ond hair, headband, denim
vest, and tie-dyed T-shirt.

"My necklace and ring, for a start. Were are they?"

For a paral yzi ng noment she couldn't renenber. She was too fright-
ened at this nmoment to be self-conscious; she believed, sincerely and
with primtive terror, that this was her father, Thorne Bl ackburn, returned
fromthe dead.

"In ny car," she finally nanaged

"Well, hell; | can't send you out in this to get them" Thorne Bl ackburn
sai d. The thunder followed his words with a sharp crack and a dying
runbl e. "Leave t hem somewhere around the house, will you? They're
mne. | need them Mdre than you do, anyway."

Rai ndrops drove at the bedroom w ndow with the force of thrown
gravel . Lightning again: and in the flash Truth saw Thorne's shadow
printed on the wall, real and substantial as the agel ess apparition before
her. She cl osed her eyes tightly, nauseated with prineval dread.

"You're dead," she said through clenched teeth. "You can't need any-
thing." The thunder follow ng the |ightning was several seconds |ater; the
storm was noving away.

"And you're just as stubborn as your nother," Thorne said fondly,

"but it's hard enough to pull this hat trick off w thout wasting nmy time
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arguing. | came to tell you: Get the hell out of my house before you get
your rationalist ass singed. Wwo the hell do you think you are, Hans
Hol zer? You're not |ike other people baby, you re ny daughter--"

It was difficult to remain terrified while being affectionately scol ded
by a dead parent in a voice with faintly working-class undertones. Truth
lunged for the light switch and pressed it frantically.

The | anp at her bedsi de canme on. There was no one in the chair.
And who in God's nane was Hans Hol zer?

The roomwas dark, lit only by the sickly pale glow that emanated from
tel evision and VCR

"--thank you, future Epopts of the New Aeon, it's really groovy being
here with Ed tonight and we've got a really far-out cosmc trip planned
for all of you--"

Truth red-eyed and sl eepless, sat in the roomcontaining the Bl ackburn
coll ection, running tapes through the VCR Looking at her father

"I canme to tell you: Get the hell out of my house before you get your rationalist
ass singed."

She'd run this tape five tinmes already: Here, transferred to videocas-
sette, were copies of every one of Thorne's appearances caught on film
Carson, Sullivan, The Dating Ganme, the Hollywood Bow --even a few
m nutes at Wodstock. Before, she hadn't been able to bear the thought
of seeing Thorne, even in the electronic flesh. Now she couldn't | ook
away.

He was so young. In his twenties in these clips, a leading |light of what
had been call ed the Youthquake, that dazzling denographic surge in
which kids in their teens and twenties took over the popular culture of
the nation, fromnusic to fashion. The Yout hquake, the British Invasion
the faint Liverpudlian accent she'd heard--

--in her dreans? Ch, please let it have been a dream -

--was still discernible here in these taped performances, if you |listened
carefully and knew what you were | ooking for, although Thorne Bl ack-
burn had worked hard at some point to attain the bland nmeasured diction
of a radi o announcer. O was the Liverpool accent an add-on, an after-
thought, to capitalize on the 1960s Anerican fascination with things
British? None of the biographical information on Thorne Bl ackburn had
been really certain about his nationality; Truth had just assuned he was
Aneri can.

She' d made, she knew now, far too nmany assunptions.
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After Thorne's appearance in her room sleep, no matter how her body
begged for it, was out of the question. After an hour spent flinching at
every retreating thunderclap, fighting the inmpulse to sinply grab her car
keys and fl ee--

W thout Light? And where woul d you go? You' ve never run away from
anything in your life. Except from being Thorne Bl ackburn's daughter.

--she'd given up and gotten dressed. And cone down here, | ooking
for proof of a sort. The tapes that Julian had gathered. Al the footage
there was of Thorne.

"Who the he//do you think you are, Hans Hol zer?

No. Hans Hol zer was a | ecturer and aut hor of nunerous popul ar books
on ghosts, hauntings, and the occult whom Thorne had affected to despise
for his bland m ddl e-of -t he-road approach to the world of the superna-
tural. For that reason if no other, his books were represented in the
Bl ackburn col l ection. She nust have heard of himfrom Dyl an or sone-
one, little though she renenbered it. It was not possible that her infor-
mation canme from Thorne Bl ackburn

Seeing the tiny, noving figure, preserved forever on tape, Truth was
abl e to wonder about what she had seen--or dreamed. If it had been a
dream then certainly the man in her room had been Thorne Bl ackburn

"You're not |ike other people, baby, you re ny daughter--"

The voice, the face, everything was the sanme. Even though her uncon-
scious m nd had not had these tapes to draw upon, she'd certainly had
access to enough material to create a dreamimge so close to the reality
that her waking m nd could nerge the two.

Then what about the handwiting in your book? O what spoke through
Light? O the man you saw in the hal/outside Irene's roon? What about
t hent?

Truth put her face in her hands. Helplessly, hating it, she believed.
"Ch God damm you, Daddy. God damm you to Hell.'
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

This truth within thy nmind rehearse,

That in a boundl ess universe

I's boundl ess better, boundl ess worse.
--ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON
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already cried all the tears she had to weep. Truth shook her head, wearily.
A hiss of static startled her. The tape in the VCR had conme to the end
again. She nmuted the sound and hit the "Rew nd" button and got up,
stretching stiffly, to turn on the lights. Sitting in the dark hadn't gotten
her anywhere. She | ooked at her watch. Al nost five o' clock in the norn-
ing. So much for the peace of a night's sleep
Everybody--wel |, counting Thorne and M chael as everybody, anyway--
wants ne to | eave Shadow s Gate. But it isn't because |I'min danger, not really.
Nei t her of them has said that.
She tried to concentrate on what M chael had said to her in their
maddeni ngl y i nconcl usi ve conversati ons.
Not because |'min danger. That's not why. It's because |I'll |earn something.
VWhat ? Truth's lifelong mstrust of Thorne Bl ackburn returned ful
force--if there was sonething he didn't want her to know, she was de-
termined to find out what it was.

Her hand was still on the ol d-fashioned push-button |ight switch when
the library door opened.
"Ch--it's you," Irene and Truth said in chorus.

I rene Aval on was obviously either just on her way to bed or had just

gotten up. Her white hair was pulled back neatly under a silver hairnet
and her face was bare of nmakeup. She wore fluffy purple scuffs on her
feet, and her stout person was swathed in a heavy flannel robe the tw n
of the one she'd |loaned Truth. Truth contrasted the wonman before her
with the slimlaughing redhead in the pictures--who could not have been
young even then, if twenty-t~ve rears had aged her so--and thought that
Time's magi ¢ was the cruel est sorcery oceall.

"I saw the lights were on in here," Irene said. "I was neditating in the
Templ e after the Wirk tonight and | was on ny way up, but | just wanted
to make sure none of those rascal boys had left the lights on again. Good
boys, all of them but not one of them has ever had to worry about where
the next penny is coming from if you ask ne."

"The stormwoke me up,"” Truth said. A half-truth, after all, was better
than none. "I thought 1'd come down and do sone work while it was
quiet.”

"Not sleeping well?" Irene studied Truth's face closely. "No," she
answered herself. "Child, you | ook positively haggard. What you want is
a good cup of cocoa and a nice lie-in; it's my belief you' re half-attuned
to the Wrk already; no wonder you can't sleep when the Circle is work-
ing."'

Irene's expl anation, smacking strongly of nunbo-junbo as it did, was
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still preferable to having to admt the reality, at least in Truth's opinion
She let Irene | ead her off to the kitchen, where the ol der worman t ook
down a small saucepan and set it on the stove.

"Real cocoa, and none of those nasty nodern mixes full of chemcals
and hydrogenated vegetabl e fats--pah! Just a pinch of saffron init, to
hel p you sl eep. They used to use it in possets all the way back to the
M ddl e Ages; there's no harmin it," Irene said soothingly.

"Just as long as | don't have to go back to the Mddle Ages to drink
it," Truth joked feebly.

I rene | aughed, pottering around the kitchen, taking the mlk fromthe
refrigerator, adding saffron and vanilla and brown sugar and cocoa, and
finally whisking the steaming brewinto a froth and pouring it out into
two | arge nugs.

Truth held the cup under her nose and inhal ed deeply. The honey-
sweetness of it was like a field of edible flowers in the sun; the strong
scent of vanilla and the luscious tropical chocolate snell were underlain
by the faintly winy tang of nol asses and the del ectable, earthy savor of
saffron. She sipped at it. It tasted even better than it snelled.

"Delicious,"” Truth pronounced, but even if she drank a sw nm ng-
pool full she didn't think she'd be able to get back to sleep

They tal ked i nconsequenti al s--the weather, the shops in town. Truth
had a sense that there was sonething Irene wanted to say to her, and for
her own part, Truth's tongue was tangl ed with unasked questi ons.

Irene was just topping off their cups with the last of the pot when there
was the sound of a key in the door that once had been the tradesman's
entrance, and a nmonment | ater a man canme in, shrugging off a heavy
corduroy barn coat. There was a worman, simlarly dressed, behind him

"Ch, M. Walker," Irene said. "This is M. and Ms. Wl ker, Truth--
they do the housekeeping here--in the nmorning, while there's no one
to get in their way."

"Good norning, ladies,”" M. Wil ker said--civilly enough, but his de-
sire to have his domain to hinmself was plain.

So that was why Truth never saw the people who cared for Julian's
house--they were probably gone before nine o' clock, and M. Hoskins
left by eight P.M, leaving the house--and the night--to Julian and his

apost | es.
"Ch, and here |'ve gone and dirtied up your kitchen, and | dare swear
you won't let me hear the end of it, M. Walker," Irene said ruefully.

She made as if to take the offending pot and wash it, but M. Walker
waved her away--curtly, Truth thought.
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"Come on, lrene, let's go somewhere el se and | eave the poor man to
do his work in peace." Truth took the ol der woman's arm and, carrying
their unfinished cups of cocoa with them they left the kitchen

Truth woul d have chosen any other roomin the house for a cozy chat,
but Irene's destination turned out to be the Tenmple. It had not been
completely tidied away fromthe events of earlier in the evening; when
Irene and Truth cane in there was still a ring of stools in the mddle of
the floor, giving the space an eerie resenblance to a deserted cl assroom

Irene pressed the button that turned on the lights, then sat down on
a stool and patted the one next to hers invitingly.

Truth sat as she'd been bidden and stared into her cup. The fact that
I rene had brought her here showed plainly enough that for Irene, this
room held no terrors--and she had actually been here the night Katherine
di ed.

"Tell me about my nother," Truth said. "Did ny--did Thorne | ove
her, do you think?" she blurted out, flushing.

It was a childish question and an awkward one, but Irene gave it serious
thought. Truth saw a faint smile tug at the corners of her mouth and I|ight
her eyes, as though whatever nenories Irene had of those tinmes were
happy enough to blunt the horror of its end.

"She was his soul mate; there's no doubt of that in nmy mnd. There
were two wonen he |l oved that way--oh, not the way he | oved me, but
I don't grudge it them better to have one-tenth of a man |ike Thorne

and the nmenories afterward than all of something you'll only regret. But
for Thorne--
"There were the two of them Katherine and, well, let's just call her

the other one. He couldn't have them both, and when he had to choose,

he chose Katherine, even though it nmeant losing the other. Ch, it wasn't
about jeal ousy--we were none of us jealous that way in those days, we

were building a new world and all the rules were going to change. | think
it was you as made the difference to Thorne when it cane to Katherine,

but there I'mtelling tales out of school, and | haven't a right to. But he
| oved them both, and gave up one of his loves for the other, so never

doubt Thorne | oved your nother."

I rene sipped at her cocoa, her m nd obviously caught up in nmenories
of those days.

"In away it's as if Thorne Bl ackburn--of all people--was put on this
earth to curb Katherine's wldness. You ve got the | ook of your nother
but there's nore of Caro in you, to ny mnd. Stubborn, that one--Thorne
al ways said that nothing could shift Caro but Caro, and once she'd made
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up her mnd you could save your breath to cool your porridge. GCh, but

Kat heri ne, she was a one for desperate chances; reckless as Lucifer and

just as proud. That night . . . she just went too far, that was all. She went
too far." Irene shook her head, the nmenmory of the pain diming the joy.

"Aunt Irene, what happened to Thorne that night?" The honorific
slipped out before Truth realized it; she felt a sudden fierce love for the
old woman, and for a nmoment she coul d al nost imagi ne she remenbered
Irene from before.

"He... saw that she was dead. There's nore to it than that, but |I'm
afraid | can't tell you; I'"'msealed to the Circle." Irene took up the tale
easily. It was not necessary to specify which night--in the tale of Thorne
Bl ackburn there was only one. "But he knew she was dead. He stripped
off his jewels--they're |ike badges of rank, |ovey, you can see hi mwearing
themin those old photos--and threw them away; a ring, a necklace, and
a bracelet--and cradled her in his arms, crying |like a baby. But the police
never found him though they | ooked all around here for two days and
put roadbl ocks as far south as Fishkill."

She sighed and shook her head. "I tell you, it gave me quite a turn,
seeing Julian wearing Thorne's bracelet. But it isn't the original, he told
me, just a copy nmade to the specifications in the workbook. You take
ni ne i ron bands, you see--"

Irene ranbled on, like a partridge fluttering in front of the hunters to
draw attention away from her nest, but Truth refused to be diverted.

If this were true, then she'd been wong. Al these years, when she'd
bl amed Thorne Bl ackburn for her nother's death, she'd been w ong.

"You sai d Thorne saw Kat heri ne dead? How did she die? Julian said
it was a drug overdose--was it? What happened? What happened to
Thor ne?" Truth denmanded.

"I can't tell you," Irene said sinply. "You aren't sealed to the Circle.
| swore, you see: to protect, conceal, and never reveal any art or arts,
part or parts--"

"Yes, all right. Does Julian know?" Truth said inpatiently.

"Ch yes. He asked me, and as soon as | was satisfied that he could
work the proper Gade | told him"

And that was something Truth couldn't do if she sat here till doonsday.
"But the police--" she said in frustration. Surely they hadn't accepted an
expl anation like that? People who pleaded the Fifth Anendment these
days went to jail, and that was reporters, never mind what woul d have
happened to nut cultists in the sixties who tried it.
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I rene shook her head sadly. "I'msorry, pet; 1'd tell you if | could, but
it's like asking a priest what goes on in the confessional, don't you see?
Caths are real things and you can't break them | can tell you what | told

the police, though, and it's every bit of it true."”

She patted Truth's hand, and Truth forced herself to smle. It wasn't
Irene's fault

That she was crazy? O conscientious? O sinply loyal? Truth didn't
know. It seened that suddenly there were no villains any nore, and that
frightened her as nmuch as evil m ght have.

"What | told themwas this, and it's true enough, being all that outer
eyes could see. A sudden stormblew up while we--the Inner Circle, al
thirteen of us--were in the Tenple, and it bl ew open the doors. The
front doors, and the ones in here. Katherine--your poor nother--went
into convul sions. They did decide later it was a drug overdose, which
Thorne woul d never have permtted if he'd known, you nust believe
that--but at least they called it an accident, or we'd all have been facing
mur der charges. But Johnny's father--that's our Johnny; one of us--the
Circle as we were then--poor lad, he's been in the ground these fifteen
years--had the noney for sone fancy |lawers, and if they didn't charge
him the rest of us had to get off too. | don't think they cared nuch, the
police didn't, although if they could have got their hands on Thorne it
woul d have been a different matter "

"Yes, Aunt Irene. But about that night. You said there was a storn®"
"Yes. Thorne liked to work during stornms; he said the power was easier
to mani pul ate then. But the stormthat night... Well, the doors bl ew
open and of course the candles we were using went out--it was the w nd,
you see. We tried to turn on the lights, but there was a power failure
because of the storm and by the time we got the flashlights and sorted
everyt hing out, Thorne was gone and Kat heri ne was dead."

"So he could just have run off?" Truth said uncertainly. But even if
the police weren't still |ooking for Thorne after a quarter of a century,
Julian woul d have been--and Julian, Truth was willing to bet, would have
found him

"That's what the police said, and I'll grant them they did give the old
pl ace a good turning out, and of course we did nothing to stop them W
couldn't," Irene added with an apologetic laugh. "It was Thorne as owned
the place, you see--they called the rest of us squatters and said we had
no right to be here. Arrested us too, they did, all but Caroline, though
in the end they had to Il et nost of us go, after Johnny's da had got through
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with them But took Debbie's baby away from her, poor girl, and when
they told her she was an unfit nother she hanged herself in her cell. A
so long ago," Irene said nournfully.

The ' Debbie' that Irene spoke of nust be Debra Wnwood, Light's
mot her, and Johnny woul d be Jonat han Ashwel |, whose father had been

quite as rich and well connected as Irene's scattered narrative reported.
But what a horrible thing to do! Truth felt her anger rise in defense of
that |ong-ago hel pless girl, even though common sense said there m ght
be another side to things than the one that Irene knew. "What about the other children?" Truth
asked.
"Pilgrimran away the night of the storm He was a wi|ld boy; nobody
but Thorne could ever make hi mm nd; he nust have been uncontroll able

after Thorne... was gone. They caught up with himwhile the rest of us
were still being held; we heard that nuch. The poor wee thing was only
eight; |1 don't know whatever happened to him Caro tried to make them

give himto her but they wouldn't, and she tried at |east to keep both
you and Light, but--oh!--the pigs--as we called themthen--were out
in force, deternmned to stanmp out the nassed forces of the ungodly: thirty
hi ppi es working magick in a big old house."

I rene paused, |ooking off into the distance. Wen she spoke again, her
voi ce was taut with remenbered anger.

"Al'l the children were taken away--there were nore than just
Thorne's, and sonme of their parents were legally married and all. It didn't
matter. It was six nonths before Caro got you back, and that was only
through friends in high places, so | imagine. It was in the Anerican papers,
so | got to see the clippings even after I was sent home, but she cane
to nme while | was still in jail and asked ne to stay away and keep the
others away--fromyou and fromher. | think she already knew she had
a fight on her hands.

"The other children, | don't know what happened to them |'m not
really sure about npbst of what cane after they gave up on the nurder
charges; | was deported back to England. Silly buggers |abeled ne an
"undesirable alien,' and you know that doesn't cone out of your file easily.
Wy, fromthat day to this | haven't been back to America."

I rene sighed again and shook her head. "Oh, it's caused nme nore than
a bit of trouble down the years, but Thorne was worth it, all of it." She
smled rem niscently, in a fashion that once woul d have angered Truth
but now only made her sad.

"l don't know how Julian ever got the minister to i ssue ne a new
passport and American visa and all,"” Irene went on in a faintly troubled
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tone, "but he managed sonething, the dear boy. | was down in Brighton--

the seaside crystal-ball-and-teacup trade, you know, and even if ny pow

ers aren't what they once were | can still read a heart-line to sone purpose.

I'"d even kept in touch with the Circles still doing the Bl ackburn Wrk- -

oh, we were snubbed royally in our day, by the O T.0 and the ol den
Dawn bot h; they thought Thorne wasn't serious enough, but after he'd
gone there were enough people Thorne had touched with his work to
carry on, after a fashion--Snmoothing the Path, at |east, even if wthout
Venus Afflicted no one could Open the Way. Until Julian, of course--"
Truth let Irene ranble gently on, all the while thinking furiously. One
thing stood out clearly through Irene's rem niscences--that Thorne
Bl ackburn's body had never been found. Irene had said that he'd dis-
appear ed, not di ed.

"So Thorne could still be alive?" she finally asked.
I rene stopped, interrupted, and stared at her. Finally she gave a little
startled laugh. "No! Thorne still in the world? Ch, Truth, | can't tell you

anything, truly, but I tell you: no. If you' re thinking he'd run off that
night, it isn't true."

Irene hesitated, as if debating whether her conscience would wthstand
the bending of a confidence. Finally she drew a deep breath. "He never
left that room not by door nor window. | was there and I'mtelling you
And that's all I'mtelling you."

At Irene's insistence, Truth went back to her room promsing to |lie down
at least for a few hours. Al ready the mdnight conversation with Thorne
Bl ackburn was receding into unreality; it was hard to believe it had ever
happened.

But she did believe that Thorne was here. Sonewhere. Sonehow. And
because she was a scientist by inclination and training, the fact that he
was here was not enough. She wanted to know why. Wiy here? Way now? Why her?

Despite herself Truth fell asleep, and when she awke it was early
afternoon, She felt runpled and grubby from sl eeping in her cl6thes, but
a vigorous application of cold water to her face brushed away sone of
the cobwebs, and she thought she might as well continue with what she'd
conme here for, difficult though it was to keep her nmind on her origina
goal now-reviewing Julian's collection of Blackburniana and naki ng
notes for her biography.

If Blackburn truly was English, nmaybe she could prevail on Dylan to
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see if any of Dylan's friends in England could turn up anything on Thorne's
early life. O maybe even trace himthrough the passport office.

Passport. If the British governnent had i ndeed revoked Irene's--and
the Anerican governnent her visa--how had Julian gotten both of them
back for her?

Maybe Irene had just been m sinforned, Truth deci ded dubi ously.
As her mind turned over approaches to her subject, Truth changed
clothes, defiantly |ayering the velvet vest over a white cotton bl ouse and
dark slacks. If she wasn't going to run froma ghost, she was dammed if
she'd back down for Fiona's tantruns. And Julian had pretty well put an
end to those, if Fiona had any sense at all

But does she? Ah, there's the question... Truth thought wyly.

A rebellion fromher stomach rem nded Truth that she'd m ssed break-
fast, and that if she was going to run short on sleep she at |east needed
food. She renenbered from her undergraduate days that sl eepless nights
of study had been fueled largely by take-out pizza and fistfuls of candy
bars, and al though she wasn't willing to go quite that far, a hearty |unch
woul dn't cone am ss. Wen she | eft her room she headed for the dining
room

Lunch at Shadow s Gate seened to be served buffet style, with the two
si deboards cleared and set with a soup tureen and a variety of sal ads and
cold neats. Apparently lunch, |ike breakfast, was a very casual affair, with
peopl e com ng and goi ng as they pl eased.

When Truth cane in, Ellis, Hereward, and Light were already seated
at the table. Light had a plate filled with desserts at her el bow, and was
poking desultorily at a bow of soup. Her face lit up when she saw Truth.

"Ch, good! You're feeling"--she cocked her head as if she were lis-
tening, still staring at Truth, although Truth coul d see that her eyes had
| ost focus--"better," she concluded a nonment |ater

"You're going to nake yourself sick if you eat all that sugar on an
enpty stomach," Truth found herself saying

Ellis snorted, in a fashion that suggested he'd said the sane thing. The
water glass at his plate was hal f-full of an anmber liquid that Truth was
willing to bet wasn't iced tea. Light hunched her shoul ders defensively
and dropped the spoon back in the bowl with a splash

"Ch, well," Truth said hastily, "I don't suppose it matters what order
you eat |unch and dessert in, as long as you do eat both of them"
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"Kids," Hereward said to no one in particular. "Can't live with 'em
can't live without '"em" Light stuck her tongue out at him and he grinned
at her. She pushed the soup away and reached for a brownie, biting into
it wth triunphant satisfaction.

"There's sandw ch maki ngs over there, and soups and sal ad under the
wi ndow. Cof fee and dessert are set up in the kitchen--we're allowed the
freedom of the sanctum at |unchtine because that's when Hoski ns does
the shopping," Hereward told Truth.

She filled a plate at the sideboard and set it down in the place next to
Light, then went into the kitchen in search of coffee. Wen she came
back, a cup in one hand and a napkin full of still-warm cookies in the
other, it was to see half her egg-sal ad sandwi ch gone and Light wearing
a m schi evously innocent expression

"Hrp. | know a trick worth two of that," Truth said, and paused to
add a couple of slices of roast beef to her plunder. Light winkled her
nose and turned back to her dessert.

Truth bit into the roast beef. It was delicious as all the food at Shadow s
Gat e had been, and just what her ravening stomach required. She sat
down, and used her napkin to remove a snear of mayonnai se fromLight's
cheek. The protectiveness she felt toward her newfound sister was al nost
frightening in its fierceness.

"So. What are all of you doing this afternoon?" Truth asked cheerfully.
She thought gl ancingly of the conversation she'd had with Caradoc--
could it have been only yesterday?--about Mgick being the art of per-
sonal transformation, a tool for the mind of Man that should not be
circunscribed by the will of Church or State. Noble sentinents--but
what was the reality?

"Tenple's dark tonight, so we won't be working," Hereward said, an-
swering her question. "But nost of us have lines to learn for the ritua
tomorrow. Not the first time any of us has done it, but 1'd hate to go
dry in thg,~tre sacra," he added.

The way Hereward spoke triggered a nenory in Truth. "You' re an
actor, aren't you? \When you're not--here?"

Hereward | aughed. "Oh, |I'malways 'Here,' but you're right. | won't
ask if you've seen ne in anything, because you haven't, but--how did
you know?"

"l dated a Broadway gypsy while | was in college. |I remenber he used

to tal k about the theater having dark nights--1 thought it had somnething
to do with the light bill."
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Hereward | aughed. "No; just that it isn't in use. But I'll have to watch
myself. | wouldn't want to give anything away." H's gray wol f-eyes

wat ched her steadily, giving another |ayer of neaning to his words.

"Well at |east, ny dear fellow Guardi an, you don't have to haul a bl oody
great sword around while you're rattling offyour bit," Ellis said. "I thought
our Julian was going to put the thing through ne last night." He took a
|l ong drink of what was in his glass--sherry, Truth thought--and set it
down agai n.

"Well, you did drop it," Hereward said, his eyes still on Truth. "But
that's what dress rehearsals are for, ny dear Gatekeeper. And speaking
of dresses, Truth, what did you do to little Fee, our Titian-tressed ange
of conpassion? | haven't seen her blow her cues as badly as she did | ast
ni ght since I've net her."

Since he'd nentioned dresses, Hereward must know perfectly well what
had happened, and Truth was damed if she'd provide himany nore
detail s.

"How | ong have you known her?" Truth asked instead. It was only
after the question had been asked that she realized how interested she
really was in the answer.

"The Circle's been working together for about a year. Both of us--
Ellis and |--had experience with the Bl ackburn Wrk before, and of
course Irene and Doc--that's Caradoc--did too, but I'mwilling to swear
that Fiona didn't know an Airt from an Epopt before she nmet Julian."”

Her ewar d shrugged.

Airt was Gaelic for "direction," but in Fiona's defense, Truth didn't
have the faintest idea what an "Epopt" was either--only hadn't Thorne
used the word? She | ooked inquiringly toward Ellis, but enlightennent
was not forthcomng fromthat quarter

"True--for what it's worth. There are tinmes | think Thorne would have
done us all a great service if he'd designed a magi ckal systemthat didn't

rely so heavily on ... female participation,"” Ellis said.

"Way, Ellis. You talk as if you didn't |ike wonen," Hereward said
archly.

Ellis grimaced sourly. "All I'msaying is that the Bl ackburn Work is

built around the Hierolator and the Hierophex, and they're both wonen."
"There's always the Ritual of Anubis," Hereward said provocatively.
"Yes," Ellis said without comrent. He saw Truth's | ook of inconpre-
hensi on and rel ented, taking another sip fromhis glass. "Since you'l
probably run into it in your research I'll tell you: The Ritual of Anubis
is Blackburn's Snoothing of the Path with nmen substituting for the wom
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en's roles. It was published by the Circle of Fire--that's the Bl ackburn
Lodge in San Francisco--"
"Naturally," put in Hereward.

"But | don't know if it's ever actually been perforned. If it had been,
there'd be no trouble finding out where Thorne's grave was--all you'd
have to do would be listen for the noise of himspinning init."

No matter how rmuch Ellis had drunk--and Truth was beginning to
suspect it was rather a lot--his sarcastically overpreci se speech remai ned
clear. And it was beginning to seemto Truth that the occult and the
academic world had nore in comon than she'd originally thought--
faction fights and di sputes about material, a snmall, closed comunity
where every one knew -and di shed--every one el se.

"Not to mention the trouble of finding a male trance psychic over the
age of consent for your Anubian Hi erophex. Isn't it true that npost me-

di ums are wonmen?" Hereward asked Truth.

She felt a gratitude at being asked a question to which she actually had
the answer, and wondered if that had been Hereward' s actual point.

"It does seemthat way, but one of the nost fampous nedi uns on
record--R L. Lees--was nmale. He lived in nineteenth-century London
and was even consul ted about the Ri pper nurders. Another fanobus nale
medi um from t he period was Daniel D. Home; Houdini tried to debunk
himand failed. But it's true that wonen outnunber nmen in the field by
at least three to one. Maybe wonen are nore confortable with admtting
that the world isn't, well, entirely susceptible to |ogical analysis,” Truth
fini shed weakly.

"Isn't that the truth,"” Ellis said bitterly.

"If the world were a logical place we'd all be Unitarians," Hereward
sai d, "and nobody'd fight over anything. But |'ve got to run--Julian gave
me a shopping list, and |'ve got to go all the way to New York to get
sone of the itens."

Her eward stood up

"If you're going to New York I'lIl go with you. | want to stop by ny
apartment and pick up sone things," Ellis said, finishing his drink and
standing as well. He swayed a little and steadied hinmself with a hand on

the table.
Hereward stopped in the act of pushing his chair in and | ooked sharply
at Ellis.

"Yes, | know what he said," Ellis said, as if Hereward had spoken, "but
it isn't as if | contenplate appearing on The Toni ght Show -which Qur
Founder did, in his day, may | remnd you?--1 just want to see if Dorian's
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watering the plants, pick up some winter clothes. It's freezing up here."

Hereward rai sed his eyes ceilingward, as though soliciting heavenly
hel p, and exhaled slowy. "On your own head be it, ny dear CGatekeeper,"”
he said at last. "But I'mnot going to lie to Julian for you." He picked
up his--and Ellis's, Truth was relieved to see--dishes and headed for the
ki t chen.

So there was a rift in Julian's lute of New Age harnony, Truth thought,
after the two nen had left. The patter was glib and the anecdotes anusi ng,
but underneath it all there was something they weren't saying, and she
woul d dearly love to know what it was.

Li ght, dessert finished and soup abandoned, gathered up her things and
stood to go

"What about you?" Truth asked.
"Il stay with you," Light said.

Though wel cone, Light was an unnerving conpani on to have. She fol -

|l owed Truth into the library and curled up in a sunny spot like a little
cat, staring unblinkingly off into space. A few mnutes later, Truth's
speaki ng her nane failed to rouse her

Where had she gone? Truth | ooked into the wide-staring silver eyes
and wondered. She did not try to rouse Light again; let the child al one,
after all that people had done to her trying to change her.

Chil d? Truth questioned her own thoughts. |If Light was indeed
Thorne's daughter--and there didn't really seemto be nuch doubt of
that--then she was twenty-seven at | east, having been born--if she were
i ndeed Debra W nwood's daughter--sonetinme before April 30, 1969
Truth thought again about Light's nother's suicide and flinched. Wat a
dreadful beginning to a life that had held nothing but shadows.

Until Julian cane along. Every tinme she started to cast Julian in the
rol e of the Napol eon of nodern crinme, Truth told herself, she ought to
renenber how much he'd done for Light and knock it off at once. Julian,
|i ke everyone, surely had his dark places, but the good he had done was
a matter of public record.

Wth a sigh, Truth turned to the file drawers, and Thorne Bl ackburn.
He was still the one certain thing in her life--but it was hard, now, to
renenber that he wasn't a devil--only a charlatan of the occult: a show
man, a fraud, a hypocrite.

And conming back fromthe dead, Truth told herself absurdly, didn't
change what he'd done in life.
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She began to read the letters that Julian had carefully collected and
pl aced in chronol ogi cal order. Thorne had kept up an extensive corre-
spondence entirely in pen, and his letters often slid into illegibility, as
wel | as gibberish--but the earliest one was dated 1959. Thorne was in
New Orl eans, and had a nunmber of scathing things to say about the
"tourist trade" Voudoun, ending wth:

--1 should throw open the Gates of Death and bring back Marie LaVeau
to wal k anong die mundus, if only I weren't uncertain which of themwould
recoil in nore horror--those corn-fed rubes, or the Wtch Queen herself.
Thi ngs have changed since the last time | was here--

At that point Thorne went on to blithely assert that the last tine he'd
been here, New Orleans had still been in French hands and that he found
the city, especially Natchez Under Hill, nuch changed. The letter ended
with a gracefully-disguised plea for noney, and several |ines of what
| ooked li ke Geek. Truth mistranslated it whinsically:

"That is not dead which can eternal |lie/And wth--sonething, some-
thing--even Death may die." In 1959 Thorne's apparent nagi ckal nentor
was H P. Lovecraft, or at |east G useppe Bal sanp, Count Cagliostro--
at least if he was claimng he was over a hundred years old. "M father, the Vanpire Lestat,"
Trut h groaned.

The letters got |longer and | onger, pages of minute script filled with
el aborate expl anations or refutations of occult theories, but no matter
what el se he said, Thorne had been explicit fromthe first references that
Truth had found that there was a gate between the world of the gods
and the world of nen that could be opened through magi ck.

In later letters he added the claimthat he was of the "Od Bl ood"-

t he si dhe--and had been chosen by the gods to open the gate between

the two worlds once nore. Thorne referred to "the war" in several of

the letters, and at first Truth thought he nmeant Vietnam before realizing
he meant World War 11.

I f Thorne had been thirty when he died or anything approaching it,
he woul d have been born sonewhere around 1939, and spent his earliest
chil dhood with the war as backdrop. But references to his past were
extrenely slight, nearly inadvertent:

--since the war it has been clear to all individuals attuned to the higher
vi brations that we are approaching the end of an era. Crow ey thought the
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New Aeon had been declared in 5904, but he did not understand Aiwass;
he was only a voice crying: "In the WIlderness, nmeke straight the path/"--

It was fortunate, thought Truth, |looking at the date on the letter, that
the Great Beast had not lived to see hinself denoted from Lucifer to
John the Baptist. But Crowmey had died in 1947; if his signature in the
book from Thorne's library was not a forgery, it neant Thorne had known
Crow ey while Thorne was still a child.

Truth nade a note to see if she could check out the Bl ackburn/Crow ey
connection, but Crow ey's nodern followers were a secretive lot, rea-
sonabl e when you consi dered how nuch nonsense had been witten about
t hem

So nuch to do..

Thorne's correspondence decreased--at least Julian's files held fewer
| etters--when Thorne started his underground newspaper in San Fran-
ci sco. That purchase had been bankrolled by one of his foll owers--as
was the acquisition of the Haight-Ashbury house, the purchase of the
Mystery School bus, and, in the end, the acquisition of Shadow s Gate--
all of which ended up in Thorne's name because, as he airily told his
backers: "I cannot bear to live on charity, subject to another's whim"

He' d been willing enough to accept |arge cash donations, though, and
Truth, finally | ooking at the matter with somet hi ng approachi ng di spas-
sion, wondered how he'd gotten all of them people with a |ot of noney
were usually nore careful about whomthey gave it to.

But Thorne had seened to possess an unerring radar for those who
had noney, and a totally unself-conscious charmthat got it for him The
people living at Shadow s Gate in i969 hadn't been ultimately rel eased
and cl eared from any shadow of conplicity in the death and di sappear ance
out of a liberal spirit on the part of the local police, and certainly not
because they were hippies. But they'd been rich hippies, if what Truth
was turning up here was any indication

"Not one of them bel ow the rank of a stockbroker," Truth murnured
al oud. "Well, you know what they say; it's as easy to love a rich man as
a poor one." And Thorne had apparently found it easier.

But Truth found no indication, either in the letters he wote or in the
ones witten to him that Thorne Bl ackburn was fleecing his followers
and funneling the noney into his own pocket--at |east not in the way
she'd once thought. In the strictest sense, then, Thorne Bl ackburn was
not a cheat, fraud, scoundrel, and con nan.
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It was true that Thorne had run through several fortunes that hadn't,
originally, belonged to him but he'd spent it all on what he called the
Wor k- -on extravagant follies like inlaying the floor of the Tenple at
Shadow s Gate with sterling silver. He'd certainly been manipul ative and
probably unscrupul ous . ...

"But his intentions were pure,” Truth said with a sigh. GCh, Daddy, what
am| going to do with you? In the noney-conscious, anti-greed nineties,
she could ruin his reputation just by reporting his finances. But did she want to do that?
Real | y? Still?

"Julian's coning," Light announced. Truth jumped at the unexpected
sound of her sister's voice, and a nonent |ater heard a gentle rapping
on the door.

Julian was wearing a raw silk sweater with tweed sl acks, and the com
bi nati on gave himthe air of a raffish jewel thief on vacation. He crossed
the roomto where Truth was standing and | ooked down at the papers.

"The story of alife interrupted ?" he asked, picking up one of the letters
and looking at it.

Looking at it in his hand, it was inmpossible not to calculate the capital
outlay on Julian's part that the entire folder represented, these priceless,

i rrepl aceabl e documents. .

"Julian, how did you--1 nean, it must have been difficult to..." Truth
f I ounder ed.

"How many houses did | burgle?" Julian finished playfully.

Hi s high spirits bordered on euphoria; Julian was nore |ighthearted
than Truth had yet seen him "There's no need to frown; the reality is
far more mundane: ! ran advertisenments in the |eading magickal journals
and bought them one way or another. Unfortunately, Thorne rarely kept
the letters sent to him so I'mafraid it's a rather one-sided correspondence,
except in a few cases."

She' d already noted that the files contained very few letters to Thorne,
and if Julian's means hadn't turned up any other letters than these, it was
hard for her to believe she could do any better with her own resources.

"I's this ny cue to say there are sone things noney can't buy?" Truth
asked lightly.

"True, oh, true--but very few " Julian said, alnost singsonging. He
seenmed to collect hinmself, as if reigning in his febrile high spirits with an
effort. "But those are the nost inportant things--the ones nobney can't
buy--so |I've found. And what have you found out about Thorne?"

"Not rmuch--unl ess you count the fifty-cent tour of his magickal be-
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liefs--and financial conquests,"” Truth couldn't help but add. "Julian, you'l
know i f anyone will; where was he born? How did he get, um invol ved
in the occult?"
"How tactful ," Julian said, smling at her, "when |I'm sure that what

you nearly said was 'How did he get mixed up in this idiocy? "He pulled
out a chair beside her and sat down. "But that hardly answers your ques-
tion."'

He held his hands out before himon the table, staring at his fingertips
as if perhaps words mght be witten on them

"As for what | know... Thorne was probably English, or at the very
| east, spent a great deal of tinme in England. Hi s past is rather like an
unfini shed rmurder nystery, with a handful of clues and no expl anation,
and |'mafraid that all | have to offer you is a quarter century of accu-
mul at ed | egend and no nore concrete facts."” Julian continued to study
his fingertips, and inevitably Truth's gaze followed his, until they were
both staring at those perfectly mani cured oval s.

"One possibility is that Thorne's nother was an Engli shwoman who
married an Anerican, as so many did in the forties. She would have
returned to the United States with her husband, of course, and Thorne
woul d have been born here," Julian said. "Then, assum ng his parents
were dead, he might have returned to England to be brought up by his
grandparents. The FBI had a file on him and |'ve been able to get to see
parts of it through a major magi ckal operation: the invoking of the Free-
dom of Information Act. Thorne was certainly an American citizen at the
time the Bureau started watching him" Julian glanced up at her, and
Truth was instantly ensnared in his brilliant turquoise gaze; dazzling and
soothing all at once, |ike Caribbean seas.

"But don't they know any nore about hin?" Truth asked after a | ong
monent. She felt some invisible net rel ease her as she spoke, and Julian
smil ed.

"They were nore interested in who he net in the Wather Under-
ground than who he'd gone to school with," he said ruefully. "Carel ess
of them when you consider how secretive Thorne was going to turn out
to have been. Since backtrailing himhasn't been ny highest priority I
haven't pursued the matter, but | rather suspect that Thorne was given
his nother's mai den nanme as one of his soi-disant Christian names, so
anyone backtrailing himmght begin by tracing the Thornes. That was
Thorne's m ddl e name, incidently, his given nane was Dougl as. "

"Somehow | can't see Blackburn as a Doug,"” Truth admitted. "It won't
be easy to trace, but | suppose there'd be records kept of mlitary mar-
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riages, and | already know | need to be | ooking around a base in the
north of Engl and.”

"Why do you say that?" Julian asked, and Truth answered before she
realized what she was saying

"You can hear it in his voice; it sounds |like Liverpool or Birm ngham
it's adifferent inflection than the south. If he went to live with grand-
parents, he'd pick up their ways of talking .... "she trailed off, hearing
her own words.

"In his voice?" Julian pronpted. Wen did you ever hear Thorne talking?
hung unspoken in the air between them

Oh, yes, you could hear Liverpool in his voice--but only when he was
speaki ng casually, telling his daughter to | eave Shadow s Gate--not on
the tapes that Julian had carefully collected. Truth's cheeks crinsoned as
she realized the nagnitude of her slip.

"I'"ve been listening to the tapes," she said. "You can hear it there if
you listen." Her voice sounded flat, unconvincing, but would the truth
be any nore believabl e?

Julian gazed at her, lum nous eyes glowing with an inner light. "If he
woul d cone back for anyone, it would be for you," he said, alnpbst to
hi msel f.

What coul d she say? That she didn't believe in ghosts? Wen she'd all
but bl ackmailed Julian into letting her bring in the recording equi prent
because she was so sure Shadow s Gate was haunt ed? She | ooked away,
only then noticing that Light was nowhere to be seen

"Light," Truth said, getting to her feet. She | ooked around.

"She was here when | came in," Julian said, unconcerned. "She nust
have gotten bored and gone out. Don't worry, Truth, you'll find that Light
slips in and out on little cat feet. She's old enough to get out of nost
trouble on her own; just as long as she's in the house by dinnertine, |
don't worry too much."

"But--" Truth began

"Don't worry," Julian said firmly, placing his hand over hers, and Truth
sank back down reluctantly, a little thrill running through her at the
warm pressure of his hand. Wether she liked it or not, there was sone
truth in what Julian said--and either she believed Light could be self-
responsi bl e, or el se she believed that she bel onged back in an institution
like the one Julian had rescued her from

"You're right," she adm tted, though everything in her rebelled agai nst
saying the words--but wasn't that just false pride? The sel f-sufficiency
she'd cherished all these years was just another formof trap, wasn't it?
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She had never felt so uncertain. She knew she had to protect Light--
she just didn't know how.

"Don't ook so worried," Julian said, a note of teasing intimacy in his
voice. "My work is proceeding splendidly, and fromthe sound of things,
yours has made a pronising beginning. If you think a trip to England will

hel p your research, |'d be honored to underwite the expenses. And |'m -

not without resources in a certain segnent of society. |I'Il be happy to

provide you with all the introductions you'll need." "That's very generous, Julian," Truth said
slowy.

"It's very selfish,” Julian corrected her affectionately. 'Tm as eager to
unfold the secrets of Thorne's past as you are. Is it true he was Al eister
Crow ey' s godchil d? Was Thorne's grandfather a nmenber of the Gol den
Dawn?" His smle invited her to share his curiosity--and nore.

"Does our theory even hold water if Thorne was born in nineteen
thirty-nine?" Truth shot back. "The war ran from'forty-one to 'forty-
five, at least for the Anericans. If your theory's right, that would put
Thorne's birth in nineteen forty-two at the earliest.”

"I't's not inpossible,” Julian said. "That would make hi mtwenty-seven
in nineteen sixty-nine."

"When he di ed?" Truth asked sharply. \Whatever |rene Aval on knew
or thought she knew about that fatal night, she'd told it to Julian Pilgrim

"When he vani shed, at any rate," Julian said, turning the question
snoothly. "Never to be found again on Earth by the best efforts of the
Dut chess County Sheriff's Department, the New York State Police, and
the FBI."

Truth shook her head in frustration. The sinplest questions about
Bl ackburn seemed to be hedged about by a thicket of ego and nystifi-
cation.

"Go to England for ne?" Julian asked coaxingly. "O we could go
together, in a few weeks. Christnas in Paris, perhaps?"

"You sound like you're trying to seduce ne." Truth spoke before she
thought. "Ch ny God, Julian--1 didn't nmean--" she gasped, cheeks
f I ami ng.

"Ch, it's quite all right: I did. In the politest possible way, of course.”
Julian lifted Truth's hand fromthe table and turned it over between his.
He ran his thunmb up the holl ow of her palm "Truth, you're very per-
ceptive, and far fromnaive. |I'msure you know that there're very few
things that someone with as much in the way of resources as | have has
to ask for. But | would very nuch |ike to see you--socially. Wuld you
have di nner with nme tonight--sonewhere other than Shadow s Gate?"

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (225 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:14 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
G H O STL I G HT 221

He smiled into her eyes. Truth was so flustered that it took her a
monent to realize what he was asking, and when it sank in she could
only nod, as if responding to the pronptings of another.

The River View Inn was an hour north of Shadowkill, in Col unbia
County. It had a magnificent view of the Hudson, a Culinary Institute-
trained chef, and a glassed-in terrace fromwhich both could be experi-
enced in opulent confort. The nonent Julian's BMWhad turned up the
|l ong curving drive of what Julian had described as "the usual sort of
country roadhouse" Truth had been devoutly grateful not only that she'd
bought the green silk dress in town but that she'd put aside fal se nbdesty
to wear it--it was the perfect dress for this setting.

"Ah, fair beauty, at last | have you to nyself," Julian teased, as he slid
the stormblue wap from  Truth's shoul ders. She smiled at himas he
handed his coat and her wrap in at the coat check

"Just have ne back by midnight--or | turn into a punpkin,” Truth
rallied, trying to match his tone. Julian smled, and offered his arm and
they proceeded into the restaurant.

The River View Inn had once been a Hudson River mansion from
about a generation later than Shadow s Gate; an opul ent Jazz Age pl aypen

whose private dock had seen the off-1oading of many a case of illega
Canadi an whi skey in the days of Prohibition. It had suffered various
reversals of fortune, Julian had told Truth on the drive here, until it was

bought in 1979 by Jillian and Peter Randol | ph, both graduates of the
ClA--which in this part of New York State neant Culinary Institute of
America, not the Central Intelligence Agency. After al nbost twenty years
of hard work by the Randol |l phs and a wite-up in New York Magazi ne,
the inn was an overni ght success; a preferred spot for area weddings, its
few overni ght accomvbdati ons booked nonths in advance.

"Did you know it even has a ghost?" Julian asked as the naitre d' |ed
themto a table on the terrace.

"You're kidding!" Truth said.

They were seated, and Truth took a nonent to admire the view
Though the sun had long since set and it was too dark to see nuch, the
bushes lining the path down to the water were strung with fairy lights,
and on the river itself, a determ ned tanker could be seen plugging its
way downri ver.

"No, truly,” Julian protested. A waiter appeared, with the attentiveness
of very expensive service, to take their drink orders.
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"Shall we be trite and have chanpagne?" Julian asked. "Unless you'd
prefer a cocktail, of course.”

"Ch, no, chanpagne would be fine." The fizzy white wine Truth as-
sociated with the name wasn't sonething she'd be tenpted to overindul ge
in, and she felt a need to keep her wits about her, even as another part
of her wanted to give Julian his head and see if the ol d adage about
"enough rope" was true.

Now why would I want to do that? If there's anyone at Shadow s Gate

wi t hout extra added dark secrets, it's Julian. "About the ghost?" Truth pronpted.

"Cristal if you have it on ice, otherwi se Perrier-Jou& will do," Julian
told the waiter. "And ice the P-J nineteen eighty-two grande cuvge for
dessert, will you?" The man bowed and Il eft.

"Ah, yes, the ghost. Well, old Joseph Pel adan who built this place was
your usual sort of turn-of-the-century robber baron in the WIIliam Ran-
dol ph Hearst nold. You can't tell so nmuch here on the first floor since
it's been redone as a restaurant, but to finish and furnish the place Pel adan
denuded a | arge nunber of stately English homes of plaster and paneling
and objets d art--as well as of a great deal of the furniture. This place
must have | ooked |like a museumin its heyday. Wll, anyway, anong the
items Pel adan ordered--and was duly shipped--was a ghost."

The champagne arrived, and was opened and approved. Truth took a
small sip, and then a larger one. This was |ight-years beyond the so-called
chanpagne served at the faculty m xers at Taghkani c Col | ege.

Just be careful, Dorothy--you're not in Kansas any nore.

She sipped her drink as Julian ranbled on charm ngly with what Truth
came to suspect was a shaggy ghost story--if not an outright piece of
| ocal folklore about the mllionaire and his haunted library.

"--so if you see a lady in ol d-fashioned eveni ng dress about the place,"”
Julian finished, "whatever you do, don't ask her the tine."

Truth | aughed as she was neant to, and a hovering waiter, sensing his
monent, approached with |arge | eather nenus.

"If you don't mind, I'll just ask Peter to decide what he'd like to feed
us; it can be nore anusing that way," Julian said.

He | ooked an inquiry at her; Truth nodded. Julian gestured; the waiter
took his nenus and retreated.

Truth neditated upon her unaccustomed passivity. It was as though
she were on sone sort of magickal quest, where to find the answer to
the riddle at the end of it she had to answer yes to every question al ong
the way.
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He's up to sonething and | wonder what. | can't think of any reason |
deserve a snow job. How could | have anything he wants--or coul dn't buy
cheaper el sewhere?

But it was difficult to retain such cynicismin the face of Julian's charm-
charm whi ch, manifestly, he was exerting tonight, making all the norma
i nconveni ences of everyday life nelt away, |eaving behind a sort of Hol -
| ywood version of reality.

"l assure you, | have an ulterior reason for bringing you here," Julian
sai d, as an appetizer described by the waiter as gravlax in puff pastry with
wi | d asparagus was placed before them "I'mvery.., attracted to you,"

he said, alnmost shyly, "and | behaved like such an idiot the other day that
I'"m here hoping to recover |ost ground."
"Ch yes," Truth agreed gravely. "You behaved so badly that | can't

qui te remenber the occasion, nyself." She speared a forkful of the del-
icate appetizer. It seened to nelt upon the tongue wi thout any need for
chewi ng. She shuddered to think what the tab for this dinner ,~ deux
woul d be; if this was the sort of life the wealthy |l ed, she could easily get
used to it.

And wasn't that what she was being offered?

The chill that struck through her then nearly made her choke. Julian
had | ed her up to a high place and was offering her.., what?
He' d been speaking. "I'msorry, Julian: What were you sayi ng?"
"Ch, nothing that matters. Merely that | didn't want you to think I
objected to Shadow s Gate being investigated. In fact, | hadn't quite made

my mind up when | spoke to you before, but |I've decided to close up
the house in Novenber. If your friends would Iike to cone up with their
strange devices, | could just as easily leave it open and keep Hoskins on,
if you think that would suit."

"That would be great,"” Truth said. And too |ate; whatever's conmng wll

be here next week, on Halloween. "I've spoken to Dylan--Dr. Palmer is the
Institute's resident ghost-hunter--and he's very interested"--if calling
her an idiot was an expression of interest, anyway--"and he'll be sending
some of his equi pnent on ahead. It should be here soon. You don't m nd,
do you?"

It was odd, Truth noted with detachment, how all the manipul ative
wiles she'd scorned in others cane so naturally to her the nmonent she
felt a need for them How could Julian say he m nded w thout | ooking
like an idiot?

"How could I mind, when it keeps you interested in us?" Julian an-
swered. "What's rather a sore point with me--and | know you under -
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stand--is word of this getting out, and Thorne's nane being |inked wt

some sort of Amityville idiocy. By now you know us well enough t,

know that the last thing we're looking for is publicity.” Know you? But |I don't know you,
Jul i an. .

"Thorne seened to court publicity,"” Truth pointed out, discoverin
the appetizer appeared to have vani shed. The hovering waiter swoope,
into remove the plates.

"That was long ago and in a far country,” Julian said with a crooke,
smle, "and that sort of innocence is long dead. | think of Thorne as
prof oundly i nnocent nman in sonme ways, don't you?"

The waiter returned with the inmense serving plates upon which th
di nner plates would be set. Julian refilled their chanpagne gl asses.

"I nnocent?" Truth pondered. "I don't knowif I'd call himinnocen
Sincere, certainly, but..." Passionately sincere, in fact, and infused w't
the idealismof his time, only in Thorne it had taken that bizarre tur
into the occult sciences. Like all his generation, Thorne Bl ackburn ha
wanted to fill the world with peace and | ove--though in his case, h
intended to do it by making the Col den Age conme again, when gods an
heroes had |ived anong nen.

He' d never stopped to ask whether this would be a good i dea.

"Anyway," Truth said, shrugging, "that's a judgment for the biographe
to render--or not--when all her material is in hand, don't you think?

"Touch~," Julian said, raising his glass in salute. "And | can only hop
that she is as insightful as she is beautiful."

Thorne Bl ackburn, it seened, was to be the invisible guest at the fern,

I gnoring--or nerely overl ooking--her attenpts to draw hi mout abo~

hi nsel f, Julian spoke of Thorne throughout the neal: the San Franci s(
period, the Universal Mystery Tour, the cross-country odyssey in tl
Mystery School bus, the eight nonths spent in Mexico, during whk

Thorne's determ nation to performthe rituals that nade up Venus Afflict,
had crystallized.

Abandoni ng her attenpts to question him Truth felt the growi ng tenj
tation to tell Julian about Thorne's appearances at Shadow s Gate iJ
stead--but surely Thorne had appeared to Julian as well?

If she weren't sinply going nad.
It was a possibility, after all.
"I would give up ten years of ny life just to know where the book

now," Julian said, as their plates were cleared away. "Venus Afflicted w
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there at Shadow s Gate; we know that nuch. Thorne was adding to it

and correcting it all the way up to the end. The police | ooked for it and
didn't find it, and of course when | took over Shadow s Gate | turned

the place inside out. Nothing."

"Why woul d the police want a grinoire?" Truth asked. The turn the
conversation had taken made her unconfortably guilty. The book that
Julian sought so fervently was within his reach: Venus Afflicted was cur-
rently in the trunk of her car.

Truth had never liked keeping secrets, and Julian seened--oh, not to
suspect her, but in sone strange way to hope--

And meanwhil e sone still, small inner voice--of self-preservation?-
told her that she nmust keep the book a secret--just as Aunt Caroline
had.

For if Julian had sought Thorne Bl ackburn's artifacts everywhere, it
was not possible that he woul d have overl ooked Caroline Jourdemayne.

Truth had the teasing sense that she was on the verge of making an
i mportant discovery, but whatever she was about to uncover vani shed as
Jul i an spoke agai n.

"They were still trying to nake a case agai nst Thorne and t hought
Thorne's grimoire woul d be evidence of God knows what. The book was
fairly famous in the magickal conmunity; Thorne referred to it often in
his diaries and essays,"” Julian said with a certain air of wi stful ness.

Al'l of which she was going to have to read, as well as reading his letters,
Truth realized with a sinking heart. Maybe she could ask Thorne to cone
back fromthe dead to explain themto her, she thought flippantly.

"But you don't really need Thorne's spell book, do you? You' re doing
the--" Truth was reduced to waving her hands, uncertain of the proper
term nol ogy to descri be what she neant.

"Qur Circle is indeed doing the Ritual of the Opening of the Way,
sometines called the Opening of the Gate," Julian supplied with a teasing
ponposity. "Wthout the book

"Since you've given nme the opening, I'Il go on to explain that the
Opening is the last part of a series of rituals that take about ten days to
perform they're keyed to the Tree of Life--which is, oh never mnd;
the Kaball ah woul d take ne years to explain. To nmake a | ong story
positively cryptic inits brevity, the first part of the Opening has been
publ i shed--in a nunber of variorumforns, | mght add--and forns the
principal part of the Blackburn Wrk as it is done today. These nine
rituals are collectively called the Snmoothing of the Path, and forma
compl ete Working by thenmsel ves. Thorne prescribed that the Snoot hi ng
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be done several tinmes as an end in itself to get a CGrcle working fluidly,
but when it nust be done is as a prelude to the Opening of the Way."

It was amazi ng how plausible all this was, even logical. In her own mnd
Truth hesitated; if magick as Julian described it was nore than the nere
el aboration of a delusion, how much nore was it?

"Wi ch you don't have," she said again, bringing the discussion back
to ground she was sure of.

"Nei ther did Thorne--once,"Julian said, alnost snappishly. "lI'msorry,
it's just that 1've been hearing the same thing fromlrene and Ellis for
weeks, and it's true: | don't have the Opening as it is witten in Venus
Afflicted. But | have Irene, who rehearsed it with Thorne's original Circle
several tinmes, and | have ... well, | won't tax your maghaninity with a
bl ow by- bl ow account of nore forays into the home |ife of Science's Dark
Twin. "

That was a phrase of Colin MacLaren's that Dyl an was especially fond
of quoting--and Thorne had known Professor MacLaren years ago. She
| ooked at Julian. Charmi ng, sane, and nearly nornmal--and handsone and
rich besides! It would be so easy to ask Julian about Thorne and Mac-
Laren--and to tell him.... To tell him..

About Thorne. About the book. That she had it, it was here, he didn't
have to try to re-create the ritual, that--

"What do you suppose the chef has planned for dessert, Julian? Do
you know?" Truth said brightly, shattering the spell.

Dessert, when it canme, was breathtaking; individual conpotes of fresh
fruit lightly poached in Iiqueur and sugar and piled into a dish nade of
col ored spun-sugar.

"It's too pretty to eat!" Truth protested.

"I't will only nelt if you don't," Julian responded with cheerful ruth-
| essness. To Truth's relief, Julian seened to be willing to abandon the
subj ect of Thorne Bl ackburn and Venus Afflicted, and becone once nore
what he appeared to be--a man of wealth and sophistication

As the waiter who had placed the dishes retreated, the wi ne steward
approached with a sweating, white-swathed bottle. Another uniformnmed
attendant carried away the standing i ce bucket that held the nelted ice
and enpty chanpagne bottle.

"Your chanpagne, sir. The cellarer couldn't supply a nineteen eighty-
two grande cuvge bl anc, but we did have an 'eighty-five double cuvge pink,
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which | hope you will find acceptable."” He paused, waiting for Julian's
deci si on.

It was very odd, Truth decided, to look into a world not only where
sentences |like this made sense, but where the questions those sentences
franed actually mattered, and mattered desperately: the world of great
weal th, a world polished so snooth by the application of privilege that
any flaw in the seanm ess perfection was seen as an enornous defect.
Julian frowned, and for a noment Truth even thought he m ght make
a scene, but then he snmiled and the anxi ous steward rel axed. "O course. Pink chanpagne,
Cuvge, Julian expl ained, was a sweet dessert chanpagne. The wine in
their glasses was a delicate shell pink, and its sweetness nmade it slide
down her throat as if it were the scent of roses made liquid. It would be
easy to becone reckless, irresponsible, drinking this, and part of Truth
wel comed t he thought.
But if I"mgoing to do anything rash, I'mgoing to do it because | want to,
and not because |'m hopped up on expensive booze. She put the half-enpty
gl ass down.
"Don't you like it?"
"It's lovely. But I'mafraid academ cs don't see much of the high life.
I"mnot used to it."
"We'll just have to accustomyou, then. Do you dance?"

Truth woul d have bet hard cash that there wasn't any place in the Hudson
Val | ey where you could still find ballroomdancing; and if she could have
found anyone to take her bet she would have | ost her noney. Julian
found such a place--in fact, he found three of them beginning with the
River ViewInn itself, which had a snall dance floor tucked off in what
had once been the conservatory wing, and a live band to provide the
nusi c.

So it was very late indeed when Julian's BMVWdrew up at the front
door of Shadow s Gate.

"Il let you off here and go put the car away around back. Oh, and if
you're |l ooking for yours, | had Gareth nove it today. Wth the bad
weat her setting in, it's just as well to have everything under cover."

"How did he nove it?" Truth asked. "I didn't give himthe keys." Nor
woul d she, when the ignition key opened the trunk as well, and the trunk
contai ned Venus Afflicted. She'd even nade sure to take themw th her
thi s evening.

Trut h?"
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"No? He might have left it then; he'll probably ask you for the keys
tomorrow. But sleep well, darling.”

So there wasn't to be a proffered nightcap and a skillful pass, subtle
or un-. Truth felt a sense of relief; she couldn't handl e one nore com
plication in her life just now and Julian seemed astute enough to know
it. She got out of the car.

"And you," she said, turning back to close the door. Julian reached out
and took her hand, raising her fingers to his lips for a quick Continenta
salute; the gesture had enough of conscious self-nmockery in it that she
didn't find it enbarrassing. Truth turned away and heard the car nove
of f behi nd her.

Though her head was nmazed with wi ne and nusic, the sense of respon-
sibility that was so much a part of her nature nmade her follow the drive
around to the pass-through where she'd left her car the last tinme she'd
driven back from Shadowkill.

It was still there, untouched. Relief conbined with the chanpagne
made her suddenly giddy, and the distant sound of a car door cl osing,
carried on the still night air, warned her that if she didn't want this evening

to continue in a direction she wasn't ready for, she'd better get inside
before Julian returned.

Despite her distraction, the sense of sanctuary that she'd thought dispelled
forever filled her senses as soon as Truth stepped into her room

She knew what to call it now It was Thorne's presence she sensed.
He woul d never hurt her. She knew that with the unquestioning intuition
of a child; felt the burden of hatred for himshe had carried in her heart
all these years sinply.., vanish

Know the truth, and the truth will set you free. Thorne Bl ackburn m ght
be dead, he night have returned fromthe dead, the things he'd done in
life mght still be weird, hateful, or sinply puzzling to her, but he would
never knowi ngly or intentionally hurt his daughter. He'd | oved her.

He | oved her now, and with that certainty sone needy, stunted part
of Truth Jourdemayne began to flex and spread its wi ngs.

"Chanpagne tal king," Truth nuttered al oud, enbarrassed at the tenor
of her own thoughts. She flopped down on the bed and groaned, ki cking
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her shoes off. Her new shoes, in which she'd gone dancing the first tinme
she'd worn them So nuch for commobn sense
She | ay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, frowning.

Love was all very well, but it certainly wasn't enough to bring somebody
back fromthe dead; if it was |ove alone that mattered, surely there would
be thousands--mllions--of the dead cone back to confort grieving

| oved ones. Love al one could not explain Thorne's presence.

If he really were here. If this wasn't the self-delusion of a worman
headi ng full-speed for a world-class nervous breakdown. Her very con-
viction could be a synptom of her sickness.

VWhat proof did she have? What proof could she get? Sonething tan-
gible--or, failing that, sone information only Thorne coul d have, some-
thing that she could check. What had he been doing in her room anyway?

Oh, of course--he wants his jewelry back. It's still in the car with Venus
Afflicted. I'll have to get it for him., she found herself thinking

And maybe her unquestioning acceptance of Thorne's reality ought to
be the nost frightening thing of all.
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CHAPTER TVELVE

TRUE LI ES

When ny | ove swears that she is nade of truth,
| do believe her, though | know she lies.
--W LLI AM SHAKESPEARE

" "AUNT CA R OLINE TOOK VENUS AFFLI CTED AVAY W TH HER THAT
night. She's the only one who could have. But why? Tell ne why?"
A drumming in the distance, like the clanor of approachi ng hooves.
"You're a bright girl, Truth. You' ve got all the facts. You've even got the
book. You figure it out." Not horses--
"But--" Truth protested, even she felt herself--

--jerked out of sleep to find herself lying abed, dizzy and dazed, and
the hanmmering having foll owed her into the world.

"The door," she said at |last, pleased to have figured this out with a
brain that seenmed to be full of butterflies.

"I"'mcom ng," she said. She glanced at the clock. N ne o'clock. N ne
o'clock AM in the nmorning? an outraged part of her mnd protested. She'd
had | ess than four hours' sleep--no wonder she was so disoriented.

"Truth?" Gareth called through the door. "There's a big truck here
with six crates--they say they're for you."
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Ten minutes later Truth, hastily dressed and far from awake, was standing
in the foyer | ooking out the drive at a white truck standing in the drive.
Three four-foot-high crates stood on the gravel, and a fourth was being

gi ngerly downl oaded fromthe truck's ranp. Al four of themwere sten-
ciled FRAG LE and THI' S SI DE UP and MARGARET BERESFORD Bl DNEY

I NSTI TUTE- - DO NOT DROP

Dyl an had come through for her. This was the equi pnent she'd re-
quest ed.

"Somebody's got to sign for this. Are you Ruth Jourdemayne?" the
driver denmanded, as if it were a question he was tired of asking.

Truth recogni zed hi mvaguely--this was the usual freight service the
Institute used; she'd seen the driver before. She felt a pang of relief that
Dyl an hadn't cone hinmsel f. What could she say to him 'Hi, Dylan, |'ve
had a long talk with ny dead father and you were right all along' ?

"Truth Jourdemayne," Truth corrected. She reached for the clipboard.
"Good norning," Julian said.

Unli ke Truth, Julian had made no effort to get dressed; he wore a
pai sl ey silk dressing gown over black silk pajamas, and his black hair fel
across his forehead in an unruly comma. He narrowed his eyes in the
bright norning Iight and | ooked at Truth, raising an eyebrow quizzically.

"The Institute seens to have sent the equi pnent | asked for," she said
superfluously. A fifth crate joined the other four on the gravel. Truth
| ooked down at the clipboard in her hands.

"They have a wonderful sense of timng." He raised his voice slightly.
"You can bring theminside. We can open themat a nore civilized hour,"
Julian added to Truth.

"Hey, fella, all they told ne to do was bring 'emhere--they didn't say
not hi ng about anything else," the driver said argunmentatively. Julian went conpletely still.

"Ch boy," Gareth said, very softly. Truth glanced back at Julian. She
didn't need any psychic powers to know that the | evel of tension in the
foyer had soared--all she had to do was | ook at Gareth's face

Julian took a few steps forward, until he was standing at the edge of
the steps. As he passed Truth he plucked the clipboard from her hands.

The norning sun turned his hair to a black halo, blinding as a raven's
W ng.

"But I'msure you won't mnd bringing theminside?"Julian said pleas-
antly. "You certainly can't expect the lady to carry theminside by herself,
can you?" There was nothing in the words, in the even, measured voice,

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (236 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:14 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
232 MARI ON 2l MME R BRADLEY

to nmake what Julian had said so frightening. But Truth was frightened
And so was Gareth.

"Hey, mster, | didn't mean to-- It's just extra, that's all."
"The Institute--" Truth began
"Naturally I'Il take care of any additional charges," Julian said, smling.

But Truth wasn't conforted, and when she gl anced around, she saw that

Gareth had fl ed.
"There now," Julian said turning back, all mldness once nmore. "An

i mprovenent, anyway." He stifled a yawmm. "Gareth, is there room.."
Julian only just then seemed to notice that Gareth wasn't there, and

once nore Truth felt that sharp bolt of tension. "Gareth..." Julian said, very softly.
"Wy don't we put it in the library?" Truth said quickly. "Sone of it's

going to be used there anyway."

"Fine. They can put themall there."

Truth watched as the first of the six crates was brought up the steps with
pl anks and dollies. She went ahead, into the library, leaving Julian in the
front hall.

The room | ooked odd and unfinished without the portrait of Thorne
Bl ackburn | oomi ng over it. She wondered what Julian had done with the
damaged pai nting--she hadn't thought to ask himabout it |ast night.

The crate was wheeled in, and Truth gave instructions that they
should place it in the mddle of the floor and nove the tables back if
they had to. Wile the worknmen were doing that, she stepped back to
t he doorway.

And saw Gareth cone toward Julian, unwillingly, Iike a small boy being
dragged. Saw Julian's smle wden--and his hand flash up in a vicious
backhand slap that |left Gareth staggered. The sound was |oud, flat, and
final.

Truth flinched back inside the doorway, putting her hand to her own
jaw in synpathetic reaction. Why had Julian done sonething |ike that?-
Gareth was the nost harm ess creature she knew

The workmen trundled out of the library, going for another crate. After
a nonent, Truth steeled herself and peered out the door again.

Julian stood there alone. He | ooked toward her inquiringly, and for
the first time Truth really felt the tug and fl ow of the sleeping m nd of
Shadow s Gate as it eddied around her, bent on its own fulfillment. Using
themall as tools.
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After all, what she'd seen had probably been sone part of the Bl ackburn
Wrk. And if Gareth didn't Iike the way he was treated, as far as Truth
could tell he was perfectly free to |eave.

And maybe what she'd seen hadn't happened at all
Julian wal ked over to her.

"You' re | ooki ng peaked this morning," he said, putting an arm around
her. The warm h of his body was pal pable through the thin |layers of silk
he wore, the heat passing fromhis body into hers, and she was cl ose
enough to snell the faint skin-warmed scent of his col ogne.

"Tmjust.., not a norning person,” Truth floundered. The awareness
of the thin layers of silk as they shifted over Julian's bare skin was nad-
deni ng; a painful eroticismthat replaced the confusion of her rough
awakeni ng and her earlier fear. It would be so easy to respond to his
subtle invitation; to raise her hand to stroke his cheek; to follow where

he | ed.
When the worknmen canme back with the second crate it was al nost a
relief.

By the tinme they were done, nost of the rest of the household was roused
and Truth could see why the carriers had been so reluctant to do the
work of bringing their load inside. By the tine the |last crate had been
set to rest, all three men were sweaty and red-faced.

"Woul d you |ike sone coffee before you go?" Truth said, feeling guiltily
responsi bl e.

"All I want is to get out of here, lady, so if you'll just sign this--" The
driver held out the clipboard one nore time. Truth took it.

"Maybe you ought to have them unpacked first and check for danmages?"
Julian suggested with nalicious sweetness. Beside him Caradoc snorted.

Julian | eaned agai nst the doorway, holding a steanmi ng nmug of coffee.
He'd taken the tinme to dress while the crates were being noved, and
now | ooked form dably casual in a collarless linen shirt and a dark Arnani
suit.

The driver |ooked at Julian; a hopeless hostility in his eyes, |like a dog
cornered by a | eopard.

"I"'msure they're fine," Truth said quickly. "And if they aren't, | have
no way of know ng just by | ooking." She scribbled her signature on the
top sheet and handed the clipboard back. The driver took it and hurried
out .

"Drive safely,"” Julian called after himcheerfully.
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"Julian, that was nmean,"” Truth said, torn between reproof and a sneak-
ing admration for the deftness with which Julian had gotten his own
way--and a little of his own back.

"A confession,” Julian said, sipping fromhis nug. "l hate thieves,
particularly stupid ones."

"Thieves ?" Truth said, surprised. She'd expected Julian to say "bullies."
"He was stealing services you had a right to expect and keeping the
potential |abor for hinself. He wi shed to charge an additional fee for
bringing the crates into the house, but | sonehow suspect that of hardly
being the terms of the original delivery agreenent. Extortion, plain and
simple."

VWhen Julian explained it that way it seenmed flaw essly | ogical

"l guess you're right," she said reluctantly.

"VWhat Man is capable of, Man has a right to do,'
Bl ackburn Work."

"But," said Truth, confused to be arguing philosophy at this early hour,
"that neans the driver had the right to cheat me."

"If he could," Julian agreed neditatively. "But he couldn't."
"Breakfast," Caradoc announced, making it a general invitation. He
anbl ed off, leaving Truth and Julian alone. Julian smiled at her.

"But enough Jesuit logic. Come; we're here, we're--God help us--
awake, it's a beautiful nmorning, and ny time is ny own until this after-
noon. What would you like to do?" Julian asked invitingly.

Caradoc said. "The

Truth | ooked through the open doorway at the crates. "l suppose that
duty calls,” she said reluctantly.

"You'll at least join ne for breakfast, stunning Monsieur Hoskins inex-
pressibly,"' Julian said. "Ch, and give Gareth your keys, wll you? The
car's still there, | noticed.”

"I can move it myself after breakfast," Truth said. "I have to get sone
things out of it anyway." And that way |I'Il know where it is--if | need it
in a hurry.

"Fine." Julian's smile did not indicate that his will was being crossed
in any way. "After breakfast, then. Gareth will show you where to put
it."

Four hours' sleep was enough to give her at |east the illusion of restedness

for a few hours, and good food could offset sone of the fatigue. Julian
seened to be a believer in hearty breakfasts in any case; he seated Truth
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at the dining roomtable with a cup of coffee and returned fromthe
kitchen a few mnutes |ater bal ancing two high-piled plates.

Though Caradoc had nentioned breakfast, he was nowhere to be seen,
and Truth wondered where he'd gone.

And she wondered, in some small ungracious part of her mind, if Gareth
woul d have a bruised cheek the next time she saw him

"Here we are," Julian said, setting one of the plates in front of her.
"Not everyone eats breakfast at Shadow s Gate, but M. Hoskins stands
ready to abet those who do."

"Ch, Julian--1 can't eat all this!" Truth protested, |ooking at ham
onelette, fresh fruit, and nuffin. It appeared that in addition to supplying
breads and coffee, M. Hoskins cooked breakfasts to order.

"Certainly you can,"” Julian said, forking up a bite fromhis own plate.
"You're body's a machine; do you expect it to run wthout fuel?"
"You meke it all sound so sinple," Truth said protestingly.

"Just as | expect you' d make--what was it? Statistical parapsychol -

ogy?--sound sinple. It all depends on what you know. "

VWhat | know is that | don't know very much, Truth said to herself.

Caradoc and Gareth came in together. Gareth headed for the kitchen,

returning a noment later with a plate piled high with ham and bi scuit

sandwi ches dripping with butter and mapl e syrup. He proceeded to de-

mol i sh the food with an easy efficiency that Truth admired. There was no brui se.

"When everyone el se gets up | can have themhelp you with getting
the stuff set up--if that's what you call it," Gareth said between bites.

"Everyone bei ng Hereward and Donner," Caradoc said, "as Ellis isn't
likely to be any help. To put it mldly."

"BEllis is all right," Gareth said, in good-natured defense of his absent

conrade. "And if you want to nove your car into the back..." he added
to Truth, letting the sentence hang.
"I"'msure Truth will enjoy the chance to present parapsychol ogy's case

agai nst the occult,” Julian said, drawing Gareth into the conversati on,
wel | as explaining what all of those forni dable engines actually do."
"I"'mnot the expert,"” Truth rem nded them "Were | come in is usually

after the raw data has been generated--probabilities versus possibil-
ities, that kind of thing. W' ve even gathered statistics on the spon-
taneous failure of randomlots of infrared film so we have a basis for
positing that the pictures we have are a ghost, rather than a flaw on the
film*"

"Gther than the testinony of the observers on the site,’

as

Jul i an sai d.
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"But that just isn't reliable,"” Truth said, warmng to the subject and
the education of her small audi ence. "There are too many ways to foo
the human mind and eye. Only the machine is objective."

"There is, of course, no way to fool a machine,” Julian nurnured, and
Truth felt a flare of indignation.

"They're poor tools, but they're all we have. If you insist on waiting
for perfection, you aren't going to get very far," she said sharply.

"True, "Julian conceded, "and so perhaps you'd agree that some bal ance
of trust between human and machi ne shoul d be observed? | do wonder
why no skeptic, noting what he would termthe w despread del usi ona
perception of ghosts and space visitors, has ever asked why peopl e see
what they see." He buttered his nuffin and bit into it with relish. It was a good point, and
Truth acknow edged it as such.

"That's a question |I'mnot equipped to answer,"” Truth adm tted. Under
Julian's mnatory gaze she took a bite of omelette, then another.

"Well, then, if we agree with Sir |Isaac Newon that we are all stand-
ing at the edge of a vast ocean picking up bits of colored shell while
the sea of absol ute know edge foams about our feet, that's enough," he
sai d.

Maybe it is, Truth admitted. But | don't think we agree on--on why the
sea is boiling hot, and whether pigs have wings, Truth protested silently.

"Since you'll deny ne the chance to run and play hooky," Julian
sai d when breakfast was over, 'TlIl be in nmy study, catching up on
some correspondence. Don't hesitate to interrupt me," he told her with
a grin.

"I prom se,"” Truth said. She abandoned her breakfast nostly unfinished
and went upstairs to get her keys.

Conmi ng down the steps, her car keys in her hand, Truth wondered
where she could hide Venus Afflicted once she had it back in her posses-
sion. Fiona's unwelcone visit had shown her that her roomwas far from
sacrosanct, and even though she didn't think Fiona would bother her
again that |eft half-a-dozen other candidates. Light.

The idea appeal ed through its very perversity. Wiy woul d anyone
search Light's room when they were sure that the unworl dly psychic had
not hing to hide? And Truth had seen a number of nooks and crannies
in that attic roominto which she could insert the book. So | ong as Light
didn't suspect it was there, it would be safe--there was no reason for
Truth to believe that Light would not instantly hand Venus Afflicted over
to Julian if she once suspected its existence. But if Thorne were real--
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and not merely her conpelling delusion--surely his protective interest
woul d extend to his other daughter as well?
She went outside, shivering in the morning chill.

Her car was just where she'd left it; she glanced around furtively to
see if anyone was in sight, feeling ridiculous as she did so, before she
opened the trunk. The necklace and ring were there, and so was Venus
Afflicted. Wth another covert |ook around herself, Truth shoved the
book and jewelry into her purse and closed it tight. Then she shut the
trunk.

But where was she supposed to put the car? There was not hi ng beyond
the pass-through and side entrance besides the back | awm and the box-
wood maze. It appeared she needed Gareth's help after all.

Just like some fainting Gothic heroine? Forget it/

Alittle detective work solved the nystery; remenbering where Julian
had gone last night with his car, she sinmply foll owed the drive al ong
its curve past the front of the house until she came to what | ooked
like an old carriage house behind a stand of trees. The doors were
open, and she saw Julian's imracul ate BMN parked next to the white
Vol vo station wagon that showed signs of hard use. A gleam ng bl ack
motorcycle, its gas tank painted with silver stars, stood in a corner. She
imgined it nust be Hereward's--he | ooked the sort to have a dashing
bi ke |ike that.

And when did you start to think that bikers were dashing? Truth asked
herself. It was beginning to seemto her that she had sl eepwal ked t hr ough
her entire |ife--suddenly, upon awakening, to be presented with an un-
known self that had a great nmany positive |likes and dislikes, none of
whi ch she recogni zed as her own.

VWho was she turning into? What was she turning into?

She sighed. Al she had to do was make it through to next Tuesday
alive. Julian would do his ritual on Mnday--Hall oween--have no result,
of COUrSe ....

O course? It killed your nother.

Drugs killed ny nother--not magi ck. And Thorne was innocent/

Are you sure? Really sure?
Thorne woul dn't have kill ed Kat herine Jourdemayne. He | oved her.
You're sure of that too, the snide inner voice commented. Has it ever
occurred to you that the great Thorne Bl ackburn was just as surprised by what
happened as everyone el se was?

I"l'l have to ask himwhen | see him Truth told herself grimy.

When | see him
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Now t hat she knew where to go, it was a matter of mnutes to slide her
Saturn into the enpty space provided. The wei ght ed-down Coach bag

sl ung over one shoul der in what she hoped was a casual attitude, Truth
wal ked back up to the house.

It was hard to believe, |ooking at Shadow s Gate, that it could really
be the sinkhol e of madness and doomthat basic research and lurid inmag-
ination insisted. The Elijah Cheddow nurders of 1872 were over a cen-
tury ago; Katherine's death and Thorne's di sappearance twenty-six years
in the past. Standing here, it was hard to renenber that she'd nearly
frozen to death in the library just a few nights ago--or heard Light
speaking in her father's voice.

As Truth cane up the drive, she saw the front door open. Wthout
conscious volition she stepped back off the gravel path into what shelter
the bare trees provided.

M chael cane out the door. His hair shone blue-black in the sunlight, and
he was dressed as usual, in a dark three-piece suit with tie that echoed the
formality of the canonical garb that he mght or mght not be entitled to.

He turned back, holding out his hand, and Light canme through the
door.

She was wearing clothes Truth didn't know she owned--a skirted suit
with a dark blouse. Her hair was pinned up; the effect was severe and
jarringly adult, as if the fey woman-child Truth knew was only a nask to
be put off at will. But Truth had been willing to bet that the Light she
had seen was genui ne.

This nmust be the nmask, then.
Wy ?

M chael put his armaround Light, |eading her dowmn the steps. In the
white norning radi ance, both of them seened to glow. He smled down
at her; Light reached up to touch his face. Then, as Truth watched, the
two of them began to wal k toward town.

Oh, please, |et himbe taking her away...

Truth rubbed her forehead in confusion and the begi nning of a head-
ache: it wasn't noon yet, but the norning had been incredibly tense. But
she didn't want M chael to take Light away fromher--only away from
here, and he wasn't going to do that, was he? Then what was he doi ng?

"It doesn't matter so long as it nmeans there's nobody in her room"
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Truth nuttered with brutal practicality. She waited until the pair had
vani shed around the curve of the drive, heading for town, before she
noved.

The house let Truth find Light's roomeasily. She listened to herself think
that, and winced. It was all too easy to slide into anthroponorphi sm

i mputi ng human reason to inani mate objects. Houses were not alive.

They coul d not need or desire--or act.

But their inhabitants could. And what did the inhabitants of Shadow s
Gate want ?

Truth opened the door to Light's roomand stepped inside, half her
mnd still on that problem Wat did all of themwant.., and how far
would they go to get it?

The wi ndow seat had a |id that opened; the storage was filled with
sheets and bl ankets. They snelled nusty, as if this storage space weren't
one in conmon use. Truth slipped Venus Afflicted into a pillowase and
buried it at the very bottomof the chest. The hiding place was neither
perfect nor fool proof, but it was better than nothing.

She wei ghed the anber necklace with its heavy pendant in her hand,
measuring. It would be a good idea to hide the ring and the neckl ace
somewher e outside her roomtoo--and if she hid them here, anyone who
stunbl ed across them m ght not | ook further

O finding them mght notivate themto | ook hard enough to find the
book.

"' You pays your noney and you takes your choice,' "Truth said al oud,
quoting. After another noment, she slipped the necklace back into the
drawer she had taken it from a day or two ago.

"Do you want it back, Father? Cone and get it."
She took the ring with her when she went.

Wiere to hide the ring--so she (and perhaps Thorne) could find it? Thus
arnmed and notivated, the whole of Shadow s Gate took on sonething of

the out-of-season air of a site for an Easter egg hunt. Most of the pos-
sibilities that presented thensel ves were too obvious--or too hard for
her to get toin a hurry. At last she gave up and brought it back to her
roomw th her--and with sudden inspiration concealed it at the bottom
of the jar of bath salts she'd bought.
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There. That was taken care of.
Now there was only the matter of six crates of delicate machinery to
consi der.

By four o' clock that afternoon Truth was seriously considering a career
in some other profession. Wile she had been given the free use of four
strong mal es--Caradoc, Hereward, Donner, and Gareth--to do nobst of

the heavy lifting and uncrating of the apparatus, getting the equi pnent
out of its crates was just the begi nning.

At lunchtime, when her assistants were finished and the crates and
paddi ng stored away for later, Truth found that she had three caneras,
which could be set to take pictures automatically at anything up to one-
hour intervals. Two of themwere | oaded with superfast high-resolution
filmthat should allow her to take recogni zabl e phot ographs even in near
total darkness. The third was |oaded with infrared film which was sensitive
not to light, but tenperature. Dylan hadn't sent any spare film and Truth
wonder ed why.

She had an industrial -nodel tape recorder, six reels of recording tape,
and a nunmber of mkes sensitive enough to pick up the sound of water
in the plunbing from a floor away.

She had not one, but two pol ybaroneters, specially built for the In-
stitute, which would do their best to chart and record all fluctuations of
tenmperature and air pressure, along with noting any stray earthquakes
that happened to cone their way.

She had battery packs for all six machines.
Al'l she was | acking was a strategy.

Nearly everything was on casters, so Truth didn't think she'd have too
much trouble nmoving it herself to where she wanted it--although carrying
any of the objects except the tape recorder up a flight of stairs would
have been inpossible for her--so she rel eased her willing servants and
was left to westle with thirty pages of handwitten instructions from
Dyl an, plus the manuals that cane with each nachi ne.

Gareth brought her a sandwi ch, and only after he left did Truth
realize that she'd m ssed a gol den opportunity to question hi mabout
what had--or possibly hadn't--happened this norning. She sighed--so
much bad luck was really bad planning, giving her a choice of think-
ing of herself as stupid or nerely inept--and turned back to Dylan's
not es.
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The nore she read, the nmore she was convinced that fieldwrk was
not for her.

By two in the afternoon she was even desperate enough to call Dyl an.
Today her newl y-rented cellul ar phone worked just as it ought to.

"Truth! How are you?" Meg's voice came cheerfully through the hand-
set.

"I"'mfine, Meg." Wat else, after all, could she say? "Is Dyl an around?"

But Dyl an was not around, so all Truth could do was | eave him once

agai n, the nunber of her new phone--though if she were not within

earshot of it when it rang there would be little way for her to know if

he had called--and returned to the equi pment and instructions. She had never felt so inadequate.

Now t hat she had the equi pnent she'd asked for, where was she going
to put all of it? She should have thought of that |ong before.

The library was an obvi ous pl ace, and one that had been the center of
a previous event: It was reasonable for her to put one of the caneras and
one of the polybaroneters here to see what she caught.

But the obvious place for the other one, plus both canmeras and the
tape recorder, was her bedroom Thorne had cone there before--he
woul d probably return there again.

And when he did, she could nail him

But if she did that, she'd have to admt she was bei ng haunted--and
by whom Sanctity of the scientific method or no, Truth was unwil|l -
ing to expose herself to the attention she would receive fromJulian's
Crcle of Truth if that particular truth cane out. There nust be sone
ot her way.

So she decided to put the other polybarometer in the Tenple.

Julian poked his head in to see how she was doing around three. He
had no objection to the pol ybarometer going into the Tenple, although
he woul d not permit either the camera or the tape recorder there.

"Qur rituals are secret, Truth. And even though one day | hope you
will be inside the Veil rather than outside, photographing or taping what
we do--no," he said.

In the end--running out of both ideas and patience--Truth deci ded
to set up the other two caneras to provide a parallax image in the library,
and that gave her the perfect excuse to take the tape recorder upstairs
with her. Let themthink she only wanted to keep it out of the way. Mybe
she coul d get proof w thout anyone know ng.

But what would she do with it when she had it?

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...%20-%20Witchlight%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt (246 of 311) [12/28/2004 4:56:14 PM]



file:///C)/2590%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/M ari on%20Zi mmer%20Bradl ey %620-%20Witchli ght%2001%20-%20Ghostlight.txt
242
MARI ON ZIMMER BRADLEY

By the tinme she'd westled the tape recorder upstairs it was after six, and
while Truth had no idea by this tine if any of the Institute's equipnent
woul d even work, she was pretty sure she hadn't broken any of it.

She gl anced out through the wi ndows. The sun had already set, |eaving
only a faint indigo line of Iight upon the horizon, but ornanental fl ood-
|ights shone out over the garden and nmaze. After a day spent indoors, a
wal k in the fresh air seened especially inviting.

Saint Martin's sumrer--that brief warmperiod after the first frost--
was still ahead, and the evening air was cool and inviting on Truth's face
as she wal ked out down the white pebble pathway. G ancing back over
her shoul der, she could see that nost of the roons of the big old house
were lit, including one high in the corner. Light's.

I wonder where she and M chael went today.; For a nonent Truth | et her
mnd run free to speculate upon the future. After everything here was
over, she would take Light away with her. She had a two-bedroom apart -
ment; it would be only a small inconvenience to nove her office into her
bedroom and give Light a room of her own. Light could wander the
Taghkani ¢ canpus as easily as this, and Truth--

But there imagi nation foundered, because Truth could not see herself
slipping confortably back into her old life. And what if she took Julian
up on last night's offer and went to Europe with hinf Wat woul d happen
to Light then?

We could take her with us, Truth thought, even as she realized that Light
was utterly unequi pped to deal with the crowded chaos of European
travel .

But it isn't going to matter, Truth thought with a strange detachnent.
That won't be ny decision to nake.

The fey inpulse faded, and Truth saw that her footsteps had brought
her to the maze. She hesitated at the entrance. Going in was tenpting,
and if they hadn't changed it fromthe map she'd seen in one of the books,
she' d be fine.

And even if they had, how |l ost could she get in sonething this small?
It wasn't as if she were daring Hanpton Court Maze. Truth started down
the path.

She'd just had tine to get inside, for the high boxwood hedges to cut
off the light and for her to realize howreally foolhardy an idea it was to
come in here after dark when.., sonething.., changed.
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If this had been California and not New York, Truth would not have
hesitated to nane it an earthquake; it had the sane rolling disorienting
quality that made its victimneed to stop and renenber his own nane.

She felt as though she'd tripped over a step that wasn't there, although
the path was perfectly snpoth.

Then she realized that sonething was burning--she snelled the snoke
and heard the crackle of flames like far-off gunfire. She turned.

There was no hedge between her and the burning house. She started
forward, and stopped as the realization cane to her that sonething was
wong, that a fire like this could not have spread in the few m nutes she'd
been out of the house. Then she realized that the house that was burning
was not the one she had left.

The burni ng house was a long | ow ranbling white clapboard structure,
its small wi ndows set high under the eaves. It was filled with fire, and
every wi ndow showed the hot gold of a jack'o'lantern's eyes. Shadow s
Gate--just as it had been the night it burned, as it had been in 1872,
one hundred twenty-three years before.

As if she possessed the clairvoyance she tested in others, Truth stared
into the fire and seemed to see through it--to see with snapshot clarity
a whitewashed bedroomwi th a high-canopied tester nestled beneath its
slanting ceiling. The fire was all around, but even the fire had not erad-
icated the lacy sprays of blood that patterned the walls of the room

In the mddle of the roomstood a man, his skin baked glistening red
by the flames and his shirt soaked with bl ood and sweat, hol ding an axe
and sobbing as he plied it past all necessity. Bringing it down again and
again, though its targets had | ong since ceased to struggle and, even, to
br eat he.

Elijah Cheddow. Wo, on this site, had killed his fam |y and vani shed- -
burned to death in a fire he hinself had set. And no one had ever known
why, though Truth was begi nning to suspect.

The flame-fed vision faded as a section of roof caved in, sending a pillar
of sparks skyward. In the distance she could hear a bell tolling to waken
the villagers of Shadowkill to the disaster in their nidst.

But somehow, for all its horror, the scene Truth watched held no power
to frighten--its enotional inpact was as dimnished as if it existed in the
shadow of even greater terror, of power which--once bound--nust be
f ed.

"I know a bank where the wild tinme grows,'
her. "No, don't turn around."”

a famliar voice said behind
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cleverness. "And the Way is the Way of the Pilgrim Your blood has
chosen for you, daughter. Beware." The voice faded |ike a theatrica
speci al effect.

"Ch Jesus Christ!"™ Truth snapped in nervous exasperation. Not another
florid nmel odramatic cryptic warning! She thought of all the things she
wanted to say to Thorne Bl ackburn at that noment and deci ded t hat
none of them was suitable for addressing one's father, living or dead.

I"mgoing crazy. |'mhaving all the arguments with nmy father I would have

had when | was a teenager, only I'mnot a teenager and he's dead. But it doesn't seemto change
anything ....
Truth retraced her steps quickly and went back into the house.

Wherever M chael had gone with Light that afternoon, they were both
back at the house in tinme for dinner. Fiona was also at the table, carefully
not | ooking at Truth.

Julian presided over themlike an antique god over his unruly children,
coaxing, chiding, and proclaimng by turns. He reserved a special smle
for Truth, and it warned her as if she still stood before the fire that had
burned tonight in the parlor fireplace. Only later did she realize it should
have triggered an associative nenory of her vision of the burning of the
previ ous Shadow s Gate, but it was as if those nenories were in a class
by thensel ves, untouched by nmundane reality.

Conversation eddi ed around her, excited and anticipatory. The Circle
woul d be working tonight, beginning the rituals that would culmnate in
the Qpening of the Way. The Circle woul d neet every night fromm d-
night until dawn right through a week from MondaynHal | oneen- - f or
si x hours of Blackburn's elaborate thgdtre sacrL On Hal | oween ni ght they
woul d start at dusk, and work the final ritual of Thorne's liturgy--the
one that woul d reconnect the worlds of Gods and Men. And then what?

Though she'd been here only a few days, Truth had become fond of
nmost of Julian's Circle: the al oof Donner; Hereward with his backhand
nockery; Ellis, who seened always to be consciously satirizing hinself;
Car adoc, whose involvenent in sonething this outr~ appeared so out of
character; Gareth who wanted so passionately to bel ong--and who was
so unsuitably in love. They weren't just dry case histories in a nonograph
on cults--they were people heading for disaster as surely as if they'd
been | et loose in an arnory to play with the guns.

Wiy was she so sure of that?
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The question took on fresh urgency the | onger she considered it. She
was- - she was having some sort of breakdown, because if she was not,
what was happening to her?

And Thorne kept harping upon the fact that she was his daughter, as
if that fact put her in a special class of danger--but what?

The | onger Truth stayed at Shadow s Gate, the nore questions--and
fewer answers--she had.

The nenbers of the Circle excused thenselves directly after dinner;
Truth gathered that there were a nunber of preparations that preceded
the ritual. Julian hung back, and, when she got to her feet, walked with
Truth back into the parlor.
The lights were turned low, and the fire in the fireplace was burnt down
to coals. The litter of glasses, abandoned fromthe predi nner cocktails,
was still present. Truth wal ked over to the fireplace, staring down into
the dying fire. Wio was Thorne Bl ackburn--and what was his daughter?
Julian cane up and put his armaround her; his hand was war m where
it cupped her shoulder. She could feel the thrum of power running
through him like the I ow purr of an idling engine.
"Your equi pnent shoul d have recorded sone interesting data by to-
morrow, " Julian said.
"l hope so," Truth said, but even the possibility of graphing the fl uc-
tuations in energy produced by the workings of an occult Lodge could
not distract her fromthe feeling of doomthat hung over her
"Tell me that you'll join us,"” Julian urged. "For Thorne's own bl ood
to be absent fromthe scene of his greatest triunph would be a crine,
don't you agree?"
"Light will be there," Truth said w thout thinking
"True," Julian agreed. "But all Thorne's children should be."
“I... 1"lIl think about it," Truth said as she had before.
"I"11 even admit that part of ny desire is purely selfish: If you aren't
working with us, 1'll hardly see you at all in the next week," Julian added
"Are magi ci ans supposed to be selfish?" Truth asked, striving for a light
t one.
"Join us, and I'll show you just what nagicians are," Julian said, his
voi ce a velvet promi se. But he took her continued refusal in good hunor
and, kissing her lightly upon the forehead, departed to his magick.
After he was gone she al nbst wi shed she had gone with him She'd
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never before noticed how flat and enpty Shadow s Gate seened at night--
as if, in Julian's absence, it was a theater wi thout a play.

She gl anced at the mantel clock. Nine twenty-three. So rmuch for the
frantic night-life of the super rich. Truth yawned, remenbering how short
on sl eep she'd been these past few days. An early night would do her no
harm either.

She went upstairs to her room The bed was turned back--it nust be
Irene who did these things, as Truth could not imagine this nuch do-
mesticity fromFiona, nor that Fiona would do these things for her even
if she did themfor everyone el se--and her nightclothes were laid out.
She'd just wite up the day's events in her diary before turning in.

She undressed and got ready for bed, swi tching on the enornous tape
recorder as she did so. Mdst of the failures to record psychic phenonena,
Dyl an had al ways said, stenmed fromfailure to turn on the recorders.
Truth woul dn't make that nistake--especially as events at Shadow s Gate
seemed to wait on no particul ar cal endar.

The massive reels began slowy to turn, and the needles flickered alertly
across the dials. The nachi ne made a nuted "open mi ke" sound, faint
enough that it could not be heard even froma few feet away. Each ree
hel d twel ve hours of tape--the nachine should be set up to record
through nine-thirty tomorrow norning. Truth checked that all the wires
were tucked carefully out of the way--to mninize disruption, none of
the Institute's ghosthunting equi pnent ran of f house current; each had
it own nassive rechargeabl e battery pack, which should power it for at
| east a week. And a week's tinme was all she needed.

She pressed the "test" button. The battery's LED display lit redly: 87
percent power. Mre than enough.

Testing the recorder's battery rem nded her of Julian's warning about
battery life at Shadow s Gate, and she tested the cellular phone, dialing
her home number and being rewarded with the sound of her answering
machi ne. The phone was working, at |east.

She hesitated over trying Dylan again and finally dismssed the idea. It
was | ate, she was tired--and the equi pment was working as well as it was
going to, anyway. Truth got into bed with her journal and began to record
the day's events.

She was feeling pleasantly sleepy by the tine she was done, and got
up to take one last |ook at the recorder. It wasn't worKking.
It took her a few nonents to register the fact. How could it not be
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but the LED display stayed dark

But it had been working earlier. It had been at nearly full charge earlier
She gl anced at the wall socket. She could plug the recorder directly

into the house current. It was tenpting, but she already knew how un-
trustworthy the power was here--if she plugged the recorder into the
house she risked a power surge that would scranble its delicate little
innards for good. Sighing, all thought of sleep bani shed by exasperation,
Truth switched off the reel-to-reel and unhooked it fromthe battery

pack. She plugged the battery into the wall, where a green "chargi ng"
light and a weak flutter of needles reassured her that the | aws of physics
still worked.

What about the others? Truth groaned, belted on her bathrobe,
shrugged her feet into slippers, and went downstairs.

There were three caneras and a pol ybaroneter in the library. The
battery pack on one of the caneras was dead; the other three batteries
showed 33, ~7, and 40 percent power, respectively, although they'd all
been between 80 and 90 percent when she'd hooked up the equi pnent
and tested it. The timers on all three caneras were scranbled as well;
not knowi ng the cycle for the manifestations centering on the library,
Truth had set themeach to take a picture once an hour. One of the
caneras had run through its entire roll of filmalready--Truth wi nced;
as Dylan had said, the fast fil mwas expensive--and one had been reset
to take a photograph every six hours. The third had been changed to
manual operati on.

It woul d be so conforting to think this was sabotage, Truth reflected
Conforting, but unlikely--Julian had shown very little interest in inter-
fering with her investigations, and she doubted that was an act.

She switched the pol ybaroneter to the battery with the 40 percent
charge--though at the rate the batteries were draining it probably
woul dn't | ast out the night--and | ooked around for outlets to plug the
other three batteries into for charging. She found outlets for two in the
library--the batteries seenmed to charge normally once they were pl ugged
in, at any rate--and decided to forget about the other one for the tine
being. At |east she now had sone proof of Julian's clains about failing
batteries.
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When she was done with the equipnent in the library, sleep seened
the farthest possible thing fromher mnd, and a runbling in her stonmach
rem nded her that she'd been too keyed up to eat nuch at dinner.

A nice cup of cocoa, as Irene would say, heals all wounds. That's what |
need.

The thin line of Iight beneath the door warned her that the kitchen
was al ready occupi ed, but although he was the only possible person who
could be there tonight, Truth wasn't really prepared to see M chael stand-
ing in front of the stove, intent upon a saucepan

Hi s jacket and vest were thrown over a chair and the sleeves of his
white shirt were rolled up to just below the el bow. Hi s shirt collar was
unbuttoned as well--wi thout the arnor of his formal dress M chae
seenmed absurdly young. The strong odor of chocolate wafted up from
the saucepan as M chael gave its contents another stir.

"l guess we both had the sane idea?" Truth said. She supposed she
ought to be enbarrassed showing up in front of Mchael in a robe and
paj amas, but it was a good heavy robe and the pajamas were far nore
conceal i ng than many street clothes. And M chael was not her idea of a
romanti c object, anyway. There was sonething too.., alien.., about
hi m

What a peculiar thing to think. Light Iikes him

"Cocoa?" M chael said. He smled at her. "There's enough for two."
Trut h nodded, and took one of the brownies left over fromthe eve-
ning's dessert and sat down at the kitchen table. M chael brought over
the saucepan and two white china mugs. Deftly, he poured each of them
full and sat down.

"Julian plans to close the house in Novenber," Truth said, approaching
her subject obliquely.

"l believe he would,"” M chael said.
"Whuld," not "will. .... Don't you believe hinmP?" Truth chal |l enged.

M chael net her eyes directly, and once more Truth had that unsettled
feeling of peril.

"l believe that Julian believes.., that there is no reason to plan beyond
Cctober thirty-first," Mchael said carefully.

"The day of his final ritual,” Truth anplified. M chael nodded.

Was M chael inplying that Julian was crazy? And how reliable a source

was M chael anyway, if it was sanity that was in question?

"What do you suppose will happen, when..." Wen he finds out it
hasn't worked, Truth couldn't quite bring herself to say.
"Let me ask you a question in turn: What do you think Julian will do
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with the power he gains fromopening the way for pagan gods to wal k
the Earth once nore?"

"Thorne Bl ackburn al ways said that Opening the Way woul d i naugurate
a new gol den age," Truth said slowy.

"Admi rably vague," M chael said with an angry snile.

"So you think Julian doesn't have the hunman race's best interests at
heart?" Just what | need,' another inconclusive conversation with a nutcase.
Well, at least this one's alive.

"Do you?" M chael shot back. "Think carefully: Pure altruismis nearly
as rare as disinterested kindness in this world."

"1 thought you were supposed to be his friend," Truth said, starting to
get annoyed. Her feelings for Julian were too confused to withstand nuch
exam nation, but she did know that she didn't |ike hearing this tissue of
i nnuendo from M chael

"I amhis friend," Mchael said. "Perhaps the only one he has left--
and certainly the one he needs nost."

"Well isn't that just peachy for both of you," Truth snapped. She
drai ned her cup and stood up. "Just tell me one thing, Mchael: You hate
magi ck, don't believe in studying the unknown, and you think Julian's
crazy. Just what are you doi ng here?"

M chael |ooked up at her, and in his eyes Truth saw a fury and pain
that nade her irritated frustration seemin the worst of taste, as if she
mocked a man who had al ready received his death wound

"I am here because here is where |I mnmust be," Mchael said, "because
Good cannot act in the absence of Evil. | have fewer choices than he
has. "

"M chael, | need you to talk rationally to ne,’
"I need you to tell me the truth."

"*What is truth? said jesting Pilate,'" Mchael quoted bitterly. "Very

Truth said desperately.

well: the truth. If you remain here, you inperil your inmmortal soul. It is
possi ble that you will be offered the chance to renounce your certainty

of heaven. It is possible that you will take it. That renunciation will cost
you the light, Truth--you will walk in shadows all the rest of your days."

"That's... gibberish,” Truth said forlornly.
"It is the truth,” Mchael said sadly, "but you do not understand it.

And once you do--1 think you will have passed beyond the time when
you are still free to choose.”

"I've told you | don't believe in... your religion," Truth said diffi-
dently.
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"Your belief is not necessary for its existence--or its truth,"” M chael
said. "It is."

She could talk to Mchael no nore than she could to the others, Truth
realized sadly. Mchael held to a faith that shaped his worl d--and w t hout
accepting its reality, how could the two of themtal k together?

"Good night, Mchael,"” Truth finally said, going to the sink to rinse
her cup.

"Sleep well," M chael Archangel said.

On her way up to bed she detoured past Light's room Light was already
down in the tenple with the others, and her roomwas enpty. Venus
Afflicted was still where Truth had left it.

It remained there for the next nine days.
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CHAPTER THI RTEEN

THE HOUR OF TRUTH

Tinme's glory is to cal mcontendi ng kings,
To unmask fal sehood, and bring truth to Iight.
--WLLI AM SHAKESPEARE

OCTOBER 30TH WASA SUNDAY, AND TRUTH SPENT | T AS SHE HAD
spent every day of the past week or nmore--in the Bl ackburn collection
at Shadow s Gate. By now she had a pile of notes that rival ed her source
materi al for sheer word count, and even a rough outline of her book
There woul d be chapters covering Thorne's early life and the evol ution
of his "followers" after his death, but the nmeat of the book would stil
be Thorne's public career in all its scandal ous excess, just as she had
originally planned.

Only the excesses didn't seem quite so scandal ous any nore.

She tried to ignore the inner voice that told her Thorne was no nore
excessive than his contenporaries, that his own sincere belief blurred if
not eradicated the line, if not between con man and visionary, then at
| east between con man and crackpot. Thorne had believed he hadn't been
trying to steal noney to enrich hinself.

And in one sense he had not stolen at all--the wealth which his dev-
ot ees had heaped upon him had all gone into achievin~ his vision, |eaving
not hi ng behi nd.

Even his lies had been an exercise in honesty--if he told his followers
unbel i evabl e stories about his past and his exploits, it was precisely so
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they woul dn't believe him-or anyone else who tried to fool them
Thorne had been raised in a world where the exanple of Hitler's nadness
was still fresh--what he had wanted nost was to create a world of demi -
gods, not followers.
How could it all have gone so wong, Father--how?

But chasi ng Thorne had not been all that Truth had to occupy her
during that tine. There was also the matter of the batteries.

When she'd finally gone back upstairs that night, the cellular phone
had been dead as well, and Truth had repressed the nomentary inpul se
to fling the expensive usel ess thing out her bedroom w ndow. But she'd
only |l eased, not bought it, and Julian had warned her. She'd told herself
she'd see tonorrow i f she could get it working again, and thus had begun
a frustrating and intermttent week-1ong struggle with batteries, attenpts
to run the phone off the house current, and other strategens that had
finally caused her to give up in disgust. But that wasn't the worst of it.

To Julian's affectionate, ill-conceal ed amusenent, none of the battery
packs for Dyl an's ghosthunting equi pnrent would hold a charge for nore
than a few hours, no matter what she did. It hardly mattered that Dyl an
hadn't sent nmore filmfor the cameras--she hadn't managed to use up
what she had.

Not that she'd m ssed nmuch by having no equi prent avail abl e. Except
for its pernicious effect on her batteries, Shadow s Gate had been neek
as a little lanb. Roons stayed where they bel onged and so did pictures.
She didn't even see Thorne Bl ackburn, and Truth was surprised to find
how much she nissed that. She'd been becom ng fond of the old rogue;
as if he were a wicked uncle with depl orabl e habits who was, nonethel ess,
part of the famly. She would m ss himwhen she | eft Shadow s Gate.

She | ooked around the library room chewi ng on her pen. The cur-
tainl ess wi ndows adnitted cascades of white Cctober |ight. Caradoc was
sitting at the other table surrounded by several books on magick. Truth
had | ooked into them and found them i nconprehensibly technical, but
Caradoc did not seemto be having any troubl e--he worked steadily,
checki ng one against the other, and making notes in a | arge, black-bound
sket chbook. He was wholly engrossed in his work--these days, all the
Crcle of Truth was occupied by the Wrk, focusing all their attention
on perfecting their performance of Thorne's el aborate rituals. She hardly
saw any of them these days, except at dinner.

A theater built for one.., and one they aren't even sure is coming, Truth
thought to herself whinsically. To her uninitiated perceptions, it was very
much as if Julian's Crcle were putting on a long el aborate full-dress play
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every night--and spending all their other waking hours rehearsing for it,
as well as building the sets and conpoundi ng the makeup. Well, better
them than her, although she'd been | aboring hard herself, and her work
with the Blackburn Library was nearly done.

She' d be | eaving soon, Truth thought idly. She'd copied out by hand
nmost of the documents she'd need to refer to later. And besides, Julian
woul d be turning his attention to other matters once the Opening of the
Way was done; there'd be no place for her here. The final ritual was tonorrow night.

Truth blinked and | ooked around, as nmazed as if she were awakeni ng
fromsone | ong dream Tonorrow ni ght was Hal |l oween, and Julian's fina
ritual.

Where had the tine gone? Over a week, and she'd drifted right through
it as if she had all the tine in the world. And now there was no nore tine.

That know edge was as al arming as anything el se that had happened to
her here, and the sudden sense of urgency that replaced it was snoth-
ering-as if the house itself had abruptly awakened.

Wiere in God's nane had her mind been--she hadn't even driven
home to Storm akken for Aunt Caroline's nenorial service!

Truth got slowy to her feet, feeling slightly dizzy. On the fl oor beside
the fireplace, Light |ooked up when Truth | ooked at her, and smiled, then
went back to playing cat's cradle with a length of white string onto which
one silver bead had been threaded.

Truth groaned inwardly. She'd felt so smugly industrious, and now she
realized that she'd been concentrating on busywork to shield her from
her real work. She should have tried harder to get Light away from here;
found out nore about the backgrounds of the others and their reasons
for being here--found out nore about Julian, for God's sake; noney like
that didn't just sprout out of the ground |ike dragon's teeth..

She hadn't even tried to call Dylan back once she'd given up on the
cel lular phone. Meg woul d have given himher nessage, but after that--
not hi ng.

Wel |, that nuch she could renedy right now.

She felt no qual ns about going into Julian's office--if he had the only
phone at Shadow s Gate he must be used to all sorts of interruptions by
now-but in fact she was not interrupting him Julian wasn't there.

Truth went to the desk and rai sed the phone fromthe cradle. She held
it to her ear. Nothing.
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She joggled the button a few ti nes--a usel ess habit picked up from
ol d novi es--and as she did Truth becane aware of a strange snell in
the room a bitter, nusty scent, pervasive but oddly pleasant.

The phone was obviously usel ess, though the weat her had been rea-
sonably clear, so its present failure could not be blamed on power outages.
Truth returned the receiver to the cradle, and as she did her eye fell upon
Julian's Day-Timer, open on the blotter.

I shouldn't look, Truth told herself, and did. Not that her snooping
gai ned her anything. Mst of the entries were in strings of gobbl edygook
synmbol s, except for one today that was witten in plain English: See Ellis.

About what, | wonder? Truth nused, but this really was none of her
busi ness, so she forced herself to | eave the desk diary al one and | eave
bef ore anyt hi ng enbarrassi ng happened.

She went back to the library, but she now felt as restless as she'd been
pl acid. Light stared at her for a | ong nmonent before returning to her
el aborate gane of meking the silver bead slide back and forth anong the
cords. Watching her, Truth nade up her nmind to go down to Shadowkil |
and try to phone Dylan fromthere when an even nore useful idea oc-
curred to her.

She woul d do what she ought to have done nuch earlier. She would
send all her log notes to Dylan and ask himto review them He woul dn't
see her visions of Thorne as evidence of a noral failing--anything from
self-delusion to true psychism yes, but not as sone nebul ous indicator
of Truth's personal immorality. She could trust Dyl an.

And she'd send Venus Afflicted away from here too--to herself at the
col l ege. Maybe she could get it copied in town and send a copy to Dyl an--
she suspected that Dyl an was nore of a Bl ackburn schol ar than he'd ever
want ed her to know, though w thout crossing the Iine into occultism
Per haps he could help her think of a way to defuse that dangerous book.

She hadn't wanted to do these things before--but that was, Truth knew
now, because she hadn't felt strong enough before to survive their inev-
itable aftermath. But as she'd all but slunbered here at Shadow s Cate
somet hi ng deep within her had changed, sonething about the way she
defined herself; and admtting to Dylan that she needed hel p no | onger
frightened her. Needing help did not dimnish her. Everyone needed
hel p sonetimes; that was the way of the world.

She gathered up her notes and left the library. Today was Sunday- -
she woul d put her package in the mail the nmoment the post office opened
t onor r ow.
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The first thing to do--while she knew where Light was--was to retrieve
Venus Afflicted.

Truth ascended the stairs to Light's third-floor aerie. The book was
right where she had left it--so, for that matter, was the necklace, despite
Thorne' s demands--and she retrieved both and brought them back to
her room She tucked the necklace into a drawer and began maki ng up
a parcel of the itens she neant to send to Dyl an--her dictaphone tapes,
her notebook and log, the naterial she'd gathered on the haunted history
of Shadow s Gate. The finished stack was | arge enough that she'd need
a sturdy box for it.

Per haps there was one downstairs. Probably Hoskins would know -
or she mght be able to find Irene.

She took one | ast glance at the pile fromthe doorway. The book was
thoroughly buried in other papers, unnoticeable. She went out, closing
t he door behind her.

It took her about half an hour to track down box, tape, and wrapping
paper, but Hoskins was hel pful and she didn't have to bother Irene--
not that finding Irene woul d have been easy. These days the entire house
was |i ke an enornous engine, dedicated to the Wirk, and everyone's
waki ng nonents seenmed to be focused on it, either in neditation, re-
hearsal, or private ritual, or in fashioning the various paints, oils, teas,
and i ncenses that seenmed to be so necessary--freshly-made--to each
night's performance. It made Truth a little uneasy, although she was well
used to such discipline when she encountered it in acadenic circles.

She got back to her room thought of conposing a cover letter for the
mat eri al, then decided she could just as well tell Dylan it was com ng
when she called him She'd pack the box, leave it in the trunk of her car
overnight to be doubly sure it was safe, and walk on down to the village
today and give Dylan that call she owed him The wal k woul d be good
exerci se: She couldn't remenmber the last time she'd | eft Shadow s Gate,
once the house had stopped trying to push her away. And if it had, why?

It was as if, in sonme bizarre fashion, Shadow s Gate had finally wel coned
her in.

She opened the box and started filling it.
Venus Afflicted wasn't here.

At first she thought she had to be m staken. She searched the pile paper

by paper, then all the other piles of paper, then every inch of the room
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It wasn't here.

They'd gotten it. After all her care, after all her planning, just when
she'd been about to put it beyond their reach forever, they'd gotten it.

She felt an anger all out of proportion to the offense, as if the house,
awakeni ng, was feeding all its surging nmadness through her. Pure unrea-
sonabl e fury surged through her veins, as if her blood had been turned
to fire. She was tired of making nice, of letting themlull her with how
reasonabl e they were. She was tired of going al ong, of being sensible.

This was too much.

She was going to Julian. She was going to demand her book back--it
was hers; Thorne was dead and it was hers--it was her heritage!

She didn't think past that nmoment of confrontation; she couldn't. Wen
she threw open the door to her roomit hit the wall with a popping sound
like arifle shot.

She felt the house try to pull her away, to confuse her, and used her
anger like a sword to cut through its coils of influence. For the first tine
she tasted the power that went with her birthright, and enbraced it
gleefully even as sonme part of herself recoiled. She felt the house's power
rebound upon itself, inmpotent, as she ran down the stairs.

"Julian?" Truth called, hal fway down. Her voice had a dangerous edge.
Herewar d crossed the bl ack-and-white marble of the entryway, heading
for the door. He glanced up as he saw her, but then the door was open,
Her eward was hol ding the door as the men in white cane in, carrying a
gur ney.

The sight jolted her back to some senbl ance of reason

"Her ewar d?" she said, but he didn't stop, |eading the EMIs down the
hal | .

Slowy, baffled, Truth cane the rest of the way down the stairs. The
front door was open. She could see an orange-and-white ambul ance, its

blue lights still flashing, parked in front of the steps. What's going on?
"Isn't it horrible?" Irene said. She canme through the parlor into the
foyer. "It was-- Oh, how could Ellis have done it--he'd been up and

down those stairs a hundred tines!"

"What did--" Truth began, but then the EMIs cane back, wheeling the
gurney slowmy and carefully. Gareth and Hereward foll owed, faces grim

Ellis was on the gurney, strapped to a fracture board that spoke vol unes
for the seriousness of his condition. H's face was gray with pain and his
eyes glittered. When he saw Truth he noved weakly against the straps,
hi s mout h openi ng and cl osi ng.
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Truth ran over to him "ElIlis?"

"He fell down the stairs. The servants' stairs--we don't use them
they're so steep, and--" Gareth said.

"He fell on his head," Hereward said harshly.

Ellis was plucking at Truth's hand with ice-cold fingers. She stared into
his eyes; they were fixed on hers, and welled with tears of pain. H's nouth
wor ked desperately, but the words he was trying to say wouldn't cone.

"It's all right," Truth found herself saying. Ellis's pain had defused the
| ast of her rage, and all she felt now was a vast, aching pity. Ellis cl osed
his eyes--in frustration? Resignation?

"M ss?" one of the EMIs said, and Truth let herself be noved back
out of the way. The two technicians maneuvered the gurney carefully
down the steps.

Truth gl anced back the way it had come and saw Julian, all in shark-
gray .Armani silk. He was staring after Ellis with an unreadabl e expression
on his face.

What woul d Julian do now? She didn't know nuch about the worKkings
of his Crcle, but she did know that Ellis had occupied an inportant
position in the ritual. Ellis was the bl ack dog--one of the four Guardians.
Could Julian find soneone to replace hinf

"Truth?" said a voice fromthe open doorway.
She turned around.
It was Dyl an.

Dyl an Pal mer stepped into the foyer. He gl anced backward, to where
the driver of the anbul ance was closing the doors on its injured cargo.

"When | drove up here and saw that thing, | thought... Well, |I'mjust
glad it wasn't you." His voice was ragged with relief.

Dyl an was wearing a gray corduroy work shirt with the sleeves rolled
up a few turns, faded jeans, and work boots. Hi s sandy hair was in unruly
di sarray, and he looked as if he stood in a different |ight than the others.

"And you are?" Julian said before Truth could sort out the conflicting
enotions surging through her and speak. Julian stepped forward, and the
di fference between himand Dyl an was as jarring as that between Julian
and Gareth--yet sonmehow Dyl an did not cone off the worse in the
compari son.

"Dr. Dylan Palner," Dylan said, stressing his title slightly. "OF the
Mar gar et Beresford Bi dney Menorial Psychic Sci ence Research Labo-
ratory at Taghkanic Coll ege. You nust be Julian Pilgrim" He held out
hi s hand, smling.

"And what brings you here?" Julian said, his voice neutral. He did not

BRADLEY
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of fer his hand. Though Julian didn't look in his direction, Truth saw
Gareth start uneasily, and she renenbered the norning the crates had
been deli vered.
Julian didn't |ike surprises.
"I'"d better go back down and close up the gate," Gareth said.
"Don't bother. | don't imagine Dr. Palnmer will be staying |ong,'
sai d.
Dyl an | owered his hand but did not stop smling. "Well, actually," he
said. "I came here to see Truth."
"There she is," Hereward sai d.
"Hello, Dylan." Truth said unconfortably. What the hell are you doing
here? Finally--as though something inside her had deci ded what defense
to offer--anger began to well up, threading itself through all her per-
ceptions. How dare Dyl an cone here?
As if summoned by some inaudi bl e alarm Caradoc cane out of the
i brary and Donner appeared fromthe back of the house, and suddenly
the grouping in the foyer had all the earmarks of a confrontation spoiling
to happen. But this wasn't right. Dylan was hers, to punish as she chose--
it was not for these others to judge him
"Julian, could we use the parlor for a while?" Truth asked. Julian nod-
ded, smiling faintly. Truth crossed to Dyl an and took his arm | eading
hi m away from the others.

Jul i an

"What's with the Mad Scientist and his crew of nuscle boys?" Dyl an said,
noddi ng toward the cl osed door into the foyer

"What are you doi ng here?" Truth denanded. The anger rose up in
her in sweet seduction--the fury that she'd felt earlier cane surging up,
rinsing away confusion and doubt now that it had found a new target,
and that target was Dyl an.

"1 could ask you the sane question,” Dylan said, his voice rough with
confusion and concern. "Two weeks ago you up and vanish, telling ne
you're going to wite a bio of Thorne Bl ackburn and start here. Ten days
ago you call and tell ne you need nonitoring equipnent for Shadow s
Gate--which ! got for you--and then.., nothing. | tried the cellular
nunber, | tried the house nunber--nothing."

"So you cane up here to check on nme," Truth said accusingly.

"So | came up here to see if you were all right," Dylan anmended.

"What's going on? Wio was that guy they were putting in the anbul ance?"
"Ellis Gardner. Another of Julian's 'nuscle boys,' as you so politely
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put it. He fell down a flight of stairs." She could hear the anger in her
own voice and it excited her, a dangerous thing, begging to be let free.

Dylan didn't respond directly. "I've been worried about you," he finally
said. "This isn't like you." He took a step toward her; Truth raised a hand
as if to ward himoff.

"How do you know what's like me and what isn't, Dylan? |'m Thorne
Bl ackburn's daughter--blood will out." Truth strode across the roomto
the fireplace, and stood with her back to Dylan. "And while | suppose
shoul d appreci ate your concern--for your equi prment if not for anything
el se--now you' ve seen ne, and Julian really doesn't want visitors right
now so why don't you just be on your way?"

The silence stretched, and Truth turned to find that Dyl an was staring
at her. "What the hell's gotten into you?" he said bew lderedly. "Wat's
goi ng on here?"

"The Bl ackburn Work," Truth said harshly. "And no, | haven't gotten
involved with it, if that's what you nean. |'m here because Julian has a
useful collection of Blackburn nenorabilia--that's all."

"And what about the haunting?" Dylan asked angrily. "Or am! sup-
posed to just forget about that too?"

Truth shrugged, trying to back off fromthe building confrontation and
not entirely sure she could doit. "I"'mnot... Al the equi pnent runs on
electricity, Dylan. It isn't working. The battery packs drain in hours;
not hing holds a charge." She | aughed shortly. "But see for yourself--
Julian will be delighted to have the phenonena investigated by a conplete
staff next week." Her words were a warning.

"Once he's done his Halloween ritual? Ch, don't | ook so surprised,
Truth--1'"d be a damm poor ghosthunter if | didn't know the beasties’
hi gh holy days. Sanhai n and Wal purgi snacht, those are the biggies. Just
how far is Julian planning to take after Thorne? Who's going to die this
time?" Dylan's fists were clenched--he was al nost shouting now, as if
sonething in Shadow s Gate that fed on enotions had realized it had a
fresh victim

"That's a filthy thing to say.t" Truth cried, losing the battle for calm
her body trenbling with the need to |lash out at her eneny. "You don't
know anyt hi ng about Julian and what he's done, but you just charge in
here nmaki ng basel ess accusations, when Julian is--" She stopped, reining
herself in with the greatest effort she had ever had to make. Her nails
made separate stars of pain as she dug theminto her palns, fighting for
control. '~Julian is the kindest, sanest hunman being |'ve ever known, and
won't listen to your filthy slanders. He wants to help ne with the book--"
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"No book is worth this!" Dylan interrupted loudly. "Are you listening
to yourself? Can't you see what they're doing to you? How can you be

so blind--"
"Get out." Al Truth's anger had collapsed inward on itself, until it was
a cold hard unyielding thing burning like frostfire in her chest. "lrene

Aval on was ny nother's dearest friend. Light is my sister. Do you think
they'd hurt me? W even have a rationalist who's sure Julian's the An-
tichrist-Julian isn't likely to be raising any devils with himaround. Go
away, Dyl an, and save your nunbo-junbo for the Late Late Show." She
fol ded her arns around herself, chilled even in the bright sunlight that
streamed through the parlor w ndows.

Dyl an cane and stood before her, his expression renorseful

"l shoul d never have let you stay here once you told ne this place was
haunt ed. Hauntings play upon the mnd, Truth, that's why they're so
i nsi di ous--you don't need walls dripping bl ood and headl ess nuns when
the unt apped power of the human nmind can be far nore dangerous," he
said sadly. "Please--"

Truth regarded himcoldly. Wiy wouldn't he give up and | eave her
al one? Her kind had no use for human enotion

But Thorne had chosen otherw se--and the choice had destroyed him
"This is ny specialty, Truth. | know," Dylan said earnestly.

"I amnot finished here," Truth said. The power was here for her to
draw on; she could see it now that she'd used it against the house. She
started forward, and Dylan was forced to retreat a few steps.

"l suppose | could drag you out of here by force, or blackmil you
into leaving with me by threatening to go to the police, but |I've al ways
preferred the use of reason," Dylan said. H s hands were spread in a
soot hing gesture. "If you're staying of your own free will--" "I am" Truth interrupted

"Then you're a grown woman and capabl e of maki ng your own choi ces,
even if | happen to think they' re wong ones. But for God' s sake take
care of yourself, Truth--the nobst dangerous place on Earth for an un-
protected nediumis a haunted house."

"Tm no nedium" Truth said, nonentarily startled out of her anger.
She' d never tested out of the normal range in any of the tests the Institute
ran; considering her father, she'd been glad...

Dyl an sighed, and ran a hand through his hair. "Muybe. Can you take
the chance? Your aunt was one of the nost powerful trance nediuns
that ever worked with Rhine. That's how Thorne becane interested in
her and her twin in the first place. OF course, it was his theory that they
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had si dhe blood in them too, or something, but no matter how you slice
it, ESP is hereditary."

"Ch, God." The icy fury that held her was |oosening its grip. Truth
put her hands to her face, backing up against the mantel pi ece. She could
dismiss Irene, and M chael, and even Thorne in his ghostly visitation, but
when Dyl an--calm rational, credential ed Dyl an--said the same thing,
what was she supposed to think? "Wy didn't | know?"

"I thought you did. Truth--" Dylan noved forward.

"I'mso glad you're still here, Dr. Palmer,"” Julian said. "1'd like to take
the opportunity to apol ogi ze for your reception earlier--if I'mnot in-
terrupting?’

"No, Julian, of course not," Truth said gratefully. Julian crossed the
roomto stand beside her, and Truth | eaned agai nst him

"Just as you arrived, Dr. Palmer, a valued associate and a very dear
friend suffered a severe injury. They're taking himto Saint Francis Hos-
pital in Poughkeepsie."

"So far?" Truth asked, startl ed.

"Tmafraid there isn't anything closer that would do poor Ellis any
good, darling," Julian said, reaching down to take her hand. "Northern
Dut chess doesn't handle trauma of that sort and Al bany Medical is even
farther away. So I'mafraid | was nore than normally abrupt,” he finished,
speaking to Dylan. "I take it you are the psychic researcher | will be
payi ng host to next nonth?" He offered his hand. "I hope | can convince
you to be our guest for |unch?"

Dyl an was courteous enough to shake it. And everything el se that night
have been between Truth and Dyl an went unsaid.

Jul i an phoned the hospital during the neal --the phone service at Shad-
ow s Gate having experienced one of its intermttent revival s--and cane
back to the table | ooking dourly anused.

"He's still in X-Ray, and they weren't sure they wanted to talk to ne
at all. | told theml'd be covering the bills, and it was anmazi ng how
forthcom ng they suddenly becane." "You?" Dyl an asked.

"OF course,” Julian said. "Actors have no noney--and | ess nedi ca
insurance. And is Ellis was, in a sense, working for ne..."

"Nobl esse oblige," Dylan said, but that was as pointed a remark as he
made the entire tine.
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The enforced civility of the situation also gave Truth time to rein in
her enotions and think. She couldn't just go to Julian denmanding the
return of Venus Afflicted without adnmitting she'd had it in the first place,
and that would mean admtting that she'd brought it to Shadow s Gate
and kept it hidden while he'd practically begged her for it. She just couldn't.

Cut your |osses and | eave, a Thorne-like voi ce whispered inside her. You
didn't have the book two nonths ago; you don't need it now. Cut your |osses
and run.
"The nost dangerous place on earth for an unprotected nediumis a haunted
house, " Dyl an had told her.

"You're not like the others, baby. You're special--you' re ny daughter,"”
Thorne' s voi ce repeat ed.

No. She could not sinply confess. And the only reason to do so woul d
be to gain Julian's help in recovering Venus Afflicted, something she was
not sure that she could count on

Truth studied Julian through her |ashes, but he was chatting am -
ably with Dyl an and seemed not to notice. Could she find the book
hersel f?

Maybe. She'd have the house and the night to search, after all--she
knew exactly where all the house's inhabitants would be, and for how
long too. Mdnight to six in the Tenple, and you could drop a bonb
out si de the door wi thout disturbing anyone inside.

Except for Mchael, but in her need to do sonething to recover Thorne's
book, Truth gl ossed over that problemto herself. She'd take care of
M chael when the tinme cane. She'd find the book, take it back, and | eave.
Tomorrow norning she could try again to get Light to go with her--
perhaps the final ritual wouldn't take place at all

But if, with Ellis injured, Julian wasn't planning to continue the actions
of the Crcle, how could she go | ooking for her book?

Dylan left after lunch, driving his small brown Datsun down the road to
the gate. Truth and Julian stood together on the steps, watching himgo.

"Tmglad he's gone,"” Julian said. "I felt like a nervous freshman bei ng
interviewed by the Dean. | wonder if | passed?”

' Tve never seen anyone who acted |less |ike a nervous freshman," Truth
said, |leaning against him Julian put his armaround her waist, in a pro-
prietary way that Truth no | onger questioned. It was renarkabl e how
guiltless she felt, considering that she intended to burgle Julian's room
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that very night. O course, she didn't intend to steal anything, but that
didn't make any difference, did it?

"It's ny years of practice,” Julian said, turning her toward him "For a
while I was wondering if | had a rival in Dr. Palnmer--do |?"

"OF course not," Truth said, turning faintly pink. Julian had no rival--
and no peer. He took her armand | ed her back inside.

"Then conme away with nme, fair Inconparable--we'll put a girdle round
the gl obe in considerably nore than half an hour, find out all of Thorne's
little secrets, and--Wo knows?" He sniled down at her as he cl osed
the front door behind them

"Julian, what about the Wrk? | nean, Ellis isn't going to be able to
work with you tonorrow night, even if it's only a few bruises."

"Which it isn't,"” Julian said, walking with her back into the parlor. "A
skull fracture at the very least. |'m going down there to straighten out
the bill, and possibly they'|Il have nore information for ne."

He picked up a gl ass paperwei ght fromthe mantel piece and stared into
it as if the information about Ellis's condition m ght be there.

"But what about the Circle?" Truth persisted. Julian turned back to her
"Ch, one of the others can take on Ellis's part--we've had to double

so many roles already that everyone knows everyone else's. Gareth can
doit. We'll manage. |'mnot putting this off for another year just because
of--" he broke off. "I nust sound terribly callous,” he said with a small,
sel f-deprecating snmle.

"No. Just dedicated." Truth felt indecently relieved--they would be in
the Tenpl e tonight after all.

"I'"'mafraid, though, that | nust--oh, not withdraw, but defer our
invitation to become one of us. There's no nore tine. But perhaps | can
persuade you on our travels." Julian's smile grewwarner. "l--" Truth faltered

She'd nmeant to tell himplainly that she had no intention of going to
England with him that she didn't think a romance with hi mwas sonething
she could confortably handle; that right now her duty was to her sister
and her work.

"Who knows?" Truth said instead, and the warmthrill of possibility
made her skin tingle in a rush of surging bl ood.

Julian drove down to Poughkeepsie to settle arrangenents with the hos-
pital. He did not ask Truth to acconpany him and she did not ask to go
with him She went |ooking for Light instead, although she'd changed her
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m nd--she didn't intend to even try to convince Light to cone away with
her. If Ellis's renoval was a strain on the Crcle' s workings, Light's de-
fection would bring its activities to a screeching halt. She'd al ways known
that--Light was their trance nedium-but before Ellis's injury she'd

hoped there was a chance of convincing Light otherw se. Now she knew

that was inmpossible. The Circle's inconmpl eteness was too nakedly ex-

posed. To lose Light was to fail utterly.

And while Truth wasn't sure that was such a bad thing, she wasn't sure
she could get Light to agree. Julian wanted this ritual to happen so des-
perately, and Light owed himso rmuch--and so did Truth.

And what was he going to do Tuesday norning, when the world was
still as it had been and he saw it had all been for nothing? If it was...

Trut h sighed, caught between rationality and the conpelling beliefs of
the reborn Circle of Truth. Light would go with her Tuesday norni ng.

She was sure of it. She'd take her away from here, and then..
Truth shrugged. She'd worry about that on Tuesday.

The evening neal was tense and edgy, as fraught as the new storm boiling
up over Storm King Muwuntain. Julian wasn't back, but he'd called from
Poughkeepsie--Ellis was in guarded condition, and Julian would return
intime for the evening's ritual. The next to |ast.

M chael was gone al so, wi thout explanation, though no one conmented
on it. Perhaps he nade them as uneasy as he did Truth--though he and
Irene had seenmed to be cl ose.

Truth cl osed her eyes wearily. Wio could she believe--what coul d
she believe? Everyone couldn't be telling the truth--their stories were
too contradictory.

"Poor Ellis," Irene sighed again, "I told himthose stairs were treach-
erous.'

"They woul dn't have been, if he didn't drink like a fish," Fiona snarl ed.
"I don't care if he's hurt; I'mglad he's gone--1 never |iked himanyway."

"Spoken like a true lady," Hereward draw ed. Fiona gl ared poi sonously
at him

"It's nice to see we're all getting on so well in the master's absence,"”
Caradoc said. He was wearing a pale gold silk suit and an open shirt,
almost as if, with Julian gone, the responsibility of high fashion devol ved
upon him He toyed with the signet ring on his right hand and di d not
touch his food.
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"What do you expect?" Donner said irritatedly. He was so quiet Truth
was al ways surprised when he said anything. She got the inpression his
fellow Bl ackburnites did not inpress himnuch. "W're all exhausted.

Si x hours of ritual every night, four hours mni mumof prep, nore damm
Latin and Greek than any of us has ever seen, and Julian pushing--" he
broke off, as if what he had been about to say was too far from favorable.

And in fact, Truth thought, he did look tired. They all |ooked tired,
even Fiona. No, nore than tired. Drained, as if soneone were buil d-
ing.., sonething.., out of their very life force.

"And Julian pushing," Hereward agreed. "Sonetinmes | think he'd do
it all by hinself if he could.”

"But he can't, so he doesn't,'
of the matter.

Caradoc said, and that seened to dispose

Truth had set her travel alarmfor mdnight, just in case she felt asleep
It was key wound, and did not seemto be afflicted with the troubl es that
beset other clocks at Shadow s Gate, although her wistwatch had stopped
Il ong since. But in any case there was no need--she sat bolt upright and
wi de awake as the mnute hand swept the hours away.

She used the tine to review her working notes. She could have sent
them away with Dyl an, but what was the point if the grinoire wasn't
goi ng with then

The truth was, Truth adnmitted to herself, that she hadn't wanted to give
her notes to Dyl an--not now. He'd only use themas a further excuse to
meddl e, to involve hinself in what was happening here at Shadow s Gate.

She didn't know if she wanted to protect him or punish him or keep
all the glory for herself--but she knew she didn't want himhere. Not
until tomorrow ni ght had cone and gone.

Qut si de her wi ndows, rain drummed on the glass and the out-thrust
roofs bel ow. The storm had broken after she'd gone upstairs, but electrica
power seened to be holding for now, and she had a candl estick and
candl es ready to hand, just in case. The rain was a steady accomnpani nment
to her reading, and far-off thunder prow ed the Hudson River hills.

It had rained that night too: The 1872 fire had been so easily contained
because it had been raining all day, soaking the earth and trees and
protecting themfromthe sparks and flames. Otherwi se the fire night
have spread and devoured acres.

It had rained in i969, for Thorne's final ritual. Irene had told her how
the storm had bl own open every door in the house.
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It had been clear all week. Cear... and quiet.
And now it was raining again. Storm ng.

Truth | ooked at her key-wound travel clock, the npbst dependabl e
ti mepi ece remaining to her. Eleven forty-five. She'd wait another half
hour to be sure, and then she'd search their roonms one by one for what
had been taken from her.

She wi ped danp pal ns on the | egs of her chinos, nervous now. It had
been so much easier when the possibility of neeting Elijah Cheddow in
these halls sinply hadn't existed. And though it was only a small possi-
bility, it was enough to nmake her uneasy--and ifThorne showed up again
she'd probably just die of fright.

I f Thorne showed up, she could just ask himwho had the book--and
the neckl ace and the ring. They'd been gone too, when, after Dylan had
left, she'd finally thought of checking on them but by then she'd been
t oo whi psawed by events to be properly angry. Let Thorne worry about
them -he said they were his.

But the book--that she had to have. That wasn't Thorne's--not any
| onger.

At twelve-fourteen there was a crack of thunder right overhead and
all the lights went out. Truth merely snorted and lit her candles. But the
clinical rationalistic bravery she felt inside the roomwas harder to main-
tain once she got out into the hall with her wavering candle. She'd seen
things that could not be--and talked to themtoo. It was harder to be
brave knowi ng what coul d happen.

O maybe bravery consisted of going on even when you knew exactly
what coul d happen.

She wasn't sure where M chael slept--or even if he'd come back yet. If
she did enter his roomby m stake, she'd just tell himshe was |ost. Let
himcall her aliar if he chose--it was a plausible enough story, given
what they both knew about Shadow s Gate.

And perhaps... But no. She shook her head. She coul d expect no
hel p from M chael Archangel, for whatever reason

She started with Irene's room She'd cone to love Irene, and didn't
believe Irene would steal fromher, but a perverse need to be fair nade
Truth feel that everyone's room nust be searched, l|ikely candidates for
thi ef or not.

She found nothing--only clothes and nakeup and earrings, a hand-
witten herbal that |ooked nothing |ike the book she sought, persona
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things. A picture of Thorne with Katherine and Caroline Jourdemayne,
kept lovingly in alittle | eather case. A silver pendant of the same synbo
as the gold one on Thorne's anmber neckl ace.

She did Light's roomnext, on the sane principle, and found even | ess,
though confirm ng once nore that Light had an outrageous sweet tooth.

She cane back to the second floor. She'd search the roons that were
occupied first, the enpty ones last. Then the rest of the house. |If she
had ti me.

And hope she didn't run into M chael

But she didn't. Perhaps he wasn't back, though Truth knew too little
about himto specul ate where he m ght have gone. The room she thought
was his was enpty, though often she wasn't sure whose room she was in
until she found sonething to identify the occupant.

Fiona's was easily guessed. Fiona had wads of currency snuggl ed away
in odd locations, and at the bottomof a drawer Truth found one of
Julian's charge slips and a sheet of paper covered with Fiona's carefu
copies of his signature. But Fiona didn't have the book, much as Truth
| onged for her to.

Ellis's roomwas a sad clutter, liquor bottles neatly tucked out of sight
in every possible place. What had he been trying to tell her, there at the
end? Truth searched his roomespecially carefully, but there was not hing
to find.

Four nmore rooms. Caradoc and Hereward and Donner and Gareth's,
but it was hard to tell what bel onged to whom Wose was the suitcase
full of books on magi ck, and whose the gun and box of anmunition?

Was Gareth the one with the can of gasoline in his roon? O was his the
stack of porno mmgazi nes, shocking in their rawness?

The room she thought was M chael's was nearly enpty; at first Truth
had thought it was enpty. But there were Mchael's dark suits hanging
in the closet--and in the back of the closet, a narrow bl ack |eather case
six feet long and two feet wide but only six or eight inches deep; a case
of the sort that could contain nearly anything froman electric guitar to
a high-powered rifle, heavy and | ocked. Venus Afflicted m ght be in there,
but Truth doubted it.

Whi ch meant none of them had the book

Her head ached--with the tension, the stress, the glittering candle
flane. The scent of incense was chokingly strong everywhere she went,
and the entire house seened to throb to the beat of the ritual being
conducted at its heart. If she only closed her eyes she could see it: the
ring of unwi nking candl es; the blaze of power around Light; Julian
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crowned with the sun and the nmoon, his flaring aura blunt testinony to
his inheritance of Thorne's power.

Power that was strong enough to do just what it prom sed. Power that
coul d open the gate to the world beyond.

A spill of hot wax jarred her to consciousness. Truth's eyes flew open;
she steadied the candle and realized that she'd been asleep on her feet.
It had been a dream
O course it had.

Unfortunately the headache was real. Truth rubbed her eyes with her
free hand, and inagined that even now she coul d hear the chanting. She
was standing in front of the door to Julian's suite. She'd saved himfor
| ast; perhaps unconsciously she did not want to uncover what she already
suspected was true--that Julian had taken Venus Afflicted.

She opened the door gingerly, but of course there was no one there--
Julian was in the Tenple with the others. The naggi ng del usion that she
could feel what was going on in the Tenple was hard to push away;
whenever she rel axed her concentration she could feel the power building
like the current of the sounding sea. She could even snell the incense..

Truth brought herself back to reality with a start. That much at |east
was no hal l uci nation; Julian's roomreeked of incense--and why not? Hs
clothes were probably saturated with it.

She pushed unreality fromher m nd and began to search.

The others were only visiting, but Shadow s Gate was Julian's hone,
this roomheld nore of personal possessions than any of the other roons
had. But the file drawers of papers didn't interest her, nor did any other
thing that was not Venus Afflicted.

In the drawer of Julian's nightstand she found a curl of paper torn from
a photograph lying atop a manila envel ope. She snoothed it out--a pic-
ture of a child, a thin, intense boy in a tie-dyed T-shirt, his long hair
pul I ed back. It |ooked fam liar; she knew she ought to recogni ze sone-
thing about it, but there wasn't time. She picked up the envel ope and
shook out a clutch of photographs. They were old and yel |l owed and
curled, and all of themwere of the boy in the torn photo.

She | eaf ed through them quickly by the Iight of the candle, and found
one with Thorne init. Pilgrim The boy nust be Thorne's son Pilgrim
the one who had run away.

Now she knew why the picture had | ooked faniliar. The scrap had
been torn fromthe edge of the group photo of Thorne's Circle in front
of Shadow s Gate--as if someone had wanted to elimnate Pilgrimfrom
the group.
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But why were these pictures here instead of in the al bum downstairs?
There was no time to think of that. She had to hurry. She pulled the
travel alarmout of her pocket and glanced at it. It still seemed to be
working. Three AM, and nmiles to go before she slept. She put the photos
back in the drawer.

Venus Afflicted wasn't in Julian's roons.

Truth went downstairs to his office, noving through the ritual's ra-
diating current of power as if through a bl ood-hot ocean. There were
unlit candles waiting in Julian's office; recklessly she Iit themall. As the
power hamered at her she tore through the files, the bookshel ves, the
drawers of Julian's desk with a reckless disregard for covering her tracks.

Not hi ng. Julian didn't have it.
Truth got slowy to her feet and stepped away fromthe desk

No. No. Her hands trenbl ed; she felt as if at any nonent she mi ght
start scream ng. She blew out all the candl es but her own, quivering with
exhaustion. She'd been positive Julian had it, she realized now, so damed
certain that now she couldn't think of what to do next.

Her candle glittered off the decanter on the chinoiserie |iquor cabinet
in the corner; leaving the lone candle burning on the desk, she strode
over to it, slopping the glass beside it full of a liquid that |ooked al npst
black in the dimess. She sniffed it before she drank--one of the sweet
wi nes that Julian seened to favor.

! hope it's anontillado. For the |love of God, Mntresor? Yes, Fortunato;for
the I ove of God. She slugged the drink back as if it were Kool-Aid and
poured another. She drank it nore slowy; the first one hit when she was
hal fway through it--the world gave a viol ent subjective wench and her
feeling of agonizing sensitivity to the ongoing ritual snapped. Wat was
it Julian had said when he was feeding the brandy to Light? Sonething
about al cohol blunting the chakras, whatever they were.

No wonder Ellis drinks--1 mean drank--if it was to shut this out. Julian
woul d call it occult sensitivity, and Dylan the enmergence of an hereditary
psychic gift. Truth didn't care what they called it--she just wanted it to
go away.

The wi ne nade her flushed and lazy, but it didn't elimnate the need
to do sonet hi ng.

But there was nothing she could do. Only go to Julian tonorrow and
let himlaugh at her or cry with her. O say and do nothing, and let the
book sinply vanish. She sat down behind the desk again and stared at
the candl e nournful ly.

Now that it was too late she saw all the things she should have done.
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Why hadn't she told Dyl an everything while he was here? She'd been
willing enough for himto read her journals. She'd been going to send
hima copy of Venus Afflicted--why had she been so unwilling to tell him
it existed?

She' d been. .

She wasn't sure now what she'd been. But it was four o' clock in the
mor ni ng and she was out of choices. She sipped at her wine. After a | ong
monent she picked up the phone.

The dial tone sounded reassuringly, and she dialed Dylan's hone num
ber from nmenory

Not hing. She let it ring long enough that even the nost detern ned
sl eeper would know it was an energency. He wasn't there. She got the
dial tone again and phoned the office. The voice mail picked up at Dylan's
ext ensi on. Truth hung up

She phoned the lab on the direct |ine. Soneone answered there, but
it wasn't Dylan and he wasn't there, and who el se could she talk to? Wo
el se could she tell--and tell what, exactly?

That I'mlosing ny m nd? That the old rules don't apply.; That I'msitting
here in the twentieth century trying to make up nmy mnd not even if magick
exi sts, but whether sone particular magick is white or black? | haven't been
trained for this.t

She put down the phone, defeated. There was no point in |ooking any
further. She'd been out maneuvered even before she'd known the game
had begun. She filled her glass one nore time, and took her candle and
went to bed.

"Maybe i' mwasting ny breath--nmaybe you're suicidal. O just hard of
hearing. But | cone all this way--and you have no idea what that took--

out of sinple famly feeling; | show you enough signs and wonders to
incite feelings of self-preservation in nost people, and you're still here.
Now why is that, do you suppose?"

The (by now) half-famliar scolding tones dragged Truth up out of a
heavy sl eep. She sat up, feeling queasy--she'd had far too nuch to drink
and still didn't feel entirely sober. The roomwas filled with a faint,
predawn grayness, through which a pacing Thorne Bl ackburn was clearly
si | houet t ed.

"Thorne," Truth said with a sense of groggy unreality.

"Ri ght," Thorne shot back, and the tranquillity with which she accepted

this convinced Truth she nust still be asleep and dream ng. "Now
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pack your bags and get your hat and you can be hone by breakfast
time."

Truth sat up. As the light grew stronger she could see Thorne nore
clearly--he was wearing his neckl ace once again, and the |lapis scarab was
a dark oval on his hand.

"You've got your jewelry," she pointed out.

"And you' ve been drinking. This is a fine time to enbrace the rites of
Bacchus, but you always did have a great sense of timng. Get up. Get
dressed. Cet out."

"I can't go without Light," Truth protested, feeling nore confused by
the monent. "And | can't--don't you want the Gate opened? If | take
Li ght away now they can't do the ritual, and Julian's worked so hard--
think of his feelings--1 can't do that to--"

"Julian's feelings?" Thorne exploded. Truth wi nced. He stopped at the
foot of the bed and gl ared at her, real beyond debate, and fear began to
penetrate the al cohol -i nduced fuzziness in Truth's m nd.

"You're worried about hurting Julian's feelings?" Thorne roared.
"Wake up and snell the brinmstone, baby--there is no Julian! That's your
hal f-brother Pilgrimdown there in the Tenple--and you're just not up
to his weight, darling girl. You haven't got the guts to be a hero,"
sneer ed.

Bl ood will out. She must have suspected this truth fromthe first no-
ment - why el se her strange reluctance in the face of Julian's seductions?
She felt a peculiar sensation--half revulsion, half attraction--at how
nearly she'd succunbed to Julian's advances.

To her hal f-brother's advances.
"But he loves ..." she faltered.
"H msel f," Thorne finished. "Anything else is just an act."

"Li ke yours? Did you ever really care about anyone but yoursel f?"
Truth demanded. But she was talking to enpty air.

Truth blinked, and drew a | ong shuddering breath. No one there.
course there wasn't-- Thorne's presence had nerely been a vivid dream
brought on by nerves, exhaustion, and too much sherry.

No. She was tired of lying to herself, of denigrating Thorne's mem
ory and the evidence of her senses. If it was a dream it had been a
true one.

There was no Julian Pilgrim and that changed everything. Julian had
told her that no one knew where Pilgrimreally was. Thorne told her
Julian was Pilgrim Which man was |ying--the living, or the dead?

Thorne woul d never lie to her.

Thor ne
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But why woul d Julian?
So | haven't got the guts to be a hero? W'll see about that,,"

Truth dressed quickly, stuffing her keys into her pocket as a sop to
her consci ence. She was going to get the truth out of Julian right now.

They were just | eaving the Tenple when she reached it. The door was

open and the lights were on, making everything inside | ook false and
garishly artificial. The nmenbers of the Crcle of Truth |ooked |like actors
after a draining performance; noving |ike automatons, obviously inter-
ested only in reaching their beds. Truth stepped inside.

The sour snell of snuffed candles vied with the salt-sweet snell of the
i ncense they used. Snoke still hung in a flat blue cloud halfway to the
ceiling. There was an oblong altar in the center of the room it was draped
with animal skins, and Truth could see that it was on casters.

Sone of the others | ooked up when they saw her, but nopbst concentrated
on their tasks--taking things fromthe tables around the edge of the room
and packing them away. The nen and Irene were in green robes, while
Light's was red and Fiona was wearing a decidedly nonnmagi ckal bl ue
cotton kinbno. She was sitting on one of the wooden stools, snoking a
cigarette and staring at nothing, |ooking drained. Truth didn't see Julian
anywher e.

Light's red robe made her | ook even nore bloodl ess; her eyelids flut-
tered hal f-cl osed as she saw Truth, and Hereward, who was standing
cl osest, put a steadying armaround her. H's skin held the ash undertone
of fatigue, and there were dark holl ows under his eyes. He said sonething
to Light, and she nodded, and Hereward began to | ead her toward the
door. He did not seemsurprised to see Truth, only brushed past with a
mutter of what m ght be apol ogy, carrying Light with him

The others followed in a ragged mass. She stood aside to |l et them pass
her, and finally there was no one there. "Julian?" Truth said hesitantly.

Julian cane out through the curtains at the back of the Tenple. Like
Fi ona he was not robed; he wore a black silk dressing gown and it was
abundantly clear that he had nothing on underneath. Unlike the others,
Julian showed no sign of fatigue; his cheeks were flushed and his eyes
glittered with febrile vitality. A chokingly strong perfunme radi ated from
his painted and glistening skin, and his hair was oiled until it fell in sharp
bl ack spi kes. Sexuality radiated fromhimlike a command, and Truth felt
her body flush in automatic aninal response to that. Yesterday she woul d
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have sinply surrendered to this need that Julian woke in her--but she
had come a long way in twenty-four hours, and other needs were stronger.
"I have to talk to you. Now," Truth said.

"OfF course,"Julian answered. A smle he could not quite repress tugged
at the corner of his mouth--as if he knew something she did not. 'TI1
be with you in just a nonment."

He turned away, |eaving Truth standing in the open doorway feeling
jittery and unsatisfied. The altar with its covering of furs was still in place
in the center of the Tenple. She saw Julian Iift one of the furs and pul
out a small bundl e wapped in enbroidered violet silk.

"Here we are,"” Julian said. "Wy don't we got up to my sitting roonP"
"Julian..." Truth said, but he was already paddi ng away, and she had
no choice but to follow him

"Now. Here we are, all confy. My, | nust say you're up early this
nmorning." Julian sat on the gray velvet sofa in his parlor, a towel draped
around his neck. He'd used it to wipe away the last of the ritual paint
and oils, but even without them he | ooked |like some glittering half-wld
creature of sorcery. The sil k-wapped bundle lay on the table before him

Now t hat she was here, the clear cold light of day made her i nmgi ni ngs
and m ght-be dreans ridicul ous. Her head still ached, and she wanted
not hing nore than to go back to bed.

"Maybe a glass of wine? It may be early for you, but it's late for ne,
darling, so we'll call this a nightcap of sorts." Julian got up and went over
to the liquor cabinet, selected two tiny, slender-stemred gl asses, and
poured themfull of a deep ruby liquid that held the light as if it were
crystal itself.

"Port wine--it feeds the blood, or so they used to believe, and it's stil
one of life's pleasures, whatever they suppose now." He brought both
gl asses back and set them down on the table beside the bundle. "Sit
down, " Julian urged, taking his own suggestion. Truth shook her head
nmut el y.

"Well? | don't want to rush you, ny darling girl, but tonight's our big
night and ny current plans are for a shower and bed. O course, if you're
pl anning to join ne..." He sniled.

Say it, Truth told herself. Just say it.

"You are Thorne Bl ackburn's son Pilgrim" Truth said. Each word was

a separate struggle that left her feeling sick
Ani mation did not fade fromJulian's face--it vanished as if soneone
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had flipped a switch, and when it went it took all humanity with it. The
turquoi se eyes blazed at her nutely, and Julian's face was a still, inhuman
mask.

After a long nonment vitality returned, but it was as if that skin held
some new inhabitant--as if Truth's nam ng had been not only that, but
a sunmoni ng as well. Julian was gone as if he had never been
"Quite true," Pilgrimsaid. Hs smle wdened. "How did you guess?”

Even at the last she had hoped it wasn't true; that Thorne was an
illusionwor |ying. But now that she | ooked for it she could see the blurred
echo of Thorne's features in Julian's--in Pilgrims--face.

Her brot her--who even now was flaunting hinself before her as if
their shared blood didn't matter. And to her shane, the desire she had
felt for himbefore was still there.

"Thorne told me," Truth said dully. Pilgrimtilted his head back and
regarded her through his | ashes, unsurprised.

"Ah. He's here, then. | thought he would be. What a happy famly
reunion this isnthe quick and the dead gathered here together this side
of Judgment Day, whereafter we will all go forward through the Gate of
Life armin arm-singing, no doubt, though Thorne will sing a different
tune after tonorrow evening."

"Pilgrim" Truth said, trying to understand.
"Yes. Pilgrim Your long-lost brother. Aren't you happy to see nme?
You should be. | was happy to see you." Pilgrimstretched, catlike. "I
knew exactly where you were all along, of course. |I'd been keeping tabs
on you for years, but sonmehow | didn't feel that you'd be content to work
toward the New Aeon with ny happy band. |magi ne my unal |l oyed del i ght
when you turned up on my very doorstep nmaking tenuous attenpts to
enbrace your true heritage. And it is your true heritage, sister mne--
the bl ood of the sidhe, the Bright Lords, flows in our veins, just as it did
in Thorne's, and we are the natural rulers of Mnkind.

"Thorne was too cowardly to take up his | egacy; or--let's be charita-
bl e-perhaps the time was not so ripe for a | eader. But these are the
nineties, Truth, and the world is ready for.., new heroes." Pilgrimsmled
up at her sunnily and sipped his wi ne.

Truth was suddenly nuch too sober, and she had no desire to stay even
a monent | onger here at Shadow s Gate. She would try to persuade Light
and Irene to go with her, but if she couldn't she would go al one--Dyl an
was right, you couldn't live other people's lives for them and if the others
woul d not go with her she would find some other way to rescue Light.

But she coul d not stay.
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"Why didn't you tell me?" Truth asked. "I would have--"

"Lectured me, sister dear, with your tedious rationality--and norality.
Wyul d you have been as nice to ne as you were, if you' d known who
was? | don't think so--but you're so pretty, so very pretty .... "Pilgrim
mur mur ed, hi's meani ng unni st akabl e.

"You're ny brother," Truth protested, fighting back the chill nausea
of shock. Al desire for himwas gone now, drowned in fear of the nman
she faced. How coul d she have thought she ever knew Julian?--there
was no Julian; Thorne had been right; there was only this smling, feral-
eyed denon.

"Incest, sister dear, is not a crime anong the sidhe--in fact, it's en-
couraged, and in the ancient tenples of Egypt and Atlantis they foll owed
the customof the Bright Lords. But | see that the very thought disgusts
you. How could | expect you to be ready to live in the New Aeon?--
you woul dn't even give me the book, and | asked you very nicely."

"You knew?" Sonehow it wasn't a surprise, as if part of her had known
the hidden truths of Shadow s Gate fromthe very first.

"When you are willing to use nore than your five brute senses it's
amazi ng how nmuch information you can acquire. | even waited--very
patiently, | thought--for you to give it to nme. It's not too late, you know, "

Pilgrimtold her hel pfully.

He was enjoying hinself, Truth realized with the faint begi nnings of
anger. He should be guilty, hunmiliated, and instead he was |ounging there
at his ease, laughing at her.

"VWhere is Venus Afflicted?" Truth asked hoarsely.

"Right here." Pilgrimflipped back a fold of the silk to reveal the famliar
bi nding. "OF course | copied the whole thing days ago--1 told you there
was a copier here the first day we net; did you think 1'd forgotten about
it, even if you did? | even put it back once I'd copied it; it only took me
a few hours, and you were so sure it was safe under the laundry. But
then it | ooked as if you were planning on getting rid of it--and we couldn't
have that, now, could we? It doesn't belong to you. You were too timd
to use it--but I'mnot. The power of the Gate can be used for far nore
than our nutual father ever dreaned--1'Il ride at the head of the WIld
Hunt and the human race will once again acknow edge itself the slave
race of the sidhe!”
"That isn't what Thorne was trying to acconplish!" Truth burst out.
"Sticking up for our father at last?" Pilgrimpurred. "Blood will out,
won't it? It's a pity you seemto have inherited all his timdity--and only
I, his vision!"
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"Al'l right. You've inherited his vision. You' ve even got his book. And
you can do his silly little ritual fromhere until the cows come home and
see where it gets you!" Truth snapped crossly. She'd been made a foo
of and she didn't like it, and all she wanted was to end this unpl easant,
frightening interview and | eave. She'd even apol ogi ze to Dyl an.

"Such self-deception is a disgrace to our blood," Pilgrimsaid chidingly.

"You know it will work--you' ve felt it. You, ny love, are the key for
this particular |ock; your power, not mne, rends the Veil." Truth stared at him "You're nuts,"”
she said sinply.
Pilgrimsighed. "I suppose this is nmy cue to rant, but it's been a |ong
night and I'mtired. But what you forget, my crack-brained obsessive little
rationalist, is that magick is a science. Thorne said it, | said it--dear gods,

| suppose even pretty M chael said it--and you ignored all of us. Still,
m ght as well say it one nore tinme."

Pil gri m paused, and stretched |uxuriously, and regarded her with an
expression of infuriating i nnocence. Each noment he seemed younger,
boyish in a way that Julian had not.

But Pilgrimand Julian were the sane man--weren't they?

"The scientific method: that actions have consequences, procedures have
results, and the same procedure will always have the sanme result. In | ay-
man's terms, the Gate cannot be opened except under precise conditions.

One: The conplete ritual with all its nithling details, nowin my possession
Two: You can only open a Gate where there/s one to begin wth--and,

as according to your fascinating notes you know full well, there's one here.
A d El kanah Schei dow propped it open just a crack, and nowwe' |l rip it

off its hinges. Three: The Gate responds to its Gatekeeper."

"That's Ellis,” Truth said. Ellis was the Gatekeeper for the Crcle of
Truth--he'd said so the first night she'd been here.

"No, ny dear. That's you." Pilgrimsmniled, and despite herself Truth
felt a sick chill of acknow edgrment. No matter how crazy Pil gri mwas,
he was also right. The power here was hers: There was a bond between
Truth and the nmagick that wal ked Shadow s Gate--she'd felt it herself,
the first moment she'd seen the house. But she'd been too blind, too
stupid, too stubborn to understand what her senses were telling her--
until now.

When it was too |ate.

"Ch, you would have found it out eventually--in fact, if you' d bothered
to read a few things while you were searching ny roomyou' d have found
it out last night. Did you actually think I needed your pitiful help to trace
Thorne's history when | could call on the best detectives that noney
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could buy? | found out everything there was to know about our mutua
parent | ong ago--nore than you could even begin to imgine. For ex-
anpl e, the Thornes and the Jourdemaynes were cousins, did you know?
And both families were cousins to the Scheidows--1 admt that's severa
generations back, but it's there if you | ook

"I did. Thorne did. Thorne cane to Shadow s Gate because he al ready
knew there was a Gate here. He sought out your mother to nmingle his
si dhe power with her human heritage--Thorne wasn't Edward Bl ackburn's
child at all, though he was conceived and born in wedl ock. Thorne's
mot her was wi cce, as his grandfather had been Magus--his nother danced
to keep Hitler's arnmies from Engl and and Thorne was conceived in the
ritual, by that which had been called forth in the ritual. Thorne's father
was a Bright Lord--but his nother was human--and of the line that
could command the power here.”

"Why are you telling me all this?" Truth said.

"It's arelief to tell someone. Drink your wine," Pilgrimsaid. "As | was
sayi ng, Thorne was of the right |lineage but the wong sex--the Gates
only answer to wonen; they have since the beginning of the world; it
was ol d El kanah's Taghkani c bri de who brought the Gate as her dowy.
So Thorne found Kat herine and brought her to Shadow s Gate--their
child woul d have been the |ogical Gatekeeper, but Thorne was inpatient.
He tried to open the Gate in his own generation, only to find that the
power that poured through the Gate in the absence of its Gatekeeper--
renmenber, Katherine was dead and you were a child--was nore than he
could handle. | won't have that problem™ Pilgrimfinished his w ne and
st ood up.

Hs story, Truth realized, had the flaw essly self-consistent and totally
compr ehensi ve expl anation of classical paranoid del usion--but which of
the two of themwas Pilgrimtrying to del ude?

"You won't?" Truth said, trying to be polite. Pilgrimpaced restlessly
around the room

"No. Because you'll be there tonmorrow, won't you? On the altar? You'l
be ny Hierolator, and together we will open the Gate Between The
Wrlds."

"No/" Her refusal was abrupt and instinctive. "You have Fiona," she
added, trying to soften her words.

"That thieving slut,"” Pilgrims voice was fiat and deadly. "You can not
i magi ne what rutting with her has been like. She can't give nme what |
need. You can."

"No, Pilgrim" Truth said. "I can't do that for you."
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I"ve got to |l eave now. She could wonder later if Pilgrimhad al ways been
mad or if Shadow s Gate had driven himcrazy. Now she had to get out
of here--she could call the police from Shadowkill; they'd believe her.

"You mean you won't!" Pilgrimshouted, suddenly furious. He noved
qui ckly, and abruptly he was between Truth and the door. There was an
ornate key in the ol d-fashioned | ock, and Pilgrimturned it. He put the
key in his pocket.

"You!" he snarled. "Leading your soft life with your |oving aunt to make
everything nice for you--while | was punished--punished for being his
son, by all the petty-minded little nmoralists who tried to renold ne in
their image! Do you have any idea what a child w thout parents goes
through in this society ? The foster-care systemif he is lucky--institutions
if he is not--and any one of those so-loving caretakers nore suitable to
a brothel in Hell than to anyplace upon this Earth!

"Shall | fill your ears with horror, sister dear? Shall | show you mny
scars the way | showed you Light's? WII that incline you to ne? You
have no idea what |'ve suffered to reach this place--and now | ask you
for one little thing and you won't do it!"

He was raving now, shrieking, but no one would hear through the thick
wal | s of Shadow s Gate.

Oh, Daddy, you were right. Please help me ....
"I--" Truth began, but the lie dried in her throat.

Pilgrimlaughed softly, his nmpbod undergoi ng anot her one of those
jarring unsane shifts. "Oh, don't worry, little sister. |I've dealt with re-
bellion before. I am you mght say, an expert in the field.

"Take Ellis, for exanmple. Ellis, you see, found out who | am-and that
rai ses so many awkward questions. How did a poor orphan boy get his
hands on all those mllions--and at such a youthful age? Wll, never
mnd; it's along story and boring in spots. But he was going to tell you--
which is why he took his little unscheduled flight. | don't think he'll be
com ng back to us, either--insulin is usually fatal to nondiabetics, and
poor Ellis was so badly hurt

"M chael, of course, knew all along," Pilgrimcontinued, while Truth
wat ched himwith the frozen terrified fascination of a bird watching a
cobr a.

"I thought he'd want noney, but no--and after all, what could he
prove? Being Thorne's son isn't a crime, is it?" Pilgrimcircled around
again, until he reached his original position, and | eaned agai nst the arm
of the couch. He smiled at Truth; and his eyes were alive with a malicious
know edge of her fear.
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"I thought pretty M chael would have to go, though it would have been
very inconvenient for me just at that monent, but all he wanted to do
was live here. Qur Mchael, you see, preaches repentance, and he thought

he coul d convince ne to--not do what | intended. |I let himtry, of course,
until | found out... Well, | won't tax your credulity; suffice it to say that
the Archangel M chael has had--car trouble, and | don't think we'll see
himagain." Pilgrimsniled; a smle of sharp, white teeth.

"Pilgrim please open the door." It took every ounce of control Truth
possessed, but she kept her voice even and steady; free fromthe sick
fear she felt. This reality was far nore terrifying than any ghost--the

reality of a madman who had killed and woul d kill again.

"Soon," Pilgrimsaid, alnost crooning now "l promise. | won't hurt
you--you're my sister. | want you to |ove ne. Wien | found Light and
got her out of that filthy prison they called a hospital | wanted her to | ove
me, and she did, but it wasn't enough. | want you to love nme too," he

said, his voice caressing
Truth's mouth was dry; every nerve in her body ached with terror.
Pilgrimwanted an answer, and she didn't dare lie.
"I want to love you, Pilgrim So does Thorne."
But that wasn't the right answer.

"Thorne.l'"' Pilgrimshrieked, furious again. "He doesn't |ove ne--he
ran out on us--out on nme! And | don't care if he's sorry now-it's too
late for himto be sorry!" he paused, panting.

"He shouldn't have done that, Pilgrim" Truth said. She concentrated
on the key in Pilgrims pocket. She needed to get it--and get out of here.
She didn't think the others could know what sort of nonster Pilgrimwas,
and the only way to save any of themwas by going to the police.

"No." For a brief nmoment Truth saw tears glittering in Pilgrims eyes
as his mood nmade anot her maniacal shift. "I loved him-1 believed in
hi m-and then he was gone, and everyone..." Pilgrimdrew a deep
breath and rubbed his eyes.

"Wn't you help me? Please, won't you help ne, little sister? | didn't
really hurt Ellis, you know, " he said, and Truth could see himtrying tO
pull the shred of the Julian-mask around hinself. "Or M chael. M chae
had to go down to New York. He'll be back tonorrow. W're old
friends--we went to semnary together. I'msorry | scared you. The others
understand. Magick is the redirection of reality by the exercise of the
will. Sonetimes we all get caught up in our own illusions. The rituals
excite me, and we're so close .... Just twenty-four nmore hours." Pilgrim
bowed his head, the picture of contrition
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It woul d be so easy to believe him and Truth wi shed she coul d. |nside
hersel f she wept for the |lover who had only been an illusion and for the
brot her she'd never known, but she was through lying to herself or letting
others lie to her. She would do everything she could to help Pilgrimbut
she woul d begin by nmaking herself and the others safe.

She waited for the next outburst, hardly daring to breathe, but Pilgrim
did not nove. Finally he seened to shake hi nsel f awake, and si ghed.

"Ch, well. We can always try again sone other tine. | don't suppose
you' d agree to stay and say nothing ifl gave you your book back?" Pilgrim
| aughed lightly, and by now the illusion of nornmalcy was al nbst conplete.

Truth said nothing, not knowi ng what was safe, and what would trigger
anot her shift toward violence. Finally Pilgrimseened to give up trying
to bend her to his will.

"Ckay. | guess ! deserve this. But before you go | need you to forgive
me," Pilgrimsaid. "Not for what |'ve done to anyone el se--1 know I
can't ask that--but for what |'ve done to you. Please, can't | ask that
much? You're ny sister .... "Pilgrimheld out Truth's untouched gl ass.
"Pl ease. "

Truth took it. Even then she might not have drunk it, but she saw
Pil grimwatching her. To refuse would be to give himthe excuse to
do... what?

It woul d be safe enough. The glass held hardly nore than a tabl e-
spoonful. Truth had seen both drinks poured fromthe sane decanter,
and Pilgrimhad enptied his own glass. He placed the key to the door
on the table in front of her and watched her through | owered | ashes.
Truth felt tears of pity gather in her eyes for the little boy who had
suffered so nuch that he had becone the man here with her now.

"I forgive you, Pilgrim" Truth said, and drank
She reached for the key.
Pilgrimsmled.

The wine had a bitter aftertaste. She felt the nunbness on her tongue.
And she tried to get up--to run, to fight him to scream-but the w ne
was al ready turning her bl ood heavy and col d.

"Sucker."
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THE SPIRIT OF TRUTH

Who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free
and open encounter?
--JOHN M LTON

"I MUST SAY," THORNE BLACKBURN SAI D, "WHEN ONE OF MY OFF-
spring renounces common sense, there are no half neasures involved."

The voi ce penetrated her unconfortable sleep. Truth tried to sit up
and found herself unable to nove.

The attenpt brought full consciousness, and with it an awareness of
her body. Aching shoul ders, aching wists, aching head, aching throat--
everything hurt. And she wasn't |ying down at all
She pried her gummy eyes open with an effort and | ooked around.

She was sitting on a rough wooden bench sonmewhere that snelled of

moi st earth and old rot. There was a | ow wooden door directly opposite
her, its wood the dusty gray of age and neglect. The beans of the | ow
wooden ceiling began al nost directly above it, and Truth could see cob-
webs clustered in their angles. The walls were old rough handnmade bri ck,
their grayish nortar crunbling away from between them The floor was
pounded earth, and the roomitself was far from square.

At first she didn't see Thorne. She found that her hands were held
level with the top of her head, and this tine when she tried to nove
them she could hear a clinking and feel the cold unyielding netal of
shackl es about her wists. She craned upward, staring. There was a shiny
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metal plate nortared into the wall. The ring in its center allowed the
chain to pass through it freely; its three-foot |length was attached to the
shackl es on her wists. She yanked.
"Don't do that. You'll probably bring the wall down on top of you."
"Huh--?" Truth said. She turned toward the voice and saw Thor ne,
standing in the far corner of the roomas if he'd just come through the
wal | . The beans of the ceiling nearly brushed the crown of his head; the
Iight she was seeing by came fromthe utterly prosaic Col eman | antern
sitting on top of the ice chest at his feet. Thorne was wearing a fringed
| eat her vest over an enbroidered chanbray shirt, and the bells of his
jeans were so wide they hid his feet. He held up a key.

She' d never been so glad to see a ghost in her life.

"What - - "

"The old wine cellar under the house. O did you mean, 'How did he
drug you' ? Sinple enough. The drug was in the glass, not in the w ne.
It's an old trick, really," Thorne said apol ogetically.

Truth shook her head, and was rewarded with a sharp jolt of pain and
a reeling nausea. She |ay back against the wall, panting.

"Tmgoing to let you out of those, but | need your help," Thorne said.
"I want you to stay here and go with them when they come back. That
little bastard has to be stopped, and | don't want anyone else hurt."

Trut h nodded cautiously, though the effort nade every tendon in her
neck throb. She took a careful breath, and felt the nausea recede. "l guess
| really blewit, didn't it? I'mnot a very good hero."

Thorne smiled at her fondly and shook his head. "Oh, | don't doubt
your bravery, baby--but | do wonder about your brains. What on earth
possessed you to confront Pilgrimthat way? He's nuts, you know,"

Thorne told her.
"So |'ve heard," Truth conmented dryly.

Thorne crossed the little distance between them and reached for the
cuff on her wist. The cellar was cold; Truth could feel the heat radiating
from Thorne's body- -

--feel the grip of his hands as he steadied her wist--
--see the makeup, carefully blended to cover the lines of age on his
face; the hair, still Iong but now unnaturally golden-- One cuff sprang open, then the other.

"You're alive!" Truth yel ped. She jumped up and grabbed his hands
before he could pull back. They were hard and warm and real in hers--
callused and worn and nmarked with age: the hands of a man in his fifties.
Thor ne' s hands.
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"You're alive," Truth repeated.
"Surprise,"” Thorne said, grinning.

Now t hat she | ooked for it, the mask of youth fell away--all it was
was pancake and C airol and expectation; antique clothes and carefu
lighting. This was no ghost. This was a living man, as real as she was.

"Ch, ny God," Truth said, sitting dowmn slowy. Her head reel ed, and
she cl osed her eyes tightly.

"Want a beer?" Thorne said, dragging the ice chest out of the corner.
There was a bl anket on top of it; he shook it |oose and draped it around
her shoul ders.

"I'"ve been here since 'sixty-nine," Thorne said. He was sitting beside her
on the bench, his armaround her. Truth held a bottle of apple juice

bet ween her hands, and at intervals in his story Thorne would bully her
into taking sips fromit. "And with the nuddl e everything was left in at
my, ah, 'death,' | expected |1'd be able to stay here undi sturbed until the
end of ny days."

Truth sipped at the juice. Thorne's tale, delivered in sinple, matter-
of -fact tones, was al nost nore unbelievabl e than anything el se she'd heard
at Shadow s Gate.

"I admt that Pilgrims arrival was a shock, but not half as nmuch of one
as | got when |I found out what he was up to. | was sure he didn't stand
a chance--1 didn't know where Venus Afflicted was any nore than he did,
and at first | had no idea who he was or how rmuch he'd found out. And
later-- Well, that was later."

Truth reached out and patted his knee. "But how-? But why--?
mean, all these years, everyone was |ooking for you .... "She closed her
eyes, stunned and exhausted with the aftermath of her druggi ng and these
new revel ati ons.

"Wake up. Drink your juice," Thorne chided. "Well, to begin wth,
you may have noticed ny rather unorthodox entrances and exists?"
Truth giggled, nostly with relief. "You scared ne to death!"
"Hardly. You're like your nother--she'd walk up to Satan hinself and
spit in his eye to see himflinch. But playing ghost was easy--this place
used to be a stop on the Underground Railroad that smuggled slaves into
Canada. The place is riddled with tunnels."

"But Hereward said they'd all been filled in--or sonething," Truth

protested, although by now she wasn't sure just what Hereward had said.
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"What ? Do you think they showed up on the architect's blueprints filed
in the town hall? Nobody but the people who dug them ever knew t hey
were there; the naze was built right over one of the main exits in eighteen
ni nety- sonet hi ng and nobody ever even noticed. Very convenient, those
tunnel s--1 lived down there for quite sone tine while the heat died
down. "

She wasn't crazy. Relief coursed through Truth |ike strong nedicine,
warm ng and steadyi ng her even nore than a thick, wool en bl anket and
her father's presence. She wasn't crazy, she wasn't having a breakdown- -
Thorne was alive and here.

"After awhile | started venturing out--scavengi ng, doing odd jobs for
the locals as a neans of barter, that sort of thing. | don't know whether
they thought | was a draft dodger, a radical on the run, or what--and
mostly they didn't care. Drink your juice."

Truth sipped at it again--she was thirsty, but swallow ng hurt. She was
| ucky, she supposed, that Pilgrimhadn't sinply poisoned her.
"Pilgrim" she said, trying to get up

Thor ne shoved her back down without effort. "You' re in no shape to
take on Pilgrimjust now "

Truth sat back, feeling the weakness in her body that told her Thorne
was right. And there was so much she wanted to know, so many questions
to ask.

"VWhat about ny nother?" she said.
Thor ne sighed, and for a nonent | ooked every day of his nore than

fifty years. "Gant ne... a little nore tine before we tal k about Kath-
erine. |1've stolen so nuch fromyou, daughter, but--just give me alittle
time."

Truth nodded. "I hated you, you know," she confessed, enbarrassed.

"I thought you were sone kind of nonster, stringing everyone along with

your lies for what you could get out of them But--"
"Ch, | was sincere,"” Thorne said heavily. "God help me, that was the

worst of my sins--that | believed. And | have sown dragon's teeth. Pil-

gri mdear heaven, that my work could be so warped--what we did, we

did in love and innocence, but all Pilgrimwants is power--the power that

is bought with blood and |ies and endl ess, endl ess pain. Wen | think of

what he will do with it if he gets his way... I'mfrightened." "But can't you--?" Truth said.
"Call the police? Oh, sure--and Pilgrimwould have ny ass on toast

and sone fascist-pig |awers to swear black was white and he'd be right
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back here next year with a new Circle ready to believe anything he told
them No, we have to close the Gate," Thorne said solemly. "And
need your help to do it."

There was no Closing of the Gate in Venus Afflicted, but Truth supposed

that Thorne could invent one if anybody could. "I'd al nost forgotten you
believed in all that nonsense,” Truth said before she thought. Thorne
| aughed.

"Hurmor your old dad, sweetheart. Once |'ve got Pilgrimout of the
way you and | should be able to shut the whole thing down w thout any
trouble. 1've learned a lot in the last twenty years. You' d be surprised--
that is, you would if you knew anythi ng about magick to begin with,"
Thor ne anmended wi ckedly.

"Don't worry--1 won't ask you to do anything you can't stand up and
confess to in church," he added, grinning as if he guessed her worries.
Then the smile faded. "But it's.., the only way | can make it right, don't

you see?" His voice was al nost plaintive

Truth squeezed his hand. She knew what he wanted, and it woul d have
been easy to agree without thinking, but she was deternmined this tine
to nake the right choice, not just the |ogical one. She was stronger now,
her head clear--she could ask Thorne to | ead her out of here, call the
police as she'd originally planned, stop the ritual and stop Pilgrim

But Thorne was right about the | awers. And while it was true that

she coul d accuse Pilgrimof murder.., which tinme had he been |ying
about Mchael and Ellis's fates? If she did accuse himof their nurder,
and they turned up alive and well... Truth shuddered at the thought of
the nmedia circus that woul d be.

And Thorne Bl ackburn was still wanted for nurder, a crinme for which

there was no statute of limtations. There would be no way to keep him
out of this, no matter what, and in the frenzy surroundi ng Thorne's
reappear ance, any case against Pilgrimcould sinmply di sappear.

But suppose she and Thorne stopped Pilgrims ritual first? If anything
she'd been told was true, closing the Gate should shut down the para-
normal activity at Shadow s Gate, just as she'd hoped. And then Pilgrim
woul d not have the Circle's power to draw on--or the house's.

A nmonth ago she would have called this line of thinking del uded
ravi ng--but she'd seen the nmenbers of the Circle, gray and drained,
while Pilgrimbubbled with unwhol esonme vitality. She'd felt the power
they raised, with the paranornmal |ocus of Shadow s Gate to draw on

Stop the ritual. Cose the Gate. Seal the seeping psychi c wound that
tainted everything here, then settle the nmundane matters.
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That was the right thing to do
"If 1 go along with you," Truth said, "you won't hurt anyone, wll you?"
Thorne grimaced. "I won't kill Pilgrim if that's what you're hinting
at--1've never killed anyone and |'mtoo old to start now. But | think I
can get Irene to slip hima mckey, and failing that, | can always hit him
over the head." He smiled. "I think he at |east deserves a headache."

"So do I," Truth said darkly, rubbing her own throbbing tenples.
"Ckay, what do you want nme to do?"

Thorne stayed with her a while longer. They tal ked of inconsequenti al
t hi ngs--books and novies, daily life at Taghkanic College. Truth found
that Thorne's know edge of popul ar culture stopped short in 1969--well,
if he'd been living a fugitive's existence all these years, that was only to
be expected. But toward the end he | ooked nore and nore uneasy, and
finally adnmitted he ought to | eave.
"There's not much | can do to pull the wool over their eyes if they

wal k in and catch nme here," Thorne said apol ogetically. "Go on, then. I"'mnot afraid of the
dark."
"Ch, I'll leave you the lantern and the rest of the stuff. Let them explain
that as a 'conflation of nystic energies,'" Thorne snorted. He stood to
go.

Truth stood, too, and hugged him He was only a few inches taller
than she was, and what had once been the slenderness of youth was now
t he pai nful thinness of undernourished age.
"You're so thin!" Truth said. "Are you sure you're eating enough?"
"Worry about yoursel f." Thorne |aughed. "You don't believe in magick
yet--not quite. But before the night is out we're going to put on a show
here that | guarantee you'll never forget."

"Tm | ooking forward to it," Truth said, and this tinme it was the truth.

Thorne raised his hand, the first two fingers spread. "Peace," he said.
He wal ked around a crook in the cellar wall and was gone.

Truth sat back down, pulling the blanket around her again. Now all
she had to do was wait.

There were sandwi ches in the cooler and after a while Truth ate one, but
it was boring sitting in the cellar with nothing to read except an apple
juice bottle, and after sone unneasurable tine Truth dozed off. She was

awakened sonme unknown time later by the rattle of keys agai nst a padl ock,
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and a norment |ater the door across from her opened and Fi ona stepped
in.

"Well," Fiona sneered, |ooking around at the lantern and the ice chest.
"Al'l the conforts of home. Was this your idea, Gareth?"

"Uh, no." Gareth entered the cellar behind Fiona. They were both in
green robes, and Gareth | ooked unconfortable.

"Wl |, cone on--since you' ve managed to get out of those cuffs al-
ready,'' Fiona snapped. Truth stood up, stretching. "Shouldn't we--?" Gareth began

"Ch, Jesus Christ--what do you want me to do, read her her rights?
Ckay, bitch--you have the right to do just what | tell you or get your
face rearranged. And if Gareth won't do it, Julian will." "There is no Julian," Truth said.

"Ch yeah? That's sure going to cone as a big shock to the guy upstairs
in the antlers. Mwve your ass." Fiona grabbed Truth's arm and yanked.

Truth staggered forward, and would have fallen if Gareth hadn't caught
and steadi ed her.

"Gareth," Truth said. "Wy are you going along with this? You know
it isn't right."

"I--" Gareth said.

"He's doing it for ne," Fiona said nockingly. "Because | love him Isn't
that right, Gareth?" She grabbed Truth's arm digging in with sharp nails,
and between them the two nenbers of the Circle of Truth hustled Truth
out of the cellar and up the stairs.

As soon as they reached the first floor Truth knew that things had gone
somehow horribly wong. Power radiated fromthe Tenple as fromthe
open nmouth of a blast furnace, and everything in her vision seened to
have acquired multicol ored hal oes, maki ng phosphorescent trails through
the trenbling air.

It was raining outside, a hard driving downpour that Truth coul d hear
clearly, but over the sound of the storm she could hear the chanting, as
certainly as if she were already in the roomwith it. The sharp smoke of
the incense was in her nose, her throat, choking her.

They reached the door to the Tenple, and at |ast Truth understood.
This was not the start of the ritual, when she and Thorne could easily
sei ze control and change things. The ritual had al ready been going on for
hour s.

VWhere was Thorne? Why hadn't he cone and gotten her?
Gareth opened the doors.
As if the mere physical barrier could hold back intangible psychic
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power, a new wave of force rolled over Truth--a black sucking whirl pool
that nourished as it devoured. The energy dragged at her, pulling her
into the past, into the other night, the other death.., and the baby girl,
barely two, whose frantic attenpts to follow her nother into the courts

of Death had caused her agony enough to seal off her psychic powers
forever.., until now.

As if she had suddenly been released froma too-tight garnment, Truth
felt her perceptions flower and change, until w th newfound confidence
she coul d sense the rhythm of Being and Beconing as it flowed though
her. This was the real world, to which she had been awakened perhaps
too | ate.

Inside the Tenple, the perinmeter of the circle was a blaze of candl es,
the sound of drunming--the rain, nmagnified a thousand tinmes by the
room s acoustics--and Light's chanting pounding at her with a force that
made her shudder--a force far beyond the power of the Tenple's in-
habitants to produce. Truth strained to see, though her vision was filled
with a gal axy of sparks and bl azi ng rai nbows, and her entire body vibrated
to the beat of the house's power.

Li ght stood at the head of the altar, head thrown back. She was deep
in trance: Her eyes were closed; she cried out line after line of speech
in some unknown tongue and her body was a pillar of viridian flane in
Truth's new sight. Each word seened to hang upon the air, as if the sound
waves had suddenly becone visible, and Light trenbled with the power
pouring through her, oblivious to the others. Light's will and that of what
spoke through her held the ritual in focus--having come this far, Pilgrim
no | onger needed the others.

Irene stood frozen, her face a paint-streaked mask of incredul ous tears.
Besi de her, Hereward knelt upon the floor, his hands folded tightly
agai nst his stomach. His face was ghastly pale and there was bl ood on his
mout h, and nore bl ood oozi ng between his clutching fingers. Blue |light
pool ed about himon the floor--his life force, slowy draining away.

As Truth entered he | ooked toward her. Sorry, he nouthed and shook
his head, trying to get to his feet.

Caradoc stood beside the altar. He held a censer of incense, and his
face was perfectly blank. Was this sort of thing what he'd had in mnd?

He gave no indication that he'd noticed that anything out of the ordinary
was going on at all. Truth | ooked at Caradoc and saw nothing, only a
how i ng silence, the | eading edge of a gale upon which sone soaring

i nhumanity spread its wings.

Wher e was Donner? She | ooked for himand found himat |ast. He
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was standing very still, his entire strained attention focused on Pilgrim

"Looking for your white knight?" Pilgrimsaid to Truth. Hi s cheeks
were flushed, and he wore an el aborate antlered headdress and a wol fskin
about his shoul ders. He was naked, and held an enornous ritual sword
in one hand and a small black pistol in the other, pointed at the only
other person in the roomwho was likely to do himharm The gun gl owed
like a burning coal in Pilgrims hand, scarlet with recent use to Truth's
otherworldly sight. He'd already shot Hereward--was Donner next?

Were these the deaths that Pilgrimwas counting on to fuel his sorcery
and open the Gate?
O was the death to be hers?

Truth began to struggle. She tore loose fromFiona's grip, but Gareth's
hand was | ocked around her armlike an iron vise.

"Let me go! Gareth--for God's sake!"™ Truth cried. She felt the power
Pilgrimhad called drawi ng her forward, sucking her irresistibly into the
pattern Pilgrimhad created, the pattern that would end in the horror of
Chaos come agai n.

"I"mafraid your god and his messengers won't be coning tonight--
and neither will Thorne Blackburn!" Pilgrimshouted over the sound of
her voice and Light's. "Really, Truth--did you think one feeble old man
who has rejected the gift of the gods could defeat nme? Now come here--
I"mgoing to cut your heart out, you stupid bitch--once the Gate is open
I don't need you! Cone on, Gareth--it is expedient that one wonan
should die for the good of the people!"

Pilgrimlaughed crazily, but the gun never wavered from Donner's
chest.

Incredibly, Gareth began to drag her forward--out of weakness, of
being lost in the ritual, in the desire to give hinself to anything outside
hi nsel f. Truth fought him and even then she m ght have broken free,
but Fiona hit her in the stomach with one of the heavy candl esticks and
when Truth gagged at the bl ow Gareth wrenched both of her arns up
behi nd her back.

He brought her in front of Pilgrim Heat radiated off Pilgrim and
power--she could see it with her new senses; a dull violet glow gathering
on the surface of his skin, as if sonme astral double inside himwere soon
about to burst this nortal chrysalis.

"Now we chain her to the altar, violate and nutilate her, and cut her
heart out. Oh conme on, Irene, stop sniveling--these aren't the sixties any
nmore! Donner, be a good boy and come over here and help,"” Pilgrim
said, his face a mani acal mask of gl ee
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Oh how could any of themthink he'd et themlive after what they'd
seen here toni ght? How many of them were here like Irene--secretly,
illegally, with no one to notice when they were gone?

"Donner! Don't do it!" Truth screanmed. "He'll kill you!"

Pi | gri m brandi shed the gun and | aughed agai n, the sound high and
j agged against Light's chanting. Even if you didn't believe in magick,
couldn't feel the power raging here, there was still the gun. Truth felt
Gareth lift her toward the altar, and she began to ki ck.

"In the nane of the Wiite Christ and Yod- He-Vau-He, the Tetragranmaton
all powerful,t" a voice roared fromthe doorway.

Light's voice cut off as if she'd been slapped. Gareth swung around,
dragging Truth with him

M chael Archangel stood in the doorway. His hair was wet wi th bl ood;
beads of red forned a spi ky decoration along his brow. He wore a priest's
| ong robes, and in his bleeding hands he carried a sword |ike nothing
Truth had ever seen. A white radiance blazed fromit, as if it were bathed
in a spotlight that fell upon it alone.

"I charge you to cast off these errors of darkness and surrender yourself
to the judgnent of the Lord!" M chael shouted, and Truth felt the power
i n Whose nane he acted reach out, burning and inpl acabl e.

Pilgrimswing his sword, and Gareth junped back out of the way,
dragging her with him Truth felt the opposing forces cone together, and
for one nonment the Veils of Tinme and Birth were rent, and everyone in
the roomstood in the presence of Eternity.

"Domaris.f" screaned Light. "Help nme/" She fell to her knees and
screaned again, in purely human fright and pain.

"Deoris!" The ancient, the eternal nane was on her sister's lips--the
sisters who had sworn before a shrine at the beginning of the world never
to be parted until Tine itself would end. For one nonment Truth saw the
whol e uncoiling of their shared lives through birth after birth, back to
the moment of this ancient sin that had bound themto the Weel forever

Then the nonent was gone. She struggl ed | oose from Gareth without
difficulty now, and headed for her sister, half-blind in the vortex of powers
swirling through the room

"I bow to no creature--god or devil!" Pilgrimshouted. The ritual sword
he carried was darkness visible, its black blade a hole in the fabric of
Creation itself as he raised it. "It is you, slave-god' s pawn, who will bow

to ne--and worship!"
M chael stepped forward, his bare feet |eaving bl oody prints upon the
Tenple floor, his own blade raised to neet Pilgrims attack. A shimering
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fog seenmed to cut the two nen off fromthe others in the Tenple, as if
their bodies were no | onger wholly upon the nortal plane.

Truth reached Light and knelt beside her. The screanm ng had stopped--
her sister lay, |inp and unconscious, upon the floor. Her skin was icy.
Truth felt for a pulse, terrified, and finally found it, faint but strong. She
clutched her sister to her chest, watching the battle.

M chael 's voice was raised in sonorous, deep-pitched Latin, and each
syllable seened to claw at the fabric of reality. Pilgrimswing his sword,
but it was not fromits blade that his attack came. Wth his other hand,
he sketched a shape in the air, and Truth seemed to see the glyph he had
drawn hanging there, as if drawn in sonme dark and bl oody f og.

"Adonai!" M chael cried, and the swirling synbol began to fade.

"Come on," Thorne said, grabbing Truth by the shoul ders. She

screamed at his touch, nearly dropping Light, and saw the curtains of the

al cove swi ngi ng where Thorne had pushed through them She could

barely see; the whole Tenple was choked with bl azing sound, and Truth

felt as though she were drowning in the intangible made real. "No! Light--"

"Themis no tine!" Thorne shouted in her ear. "It's gone too far! It
isn't going to stop--we have to shut it down!"

He was right--Truth could feel it; the inbalance created here was
feeding on Mchael and Pilgrims struggle. It did not matter nowif the
ritual were ever finished--the Gate woul d open, unless the two of them
could stop it.

Reluctantly she let Light slip to the floor and got to her feet. "WII| she
be all right?"

"Not if we don't win," Thorne said grimy. He reached out and pl ucked
Venus Afflicted fromthe altar, and Truth snatched it away fromhim Its
hardness was burning and icy at once beneath her hands and it burned
like a captive star.

Thor ne grabbed her wist and dragged her through the curtains of the
archway. It was pitch black behind the curtain, but Thorne noved uner-
ringly in the darkness, opening a door and revealing a set of stairs that
curved downward. A faint glow al nost phosphorescent, radiated up from
bel ow; enough to navigate by, at least if you were desperate. "The old cistern,’

briefly.

Truth foll owed himdown the stair into a roomevery bit as |arge as
the Tenpl e above, a great drum shaped room made of brick and stone
centuries old. The chaos within the Tenple retreated from her senses
till she could see the physical world once nore and, staring at one curving

he said
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wal |, Truth realized that she was | ooking at part of the original foundation
of the ~648 house.

"Come on," Thorne said.

The staircase was wought iron; it creaked and shook as Thorne and
Truth ran down it, Truth clutching the book tightly against her chest.
When they reached the bottom Truth saw that the illum nation was
com ng froma gl ass-chi meyed hurricane | anp, vintage unknown, that
was set into a niche in the wall.

"The spring's down there." Thorne's nmouth quirked as he gestured
toward the floor. "Schei dow convinced the Taghkanics that he was a great
mani tou by diverting it to his own purposes. It's how he got themto
cooperate in his fur trade."

"l guess this area just attracts con nen," Truth shot back, and Thorne
| aughed.

"Cone on. There's a tunnel to the outside off this way."

She was too afraid of other things to be frightened at the tinme, but for
the rest of her life that escape from Shadow s Gate would return as the
stuff of her nightrmares. The old network of brick and marl tunnels had

not been kept in repair; the walls bowed inward with the weight of spring
rain and winter ice, and roots had plunged through the roof, their |owering
tangl e sonmetines making it necessary to go on hands and knees in order

to get through. There was the constant fear that the tunnel would coll apse
and bury both of themalive; each time the thunder shook the valley

Truth's hands jerked faintly, but at the tine her mind was worl ds away
fromthe purely aninmal terror.

She could feel the power of the open Gate |oose all around her, its
pul sati ons unbound fromthe rhythmof the interrupted ritual, building
and growing to the sumons of a pattern all its own. Everything she saw
glowed with a spectral light, as if Shadow s Gate was no | onger wholly
of this world.

At | ast she and Thorne canme to a place where tinbers reinforced the
roof, and the door before themwas tinber-framed, set in a |inme-washed
wal |

"The ol d ice house," Thorne expl ai ned, opening the door

The ice house was even filthier than the tunnel, if possible, but its
outer doormhal f-rotting, falling off its hinges--led to the outside. The
night was a pale silver, as if lit by a full noon, although the witchstorm
still raged over the valley. Truth brushed dirt and cobwebs from her skirt
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with her free hand; through the door she could snell the sharp sweetness
of the night air, electric with the power of the storm
"Qut there?" she said dubiously. A gust of rain blew through the door-
way, spangling her skirt with drops and maki ng her shiver.
"Next time | rescue you I'Il bring an unbrella,"” Thorne pronised.
Truth stuffed the book under her sweater and pushed past Thor ne.
The rain was icy and sweet, sluicing the dirt and taint fromher even as
it drenched her to the skin. Above her peal after peal of thunder sounded,
as lightning stitched the sky like the flash of far-off artillery fire.
Thorne canme to stand beside her on the branbled hillside. Truth heard
hi m swear as the rain soaked him She | ooked around. Shadow s Gate
was nowhere in sight.
"Hurry," Thorne said. "There isn't nuch time." Taking her hand once
more, he began to run through the nmud and the poundi ng storm

They were both covered in nud and bl eeding froma hundred branble
scratches by the tine they reached Thorne's destination, and each of them
had fallen at |east once. Truth had nearly |ost the book hal f-a-dozen
times--only her stubbornness had allowed her to retain her hold upon

it at all, and that at the cost of bruises and broken fingernails.

Thorne stepped slowy into the clearing, pulling Truth after him She
scrubbed rain and hair out of her eyes and stared around herself.

They were deep in the forest behind Shadow s Gate now, where ol d-
growth trees stood like the pillars of a tenple anpong | esser vegetation
Here the force of the rain was broken sonewhat by the branches of the
trees, though it was late autum and the trees had few | eaves left.

The clearing was surrounded by a horseshoe-shape of pale granite
pillars, rough-hewn |ike the bones of Stonehenge itself and sunk deep
into the earth. The stones were set fairly close together, no nore than
four feet apart, and there were twelve of them The earth they surrounded
had been raked and snoothed, but that had been nany years ago, and
now t he short, deer-cropped grass was drifted with fallen | eaves.

"W worked on this all that first summer. Carl broke his wist and
Irene got the worst case of poison ivy you ever saw," Thorne said. He
was gasping for breath fromthe run, his hair plastered to his skull, bul
even now he was grinning, as if no natter what the outcone, it was the
fight that nattered to Thorne Bl ackburn.

Truth reached out and touched the nearest pillar. She'd thought i
woul d be cold, but it was as warmas if the sun had been shining on il
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for hours, and it vibrated faintly beneath her fingers. After everything
el se that had happened to her tonight, Truth wasn't even frightened by
this new strangeness.

"What do we do? Why are we here?" Truth said. She shook her dripping
hair out of her eyes again, resisting the tenptation to cuddle the pillar
for warnth. Whatever the source of its heat was, it would not serve her
body' s needs.

Thorne wal ked to the head of the sarsen crescent, where a distinct gap
separated the two tallest stones. He hesitated, as if what he was about to
do next woul d cause him pain.

"Pilgrimfound this place, but Irene never told himthe truth about
it--1 made sure of that rmuch. Evil is oddly gullible--he knewas little of
me as you did--but he chose to believe a different part of ny |egend.

It's true that the house was your nother's magi ck--but nine was here."

Then Thorne took a step backward, placing himself directly between
the two colums. They vibrated, a high sweet singing that cut through
the roar of the storm and suddenly all the stones seemed to glow with
an ice blue radiance like starlight.

Hi s body jerked--as if electricity were coursing through it, completing
some powerful circuit. Truth could see the gleamof his bared teeth in
the eldritch blue gl ow of the stones.

"Daddy/" Truth screamed, |unging forward.

She slipped in the nmud and went sprawling, the grimire a hard un-
comprom si ng wei ght beneath her sodden sweater. She struggled to her
knees and knelt in the nud, staring up at her father--he wasn't hurt, as
she'd thought, but in sonme way Thorne's body conpleted the circuit of
power here.

Slowy, he held his hands out to her, coronaed in blue-white power.
She knew what he wanted her to do.

Still kneeling, Truth pulled Venus Afflicted out from under her sweater.
Its cover was danp and sliny with rain, and some | ast shred of nundane
pragmati smgrieved at its soaked and nud-spattered state. She reached
up from where she knelt, holding the book out to Thorne.

He said sonething, but she could not hear it over the hiss of the rain
and shook her head. Then he touched the book

The power of the Circle poured through her body, seeking escape into
the earth, and Truth's body spasned as Thorne's had done, even as the
power held her rigid. There was no escape--she felt it as the power
flowed into the earth and net an even greater power, a river flowing to
a measurel ess ocean that returned its power to the river again. The power
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cascaded back through her body, through Thorne, through the stones,

and down into the earth again and again, onward wi thout end. Truth's

eyes cl osed; here was the peace she had sought; here at |ast, asking only
her surrender to its eternal tidal call.

"No!" Thorne's shout roused her. She stared up into his blazing blue
eyes, and knew this surrender was not what he had brought her here for.
The power must be ruled, the Gate nust be cl osed. She nust take the
tide of power that flowed through her and inpose her will upon it--she
was the Gatekeeper, and here was the Gate. But how?

Thorne's chest rose as he inhaled, drawing in both breath and strength.
Then he began to chant, the strange short phrases that had haunted Truth's
dreans since her first night at Shadow s Gate--the words that in this
world were only that, but in another place were living things, real and
solid and aware.

The night, the storm the forest and the ring of stones, all fell away
fromTruth's senses as an outnoded garment fromthe body. She passed
beyond the Gate, and stood with Thorne upon a high hill where fantastic
arm es gathered all about themawaiting the signal to ride. The ocean
roared on the cliffs below, and above the heads of the host Truth could
see a \Weel spinning anong the starsma Wheel of blinding silver, and
every spoke was a doubl e- edged sword.

Into the earth; up fromthe earth; the endl ess sacranent of gift and
gift... Thorne had never ceased his chanting, but now Truth could un-
derstand the words which were not words, but Reality. "I am a hawk/Above the diff--"

And now her voice joined with his. Each phrase was a rune, a word, a
spell woven with living breath ....

"I ama thorn/Beneath the nail--"

And now she saw the shape of it all. She could see what she nust do;
saw t he task that Thorne had nmeant her for and how to acconplish it;
saw the price and the pain and nmeasured her strength agai nst the task,
and now her voice went on alone: "I ama |lure/From Paradi se--"

And sonewhere upon the horizon of her sight she could see the shape
of Pilgrims tw sted working, saw it and knew she nmust deal with it too.
Thorne's voice joined with her own again, and the book burned between
their hands like forging iron, but neither of themwould release it.

"I ama w zard, who but |/Shall know the Gate Between The Wbrl ds?"
Pilgrims tangled creation fell away, and now the Gate burned before
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her inward eyes, argent and gleamng, its blades the perils the seeker
must pass through to reach Paradi se.
She knew what she had to do. The words kindled clearly in her mnd,
but to speak them would commit her to a path that she nust wal k the
rest of her days.
She must. There was no one el se.
"I amthe birth of every hopent
Her hands burned. Her will and her honor bound her; the passion to
know and to nake that had brought her to this nonent. "I amthe door for every wall---"
And she could feel it rushing toward her; the massive wei ght of inten-
tion, as if on some plane far beyond her own sone great bal ance shifted,
and the Gate Between The Worl ds swung cl osed again, righting a bal ance
that had | ong been wrong. The monent at which she could stop what
she had begun canme and vani shed, and Truth felt the terror of any wild
thing standing in the path of an onrushing train as the power she had
i nvoked peaked and expl oded t hrough her, gathering nomentum seeking
its rel ease; she screaned with the sensation of it and on her hands the
blisters broke; the liquid spilled over her fingers Iike tears, but the Gate
was cl osed at last; she had closed it, and now there was only one | ast
thing she nmust do.
"I amthe key for every |ock--"
And the key was her body, her soul, wenched and twi sted fromits
l'iving shape, and now Thorne could no |onger help her. "I amthe lock for every gate--"
Her voice failed; her tongue was bleeding with the words she had
forced fromit, but if she stopped now the damage woul d not be undone,
and all the sorrow and pain they had suffered would be for nothing.
"I ama w zard, who but |/Shall seal the Gate Between The Wbrl ds?"
And it was done. The hill was gone, and the armies. The Gate was
gone from anong the stars, and so was the |ight.

She was lying in the mud. Truth opened her eyes, but the ghostly sight
that had sustai ned her was gone; everything was black. Al that was |eft
was the dazzling scraps of her vision, already fading |like a dream
Except for the choice she had made, that she nust now learn to |live
Wit h.
She was freezing, nunb and wet and cold and sick. The rain was a far-
off pattering; the fury of the stormwas past, and the stormwas noving
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away. Truth pulled herself to her knees with a sucking sound. She was
covered in a thick sheet of nud fromher chin to her ankles.

"Daddy?" Truth said hoarsely. There was nud in her nouth; she spat.
"Here," Thorne said. She could see himonly faintly; he was standi ng
between the pillars, his arms crossed over his chest, and she could see
that he held Venus Afflicted in his hands.

"You-- |--" She sat back on her heels, shoving her hair out of her
face with muddy hands. "It worked. We did it. It's real." The words were
only shadows of what true speech m ght be--this was how she woul d see
the world fromnow on; how the world was for those who had seen
Par adi se and nust live out their days anbng shadows.

"I've always said so." Thorne's voice was anused. "And now- |'m
sorry, sweetheart, but | haven't been quite truthful with you tonight.
hope soneday you'll forgive ne, but now .. | can't stay. That part was

alie. | have to go now "

She knew. The part of her that had stood upon the hill before the Gate
of the Silver \Weel understood, but the charade nust be played out to
t he end.

"Go where?" Truth demanded. "Why do you have to go? Daddy, |'ve
just found you again--"

"And | will always |ove you, Truth. But the night your nother died
came here to get her back--with the power of ny blood | forced the
Gate, and for that overweening folly I was awarded a fitting penance.
Good- bye, baby."

"No!" Truth flung herself to her feet and ran toward him but she was
too | ate.

The lightning flashed. And in the gap between the pillars where Thorne
Bl ackburn had stood he stood no | onger--only a great gray oak with the
synmbol of the Circle of Truth carved deep into its bark

And Venus Afflicted was gone at last fromthe human worl d.
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TO THINE OMN SELF BE TRUE

Thou that stupendous truth believ'd,
And now the nmatchl ess deed's achier'd,
Det er mi ned, dared, and done.

nMCHRI STOPHER SVART

I TTOOK TRUTH ALMOST AN HOUR TO MAKE HER WAY DOWN FROM
the hillside, and when she finally reached Shadow s Gate everythi ng was
in chaos. The snell of burning hung heavily in the air, and there seened
to be police and anbul ances and fire engi nes everywhere, and even a few
gawkers from Shadowkill, drawn by the sirens and the noise. She arrived
just intinme to see Hereward | oaded into an anbul ance, a white-coated
attendant standi ng al ong beside him holding the bottle of glucose solution
over his head.
What had happened? Surely Pilgrimhad not won if there were all these
peopl e here--but what had happened? She ran through the tangle of
par ked vehicles | ooking for Light, for Irene, for anyone fromthe Circle.
"WAit a minute, miss; you can't go in there." A fireman grabbed her
at the front door of the house, his heavy coat snelling of snoke. The
doors were open; Truth could see thick, white hoses snaking into the
building's interior, and pools of water standing on the wooden fl oors.

The electric lights were still on, lending the scene an odd, surreal aspect.
"My sister's in there!" Truth said, trying to pull away.
"There's nobody still in there," the fireman said. "Hey! John! Looking

for her sister!" he shouted to soneone standing a few feet away.
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A man wearing the wi de-brimed hat of the State Police canme over
to where Truth stood. The wal kie-talkie on his belt emtted randomblurts
of garbled speech. "Go with him mss, he'll help you find her,"” the fireman
tol d her.
"Your nanme?" The policeman said. He put a hand under her arm and
began to wal k her back toward his car. "You live in there?"

"Truth Jourdemayne. |'ve been staying here for the past few days
wor ki ng on sone research. My sister was in there! Do you know -"
"Everyone got out, ma'am" the policeman said reassuringly. "If you'l

just--"
"Truth!™ Light barreled into Truth, nearly knocking her down agai n.

"Ch, God, you're all right--but you'll get wet!" Truth added al nost
instantly.

The young medium was still wearing her red robe, but over that was
wr apped what | ooked |ike one of the banners fromthe Tenple. Her |ong,
silver hair was danp and tangled, and there were soot marks on her pale
ski n.

"I don't care!" Light said fiercely. She hugged Truth tighter, squeezing
the water out of Truth's sodden clothes and into her own garish satins.
Trut h hugged her back, feeling a painful sense of relief. Light was safe.

The policeman, seeing he was not needed now, nmoved away, but Truth
knew it was only tenporary. There woul d be questions that had to be
answer ed- - and what woul d she say when the time came?

But now there was only one other thing that was inportant. "Pilgrim-
where's Pilgrin?" Truth demanded.

"He's there," M chael said, stepping away fromone of the trucks to
stand beside Light. There was a bl anket draped around his shoul ders; he
| ooked tired, but worlds away fromthe bl eeding apparition with the
flam ng sword that Truth had seen earlier tonight.

Had that been real at all? She | ooked where M chael gestured, and saw
Pilgrim

He was stunbling across the grass, being led toward one of the waiting
police cars by two of the EMIs. They were holding his arms; his hands
were cuffed behind his back, and he was babbli ng:

"--kings in the darkness the citadels of the earth and ocean towering
castles in the candles and the rain singing in the dark and rocks over
stones in the ocean--" H's words ranbled on; there was no intelligence
behi nd them and seeing-w thout-seeing Truth could | ook and recogni ze
the chains that bound him stronger than any she or Thorne could have
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forged, binding Pilgrimtightly and ensuring that never again would his
madness harm anyone but hinsel f.

M chael had done this--or what M chael served--when Julian had | ost
the power of the Gate, and Truth could not find it in her to be sorry.
She | ooked into Mchael's eyes, and saw at | ast what he had been trying
to save her from the know edge of what she was and the responsibility
that canme with wal king the path her feet had now been set upon

Truth felt a desolate sense of |o0ss; now that she finally understood the
truth she could have hoped to count M chael her friend. But no. She and
M chael had chosen different paths a very long tinme ago.

The Christian Church held that Man was not strong enough to endure
the experience of the Higher Know edge, and so its teachings held that
all such know edge must be withheld. Julian Pilgrimhad sworn that al
know edge bel onged to Man, no matter that he was not ready for it.

"You' re soaking wet," Mchael said chidingly. "You'll freeze." He took
the bl anket from around his shoul ders and wapped her init. It was warm
fromhis body, and Truth smiled at himsadly. Toni ght she and M chae
had been on the sane side against a greater evil, but the next tine they
met it mght be as enem es.

M chael held out his arm and Light went back to his side.
"I will care for Light, and see that her gifts bring her no further pain.

I can... There is still tine for you to choose, Truth. WII| you conme with
us. >"
"No, Mchael," Truth said gently. "1've nade ny choice."

There was a niddl e ground between M chael's way and Pilgrims--a
pat h neither black nor white, but gray as mist: Thorne's path, and now
hers. A path that Pilgrimhad rejected, and that Light was not strong
enough to foll ow.

Truth blinked back tears of |oss, knowi ng already that time would | ead
her path and Light's farther apart, until in the end no comon ground
would remain to them But M chael could give her the protection that
Truth could not. And Light loved him If what Truth and Thor ne--and
M chael --had done here tonight was for anything, it was for the freedom
to make such choices. She turned away. "l1'd better go see if | can find
the others,"” she said.

"Go with God, then, Truth," Mchael said quietly and she knew t hat
the words were not enpty--that they were a prayer she could not answer.
Truth turned away.

Unlike the last tinme the house had burned, the devastation of Shadow s
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Gate this tine was not total, though the Tenple at the core of the house
was destroyed--if not by fire, then by the water the arriving firenen had
poured into it to save the house.

The fire trucks were pulling away and goi ng back to the town, so the
danger must be over. Truth wondered selfishly if any of the house could
still be inhabited--she desperately wanted a hot shower. The cold was
settling into her bones, and her fingers were already nunb.

She found Donner and Irene together. He had his arm around her;

Irene was sitting on a canp stool soneone had brought her. Both of them
were w apped in blankets. Tears furrowed Irene's cheeks, and she | ooked
terribly old.

"*Who is ny brother or sister in the Art, that is ny brother or sister
in all things,'" Donner said with a crooked smile, seeing Truth. "How
are you?" he added cauti ously.

Li ke Light, Donner was still wearing his ritual robe and was marked
by soot; he |ooked as if he had aged ten years in the past few hours and
his brown eyes were wary.

"I'"'mokay," Truth said, equally guardedly. "Aunt Irene, are you all
right?" She knelt before the ol der woman, clutching the bl anket around
hersel f.

"It was wong--all wong," Irene said, weeping quietly. "He destroyed
it all--everything! He made it ugly--"

"No," Truth said strongly. "Pilgrimdidn't destroy anything we can't
fix. W'll fix it together. | need you, Aunt Irene. | need you to teach mne.
WIl you?" She had not known what she was about to say, but she did
not doubt its truth. The art of magi ck was innate power bound to discipline
and training--training that Truth still | acked.

Slowmy Irene Avalon's gaze turned fromher own inward grief and
focused upon Truth's upturned face. Wth trenbling fingers she reached
out and caressed Truth's cheek

"Yes," she said, her voice growing stronger. "Yes, | wll."
Truth stood up and | ooked at Donner. "Were are the others?"

He shrugged. "They took Hereward off in an anbul ance, and Ju-
lian..." his voice trailed off. "M chael and Light are around here some-
where, and | saw Gareth and Fiona--"

VWho, Truth was sure, were already well away fromhere. O all of them
who had stood in the Grcle tonight, only Pilgrimand perhaps Fiona had
known fully what they were doing. She only hoped Gareth woul dn't suffer
too much at Fiona's hands--but whatever happened to Gareth, in sone
sense he had chosen it.
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"Donner, what happened in there tonight?" Truth asked him It was
not to confirm her own perceptions--she knew what she had seen--but

to test the perceptions of others, now that she nmust live in two worlds.
Donner's gaze flicked away from her and back, but he could not neet
her eyes. "I don't know, " he said, and then, incredibly, "W were al
pretty drunk."
"Drunk?" Truth said, stunned.

"Of course,” lrene said firmy, though not as if she believed it. "That's
how the fire started. The candl es were knocked over by sone of the boys
horseplay. If we hadn't all been so occupied with the fire, I'msure we

woul d have heard Julian shoot Hereward."

"Yes," said Donner, with relief, rejecting the reality in favor of the
soothing lie. "That was it."

Truth shook her head. She wondered what the others had really seen,
and how rmuch any of them had truly been responsible for their own
actions once the ritual had begun.

"1"11 be back," she told Donner and Irene. "I'mgoing to go see if | can
find anyone who can tell us if it's safe to go back inside."

She cast around until she found the Fire Marshal standing by his car.
"I''"'m Truth Jourdemayne, " she said, introducing herself, "and I'd really
like a hot shower. |Is there any chance of going back inside the house
yet ?"

"Well, offhand 1'd say it would be okay," the Fire Marshal said, pushing
his cap back on his head. "It |ooks pretty bad in there but | wouldn't say
there's any real structural damage. Just stay out of the room where the
fire was until the insurance people've gone over it."

"Not a problem" Truth said. "And--thank you for com ng."

"That's our job, M. Jourdemayne," he said, smling. "It's been a hecko
uva night, hasn't it?"

Brot her, you don't know the half of it, Truth told himsilently.

As she was turning back to tell the others that they could all go inside,
she heard a horn beeping. She turned in the direction of the sound and
saw a brown Datsun swerving up the drive, headlights flaring as the driver
cut the wheel fromside to side. Dyl an.

Truth ran toward the car, which was already sliding to a stop. Dyl an
i ssued from behind the wheel al nost w thout opening the door, worry
radiating fromhis entire body.

"Dyl an--it's okay--none of the equipment's damaged, and--" Truth
began.
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"To hell with the boxes!" Dyl an said, grabbing her and all but shaking
her. "wat about you?"

What about her? Truth wondered that herself. She had nade a | ong
journey to reach this place, a |onger journey than mles and hours could
tell. And in making it, she'd found not only her father, but herself.

"Are you all right?" Dylan demanded, all but shaking her. "I canme back
to Shadowki U-- | wanted to be here, if--- And then | sawthe fire--"
She pull ed away just enough to Iink her armthrough Dyl an's.

"Ch, I'mall right. Cone on inside; we'll find you a place to sleep for
what's left of the night, but | don't think you'll have any |uck finding any
ghosts now, sonehow. And do you know, speaking of ghosts, | think
have an entirely new slant on that biography of Daddy |I'mgoing to wite,"
Truth said, |eading Dylan back toward the others.

Not as the world wanted himto be, but as he was--a man who had
found in the end that perfection is sonetines the wong choice.

And she would call it Venus Afflicted.
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