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=== On Guard ===

Hell hath a co-operation with Heaven.

—St. John Chrysostom, as loosely translated by John Donne.

On Guard 
PROLOGUE

The junior Seeker stood in the entrance, awaiting death.

He did not turn his head to look at the guard moving behind him. Instead, his eyes and thoughts remained focussed on the chamber around him. Unlike most other parts of the Eternal Dungeon, this chamber had no artificial walls. Instead, the chamber was a vast, semi-circular cavern, with niches carved into the walls to serve as shelves for glass-enclosed candles. Many of the candles were lit; their smoke created a haze in the upper part of the chamber, drifting slowly up to a smoke-hole at the very top of the ceiling.

The ground below was littered with ladders and extra candles and matches; otherwise it was stark. The floor consisted of nothing but the rough, uneven stone of the cavern, gleaming faintly in the light. In the middle of the chamber, a low railing guarded a circular area larger than a prisoner’s cell. This area was made of stone as well, but the stone was manmade, as could be seen from the fact that it rose up in the middle to form a hook. From this hook rose a chain as vast in width as the chain that holds a steamer’s anchor.

In the brightly lit chamber, only one other person stood: a woman from the outer dungeon, lighting a candle in honor of some Seeker or former prisoner she had known. The guard, stepping past the junior Seeker without a word, went over to the woman and said something to her in a whisper. She jerked and looked over her shoulder, staring with wide eyes at the hooded Seeker by the doors, as if she had seen a ghost. Then she nodded and hurried toward the only other exit from the chamber, a small door to the right of the junior Seeker.

Once she was through this, the guard closed and bolted the smaller exit before returning to the Seeker. Still silent, he stepped past. In a minute, the junior Seeker heard the great, booming sound of the crematorium’s doors shutting behind him.

Only then did he move. He went over to one side of the chamber, used a key to open a metal panel set within the wall, and contemplated the switch there. With a wrench, he pulled up the switch.

A screech filled the chamber, like the grieving howl of a soul trapped in afterdeath. He covered his ears as the slack chain above the circular stone tightened, and then began rising. The screech of the metal was accompanied by a low, harsh rumble as stone scraped against stone.

He looked up at where the chain travelled over a pulley hanging from the ceiling, as it had for a century. The chain, though frequently replaced, was old in design; the machinery pulling the chain onto a vast wheel nearby had stood there for only twenty years. It was said to be the most powerful mechanical crane in the world, far more powerful than the cranes that had been used to build the mighty train-bridges that awed foreign visitors to the queendom of Yclau. Watching the rise of the stone lid, as heavy as any train, the junior Seeker did not doubt the boast about the crane. He only wondered how, by all that was sacred, the Seekers had managed to raise the lid before the existence of mechanical engines.

The lid stopped and hung, swaying, barely high enough for a man to crouch under it. This the junior Seeker did, feeling, as he always did, the breathless fear of an ant who has deliberately walked under a man’s boot. He grabbed a nearby safety lamp as he ducked down, swinging it forward so that he could locate the top landing of the stairs spiralling round the pit below the lid. The light also landed on the circular wall of the ash-pit that the spiral staircase curved around. The ashes themselves were hidden from view.

He felt a little better once he was on the iron stairs, climbing his way down. The stairs, though of open ironwork, were steady under the feet and had strong handrails on both sides. There was little chance he would slip and fall, provided that he kept the lamplight spilling upon the steps to come. The stairs wound their way gradually round the pit, with manmade stones on both sides, so it was easy to pretend that he was going down a circular stairway in the palace above the Eternal Dungeon, rather than circling in a spiral around a pit of death-ashes.

He could no longer hear the crackle of candle-flames above him, but he could hear the hiss of air, and occasionally the air would brush him when he passed a vent. The sound was reassuring. He had heard tales that, when the mechanical Lungs that kept the Eternal Dungeon alive had broken down, back in ’42, the only person who failed to escape alive had been a Seeker who was in this pit at the time, mourning the death of a parent. Forgotten in the mad rush to evacuate the dungeon, he was found later at the top of the iron stairs, his hands pressed futilely against the stone lid that would open from below for no man, no matter how strong.

The junior Seeker looked back up the stairway. He could see dim light above, a sure sign that the lid remained raised. He told himself that the doors to the crematorium were now locked and guarded; he told himself that, even if by some chance a Seeker entered the crematorium and closed the lid, not knowing he was there, he could still survive here for weeks, and his absence would be noticed long before that. It made no difference. This place felt to him as it had on his previous visits, as though it were his grave.

As of course it was, he reminded himself. He looked at the convex wall next to him, wondering whether he had yet reached the level of the pit where, one day, his own ashes would rest.

He took a deep breath and continued down.

The only sound was his boots tapping the steps, and the thump of his rapid heartbeat. It was difficult, at times like this, not to think of the ashes that lay in the pit because of him. He could tell himself that his former prisoners’ souls had been reborn into new life, but the only certainty he held was that the ashes of their bodies lay in the cold earth. Despite the autumnal coolness of the air, he paused a minute to raise the face-cloth of his hood, knowing that no one could see him here. Sweat lay thick on his face.

He walked more carefully after that, his palms now slick upon the railing. He felt sure that he must be nearing the end of his journey, and he knew that certainty to be an illusion. The pit was wide and deep, made to hold ashes for many centuries in the future. Travelling down to its bottom took as much time as walking across the whole of the capital’s Parkside district.

He could feel himself shaking by the end. He was strong, for a man of his class; he did not spend his days idling in a parlor chair but instead stood for anywhere up to twelve hours a day, searching prisoners. But walking down an endless staircase, holding a lamp in the dark and trying not to stumble to one’s death, was an exercise that would exhaust even the strongest man. He tried not to think of what the journey upward would be like.

The door came so suddenly that he nearly walked into it. He stood a moment, trying to catch his labored breath, and feeling his heart drum inside him. He did not bother to look up; he knew he was too far down to see any light now. After a minute, he hung his lamp on the hook designed for it, next to another lamp that was dark. He closed the shutter of his own lamp, more out of respect for where he went than out of fear that some unknown gas would set the stairwell ablaze. He could still hear the ventilated air sighing, like a mother soothing her frightened child. He groped a moment in the dark, found the latch, and opened the door as quietly as he could.

He was just as quiet closing it. The small cubicle he stood in was nearly pitch-black; he paused a moment before soundlessly pushing back the curtain in front of him. Then, as he heard the unmistakable hiss of another ventilation shaft, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the light in the chamber of death.

“The vigil chamber” was its official title, but the junior Seeker had never heard this room called that except in documents. It was as stark in design as the crematorium: nothing more than a circular floor that was the width of the pit, with a stone wall curving round the sides. Its ceiling had begun, in the past two years, to bow under the accumulated weight of a century’s worth of death-ashes. The junior Seeker did not like to think of what the scene in this room would be like if the ceiling gave way while he was there. He knew that the palace engineers were still battling each other over the best way to preserve this place. In the meantime, the High Seeker had broken with decades’ worth of tradition and ordered that a small electric light be installed above the only exit, in case there should be enough warning of an impending cave-in to give the vigil-keeper time to dash for the stairwell. No longer would vigil-keepers be plunged into the dark once the oil in their lamps gave out, permitting them to share in the lonely darkness experienced by the newly dead. For now, the vigil-keepers’ prayers would take place in dim light.

The junior Seeker could not see that the light made any difference to the atmosphere of the chamber. This place still looked like what it was: an ancient burial tomb.

As his pupils widened, his vision took in what lay in the chamber: Crates of tinned food and tinned milk, enough to supply this place for a month. Other supplies necessary for a long sojourn. An inconspicuous metal plate in the ground that the junior Seeker knew led to a waste pit that would be cleaned out later by dungeon workers. A bed that looked as though it had not been slept in. A chair that had clearly not been sat in, for it was holding one of the crates. And in the midst of this all, kneeling on the stone floor in the center of the chamber with his body upright but for his bowed head, was the High Seeker.

His head was bare of his hood; his back was to the junior Seeker. He said without turning, “I was told I could have a month.”

The junior Seeker stepped out of the darkness of the tiny antechamber. “Another message arrived from Vovim. The Codifier needs to speak with you.”

The High Seeker did not move for a moment. Then, with a sigh, he made a gesture that was foreign to the junior Seeker but elaborate enough that it appeared to convey meaning to something unseen. The High Seeker rose slowly to his feet but continued to look down, as though his thoughts were not on the ashes above, but on something that lay much further below.

After a minute, he moved over to one of the crates, picked up an incising instrument that lay atop it, and stared at the wall that surrounded him. The junior Seeker, sensing what he was searching for, went over to one curve of the wall and pointed to his own name, carefully incised into the stone. The carving was surrounded by hundreds of other names, some overlapping each other as the Seekers who had visited this place vied for elbow room in the remaining space on the wall.

The High Seeker nodded and began incising his initials next to the junior Seeker’s name. The junior Seeker watched him work without speaking. He had carved his name here three years before, when he had come here to honor the delayed interment of his sister’s ashes. He had been here twice since then, once to mourn the death of his father, and a second time when he learned of the death of the schoolmaster who had taught him his letters. The High Seeker, though, had apparently never entered this chamber in vigil before, not even after the death of the man who had first trained him to be a Seeker.

Behind him, the junior Seeker heard a faint, irregular beeping, like the peep of a newborn chick. He looked round the dim chamber until he found what he was searching for: a niche in the wall, holding a pair of headphones and a signalling instrument.

Leaving the High Seeker at his work, the junior Seeker went over and put on the headphones. The code, as he had suspected, was from the Codifier’s night secretary, signalling the vigil-keeper in the required daily pattern. The junior Seeker waited for a pause, and then acknowledged the signal with his own name and the High Seeker’s, tapping in the code with the painstaking care of someone who has learned his code in school rather than at work. He added the information that he and the High Seeker would be returning to the dungeon.

The acknowledgment from the Codifier’s office came immediately; the acknowledgment from the palace above the dungeon took longer. The junior Seeker was not surprised. The signalling office of the Yclau palace was the largest in the world, hooked by cable to dozens of governments and receiving hundreds of messages each hour. Most of these messages required no more than a token acknowledgment, so the palace signalling office had developed machines to punch the code onto paper that could be read and transcribed at a later date.

Out of all the signalling instruments in that room, the junior Seeker had been told, only one had a bell attached to it to alert the code-men that a new message had arrived. Even so, three minutes passed before a code-man responded.

The junior Seeker used that time to marvel at the marriage of old and new that was represented by this signalling instrument in the ancient vigil chamber. He knew that the High Seeker had received strong opposition from the other senior Seekers when he had proposed this addition several years before. They had argued that a true vigil required that the vigil-keeper share the conditions of the dead.

The High Seeker had not tried to argue with his colleagues; that was not his way. Instead, he had placed before them a list of the names of the vigil-keepers who had died from illness of body or mind in the death chamber over the past century, because the chamber lacked any direct means of communication with the world above. Then, equally silently, he had laid before them the passage in the Code of Seeking which required that Seekers preserve life wherever possible.

The signal from the palace arrived, a terse acknowledgment followed by a reminder that the palace would require word from the Codifier’s office once the vigil-keeper and his companion were returned to the Eternal Dungeon. Both the junior Seeker and the Codifier’s secretary acknowledged the message; then the junior Seeker pulled off the headphones and turned to look at the High Seeker.

The High Seeker had by now stepped back to gaze at the initials and year he had incised, which were hidden in the shadow of his body. The junior Seeker wondered whether he was seeing instead the initials of the man for whom he had come here.

The junior Seeker said, “He is reborn. You can be sure of that.”

“Can I?” The High Seeker often pronounced questions like this in the presence of prisoners. When he did so, it was with a light voice, mildly inquisitive, no matter how deep his actual interest in the prisoner’s answer. Now his voice sounded as though it were dipped in dark liquid. “He was Vovimian, believing that he would spend eternity at hell. Perhaps that makes a difference.”

The junior Seeker stepped forward then, touching the High Seeker lightly on his sleeve. “Love, he abused prisoners,” he reminded the High Seeker solemnly. “If he is undergoing pain now, it is no worse than the pain he often gave others.”

The High Seeker did not look his way. “The last words he wrote were of his apprehension that I would despise him if I learned that he was afraid when he was brought to his final moments. Despise!” The High Seeker’s voice was halfway between a laugh and a sob. “He tried to reform his dungeon, knowing what fate awaited him if his efforts were discovered, and yet he believed I would think less of him because he feared that ending when it came!” He turned away abruptly, went over to the bed, and picked up the hood that lay on the pillow there.

He did not put it on immediately, though. He remained where he was, staring at the ground in the cool room, saying softly, “And it was all for nothing. All the work he did, all the pain he endured at the end – it was wasted. His dungeon is returned to what it was; his blood was spent for nothing.”

“Then see that his death was worth it.”

The High Seeker raised his head slowly to look at the junior Seeker. Though his face remained naked, his expression was unreadable. The junior Seeker gave an impatient shrug of his shoulders. “Love, you’ve told me often enough that, if a prisoner dies before he has accomplished what he should in his life, it is up to those who were close to him to bring to fruit the deeds that remain to be done. He wouldn’t want you to give way to despair like this. If he sent you his last thoughts, it was because he hoped that you could make something of his death.”

The High Seeker was very still. His eyes were opaque. Then, without any expression entering his face, he pulled his hood over his head.

“Yes,” he said softly as he walked forward. “I will make something of his death. I swear that, by the name of hell’s High Master.”

The junior Seeker felt uneasiness enter him then. He opened his mouth to speak, but the High Seeker walked past him without pause, flicking a switch in the wall as he did so. The chamber plunged into darkness.  



On Guard 1 
PROMOTION

Barrett Boyd 
The year 360, the sixth month. (The year 1881 Fallow by the Old Calendar.)

In our day, the crime that the first High Seeker of the Eternal Dungeon has often been charged with is of having been a vicious, cruel abuser of prisoners, torturing men and women without reason and using his power to force others to horribly maltreat prisoners. In light of these charges, Layle Smith’s justifications for the actions he began taking in his fortieth year make no sense.

To understand those events, we must remember that, even in our own day, an opposing charge has been placed against Layle Smith. Citizens of victim rights organizations complain that Layle Smith was the first in a long line of prison workers who cared more about the welfare of their prisoners than about their prisoners’ victims and possible future victims. These critics argue that the first High Seeker’s policy of urging in court that his prisoners receive lower sentences established a terrible trend that has continued into our own crime-filled era.

In the Golden Age of the Eternal Dungeon, such voices must have been, not a minority, but an overwhelming chorus. Few people would have argued that Layle Smith was too hard on his prisoners. Instead, from the time that Layle Smith first began reforming the Eternal Dungeon’s overly punitive handling of prisoners, he must have been told again and again that he was being far too soft on criminals who deserved nothing less than prolonged torture and death.

Anyone who claims that Layle Smith should have remained on a pedestal, far above these criticisms, must ask themselves whether they would have had the ability to remain deaf to such a united chorus. What is surprising is not that Layle Smith began to listen to the charges. What is surprising is that he waited until the moment at which, for the first time, a second charge was placed against him. At that point, buffeted by blows in opposite directions, he chose to stand his ground firmly in the middle. Too firmly, as history would later judge . . .

—Psychologists with Whips: A History of the Eternal Dungeon.

CHAPTER ONE

“Most people would consider it a demotion,” said Barrett Boyd. “To go from being senior day guard to the second-highest ranked Seeker in the dungeon to serving a junior Seeker . . .”

“Anyone who has seen Mr. Chapman and Mr. Taylor at work would understand,” replied Mr. Sobel in a quiet voice, his gaze slowly grazing the posted guards as he passed them. “Mr. Chapman well deserves his rank, but he breaks his prisoners through the same, time-honored methods each time. He doesn’t experiment with new techniques. Mr. Taylor, on the other hand—”

“That’s exactly right!” Barrett interrupted. “Elsdon Taylor is fresh, new. He uses bold methods to break his prisoners; he isn’t afraid to try techniques that haven’t been tried before.”

Mr. Sobel nodded without looking Barrett’s way. “Mr. Smith is like that as well. He nearly gave heart attacks to the senior members of this dungeon during his first six months here. He was pressing the boundaries of the Code so hard that everyone was convinced he would not be permitted to take his oath as a torturer.”

“And instead he became High Seeker.” Barrett was not disturbed by the fact that Mr. Sobel continued to keep his face turned away from his fellow guard. Barrett was off-duty; Mr. Sobel was on-duty, and the greater part of his attention must be focussed on supervising the other guards of this dungeon, checking that they were properly watching the prisoners in their cells. It was a measure of the trust between Mr. Sobel and Barrett that the High Seeker’s senior night guard would converse with him in a casual manner while on duty. Some guards, Barrett thought sourly, would be all too likely to take advantage of Mr. Sobel’s familiarity.

Mr. Sobel nodded, his eyes narrowing as he sighted something he did not like. “He has continued to experiment, though. After twenty-two years, he is as inclined as ever to press the boundaries of the Code. . . . Mr. Crofford.”

“Sir?” squeaked the young guard standing by the door of a prisoner’s cell, clearly alarmed at being singled out for reproof.

“Am I right in surmising you are left-handed?”

A look of bewilderment appeared on the young guard’s face. “Yes, sir.”

“Then you may carry your dagger at your left hip rather than your right, if you wish.”

Mr. Crofford’s expression grew yet more bewildered in the dim lamplight of the dungeon corridor. “But sir, the Code says . . .”

“The intention of the Code is to place the dagger at closest hand, in case an emergency should arise. For right-handed guards, that means at their right hand. The High Seeker has always permitted guards who are left-handed to wear their daggers at the left.”

“Oh!” Mr. Crofford tugged at the sheath on his belt. Although his speech had been fumbling, his movements were not, Barrett noted with pride. He had trained Mr. Crofford himself, and as he passed on, his eyes linked with Mr. Crofford’s in a wordless acknowledgment of their tie.

Mr. Sobel was saying, “It’s a good choice, but Mr. Urman will be angry when he hears that Mr. Taylor has picked you. He was hoping for that position himself.”

Barrett snorted. “He had his chance to be a senior guard for Mr. Chapman last year, and he wrecked it,” he said – perhaps a bit unkindly, he admitted to himself. Mr. Urman had paid the price for his carelessness in handling one of Mr. Chapman’s prisoners. “Besides, can you see him working under Mr. Taylor? He’s been at Elsdon Taylor’s throat since the day Mr. Taylor arrived here.”

“Understandable,” said Mr. Sobel. “Has Mr. Urman told you about the beating?”

“Whose, Mr. Taylor’s? I know he was beaten when he was the High Seeker’s prisoner, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“The beating was in error.” Mr. Sobel lowered his voice yet further, though they were beyond the other guards now, entering the lampless stretch of corridor past the rack rooms. “But that’s Mr. Urman’s tale, if he has not already told it.” He frowned. “What’s going on here?” He strode forward, with Barrett at his heels.

Mr. Urman was a competent guard, Barrett had to admit as they came out of the darkness into the lamplight next to the crematorium doors. Even before they emerged, Mr. Urman had his dagger out and his other hand on his whip. The junior guard relaxed as he saw the two senior guards come forward.

“What are you doing here, Mr. Urman?” Mr. Sobel’s voice was perhaps too sharp, but given Mr. Urman’s history, that was hardly surprising.

The junior guard shrugged as he sheathed his dagger. “How should I know? I was under the impression that the night shift was my time for sleep. But it appears I was mistaken about that. The almighty wise one – namely, Taylor – grabbed me and posted me here several hours ago.”

“Mr. Urman, you will refer to him as Mr. Taylor,” said Mr. Sobel, his voice edged like a blade, as Barrett cast a sympathetic glance at him. He had always been glad that Mr. Sobel, not himself, was senior-most guard in the dungeon and therefore was burdened with the uncomfortable task of having to reprove the speech of his fellow guards.

Mr. Urman shrugged again. “The High Seeker’s love-mate put me here. Is that identification enough?”

Mr. Sobel chose to ignore this. He was staring beyond Mr. Urman at the crematorium doors, which, when opened, were just wide enough for a corpse and its attendants. “What does he want in there, I wonder?” the High Seeker’s guard murmured.

“The almighty one? To play Torturer and Prisoner in the High Seeker’s bed, I suppose.” Mr. Urman’s voice was acid.

Mr. Sobel’s gaze switched to the junior guard. “Mr. Urman,” he said in the matter-of-fact voice that made him so different from the High Seeker, “I do hope I will not have to ask you to visit me in the guardroom again.”

The junior guard shifted uneasily. This gave Barrett the opening he needed. “What’s this I hear about Mr. Taylor and a beating?” he asked.

Mr. Urman glared at Mr. Sobel. “I thought you were supposed to keep silent about disciplinary matters.”

“We were discussing Mr. Taylor’s beating,” Mr. Sobel said mildly.

“You were beaten?” Barrett said to Mr. Urman. “Because of Mr. Taylor?” He was curious rather than surprised.

For a moment, Mr. Urman looked as though he would explode; then he shrugged. “That was a long time ago, when Mr. Taylor first arrived here as a prisoner. I made a mistake; I didn’t tell the High Seeker something about Mr. Taylor’s actions he should have known.”

“So Mr. Taylor was beaten when he should not have been,” prodded Mr. Sobel.

“That’s what the High Seeker said afterwards, anyway.” Mr. Urman’s tone was sulky. “That was his excuse for ordering my beating.” He shrugged again, as though trying to remove the memory of the lash from his shoulder-blades; then he glared at Barrett. “I was in training then. Don’t tell me that you never received a beating when you were in training.”

Barrett had enough sense not to speak aloud the truth, which was that he had received no beatings and few reprimands during his time as a guard-in-training. He also bit back the retort that Mr. Urman had received fifteen disciplinary beatings since becoming a fully-trained guard, tying the all-time record for disciplined guards in this dungeon. The beatings were not entirely Mr. Urman’s fault. Boldness and innovation were encouraged in senior Seekers and senior guards; the same qualities were discouraged in junior Seekers and junior guards to a degree that Barrett found disturbing. He was not surprised that a guard like Mr. Urman, restless to try new methods, had endured Mr. Sobel’s whip on so many occasions. He was only surprised that Mr. Taylor had not.

But since the High Seeker would have been the one to order Mr. Taylor’s beating, perhaps that was not so surprising after all. Barrett toyed with this thought for a moment, trying to decide which image was odder in his mind: Mr. Smith ordering his love-mate’s beating, or Mr. Smith not ordering his love-mate’s beating.

Mr. Sobel apparently felt that the conversation had turned too grim. He said lightly, “Isn’t the central Vovimian rite the marriage of Mercy and Hell? Perhaps the High Seeker needs Mr. Taylor to assist him with whatever religious rituals he is performing down there.”

Mr. Urman’s expression made Barrett snort again. He supposed that Mr. Urman had never been privileged before now to hear the High Seeker’s senior night guard make a filthy joke. Barrett added, “We can guess which of them is playing Mercy.”

“And who is Hell.” Mr. Sobel gave the slight grimace of discomfort that he always showed on the few occasions when he poked fun at his Seeker.

Mr. Urman evidently decided it was safe to join the merriment. “And we can imagine what the rite is like too. Mr. Smith will go down on one knee before Mr. Taylor—”

“He’ll pledge to him his undying love,” said Barrett.

“He’ll offer him flowers—”

“—and all the riches of his life and body—”

“—and then he’ll tie up Mr. Taylor and use his instruments of torture on him,” Mr. Sobel said wearily as the other two men crowed with laughter. “Yes, I know; we’ve all heard the jokes before.”

“The trouble is,” said Barrett, wiping away tears of amusement, “that those jokes are likely to be too close to the truth. I can’t imagine why Mr. Taylor stays with the High Seeker.”

“Let’s just be thankful that he does,” replied Mr. Sobel shortly. His head had turned toward the darkness behind them, and Barrett knew he was thinking that he should return to his patrol.

Mr. Urman, though he had not moved from his post during this conversation, allowed himself to lean back against the narrow crack between the crematorium doors. “What does it matter if those two stay at peace with one another?”

Mr. Sobel’s head snapped back. He and Barrett exchanged looks.

“What?” asked Mr. Urman, frowning.

“Mr. Urman,” Mr. Sobel replied in that patient voice Mr. Boyd remembered him using often during Mr. Urman’s training, “have you noticed, by any chance, that Mr. Taylor is an extremely stubborn individual?”

Mr. Urman gave a short laugh. “Stubborn? I suppose that’s the polite way of putting it. Bloody-minded is how I would have put it.”

“And have you noticed,” contributed Barrett, “that Mr. Smith is also a very stubborn man?”

Mr. Urman did not bother to reply this time.

“And has it occurred to you to wonder,” finished Mr. Sobel softly, “what would happen to this dungeon if Mr. Taylor’s stubbornness came into conflict with Mr. Smith’s stubbornness?”

Mr. Urman opened his mouth, and left it hanging. There was a pause. The crematorium doors slid open.

Mr. Urman, who was still leaning against the crack, nearly fell flat onto his back. He was saved by Mr. Taylor, who managed to put Mr. Urman back on his feet with such swiftness that it appeared that Mr. Urman had not moved. A characteristic generosity, Barrett thought to himself, as he ran his eye over the junior Seeker.

Elsdon Taylor, lit by the lamp over the doorway and by candles in the chamber beyond, looked as though he were about to drop from exhaustion. Barrett could not blame him. By tradition, only the men and women who would one day be buried in this crematorium – mainly Seekers and former prisoners who lived in this dungeon – were permitted to use the death chamber. Barrett had once gone there, though, to assist a Seeker who was too elderly to make his way up the stairs without assistance. They had taken the journey in easy stages, with long pauses periodically, but even so, Barrett had been shaking as hard as the elderly Seeker by the end of the journey.

By contrast, the High Seeker looked as though he had spent the last few hours sitting behind his desk in his office. His gaze, half-hidden within his hood’s eye-holes, travelled over the three guards. Under normal circumstances, his gaze would have been cool, in a manner that always made Mr. Boyd’s stomach churn, as though he had received the sudden, disastrous misfortune of becoming a prisoner to the High Seeker. But Mr. Smith’s expression was different on this occasion: it seemed vague, as though he were not fully present.

Mr. Boyd had seen this expression before, in the eyes of other vigil-keepers emerging from their isolation. He often wondered what it was that vigil-keepers saw during their weeks of silence and darkness.

Mr. Urman, recovering his composure without so much as a glance of gratitude to Mr. Taylor, took something from his pocket and thrust it toward the High Seeker. “This arrived from the Codifier’s office an hour ago, Mr. Smith. I was instructed to give it to you when you emerged. The messenger said that it’s a separate matter from the news that Mr. Taylor conveyed to you.”

The High Seeker took the folded note silently and used his teeth to cut through the string. Barrett had never wanted to ask how the High Seeker had learned to use his teeth like dagger-blades. As Mr. Smith read the note, Mr. Taylor gave a nod of greeting to Mr. Urman, a nod of greeting to Mr. Sobel, and a word of greeting to Barrett. Given that Mr. Sobel, not Barrett, was Mr. Taylor’s close friend, Barrett felt the compliment as though it were warm tea entering his body on a winter’s day.

“Mr. Sobel.” The abruptness of the High Seeker’s voice made everyone present jump, even Mr. Taylor, who must assuredly be accustomed to abruptness from his love-mate.

“Sir.” Mr. Sobel, not surprisingly, was the quickest of the guards to recover.

“There will be an inner-dungeon meeting at tomorrow’s dusk break. All active-duty Seekers and guards are to attend, other than the dusk-break guards, with whom I will speak later. See that word is spread.”

Mr. Sobel murmured an acknowledgment that the High Seeker did not await; he had brushed past the guards and was swallowed up quickly by the darkness. He had not shown the note to Mr. Taylor, Barrett noted. Mr. Taylor paused a moment in the doorway, and then hurried after the High Seeker.

“Well,” said Mr. Urman, not quite long enough for the High Seeker to be out of earshot, “what do you suppose that was about?”

Barrett waited until the Seekers’ footsteps had receded far enough for him to safely reply, “We’ll find out soon enough, I suppose. Mr. Sobel, do you want me to spread word to the Seekers and guards on the day shift, when they come on duty?”

“Thank you, Mr. Boyd.” Mr. Sobel did not look at him; he was still staring into the darkness, his brow creased.

Barrett asked hesitantly, “What is it?”

Mr. Sobel replied slowly, “His eyes.”

“So? He has been in vigil for three weeks; they always look like that when they come up from the pit.”

The High Seeker’s senior night guard did not reply but continued to stare into the darkness. Nearby, Mr. Urman said cheerfully, “Bed at last. At least I’ll be able to get a couple of hours’ sleep before my shift.”

Mr. Sobel turned round swiftly, as though the renewed acid in Mr. Urman’s voice had awoken him. “I need your help in spreading word to the guards who are on their monthly leave. Some of them have left the dungeon; you’ll have to go retrieve them from the lighted world.”

“Oh, for love of— Honestly, Mr. Sobel, I think you must hate me. You could easily choose another guard to do that. . . .”

Barrett let them battle the matter out. He stepped into the dark stretch of corridor, his mind no longer on the High Seeker. Instead, his thoughts were on the junior Seeker, hurrying to catch up with the man who had not looked his way.


CHAPTER TWO

The guardroom, when Barrett entered it at the beginning of the dawn shift, was its usual self: crowded, chaotic, and full of comradeship. The jam at the main entrance was worse than usual, though; Barrett paused to see what was causing the clutter. The new object of interest, it turned out, was a time clock.

An older guard, close to retirement, examined the clock’s dial and gleaming metal surface before snorting. “It’ll last one month,” he predicted. “Then it will rust.”

Several of the other guards nodded. Everyone knew the effects of the dungeon’s air on machinery; perpetual dampness was the reason that the Eternal Dungeon had resisted the introduction of most machinery since the Industrial Era began.

“No more water clocks to turn, though,” said a guard who evidently hoped for a reduction in workload.

Mr. Crofford, having located his time card, with each hour and half hour carefully listed on the edge, tentatively inserted the card into the time clock, and then jumped in place as the clock emitted a heavy “chunk” sound. The guards around him gave half-smothered laughs that Mr. Crofford failed to notice. He was busy extracting and staring at his card, which now had a bite against the time: “3.30 AM.”

“But how do I know whether my shift has ended?” the young guard asked, bewildered.

“Ask a bat,” replied another guard, to chortles from the men around him.

“They forgot to give the bats their cards,” said a third guard, which left the guards howling with laughter. Barrett, grinning, squeezed his way past the crowd, nodding to several guards in greeting as he passed.

The jam lessened as he reached the place where the entryway gave way to a narrow room. Not that there was much to look at here. With the notable exception of the washroom section, the guardroom was not a place where guards lingered, since the dungeon’s common room and dining hall were the preferred locations for leisure activities. The guardroom had the more utilitarian purpose of being a place for storage and notices and discipline.

Ignoring the thick pillar at the far end of the room, Barrett armed himself with dagger and whip from his locked cubbyhole at the armory – he had already uniformed himself in his living quarters – and then made his way toward the wooden notice-board, ignoring the horseplay taking place beyond the washroom doorway to his right. Mr. Yates, who had trained Barrett upon his arrival at the dungeon, and who was now senior guard to a day-shift Seeker, was spending the final minutes of his off-duty time perusing this week’s city arrest report, which was attached to the notice-board. He smiled a greeting at Barrett and asked, “Have you seen the latest news?”

“What news is that?” replied Barrett, reaching toward a stack of blank paper that was left on the table near the notice-board for anyone who wished to make use of it. He did not bother to look up at the arrest report. He had never seen the point of reading it, since most of the men and women arrested in the city were sent to the lesser prisons for searching.

Mr. Yates, squinting in the flickering light of the old-fashioned oil lamp attached to the wall, said, “They’ve caught the man responsible for the case of the Earl of Hartgrove.”

“The man thought responsible,” Barrett replied automatically, screwing open the inkwell. A Vovimian-style paintbrush lay nearby, courtesy of the High Seeker, who had argued seven years before that the broad strokes of the brush were more appropriate for notices that might be seen from afar. Some guards had made mock at the time about Mr. Smith trying to turn the Eternal Dungeon into the Hidden Dungeon. Nobody had made mock about this in his presence, or in any tone above a whisper.

Mr. Yates grinned at him. “You’ve turned the mentor. You’re right, of course – ‘thought responsible.’ He’ll be showing up here, no doubt, so we’ll have the chance to find out for ourselves whether he’s innocent.”

Barrett leaned over the table as he wrote out a notice that told of the dusk-shift meeting. “It’s not a capital crime. They’ll send him to one of the lesser prisons.”

“For a case involving an earl? He’ll end up here for sure.”

Barrett shook his head as he blew the paint dry, and then reached for the hammer and nails. “Hold this for me?” he requested.

Mr. Yates obligingly held the notice in place as Barrett hammered it onto the board. “You’re stubborn. I say that he’ll turn up here.”

“And I say that he won’t,” Barrett mumbled around the wooden nails in his mouth. He paused to give Mr. Yates a challenging look.

Mr. Yates smiled, glanced to the side, and leaned in, his hand already fingering the inner jacket pocket where his bill-clasp lay. “Want to wager a day’s pay on that?” he asked in an undertone.

Barrett was about to ask whose level of pay they were wagering – he had seniority in rank over Mr. Yates these days – but at that moment, Mr. Yates’s face suddenly went blank. Pulling his hand hastily out of his jacket, the guard turned his attention back to the notice he was holding.

Barrett spit the remaining nails into his palm, and then turned to look at the man who had come up beside them. Thankfully, it was not the High Seeker, but it was bad enough.

“Mr. Boyd, may I have a word with you?” murmured Mr. Sobel.

“Yes, sir.” Strict formality seemed best under the circumstances. “Mr. Yates, will you finish nailing the notice for me?”

Mr. Yates, whose expression had turned bleak, nodded as he took the hammer and nails from Mr. Boyd. Mr. Boyd stepped away, following Mr. Sobel to the clearest space in the room, which was next to the washroom. Mr. Sobel glanced through the open door, where the horseplay had proceeded to wet towels being snapped against bare bottoms; he carefully closed the door. One of Mr. Sobel’s many merits, in the eyes of the other guards, was that he was willing to overlook certain high-spirited activities that took place in the washroom.

What had happened at the notice-board was clearly not an activity he was willing to overlook. The High Seeker’s senior night guard flicked a glance at Mr. Yates, who was diligently hammering in nails. Over the sound of continued laughter at the time clock, Mr. Sobel murmured, “Your fault, or his?”

“Mine,” replied Barrett. “I encouraged him to make the offer. I’m sorry.”

Mr. Sobel slipped from the left pocket of his jacket the small, familiar volume that every guard was required to carry when on duty. “Find me the appropriate passage, please.”

Barrett did so with ease; the passage in the Code of Seeking that forbade gambling within the Eternal Dungeon was the one that guards were most likely to make mock at when having late-night drinking sessions in private. The mockery invariably led into a game of whist, played for stakes.

“Read the passage aloud, please.” Mr. Sobel’s voice remained quiet.

“‘We take necessary risks with the lives of our prisoners, but we refuse to profit from our prisoners’ sufferings and deaths. For that reason, no Seeker or guard may place wagers within the confines of the Eternal Dungeon, nor in the lighted world on any matter related to the dungeon.’” Barrett recited the passage in an automatic manner, seeing nothing there that he had not seen before.

Mr. Sobel took back the book, sliding it into his jacket. “A game of cards is one thing,” he observed. “Gambling on whether a prisoner will be placed in a breaking cell here is quite another. Are you aware that the High Seeker added that rule to the Code after a guard sought to win his wager about a prisoner’s endurance on the rack by trying to surreptitiously raise the racking level higher than he had been ordered?”

Barrett felt himself stiffen. “Mr. Sobel, you know that I would never do anything like that.”

“No, but you might encourage the folly of less experienced guards. There was a case before your time – I will not name names – where a senior guard made light remarks about the fates of certain prisoners. These remarks were overhead by the junior guard serving under him, who, trusting that his senior’s perspective was the correct one, made the quite reasonable assumption that guards, as much as Seekers, had the right to determine the outcome of their prisoners’ fates.” Mr. Sobel paused as two guards emerged from the room behind them, laughing and reaching out to rumple each other’s wet hair. Seeing Mr. Sobel and Barrett, they smiled but did not pause on their way to the uniform racks.

They were both naked, except for the wet towels clinging to their loins; it took some effort for Barrett to turn his attention back to what Mr. Sobel was saying.

Mr. Sobel continued, “Soon afterwards, this junior guard was assigned to a prisoner who, unbeknownst to him, was mentally unbalanced. The Seeker searching the prisoner made this assessment swiftly and arranged to have the prisoner examined by this dungeon’s healer. The healer approved the prisoner’s transfer to an asylum. All was well and good, except that this guard, being very junior indeed, was not told of the transfer or of the reason for it.”

Barrett’s attention was on Mr. Sobel now, despite the fact that the guards had dropped their towels in the act of donning the drawers they had left next to the uniform rack. He thought he knew what was coming; it was the sort of scare-tale told to every new guard. He was embarrassed to discover that Mr. Sobel believed he might require a reminder of this elementary lesson.

“One day,” said Mr. Sobel, “the junior guard was left alone on duty while his senior guard was sent on an errand. Their Seeker had the night off duty; nobody was around to care for the prisoner except for the junior guard. Hearing the prisoner weep inconsolably, the junior guard went to investigate. The prisoner, in his madness, wove a very convincing tale of terrible horrors he had endured in the rack room, and swore that the Seeker had promised to place him in an iron chair the following day, with the fire beneath stoked to the point of unendurable torment. No such chair has ever existed in this dungeon, of course, even in its primitive years, but the guard was inexperienced and gullible enough to believe the prisoner’s mad fancy.

“So he helped the prisoner escape in the only way he knew how. When the senior guard returned, he found the prisoner dead in his cell, with the junior guard’s dagger through his heart.”

Barrett scratched his earlobe, tilting his head as he did so. “And the three boys who skated without permission on Farmer Jones’s pond fell through the ice and drowned. I don’t want to sound cynical, Mr. Sobel, but I’ve heard so many variations on this morality tale that I find it hard to believe. Every guard in this dungeon – nearly every man and woman in this queendom – knows that assisting a suicide is a capital crime.”

“So did this junior guard,” replied Mr. Sobel quietly. “As for fictional morality tales, I would be glad to show you my record of witness from the trial that led to this junior guard’s hanging. I was the senior guard who had spoken lightly about our prisoners in the junior guard’s presence, and I was the guard who discovered the prisoner’s corpse.”

Barrett closed his eyes. Through the darkness he could hear laughter from the guards at the time clock, now joined by the laughter of Mr. Crofford, attempting to imitate his elders’ levity.

He opened his eyes finally to see that Mr. Sobel was watching him carefully. Barrett said, “Sir, why don’t you just strip me to the waist and tie me to that pillar over there? Twenty lashes of your finest would be easier for me to endure than being shown what a fool I am.”

Mr. Sobel gave a quirk of a smile. “You’re far too talented a guard to need lashes. I take it that I won’t have to worry about this in the future?”

“No, sir, and I apologize for worrying you about it today.” Barrett kept his voice firm, though he was beginning to feel that he would need to splash cold water on himself afterwards, for his face was burning.

Mr. Sobel said, “You’re going on leave at week’s end?”

Barrett nodded cautiously. “Unless my leave has been cancelled, as it certainly deserves to be.”

“No, that’s not at all what I had in mind. What I wanted to suggest is that you come by my quarters before you leave. My wife can make up a fruit bouquet for you to give to your mother – I’m sure your mother would enjoy that, if I remember her tastes correctly.”

It took a minute for Barrett to regain his speech. Then he said, with an attempt at lightness, “Rewarding a miscreant, Mr. Sobel? It’s a good thing that the
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