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Chapter 1—Arrivals
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A prefect needed to be timely, and arrive at the school early enough to settle in before meeting the returning scholars.  All the more in that before the term began, both masters and scholars would use magics they would never dare while classes ran, but a prefect still had the duty to keep order.

Kenneth hefted his chest to the foot of his bed and looked out the octagonal window.  This early in the spring, the tree branches had a haze of tiny yellow leaves, but he could see the maze clearly, and the scholars pouring through the gates.  No time to unpack.  Or to so much as look about the room.

He yanked on his granite-gray robes and hurried down the stairs.  He glanced in the mirror just above the last stairway.  At least he did not look so flustered as he felt, heading down the last flight.

​The doors were not open.  Elgiva, also in her gray robes, was delicate, golden-haired, and patient beside them.  Perfectly elegant.  And, he told himself firmly, as he walked down the last steps, it was his imagination that she looked smug.  No one else was in the room except a gray gargoyle, of enormous dog-like nose, asleep on the side table.

"You look as dignified as the prefects when first we came through the maze," said Elgiva.  He felt the heat rising in his face.  "I never dreamed of being one of them one day—"

"Yeah, yeah, yeah," said the gargoyle.  Kenneth blinked in surprise.  It opened its mouth, but not its eyes.  "Wavy brown hair, good looks, broad shoulders—all that the silliest sort of sentimental writer would gush—"

Kenneth rolled his eyes.

"You have my sympathies," said Elgiva, sounding almost curious.  "It left me alone."

The gargoyle did not twitch.  "Ah, glowing golden maiden!  As graceful as a lily bending in the wind!  Radiant as the dawn in her loveliness!"

Elgiva laughed, turned her back on the gargoyle, and walked to the door.

"I'd say insipid, colorless, savorless—"

Elgiva put her hand to the door.  "Why is it supposed to be a honor when a gargoyle—deigns to speak with you?"

Kenneth walked over.  "Because it is easier to call it an honor than to drive the nuisances out of Graytowers."

The gargoyle hooted and lifted its head.  "You just don't like to face it, that your tower choses prefects for their pretty faces.  If your scholars weren't so perfectly pallid and spiritless, you'd be a disaster."  Its lip curled.  "Every other form of wizardry is more interesting."

"Yet," said Kenneth, "there's not a single tower here that was not built with our magic, rather than their own."

He put his hand to the other door.  He and Elgiva pushed them open together to the nippy air.  The Opening to Spring, they called it.  Though he had never seen a rite with so little ceremony before.

The Tower of Clouds had its doors open, and the Tower of Light, but no others of the great circle of towers—and those two were the closest to the gates.  Not so late as to shame them, then.  A breeze pulled at him.

The maze in the middle, all boxwood hedges, spread below them.  From its exits, steps led up to the tower doors.  The statues and the patches of dirt that would be flower gardens by summer were set here and there among the hedges, but the pool in the center held no colorful fish-enchantments.

"No new scholars, then," he said.  It was, after all, the middle of the year.  "At least not today."

The Tower of Fire opened, and then the Tower of Gold.

Elgiva raised her eyebrows.  "What? You don't want our fair school graced with more scholars?"

The Tower of Winds opened.

"I don't want to have to give the little history lesson."

"What?" said the gargoyle.  "Rattle off how it's stone magic, and the oldest tower?  Truly this tower suffers for the way it attracts you goodies.  Your prefects are chosen for not so much wits as looks—like your pathetic scholars—"

That was enough of that honor.  Kenneth raised a hand and said a word.

The gargoyle sputtered noiselessly and glared at him.

"That's a quieting spell?" said Elgiva.

"Oh, yes," said Kenneth.  "Gives things the properties of stone. Or  more of them."  He looked at the rough gray of the gargoyle.  "The natural properties of stone, not those sometimes enchanted into stone."

"Like speech."  She smiled and tilted her head to one side.

Though they tried to burst from his mouth, he had no time to detail much of its limits.  He managed, "It won't last long," and then scholars ran up the stairs.  Aidan, as bright-eyed with excitement as if he were an utterly new scholar and that at younger than the ordinary fourteen, instead of returning for his third term, reached them first.

"Did you see them?"  The words burst out of him.  "I saw them!  They were just behind me!"

"There are many scholars behind you," said Kenneth.

Then a red-head came about a corner in the maze.  Moments later, his companions, a boy with nut-brown hair, and a girl with black, followed.  His heart seemed to freeze.  He hardly needed Aidan's jutting hand and proclamation of, "Them!"

"Aidan, it's not nice to point," said Elgiva, sounding more shaken than severe.

Aidan scowled, but said, "I wonder if they will break the confounding spell."

Kenneth said, firmly, "If you so much as try, you will be expelled.  It's too dangerous."

Aidan scowled the more and went in.  A gargoyle's voice rose in the hall, commenting on unkempt hair.  Kenneth glanced back, and said, to Elgiva, in a low voice, "It's a new gargoyle, with ears like wings.  The other one seems to have actually gone to sleep."

"They have been plentiful," she said, and turned to welcome two seventh year scholars, older than both of them.

Kenneth greeted other scholars despite the new gargoyle's heckling, until the three—red-haired Jamie, nut-brown Rob, and Diamond, black haired and  pale of face like her sister Pearl, though not so graceful or lovely—left the maze and trooped up the stairs.  

Grimly, he thought, or perhaps imagined.  They looked neither confounded nor as if they had seen Jamie's parents murdered before them, and by Jamie's own uncle, his mother's brother, at that.  Confounding spell, Kenneth reminded himself.  Master wizards, and many of them, must have expended their utmost to try to free the three and concluded they could only fail, for them to be here and not subjected to still more disenchantments.

He blinked.  He had not thought to feel odd and uneasy at the notion of their presence here.  The wizards who confounded them might be truly confident in their spell—but they might decide to make sure.

Then, he told himself stoutly, it was a good thing that the three were in the protections of the Tower of Stone; few places had better in all the land.  Elgiva already smiled in her greetings, without a hint of misgiving—perhaps she felt none.  He joined her.

As the three went in, he even managed to not look back, and watch them go.

"She looks more like Pearl every month," said Elgiva.

Kenneth let his breath out.  "Still not close.  She will need to grow taller and less gangling, to match her."  To match the lovely Pearl, who had concluded her basic studies just as Diamond had begun hers, and decided to repair elsewhere, for tutoring instead of the basic course of advanced studies.

As any scholar had the right to, he reminded himself, firmly, and turned to the next scholars. 

#
[image: ]


Perhaps prefects had their own rooms to hide their embarrassments.  Kenneth lay on his bed, without having unpacked.  An octagonal room of gray stone, with octagonal windows, a rag rug, his bed and chest, and a fireplace that looked like no one had lit a fire there for a century or two.  But privacy for when he felt a fool.

Dinner would be soon.  He sighed and stood.  They were only a handful of scholars at this point, but they would see him rushing without dignity if he did not move with all due haste this time.

Outside the door, a gargoyle squatted on the table, under the mirror, its eyes closed, its ears as long as tails betraying it was not one of those that had lurked by the door.  Kenneth gave it a wary glance before walking on.

"It's a liminal time, you know," said the gargoyle, its voice exactly like that of the other two.  "Hard though you stone-workers find to deal with it.  It means the solid spells break down faster than usual."

Elgiva appeared ahead of him.  He walked on, past closed doors.

"Any of the other prefects returned?" she asked, with careful casualness.

He shook his head.  "Maude told me that the older prefects don't return until the very last.  They try to do that always if they do not do the Opening, but for this one—they try the hardest."

To leave us on our own, he thought dryly.

She rolled her eyes. 

"At least it's before term, with fewer scholars.  And there's a certain looseness to it."  He thought back.  Twelve scholars in all.
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It felt odd to usher in so small a group.  Still odder to walk into a hall where other scholars were as few for other towers.

"Come up, come up."  Master Gregory, a teacher with salt-and-pepper hair and beard, smiled upon them.  "Term has not commenced, we still stand in the liminal time when Graytowers is open—and not open.  All can sit at the high table when all rules are in disorder!"

Master Bonaventure, the regal head master, bald but with a snow white beard, nodded and smiled, with more dignity.  Aidan cheerfully led the way up, to where the high table itself held less than half the seats it could.

"Such shining faces," said Master Gregor.  "And so many of you are new to this liminal time—more than the transition between terms—the transition from that time to the term itself.  Suitable to youngsters themselves, transitioning from one time to the other."

Kenneth smiled a little as he sat, but he thought—the point of it is to grow up.

"The gargoyles are about," said a younger girl, in the misty blue of the Tower of Clouds.  People looked over, and she blushed.

"Well, yes," said Master Gregor, faltering.  He regained his voice and cheer.  "A time of topsy-turvy and wonders—many more wondrous than the gargoyles.  I have set magical gates about the schools and all sorts of place.  They will appear and disappear, and the first one through each one will find out where it goes."  He smiled.  "Anyone with boldness and spirit can make it through one."

"All sorts of things will happen," said Rufus, from the Tower of Fire, and while he might have imagined the malice in his smile, Kenneth knew there would be malice in the acts.

Master Gregor still smiled on him.  "All sorts of things get turned about!"  He raised his hands in the air. 

Kenneth reached for his wand almost before he recognized the spell.  Unleashing pixy lights and animating dishes could keep them from eating for hours.  But no sooner had Master Gregor made his first gesture than he stiffened as the gargoyle had.

"For instance," said Kenneth gravely, "the scholars enchant masters."

Laughter burst out, from childish giggles to the laughter of the full grown scholars.  Even Master Bonaventure smiled.  Master Gregor's face worked as he lowered his arms, but he managed to nod to Kenneth, as if graciously acknowledging his spellcraft.

"Ha," said a stony, flat voice from the doorway.  "Ha.  Ha.  Ha."

It quelled the laughter, and drew every gaze toward the frog-like gargoyle perched on the doorframe, looking in.

"Ha.  Ha.  Ha."

The soup tureens started their path down the table, and Kenneth reached to ladle out his.  At least the noise helped muffle the gargoyle's laugh.
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The twilight was bright enough to see the way back from the hall.

"They shouldn't have let them back," said a querulous young voice ahead—a dark and unidentifiable shape.

Kenneth walked more swiftly and hoped the scholar was not up to trouble.

Someone mumbled something unclear, and the voice went on.

"Even if they weren't witched.  Didn't you hear?  David Servant went and killed Jack and Rosa Howell, and she was his own sister!—and that friend of theirs, Piers Lawrence, too.  Who's to say he won't come after Jamie?  Or even Rob or Diamond?"

Kenneth ran.  The speakers fled like startled sparrows.  He got only enough of a glimpse to guess, by their height, that they were old enough to know better, and to know that some of their robes were the flaming red of the Tower of Fire, and others were either smoke or shadow gray, of the Tower of Shadows, or the Tower of Doors, or perhaps the Tower of Winds.

He let out his breath.  Not that any of those three towers were above making trouble for the Tower of Stone.
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It was midnight, the moon near zenith and bone white, and he was not sleepy.

Kenneth walked down still corridors and stairs of the tower, careful to keep quiet.  Even the gargoyles slept, it seemed.  Finally, he walked out the door, and turned left.

The garden had patches of snow still hiding like little ghosts in odd corners.  He hurried through the chill air and up the stairs into the halls.

The automaton was silent, of course.  There was no sign of it until he walked through an arched doorway onto a balcony, and could look down at the Celestial Clock.

Metal and enamel, it spread beneath, filling the room.  The golden sun could not be seen, but the silvery moon could, and the stars and planets glowed as they inched onward by their clockwork.  Beneath them, the year's enamelwork spread.  Tiny peasants industriously trimmed the tiny enamel grapevines, still brown and lifeless with early spring.

A resonant voice came over the balcony.  "Unusual to find you here, Kenneth.  Already invoking your prerogatives?"

Master Bonaventure himself—he emerged from another doorway, nodding.

"Things are topsy-turvy," Kenneth said as gravely as he could.

Master Bonaventure's mouth twitched.

"Odder than usual.  The gargoyles never seemed this lively before to me, but I never before came this early before term."  Kenneth glanced down.  "Is that cyclic?  How they act?"

"Who could tell?  I know they have been here all the time you have, but they came after my years as a scholar, and before I became a teacher.  They were inflicted on us by one Carrigiana about thirty years ago.  So a long cycle, if so.  They are indeed lively, but they commonly are as the term opens.  No one has tracked them, to know."

"Oh."  After a minute, Kenneth said, "The three—Jamie, Rob, Diamond—they seem clear-headed for being under a confounding spell."

Master Bonaventure looked grave.  "Remember that the House of Justice rules in such matters."

Kenneth opened his mouth and shut it again.  Asking Master Bonaventure to elaborate would only make him look childish.

The stars inched onward below them.

"I spoke with Master Gregor."  Master Bonaventure smiled benignly.  "The doors he cast will only lead to other places within Graytowers. He seemed quite indignant that I ensured it."
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In the moonlight, returning, he saw no strange door, but heard the giggle before he saw the scholars.  It was enough to alert him, and let him pick out the shadows that were out of place, and not misshapen enough to be gargoyles.

He drew his wand and softly cast a spell.  A moment later, the whispers sounded in his ear:  is he sure to come this way?  he has to come back—this is the way.

Kenneth wavered for a moment.  He could not recognize the pranksters, they might be from the Tower of Doors—but other scholars could learn such path-finding spells—but he could still them as he had Master Gregor.

He frowned.  Then, they had seen him cast that spell.  They might have already laid a trap, and since they had not seen him coming—he smiled—he could baffle them utterly.

It did not take him long to circle about.  Still less to listen, and be sure they still waited, and complained of the cold.
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It was not until he returned to his bed that Kenneth remembered that Jamie, Rob, and Diamond had all, in their confounded state, accused Piers Lawrence of murdering Jamie's parents.

He lay on his back a minute, contemplating whether it had been wise to let them return to Graytowers, before he sighed, told himself that no one would listen to the judgment of a scholar not even of age yet, and turned his face to the pillows.
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Chapter 2—Discoveries
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As the scholars gathered for breakfast, most of them yawning in the gray morning, Kenneth said, briskly, "Today, we are starting lessons."

The young scholars groaned, and the older ones scowled.  Even Elgiva eyed him sideways.

"And the lessons are in, how to make a prankster look like a fool by evading his spells, or stopping them altogether."

Sudden interest stirred in the faces turned toward him.  Jamie, Rob, and Diamond looked avid enough to disconcert him.  Perhaps he ought to remind them—or have Elgiva remind them—that launching such spells when your memory was confounded might prove imprudent, or perilous.  They would be judged as if they had listened to the warnings about what they thought they knew.

But that was no reason to let them fall victim to pranks.

Aidan looked bright-eyed.  "Are you going to teach us how to turn people to stone, like you did Master Gregor?"

"No.  That is an advanced spell and can go wrong.  Badly."

"The simplest is a binding spell," said Elgiva.  "It's even a variant of one most of you know already, to conjure ribbons at a festivity, and so we should be able to teach you it within in an hour."

"Those fall apart," said Sally.

"Not before you get away," said Elgiva.  "Because when dealing with a prankster, presence of mind is good, but absence of body is better."

When the laughter died away, Kenneth said, "After you master that, I'll teach you a wind-raising spell.  In case they decide that a rainstorm is a suitable prank."

"It could blow away some other things, too," said Diamond gravely.

"Breakfast first," said Elgiva.  "It will help you concentrate."
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All being in the Tower of Stone, they soon were all hard at their work.  Even if Aidan laughed uproariously at the lime green ribbons he bound up Olivia in—not well, because she burst out and bound him up in dainty pastels, ten times as many.

"You see," said Kenneth, as the other scholars smirked, "you have to do it well enough to make your escape."

But some did, and so he started to teach them the wind-raising spell while Elgiva instructed the others.

Minutes later—"The stick-in-the-muds of the Tower of Stone," said a gargoyle voice by the door.  "Already studying when school has not started."

Kenneth did not turn to look at it.  Some scholars stared, some glanced over, some, like him, did not look, and all of them returned to the practice.

When he, moving about to check their work, saw the door, the gargoyle had left.

"O look!" called Nina.  Kenneth glanced over.  A doorway, faintly silver, with an arched top, hung against the wall.  It showed not a hint of what stood behind.  Nina ran full speed into it, and it vanished.  So did she.  

All the scholars gawked.  Elgiva and Kenneth glanced at each other.

"Enough practice for the day," said Kenneth.  "You'll get tired and make mistakes.  And you might have the chance to find a door of your own."

Elgiva smiled and did not say that they had to find Nina.  When, finally, the others had left, she said, her voice low, "Master Bonaventure told me she had to be within the grounds."

Kenneth nodded.

"Yes!" came a shriek outside.  Nina bounded down the stairs, babbling about how she had gone to the Celestial Clock.

Elgiva sighed.

"Have you arrived early at the towers before?" he said, his voice low.

She nodded.

"Is it always this—topsy-turvy?"

She considered for a moment, but declared, however delicately, "No."

His mouth tightened into a line.  "I'd be glad, for what it promises for future term, but—if it's odd, we can not know it will end when term begins."

She winced.  "That should be the sphere of the headmaster, and the masters.  Prefects do much, but not that."
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They pushed open the tower door again.  "A light day," said Elgiva, looking across the maze at the tiny clump of scholars.

"But a new scholar in there," said Kenneth, looking at the pool.  A fish swam about.

One scholar ran down the maze and bent over the pool.  The fish swam into his hands.  He picked it up, and ran down the path to the Tower of Clouds, where the maze would always deliver him henceforth.

Elgiva shook her head.  "I wonder who came up with the notion of sorting by fish."

"Perhaps it's in the library," said Kenneth.  "To be looked up when term settles down."

A silvery door popped up by the Tower of Clouds, and the scholar stopped running to stare.

"And not a moment earlier," Kenneth muttered.
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A young man, in the pale gray of the Tower of Winds, walked through the garden.  His fellows from that tower ran to meet him, and he talked of how he had ended up in the conservatory.

"Mistress Susan was furious!  You'd think I smashed all the flower pots!  And some gargoyle came out and jeered at her, and you'd think I had carried it in, from the way she carried on!"

Kenneth shook his head and walked on.  All the day was marked with pranks and doors.  He had heard of dozens before they gathered for dinner, going to the high table for the last time.  With the students this day had added, the table was filled to bursting.  The air burst with tales—indignant, of being caught in animated briars and scratched to pieces; cheerful, of a prankster whose dye had blown back into her face on an enchanted breeze and turned her an ugly shade of purple; ludicrous, claiming to have seen gargoyles waltzing in a garden where they would have left footprints were it true; and wondering, at how a gate from the dining had led to the heart of the maze, right by the pool, or from the top of the balcony to the bottom, and how two doors, even opening in the same places, seldom went to the same place, but two far distant ones might.

Diamond conceded that she had gone from the main room of the Tower of the Stone to the conservatory.  "And there were frost and fire lilies—blooming now—so herbology is going to study the virtues of forced flowers."

"Like you ever have to study anything," muttered Rufus.

Then a girl from the Tower of Clouds leapt up and ran across the floor.  Kenneth only had time to notice the glowing door before she threw herself into it.  Half a dozen more appeared, and dinner dissolved into squeals and disappearances, some of two students at once, by dint of joining hands, or linking arms, or just walking with great care side by side.

Many scholars still at table were scornful, and revealed they had already gone through one or another.  Elgiva, mildly, said that it was likely they were watching the moon rise in beauty, it was quite lovely from the Blue Hall's balcony.

"Did you?"

She nodded.  "Interesting to get back from there—but I went back, on foot, to watch the sunrise."

The doors ceased after a minute, but a gargoyle, almost spherical in shape, ambled in and started to heckle the children, saying they would turn as fat as pigs, or as thin as rails, sparing no one and apparently paying little heed to how much each scholar actually ate.

Kenneth sighed, and rose to more easily silence it.

"Such a killjoy you are," called a scholar.  "Imposing the law and order of term already.  What prigs the Tower of Stone has."

Kenneth suppressed the urge to silence her as well.
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The gray afternoon, threatening rain, had Kenneth hurrying back from the library.  Elgiva awaited him by the tower's doorway.  She nodded toward the inside, still darker than the afternoon.  

"I think we should both handle this."

He picked out the knot of scholars before a door, on the fourth floor.  He knew which door it was.  He nodded, and they marched up the stairs together.  Some of the weaker souls saw them coming and scurried off.  Kenneth only noted their faces and looked at the rest.  Some looked frightened, without leaving, but others were so intent on the door they did not realize that Kenneth and Elgiva had arrived until Kenneth said, crisply, "What is the meaning of this?"

One student—Martine, older than them both—whirled on them to demand, "How can they allow this?"

Kenneth raised an eyebrow.

Martine drew herself up to her full height.  "I'm astounded that you're so ignorant.  About those three."

Kenneth's voice was clipped.  "Of what?  That between last term and now, his parents and a friend of the family were murdered by his uncle?  And?  What is the problem?"

"He left those three," said the ferret-like Walter.

"For shame!" said Elgiva.  "To not be glad that they live!"

"He just couldn't take all that deathly magic at once!" said Martine.  "What happens when he comes after them here?  We're all in the danger!"

Kenneth sighed, loudly.  "Don't be such a fool.  If he's so intent on them, why would you be in danger?"

"They wouldn't be enough!" said Martine.

"I see," said Elgiva, "that you need to attend a session with Master Vincent about the spellcraft on this school.  All of you!"  She looked about.  "If he needs the power that badly, he would hardly waste it on getting in!"

"If he wanted them dead—"

"So!"  Kenneth took a step forward.  "He couldn't kill them before because it would take too much magic, but now he will have some need to use superfluous magic, and that after breaking through the spells of Graytowers to get in."

He swept them all with a glance.  They still looked begrudging.

"You should study and not gossip.  Even those of you who are first years have been here for two terms, and you should have learned better in your first.  As for you older ones—"

Some looked down, or away, to avoid his gaze, but he knew he had not stopped the rumors.  He let his breath out.  To think he had looked forward to having leave to read more books from the library, between his advancing studies and his post as prefect.  It was hardly worth looking the books up if he had to do this instead of study.
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Scholars increased over the next days.  So did the doors.

When Kenneth walked down the stairs from the tower, three days later—with a sunny sky but a breeze making it chilly—one appeared ahead, on the retaining wall.  Behind the wall, a circle of scholars, led by Rufus, surrounded Rob.  For a moment, he wondered where Jamie and Diamond were, but Rufus's sneering tone, if not his words, came clear.  Kenneth walked past the door.

"You ought to tell the truth," said Rufus, full of mock sanctimony.  "Be rid of so wicked a friend."

Rob's gaze flickered about, seeking escape.

Rufus's lip curled.  "You're good at stories.  You should be ashamed of yourself."

"Betcha," said one boy, small for his age, rat-faced, "that he knows that Jamie did it."  At the sidelong glances, he quickly added, "Helped David Servant."

Then one boy's eyes widened, looking at Kenneth.  They fled like dried leaves before a wintry blast.  He stopped next to Rob.  Their towers' prefects would not think this worth punishment.

He sighed.  "Let me know if they give you more trouble."

Rob nodded to him, and hurried off.

Kenneth turned back.  The door had, of course, vanished to someone more prompt than he was.

It would only lead somewhere else in the towers, he told himself.  For all he knew, somewhere he would only want to leave at once.

The breeze blew by him, with a few of last autumn's leaves, bleached as white as snow over the winter.
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When they gathered for dinner—having returned the high table to the teachers and each tower to its own, lower table—Aidan boasted of having gone through two doors.

"Where did the second one take you?" said Petra.

"Uh, the library."

Jeers followed.

Elgiva said mildly, "You will all return to the library soon enough for your studies."
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Moonlight shone through the library windows, with the little lamps adding light here and there.  Kenneth walked among the stacks.  Then he stopped and blinked at the sight of Jamie.  Studies would start the day after tomorrow, the other prefects had started to arrive, but he would not have taken Jamie as one to start early.  Diamond, of course, would, but—

Confounding, he thought.

He walked closer.  To his relief, the boy's book was one about transformations.

"Hullo, Jamie.  What brings you here?"

Jamie blinked.  "Not one of the doors.  I haven't been through one."  He sighed and slipped the book into one of the carts, where the librarians would reshelf it.

Kenneth made a mental note to remember Jamie in case of mysterious transformations, but he could hardly rebuke him for studying.  "Neither have I," he said.

Jamie blinked.  "They said you walked by one like you didn't care."

Kenneth let his breath out and spread his hands.  "A prefect's duty is never done.  Came here for prefect spells.  How else can we track down you malefactors and bring you to book?"

Jamie laughed, merrily.  Not, thought Kenneth, realizing it was the simple truth.  Then he blinked.

A door appeared behind Jamie.  Glowing.  It could be seen far more clearly here than all the other, brightly lit places of before, though still nothing could be seen through it.

"Perhaps a door came to bear one of us back to the Tower."

Jamie gave him a curious glance before looking back.  He took a step forward, and stopped.  "It must have come for you.  Besides, you're a prefect.  If they whisper about you that you're too much of a coward to take a door—"

Kenneth snorted.  "You know as well as I do that the doors can take two."  He walked up.  Faint iridescence ran through the light.  "Unless you don't want to—are your studies here done for tonight?"

Jamie shook his head and came up beside him.

"On the count of three then—one, two, three—"

They both stepped forward at once.

Darkness engulfed them.

Silence, as well, and both were absolute.  Not so much as a hint of starlight or a whisper of breeze.  Damp cold air smelled of stone.  For a moment, Kenneth stood still.  He could not imagine where in Graytowers they were.  Others had gone through the doors by twos; the spell could not have broken from the strain.

He reached for his wand.  A luminous spell showed Jamie's face so pale that the freckles were vivid against it.  He suspected he looked rather ghostly himself.

Ahead of them stood a corridor of dark stone, turning after a few strides.  Behind was only a wall of the same stone.  Great hewn blocks of dark stone, unpolished, drinking down the light.  They rose up so high that the ceiling was unseen, even with his light.

His frantic thoughts could not persuade him that it was any section of the school allowed to scholars—he had been in them all, over the years—and a forbidden section would be just as bad.  He swallowed.  The doors had never carried anyone past the bounds of Graytowers before, but he knew enough of the stonework that had built it to know that these stones could not be found in any part of the school.

"This is not Graytowers," said Jamie, his voice even.

"Yes," said Kenneth.  "The spell might have broken down.  This close to the ending—Master Gregor did say it turned on liminal time."

Jamie looked fierce.  "Or it might be malice."  He met Kenneth's gaze.  "Master Gregor is a sound wizard, and Master Bonaventure would not let him cast, even before term, a spell that might—break like that."

Kenneth grimaced.  How true.  This might even have something to do with his parents' death, and vindicate the fearful students.  Still—that was not his first consideration.

"Whether it is or is not—wands out.  Mere pranksters could be dangerous, since they tend to be fools."

"Not enough." Jamie's expression looked wolfish.  "Wands out, and spells first, as soon as we see anyone.  Questions come after."

Kenneth hesitated.

"Isn't that what you taught us those spells for?  So we could use them to protect ourselves?"

"First we try to find out where we are."

"Waste of time and magic."  Jamie turned his head to look down the corridor.  The light cast stark shadows across his face.  "And too dangerous."

"More dangerous than stumbling around?  In an unknown place, with a light to betray us?  When we might have been sent here in malice, and bewitched so we can not find our way out?"  Kenneth drew in his breath.  He might manage to alleviate that, but—  "It could be a storehouse for some evil, set with traps."

Jamie's eyes narrowed, and his mouth set in sullen lines.

"The only way we would not need to find out is if I was right with my first thought—it's just a mistake of the spell.  Then we should be wary of cursing the hapless folk we meet.  If you think that it was malice—"  Kenneth hesitated.  If Jamie knew more about his parents' murders than he told, it might matter here.  He plowed on.  "—wisest to learn where we are."

Jamie looked at the flagstones.

"Cast the luminous spell," said Kenneth.  "I need to cast a different one."

Jamie's eyes closed.  Kenneth tried to rally more words for his argument, but Jamie started to cast.  A moment later, blinking, Kenneth quenched his own, and delicately cast a locating spell.  A small one.  

The moment the last word finished, his hand stung.  He gasped and barely managed to hold onto the wand.

"So, it is bewitched against that."  He shook his hand.  "I suppose anyone would want that on a labyrinth."

Jamie laughed, shortly.

"Other bewitchments we shall have to find by hand.  Quench your spell."

Jamie raised an eyebrow and did.  In the darkness, Kenneth cast his again.  Then he spread it out through the air, like a mist.  It was dimmer, but though the ceiling was still invisible, they could see farther.

"It makes it harder to see us at a glance," said Jamie.

"That, too," said Kenneth.  "But it's mostly for us to see farther."

They inched forward.

About the corner, a corridor ran ahead for a stride or two, and turned again, doubling back on the old one.  The turn at the end was only a little farther along.

Kenneth sighed.  "If we come to a choice, we take the rightmost one.  It does not always work, if there are loops, but it is better than rambling at random."

They walked.  Ahead, something glowed red.  Jamie looked a little less pale, and Kenneth hoped it was not only the glow.

Another turn showed a window of stained glass, glowing as if lit by full sunlight.  It depicted a burning house—a vast brown house, set with porches and windows of every shape, and towers and balconies as well, and elaborate gingerbread adorning all with leaves and curlicues.  Flames leapt from more than half of it—unchanging, steady without a flicker, but so fierce they looked ready to consume the house within minutes.

Low before it, small in proportion, leaden dark, stood figures in robes.  Hoods hid their faces—as if they could see faces clearly in so small a scale.  

The corridor stretched away to the right, and other windows could be seen down it.

Kenneth drew a deep breath.  "First we see if this window opens."

"I don't see any opening," said Jamie.  "And how long should we waste?"

"A minute or two will do us no harm," said Kenneth.

"The light—it might be dangerous."

How full of caution Jamie had turned.  "And not looking might be dangerous.  It doesn't matter if the labyrinth is impenetrable, we probably want to avoid the center anyway.  It does matter if it's inextricable.  When I was a first year, Master Oliver used the labyrinth as an example of a signature.  They may never find us if we do not extricate ourselves."

Jamie stared at his wand, without so much as a glance up, but his shoulders were set.

"Unless you have reasons to offer why trying this window would be particularly dangerous."

Jamie did not move.  Kenneth rolled his eyes.

"Do you recognize the house?"  A house that extravagant would be known in its neighborhood.  If it was real—

Jamie looked up, defiant.  "Those figures there—they killed my parents."

A thousand words fought for his throat—that Jamie had been confounded, that the getup was the natural one for any criminal—but he swallowed them.

"All the more reason to look for a way out."  He checked the seams.  His breath hissed
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