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CASSIAN VEYNE

The Timeless Talisman Oracle

BOOK ONE

The Hunt and the Third Door

✧  ✧  ✧

❖

A Word Before the Road

There is a door that is not on any map.

It appears to those in the deepest need — behind a wall that was blank a moment before, at the turn of a corridor that did not exist, in the back of a shuttered shop or the shadow of a tomb. Those who step through it find a tent that is somehow always the same, however the centuries change around it: a crimson sanctum lit low, a worn table, a deck of cards older than the oldest empire, and a young man with ancient eyes who has been waiting, it seems, precisely for them.

His name is Cassian Veyne. Two and a half thousand years ago — by his own reckoning, three thousand — he was an ordinary young man on a riverbank in Egypt, until grief and a terrible bargain remade him into something deathless: an oracle who reads the fates of strangers in a deck of ninety-nine cards, and who hunts, across all the ages of the world, three demons who stole three Talismans and fled through time. He does not travel alone, though for a long while he believed he did. A sharp-tongued silver fox rides at his shoulder, and is not entirely what he appears. And woven through the long hunt, closer than Cassian dares to hope, is the memory of the one he lost — the reason he said yes, on that riverbank, to a god.

This is the first book of his road. In it, a frightened soul comes to the door in every age — a scribe, a painter, a paper-boy, a stone-carver, a caravan guide, a club-owner with one red lantern, twin sisters who keep a colony's time — and each draws a card, and each is helped, and through their small mended lives the larger hunt moves forward toward the three thieves and the truths Cassian has hidden, for three thousand years, even from himself.

Read it as it was written: one door, one stranger, one drawn card at a time. The deck is a hundred strong, and a hundred is not the end of counting. But every long road begins with a single card turned face-up in the dark —

— so turn the page, and draw.

✧  ✧  ✧
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Reader by the River

—  Ancient Egypt, beside the Nile  —

There are doors in the world that open only for the lost.

You will not find them by searching. You may pass the same crooked alley a thousand times — by daylight, by lamplight, with your arms full of bread or your heart full of grief — and see nothing but a wall the colour of old bone. But let the right kind of sorrow settle into your chest, the particular sorrow that has nowhere left to go, and the wall will remember that it was once a door. A sign will creak out of the dark above it: a single painted card, its face turned toward you, glimmering as though lit from within. And though you have never in your life believed in such things, your feet will carry you toward it, because the lost always recognize a threshold meant for them.

On the night this story begins, the threshold stood beside the great river, and the river was the colour of poured ink under a swollen Egyptian moon.

It had not stood there an hour before. The fishermen who mended their nets along that stretch of bank would have sworn on the names of all their ancestors that the spot had always held nothing but a lightning-split sycamore and a heap of mudbrick rubble. Yet now a tent rose where the rubble had been — a strange and beautiful tent of deep crimson cloth shot through with threads of gold, its peak crowned by a hanging sign that no wind seemed to touch. Lantern light breathed out through the gap in its hangings, warm and golden, and spilled across the wet sand like something poured from a cup. Reflected in the black water, the whole apparition trembled and doubled, so that there seemed to be two tents: one of cloth, and one of light, the second floating just beneath the surface of the world.

[image: ]

ABOVE THE ENTRANCE, the painted card turned gently on nothing at all.

Inside, a young man sat at an ancient table and listened to the river breathe.

He looked, to any eye that might have found him, no older than two-and-twenty. He was beautiful in the way that certain statues are beautiful — not soft, but exact, as though a careful god had set down every line of him on purpose and then declined to add a single thing more. His skin was the warm gold of honey held to a flame; his hair fell black and straight to the edge of his jaw; his eyes had been lined with kohl in the old manner, and they were dark, and they were calm, and they were far, far too old for his face. A robe of undyed linen draped his shoulders, plain as a priest's, ungirdled by any ornament save one — a thread of silver at his throat so fine it might have been mistaken for a strand of spider's web that had wandered there and decided to stay. He wore it not because it adorned him but because, after twenty-five centuries, he had found that wanting nothing was its own kind of weight, and the silver thread was the only weight he was willing to carry.

His name, this season, was Cassian Veyne.

It had been other things. It would be other things again. Names, he had learned, were like the robes the tent gave him — they fit the age he happened to be standing in, and they fell away when the age was done, and it was a mistake to grow attached to any of them. He had made that mistake once. He did not intend to make it again.

On the table before him lay a deck of cards.

They were not ordinary cards, though a stranger might have taken them for some gambler's pack at first glance. The backs were black, and across each back ran a single line of gold, and when Cassian's long fingers were near them the gold seemed to stir, the way a cat stirs in its sleep when someone it trusts enters the room. There were ninety-nine of them. There had always been ninety-nine, and there would always be ninety-nine, and in two and a half thousand years of turning them face by face he had never once contrived to lose a single card, though he had — in his loneliest hours — privately tried.

He set his palm flat upon the deck and closed his eyes.

"Someone is coming," he said.

The words were not spoken to himself. From the shadows at his shoulder, a small voice answered — a dry, amused, faintly insolent voice that no other living creature in that age could have heard, because it was not made of any sound a human throat could shape.

"Someone is always coming. That is the entire and exhausting point of you." A creature uncurled itself from the dark fold of the tent and stepped delicately onto the table: a fox no larger than a squirrel, its fur the colour of moonlight on snow, its eyes two clever sparks of amber. It sat, wrapped its silver tail around its paws with the prim self-importance of a magistrate, and regarded the door. "This one, though." The fox's whiskers twitched. "This one's aura is the colour of a bruise three days old. Yellow-green at the edges. Pain that has begun, just barely, to think about healing — and is terrified of it."

"Grief, then," said Cassian.

"Grief," agreed the fox, whose name was Anub, and who had been the only constant companion of Cassian's long unspooling life. "And guilt underneath, like a stone under a sheet. You'll like her. You always like the ones who hate themselves. It's the closest you ever get to looking in a mirror."

Cassian opened his eyes. He did not rise to the unkindness — he never did; Anub's cruelty was a small, faithful animal that needed feeding and meant no harm — but something flickered behind the calm of his gaze, there and gone, like a fish turning over far down in dark water. For just that instant he did not look two-and-twenty. He looked like the bottom of the sea.

Then it passed, and he was young again, and the hangings of the tent stirred, and a girl came in out of the night.

[image: ]

SHE WAS PERHAPS SEVENTEEN, with the strong brown hands of someone who worked, and a face that would have been lovely if sleep had not been a stranger to it for a long while. Her linen dress was simple and clean and carefully kept, the dress of a family with little to spare and too much pride to show it. She stopped just inside the entrance, blinking at the warm light, and her eyes went first — as everyone's eyes always went first — to the young man at the table, and then, with a small involuntary sound, to the deck beneath his hand.

"They told me," she began, and stopped, and gathered herself, and started again, the way a person crosses a stream by choosing each stone. "In the market. They said there was a reader by the river who could — who could speak to those who have —" Her throat closed.

"Sit," said Cassian, gently. "You have walked a long way, and the dead are patient. They have nothing but time. It is the living who must hurry."

She sat. The fox watched her with its bright amber eyes, and she did not seem to find it strange that a man kept a snow-coloured fox on his fortune-teller's table; people rarely did, inside this tent. The tent had a way of making the impossible feel like something you had simply forgotten until now.

"What is your name?" Cassian asked.

"Tasheri."

"And whom have you lost, Tasheri?"

The girl's hands knotted in her lap. "My brother," she whispered. "Khenti. He was — he drowned. In the flood, three months ago. He went into the water after me when the bank gave way, and he —" She pressed her lips together hard. "He reached me. He pushed me to the reeds. And then the river took him instead, and they never — we never found him, to give him to the embalmers, to send him properly across. And now —" Her voice dropped so low that Cassian had to lean toward her to catch it. "Now he comes to me. Every night. He stands at the foot of my mat, dripping river water, and he opens his mouth, and no sound comes out, and his face —" She was weeping now, silently, the way people weep when they have done it so often that the body has learned to do it without help. "His face is so angry. My brother was never angry, not once in his life, not at me. But the thing that comes in the night is angry. And I do not know what I did. I do not know what he wants. I only know I cannot bear another night of it, and I would rather die than see him look at me like that again."

The fox, very quietly, said: "There it is. There's the stone under the sheet."

Cassian did not answer the fox. He was looking at the girl, and his old eyes had gone soft and grave.

"You did nothing," he said. "Hear me, Tasheri. Whatever the thing in the night is, it is not your brother's anger, because your brother is not angry. The dead do not lie to us. It is the living who put words in their mouths." He paused. "But I think you do not believe me. I think you have decided that you deserve the anger, and so you have given it your brother's face. That is the most human thing in the world, and it is also a kind of theft. You have stolen his peace to punish yourself. Shall we give it back to him?"

She stared at him. "How?"

"We ask the cards," said Cassian, "what you cannot ask yourself."

✧  ✧  ✧

He lifted his hand from the deck.

What happened next, Tasheri would try many times in the years that followed to describe to her children, and then her grandchildren, and she would never once succeed, because there are no words in any language for the moment a god leans close. As Cassian's fingers settled on the topmost card, a light kindled in the centre of his forehead — a soft, unbearable gold, gathering itself out of nothing into a shape she knew from the walls of every temple she had ever entered: the long-eared head of a jackal, set within a perfect ring, the mark of Anubis the Guide, He Who Counts the Hearts of the Dead. It was not painted there. It burned there, beneath the skin, as though the young man's whole skull were a lamp and someone had only now thought to light the wick.

[image: ]

TASHERI MADE THE SIGN against evil, and then, looking at his face, unmade it. There was nothing evil here. There was only something very, very holy, and very tired, and it was looking at her with more kindness than she felt she had earned.

"This is how you will know I am no liar," Cassian said, and his voice had changed — it had taken on a resonance, a depth, as though more than one throat shaped the words. "The charlatans in the market wear no such mark. Now. Draw."

"I — you want me to —"

"The cards do not answer me. I am only the door. They answer the one who needs them." He turned the deck toward her. "Whatever your hand chooses, it will have chosen for a reason. Trust the reason, even when you cannot see it. Especially then."

With a trembling hand, Tasheri reached out and drew a single card from the centre of the deck.

She turned it over.

Upon its face, painted in colours that seemed to move when she did not look at them directly, was a lantern. An old bronze lantern, hung from nothing, its little glass heart filled not with flame but with a curl of light the precise pale blue of the deepest part of the river. Beneath it, in a script she could not read but somehow understood, ran two words. The fox, peering over, translated them into the air for Cassian's benefit, though Cassian had read them long before any of them were born.

"The Lantern," murmured Anub. "Well, well."

"What does it mean?" Tasheri breathed.

"It means," said Cassian slowly, "that the answer you are looking for is not lost. It is only dark. You have been searching your brother's face for the thing he wants, and finding only shadow, and you have decided the shadow is rage. But shadow is not rage, child. Shadow is merely a place the light has not yet reached." He leaned back. The jackal-mark dimmed upon his brow, banking itself like a coal. "The Lantern is yours now. Once — only once — when you stand before the thing that wears your brother's face, you may call upon it, and it will give you light to see by. Not the light of the sun. The other kind. The kind that shows a thing as it truly is, beneath the face that fear has painted on it."

He folded her fingers closed around the card.

"But the seeing," he said, "you must do yourself. I cannot go where you are going. No one can. Grief is the one country a person must always enter alone."

"How will I know what to do?"

"You will not." He smiled, and it was a real smile, and it made him look almost as young as he pretended to be. "That is rather the point of courage. If you knew, it would only be arithmetic."

Tasheri rose. At the threshold she turned back, the card clutched to her breast, and asked the question that everyone asked, sooner or later, in one shape or another.

"Who are you?"

And Cassian Veyne, who had been asked that question in forty languages across two and a half thousand years, gave her the answer he always gave, which was the truth folded small enough to carry.

"A traveller," he said. "Like your brother. I am only going the long way round."

She went out into the dark, and the river swallowed the sound of her footsteps, and she did not look back again.

Anub waited until the hangings had stilled. Then the fox turned its bright amber gaze upon its master and said, with the particular gentleness it reserved for the things it was most afraid of, "You felt it too."

"Felt what?" said Cassian, who knew exactly what.

"When she said his name. Khenti." The fox's tail curled tight. "For half a heartbeat your mark guttered. Like a candle in a draught. I have walked beside you since before this river had a name, and I have seen that happen exactly four times, and every single one of them ended with you not speaking for a hundred years." Anub's voice dropped. "What did her grief touch in you, old friend?"

Cassian was quiet for a long moment. Outside, very faint, a girl's voice could be heard beginning to sing — a child's song, a lullaby, the kind a sister sings to a frightened brother to coax him toward sleep. She was walking to meet her ghost, and she was singing to keep herself brave.

"She is going to forgive him," Cassian said at last, "for the crime of dying. And she does not yet know that this is what she is doing." He looked down at his own hands, at the silver thread at his throat, at the ninety-nine cards that were the whole of his fortune and the whole of his sentence. "I knew someone, once, who needed to be forgiven for the same crime. I was not able to do it in time."

"Cassian —"

"It was a very long time ago." He gathered the deck and squared it with two precise taps against the table, the matter closed. But the fox had heard the thing beneath the words, the stone under the sheet, and the fox said nothing more, because some kinds of love are best expressed by leaving a wound unprodded.

Far off down the riverbank, in the blue dark, the singing stopped.

✧  ✧  ✧

What befell Tasheri in the dark, Cassian did not see, for he had spoken the truth: he could not follow. But the cards remember what their bearers do with them, and later — much later — the knowing of it settled into him the way the memory of a dream settles, in fragments, sideways.

She had walked to the broken bank where the flood had taken Khenti, and she had sat down upon the cold mud, and she had waited. And the thing had come. It rose out of the black water exactly as it came every night: her brother, dripping, grey, his young face twisted into that terrible accusing fury, his mouth opening on a scream that made no sound. Every other night she had run from it. This night she stayed, though every animal part of her shrieked to flee, and when the spectre loomed over her with its silent howl she lifted the painted card in her shaking fist and she called the lantern's name aloud.

Blue light bloomed from her hand.

[image: ]

IT WAS NOT BRIGHT. That was the first surprise. It was a small, patient, undeniable glow, the colour of the deep river, and where it fell upon the spectre the anger did not burn away so much as become transparent — a mask of painted glass, and behind it, at last, the true face. And the true face of Khenti was not angry at all.

It was afraid.

Not of her. For her. The boy had been standing at the foot of her mat every night for three months trying with all the desperate strength of the unburied dead to say a single thing, and grief had garbled it, and her guilt had read fury into the straining of his features — but the lantern showed her what fear had hidden, and what it showed her was a brother frantic with worry, mouthing the same three words over and over into a silence she had finally, finally learned how to hear.

Not your fault. Not your fault. Not your fault.

She wept then, properly, the great ugly heaving sobs that guilt had dammed for ninety nights, and through the blue light she told him she was sorry, and she told him she loved him, and she told him to go — to go, to stop standing in the cold for her sake, to cross the river that he had never been given the rites to cross. And the lantern's light, which shows a thing as it truly is, reached down into the water and laid a road of pale blue across its surface, a road such as the proper funeral rites would have made, a road to the far bank where the dead are counted and weighed and welcomed.

Khenti looked at his sister for one last moment with his own true face. And then, unburdened, forgiven, forgiving, he turned and walked out across the river of light, and the dark water closed gently behind him, and he was gone where the grieving cannot follow.

When the blue glow faded, the painted card in Tasheri's hand was blank. Whatever had lived in it had been spent, as Cassian had promised, all at once and forever. She held an ordinary rectangle of pasteboard, and she was alone on a riverbank in the dark, and for the first time in three months the night around her held nothing but the ordinary, blessed company of frogs and stars.

She kept the blank card all her life. She was buried with it, eighty-one years later, a great-grandmother many times over, and not one of the mourners knew why the old woman had asked for a plain unmarked card to be folded into her wrappings. She had never told them. Some doors are meant for one traveller only.

But that was all far away and long to come. On the night itself, while Tasheri sat weeping her clean and grateful tears, the thing that mattered to the long story happened back inside the crimson tent — and it happened to Cassian.

It began as it always began at the close of a working: with the deck growing warm beneath his hand. When a soul he had been sent to was set free, some small remnant of the power that had been scattered through the world flowed home to the cards, and he felt it as a gardener feels rain — a deep, wordless rightness, a thing replenished. He had felt it ten thousand times. He bent his head to receive it as he always did.

And this time, threaded through the warmth, there was a voice.

It was very faint. It came from no direction, or from all of them. It was not Anub, who had gone rigid on the table with every silver hair erect. It was not the wind, nor the river, nor any of the small night sounds. It came, Cassian understood with a slow cold horror that he had not felt in centuries, from inside the deck itself — from the gold that ran along the back of every card, the gold that had been forged from the ground-up light of the three stolen Talismans, the gold that was the source of everything he was and the chain of everything he could not stop being.

The voice said one word. It said it almost tenderly, the way you might say the name of someone you intend to ruin.

It said his true name.

Not Cassian. Not any of the forty names he had worn like borrowed robes down the long corridor of the centuries. The name beneath all of them — the name his mother had given him by a different river, under a different moon, when he was a mortal boy with a mortal span of years before him and a heart that did not yet know what it would one day be made to carry. The name he had not heard spoken aloud since he had laid it down, with everything else he loved, on the night Anubis made him deathless. The name he had told himself he had forgotten, because the alternative — that he remembered it perfectly, that he had simply forbidden the world to use it — was more than even he could bear to keep holding.

Something knew that name.

Something, out there in the cracks of time, in the dark behind the dark, had found it.

Cassian sat very still. The lantern light burned low. On the table, the small fox crept close and pressed its trembling warmth against his hand, and for once in two and a half thousand years it had nothing clever to say.

"It has begun, then," Cassian said softly. He did not sound afraid. He sounded, if anything, like a man who has waited a very long time in a doctor's antechamber and has finally heard his name called — relief and dread woven so tightly together that not even he could have said where one ended and the other began. "After all this time. The first of them has noticed me."

"You don't know that," whispered Anub. "It could be —"

"It knew my name." He turned his ancient eyes toward the tent's entrance, toward the unguessable country of the future that lay beyond it. "Only three things in all creation ever knew my name, little one. One of them gave it to me and is gone. One of them I gave it to, and she is gone also." His hand closed slowly around the deck. "And the third stole something from a vault in the house of the dead, and ran into time with it, and has been hiding from me for twenty-five hundred years."

Outside, the moon slid behind a rag of cloud, and the river went black, and somewhere far upstream — or perhaps it was far downstream; perhaps it was no direction at all — something laughed, very quietly, in a voice that almost, not quite, but almost, sounded like a woman he had loved before the world was old.

Cassian rose. The tent began, around him, to change — the crimson cloth rippling, the lanterns guttering, the very air thickening with the particular shimmer that meant a card had been drawn for him and a door was opening to wherever, whenever, he was needed next. He did not yet know what age waited on the other side. He never did. He gathered his deck, and he held out his arm for the fox to climb, and he took one last look at the river that had, this night, carried a boy home.

"Come, Anub," he said. "It seems we are being hunted at last." A breath. "Let us go and find out by what."

And the Hourless Door opened, and the oracle and his fox stepped through it into the dark between the years — and behind them, above the empty riverbank where no tent had ever stood, a single painted card turned gently on nothing at all, and then was gone.

✧  The Card Drawn This Chapter  ✧
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Card I · THE LANTERN — “It lights the lost way.”


The Lantern does not burn with the light of the sun, but with the deeper light that reveals a thing as it truly is — stripping away the masks that fear and grief paint upon the dead. Once called, it lays a road of pale blue across dark water, by which a wandering soul may at last cross over. It answers only the brave, for its light shows not what we wish to see, but what is.


End of Chapter One

CASSIAN VEYNE

The Timeless Talisman Oracle
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Mask maker of Venice

—  Renaissance Venice  —

The card that opened the door this time was painted with a mask.

[image: ]

CASSIAN FELT THE SHOP change around him before he opened his eyes — the particular seasick lurch, gentle and bottomless, of two and a half thousand years folding shut like a fan and reopening somewhere else entirely. The smell came first, as it always did. Gone was the green mineral breath of the Nile; in its place rose brine and wet stone and woodsmoke, the smell of a city built upon water by people too stubborn to admit the sea had any opinion in the matter. Bells were ringing somewhere, many of them, slightly out of time with one another, so that the air seemed to stumble. When he opened his eyes, the crimson tent had become a narrow room of dark wood and guttering candles, its single window looking out upon a canal the colour of tarnished silver, and the sign above his door — though he could not see it from within — now creaked in a tongue that had not existed when Tasheri's brother drowned.

"Venice," said Anub, from the windowsill, where the fox had arranged himself to watch a gondola slide past below. The boatman did not look up. No one ever looked up at the window that had not been there yesterday. "Renaissance, by the cut of those sleeves. Wool merchants growing fat, painters growing famous, everybody poisoning everybody else at dinner parties and calling it politics." The fox sniffed. "I do enjoy Venice. The whole city is a mask pretending to be a place. You'll fit right in."

"You say that everywhere we go."

"And I am right everywhere we go. That is the tragedy of being a fox of my discernment." Anub's ears swivelled before Cassian heard anything at all. "Incoming. And oh — oh, this is a good one. His aura is the colour of a slammed door. Red going to black at the edges. Furious. Frightened. And he does not want to be here even slightly." The fox's whiskers curved in something that was almost a smile. "He's been standing across the canal for an hour working up the nerve. Here he comes to lose it again."

[image: ]

THE DOOR BANGED OPEN without a knock.

The young man who filled the doorway was perhaps five-and-twenty, broad through the shoulders in the way of someone who worked with his hands, and he was angry in the specific, exhausted manner of a person who has been angry for so long that the anger has stopped being hot and gone cold and hard, like wax. He had a craftsman's hands, nicked and burn-scarred and stained at the fingertips with gesso and gold leaf, and he had a craftsman's eyes, which is to say eyes that measured everything they looked at and found most of it wanting. He looked at the candles, and the worn table, and the beautiful young man seated behind it, and the small white fox upon the sill, and his lip curled.

"So," he said. "You're the conjurer. The one the washerwomen whisper about. The door that isn't there in the morning." He had clearly rehearsed this. "I want you to know that I think you are a fraud, and that I have come here to prove it, and that the only reason I have come at all is that I have tried everything an honest man can try, and an honest man's options have run out." He folded his arms. "Lucio Baretti. I make masks. I made the finest masks in this city, before —" His jaw worked. "Before. Now go on. Astonish me. Tell me my fortune, charlatan, and when you fail I will at least have the satisfaction of being right about one thing this year."

Cassian regarded him for a long, unhurried moment.

"Sit down, Lucio," he said. "You are tired, and you have not slept properly in — what. Three months?"

"Any fool could guess that from my face."

"Four months, then," said Cassian mildly, "if you wish to argue the point. Sit."

Something in the evenness of it took the wind from the young man's sails. He did not sit, not yet — he was the kind of man for whom sitting was a surrender, and he had surrendered too much already — but he stopped curling his lip, and he came two steps further into the room, and that was enough for now.

"Tell me what is wrong with your masks," said Cassian.

And Lucio Baretti, who had come to scoff, found to his fury that his throat had tightened, because no one in four months had asked him that question as though they already believed the answer would not be madness.

✧  ✧  ✧

It came out of him in a rush, the way water comes through a cracked dam — slowly at first, in a thin humiliating trickle, and then all at once.

It had begun on a night in autumn. He remembered it precisely, because he remembered everything about his craft precisely; it was the one religion he had left. He had been working late, as he always did, fitting the final coat of lacquer to a Colombina for a Contessa’s masquerade, when the candles in his workshop had all bent sideways at once — not guttered, bent, every flame leaning toward the window as though something vast and cold had drawn breath in the dark above the rooftops. There had been a sound he had no word for, a sound like a great wing passing, like the whole night sky turning over in its sleep. And then it was gone, and the candles stood straight, and he had told himself it was a draught from the lagoon and gone back to his work.

But the mask was wrong.

The face he had painted — a pretty, vacant carnival face, the kind that sold for good coin to people who wished to be briefly someone else — had changed. Not melted, not smeared. Changed. When he looked at it in the morning light it wore the features of a child. A boy of perhaps six, round-cheeked, looking out from the lacquer with an expression Lucio could not name and could not bear.

"I told myself I had painted it so, in my exhaustion, and forgotten," Lucio said. He was sitting now. He had not noticed himself doing it. "So I scraped it down and began again. And the next mask was the same. And the next. Every face I make becomes that boy. Every single one." His scarred hands twisted in his lap. "My customers think I have gone mad, or that I mock them. The Contessa returned her Colombina and told half the city I had painted a dead child onto her ballroom face. I have not sold a mask in three months. My apprentices have left me. My landlord has given me until the feast of Saint Mark." He looked up, and the cold anger had cracked, and underneath it was something much worse, which was despair. "And the worst of it, conjurer — the worst of it is that the boy looks at me as though I have done something to him. As though I am to blame. And I do not know what I have done. I only know that I am being punished, and that I deserve it, because a man does not get haunted for nothing."

On the windowsill, very quietly, Anub said: "Cassian. The masks."

"I know," said Cassian.

[image: ]

FOR HE HAD FELT IT the moment Lucio described the bending candles — the cold breath, the passing wing. He had felt it the way an old soldier feels rain coming in a wound. Something had passed over this house. Something that did not belong to the world of the living had crossed it on its long flight through the years, and where its shadow had fallen, a residue had clung — a black sediment of the underworld, fine as soot, settling into every porous thing it touched. Wood. Lacquer. Gesso. The masks had drunk it up like thirsty earth, and now each one strained to show the face of a soul trapped on the wrong side of the river, the way a fevered man cries out a name in his sleep.

This was no haunting born of Lucio's guilt. This was a footprint. And Cassian knew, with the cold certainty of twenty-five centuries of hunting, whose foot had made it.

He did not say so. There are things a man cannot be told; he can only be shown, and only by himself.

"Give me your hand," Cassian said instead, "and draw."

"Draw what? I see no —" And then Lucio did see, because the deck had been there all along, ninety-nine cards black-backed and waiting, and the gold upon them stirred as the young man's scarred fingers drifted toward them as though pulled. He drew one from near the top. He turned it over.

A mirror. An old Venetian mirror in a frame of tarnished silver, and in its glass — though the card was only paint — something seemed to move when Lucio did not look at it directly.

Light bloomed at the centre of Cassian's brow. The jackal within the ring, gold and terrible and gentle, kindled beneath his skin, and Lucio recoiled with a curse, the sign of the cross leaping to his hand. But he did not run, not yet, because the light was warm, and it asked nothing of him, and some animal part of him that had not slept in four months wanted very badly to lie down inside it.

"This is how you will know I am no fraud," said Cassian, and his voice had taken on the deep doubled resonance of the working. "Now hear what the mirror knows, Lucio Baretti, for it has shown me, and I will not lie to you, though the truth is a hard country."

And Cassian told him.

He told him of a canal-side hovel forty years gone, and a boy who carved little boats from scraps of driftwood because his family was too poor for toys. He told him of a younger sister — there had been a sister; Lucio had forgotten there had been a sister — a small grave thing with a cough that worried their mother, and how the boy Lucio had carved her a mask, a laughing sun-faced mask, to make her smile on the days the cough kept her abed. He told him how she had worn it the whole of one golden afternoon, laughing behind the laughing face, and how that was the last good day, because the winter fever took her before the spring, and how the boy Lucio had stood at her small grave and made himself a promise that he would never again make a thing for love, because love was a tax the world collected in children, and he would not pay it twice.

"You did not become a maker of masks despite your sister," said Cassian softly. "You became one because of her. You have spent forty years making faces for strangers to hide behind, because once, for one afternoon, you made a face that let someone you loved be happy. You only forgot. You made yourself forget, because remembering meant feeling it, and you were six years old and it was more than you could carry." The jackal-light dimmed. "The boy in your masks is not a curse, Lucio. The boy is you. He has been trying to remind you of something you buried alive."

For a moment — one long, trembling moment — the cold-waxed anger and the four months of despair and the forty years of forgetting all hung suspended in the candlelight, and it might have gone either way.

Then Lucio Baretti made a sound like a man struck, and stood so fast his stool clattered backward, and his face was white and wild and streaming. "No," he said. "No. You have no right — you reach into a man and pull out his —" His voice broke entirely. "Damn you. Damn you and your fox and your light. I came here to be told a comfortable lie and you have — you —"

And he turned, and fled, the way the deeply wounded always flee the thing that has touched the wound, and the door banged shut behind him hard enough to set every candle in the room bowing.

Silence settled.

On the windowsill, Anub began, with enormous deliberation, to wash one snow-white paw.

"Well," said the fox. "That went beautifully. Truly. A masterclass. Forty years of a man's grief, unpacked like a fishmonger's cart, in under a minute, and him with no warning and nowhere to put it down." The paw paused. One amber eye fixed Cassian with withering affection. "Do you know, in Egypt, the girl at least got a lantern to hold while you broke her open. This one you sent running into the night with nothing but the worst day of his life. We are going to need a larger sign. 'Veyne and Fox: We Will Find Your Tenderest Wound And Press Upon It, No Appointment Necessary.'"

"He needed to hear it."

"Oh, he needed to hear it. Everyone always needs to hear it. That is what you tell yourself." The fox went back to washing. "It does not follow that they need to hear it from a beautiful immortal at midnight with a god burning out of his forehead. You have the bedside manner of a















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/image070.jpg





d2d_images/cover.jpg
" Thereisa door that is not on @y
and tonight, it opens for you.

T

BOOK ONE

Hunt and-theThird -Doo





d2d_images/image097.jpg





d2d_images/image163.jpg





d2d_images/image050.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image068.jpg





d2d_images/image032.jpg





d2d_images/image087.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/image147.jpg





