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			Chapter 1

			The Wrong Cipher

			The Gate of No Return

			The fog came up off the Shroudmoor in a slow, deliberate tide that swallowed the carriage lamps one breath at a time. Laurence Penrose felt the horses stop before he heard the driver curse. The animals had locked their legs against the road, heads low, nostrils flared at something the men could not see. He leaned out of the window. The mist had risen to the level of the wheel hubs and was still climbing, pale and granular, and it carried a taste he registered before he had words for it. Rust. It coated the back of his tongue like a coin held too long in the mouth.

			“I’ll not take them further,” the driver said. He had turned on the box, and his face in the lamplight was the colour of tallow. “The horses know the moor, sir. I do not argue with them.”

			Laurence looked at the road ahead. It vanished within twenty feet into a wall of yellow-grey vapour that did not drift or thin but stood, solid as masonry, across the way. Somewhere inside it he could see faint flickers at the edge of his vision, small sour-yellow sparks that flared and died. He knew what they were. He had spent four years training himself not to trust them, and they had never once obeyed.

			“How far to the Hall?”

			“A mile. No more.” The driver was already reaching for the portmanteau strapped behind him. “You’ll walk it. The gate is straight on. You cannot miss it, not if you keep the wall to your right hand.”

			He paid the man and took his bag and the sealed portfolio that held the cipher. The portfolio he kept under his arm, flat against his ribs, the way he had carried dispatches once. The carriage was gone before he had fastened his coat. He heard the wheels recede. Then the fog took the sound and folded it into nothing. He stood alone on the road, the wet pressing cold through the wool at his shoulders.

			He began to walk.

			The mist closed behind each step. It did not part so much as permit him, sealing the road at his back so that the way he had come ceased to exist in any direction he could verify. The almost-words came with it. They were the shapes voices leave, the hollow moulds of speech with the sound poured out. His synaesthesia caught them as those same sour-yellow flickers, brighter now, crowding the margins of sight. He kept his eyes on the wall to his right. The stones were black with damp and veined with quartz, and he counted them without meaning to, the old reflex, the mind reaching for any sequence it could hold. He reached forty stones and lost the count when the flickers crowded thicker, and he began again at one. The number steadied him. It always had.

			The gate found him before he found it.

			It rose out of the fog all at once, iron-studded oak set in a frame of weathered granite, taller than two men and banded with metal gone green at the rivets. There was a knocker shaped like a closed hand. He raised his own to use it. Before his knuckles touched the wood, the door swung inward on hinges that made no sound at all, opening onto a darkness lit by one small flame far back in the hall.

			A figure stood in the gap.

			It was a servant, or had the shape of one, dressed in the black livery of a household fifty years out of fashion. The man bowed. His face was white to the point of luminescence. When he straightened and smiled, the smile did not reach his eyes, which were filmed over and pale as old milk. He said nothing. He extended one white hand toward the interior and held it there, the gesture of welcome made meaningless by the cold that came off him.

			Laurence stepped inside because the alternative was the fog.

			The hall was vast and cold and smelled of stone and wet wool and, beneath those, the sweetish rot of something old left to soften in the dark. A single lamp guttered on a side table, its flame pulled sideways though no draught reached his face. The ceiling lost itself in shadow. Tall windows showed only the pressing mist, and the panes ran with condensation that gathered and fell in slow lines down the glass. A long refectory table ran the length of one wall, bare but for a single candlestick with no candle in it. The chairs had been pushed in with care. Dust lay thick and even on every surface, undisturbed, as though no living hand had touched the room in years. He set his bag down beside him and waited for the servant to take it. The servant had gone. He had not heard him move.

			A second figure came out of the shadows beneath the staircase.

			This one was alive. Laurence knew it the moment the man moved, though he could not have said how. The servant had given off no warmth and no breath. This man breathed, and his stillness had the held quality of someone deciding whether to speak. He was tall and lean, dressed in dark clothes that hung as though he had stopped eating some while ago. The lamplight reached his throat and his hands and stopped there. Across both ran scars, many of them, thin and raised and dark. They caught the light wetly, as if the wounds had been drawn in ink that had not yet dried.

			The man did not speak. He crossed the floor without a sound and held out a folded paper.

			Laurence took it. The gesture was so direct, so without ceremony, that his training answered before his unease could. He unfolded the note and tilted it toward the lamp.

			Five words, in a hard upright hand.

			You should not have come.

			He read them once. He was framing his reply, something level and professional, when the ink moved. It did not smear. It crawled. The letters unstitched themselves. The strokes ran like thin black insects across the paper, reassembling into a second line beneath the first. The cold in his gut turned to something sharper as he read what they had become.

			You will betray this house as you betrayed the codex.

			His fingers went stiff on the paper. No living hand had written that. The codex was a secret he had given to no one, not the burning and not his reason for it. The office that hired him through an anonymous commission could not have known of it. That same office had kept him so much in the dark that it had not yet shown him the cipher he was here to break. Something in this house knew what no person living did. He looked up.

			The man under the stairs was watching him.

			Behind Laurence, the great door swung shut. It did not slam. It closed with a long, deliberate boom that ran up through the flagstones into the soles of his feet. After it came no click of any latch, no rasp of a bolt thrown home. He turned and crossed to it and set his hand to the iron ring. It did not move. He braced his weight and pulled, and the door held as though it had never been a door at all but a painting of one, fixed into the wall by men long dead.

			When he turned back, the pale servant had returned. It stood in the corner beside a high shelf. As Laurence watched, it lifted his portmanteau, the bag he had set at his own feet not a minute before. It placed the bag on the shelf above its head, well beyond the reach of any man. Then it stepped backward into the panelling. The wood took it. The smile was the last thing to go.

			Laurence stood alone in the cold hall, the note shaking in his hand. The lamp guttered, and the mist pressed its blank face to every window.

			The Sentinel’s Ink

			The cold in the hall had a grain to it, a fine particulate chill that settled on the bare skin of his wrists and would not be brushed away. Laurence stood where the servant had left him, the note still open in his hand, and understood by slow degrees that he was not alone. The lord had not gone up the stairs. He stood beneath the turn of the staircase, where the lamplight thinned to almost nothing. He was a darker shape against the dark panelling, so still that the eye slid off him and had to be brought back by force.

			What light reached the man reached his hands first. He had not moved them. They hung at his sides, long-fingered and bare, and the scars that crossed the backs of them held the lamplight in a way that skin should not. They glistened. Each thin raised line caught the flame and kept it, wet and dark, as though the wounds had been opened a moment before and would never close. The same lines climbed his exposed throat above the collar. Laurence had catalogued men in poor light before, in dugouts and cipher rooms, and he knew the difference between a trick of the lamp and a thing the eye could trust. This was no trick. The scars shone because they were wet, and they had no reason to be wet.

			Something turned over low in Laurence’s stomach, a slow heavy pull toward the man that arrived without his permission and against his judgment. He distrusted it at once. The house had already locked its door against him. It had rifled his oldest secret and written the secret back to him in crawling ink. Now this, a wanting planted somewhere beneath the ribs, as deliberate as everything else in the place. He would not be led by it. He named it a trap and set it aside, or made the attempt.

			His synaesthesia answered before he could close it down. The scars gave off a sound that reached him as a taste, a low mournful note, the colour of a struck and dying bell. It was grief. He knew grief by its flavour the way other men knew it by a face, and this grief was old, and patient, and not entirely the man’s own.

			The lord lifted one scarred hand. He did not speak. He pointed, slowly, toward a corridor that opened off the eastern end of the hall, a black mouth between two pillars. The gesture held a moment. Then he lowered the hand and turned and climbed the stairs into the dark above, and his feet made no sound on the treads. The lamp steadied as he went, as though it had been holding a breath. Laurence was alone in earnest now.

			The silence was a pressure against the ears, a fullness that built until he swallowed to clear it. The note crackled in his grip. The small dry sound was almost obscene in that quiet, and he made himself stop crushing the paper. He needed it whole. Whatever else this place intended, the note was the first hard fact it had given him, and a man did not destroy the evidence merely because it frightened him.

			A draught moved across the hall from no source that he could find. It brought the rust again, and beneath the rust a second taste, salt, the flat mineral salt of the sea or of blood. His fingers had begun to throb. The tips of them were stained past scrubbing, dark with the ink of years, because he had long since stopped trusting any record a man could later deny. They prickled now with pins and needles, as though the blood were returning to them after a long cold. He flexed them once. The prickling climbed to the knuckle and stayed.

			The wallpaper troubled him, and he could not at first say why. He looked at it directly and found a faded pattern of vines and small flowers, ordinary and water-stained, peeling at the seams. But at the edge of his vision the pattern moved. The vines crept. When he turned his head to catch it, the design lay still, innocent, and only when he looked away did it resume its slow crawl toward the ceiling. He had read once that the eye invents motion in the dark. He had believed it that morning. He did not believe it now.

			Then the word touched the back of his neck. It was not a voice. No breath stirred the fine hairs there. It was the shape of a word laid directly against his skin, soundless and intimate. His synaesthesia rendered it as a flicker of that same sour-yellow at the bottom of his sight.

			Decoder.

			He spun. The hall was empty. The lamp burned. The mist held its blank face to the windows, and nothing living stood anywhere in the great cold room. His pulse beat hard in his throat, and he counted it down the way he had been taught, four beats in, four beats held, until the hammering eased to something he could think through.

			The dread that had been climbing in him reached his throat and lodged there. He stood with it for the length of several breaths. Then he did what he had taught himself to do in rooms far worse than this one. In his years at the Government Code and Cypher School, a wrong reading had cost lives, and a right one had cost something he still could not name. He had learned there to make fear into a problem, because a problem could be worked and fear could only be suffered.

			A house that could read his secret could be read in turn. A thing that wrote in ink owned a hand, or the memory of a hand, and a hand left a grammar a patient man could trace. He had burned the last document that spoke to him this way. He had held the captured codex over the grate in a requisitioned office. He had watched four years of another man’s cunning go to ash. The truth inside it would have damned men who had not earned the damning, whatever the record claimed of them. They had broken him for the burning. Some mornings he still thought they had been right to.

			He folded the note along its crease, the line that now held two sentences where one had been written, and slid it into the breast pocket of his coat. Evidence. The first entry in a record he would keep whether the house permitted ink or not.

			He straightened his back. He would decode this hostility as he had decoded everything set before him, line by line, until the grammar showed itself beneath the dread. The resolve was cold and clean, and it pressed the fear down to a depth where he could work above it.

			He did not feel the house take note of that. He did not feel the thing in the walls receive his resolve the way a tongue receives a taste, learning it, filing the precise shape of what moved him. The wallpaper crept one slow inch toward the ceiling and went still. In his breast pocket, against the ribs, the folded note lay faintly warm, like a thing that had found its way home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Mirror’s Tongue

			The Decoy’s True Face

			The library lay at the end of the eastern corridor, a long narrow room where the smell of wet leather and old glue hung thick enough to coat the throat. Books rose floor to rafter on every wall, their spines furred with damp, and the ceiling above them climbed into a shadow that no candle was going to reach. A single leaded window broke the far wall. Beyond it the Pale Shroud pressed yellow-grey against the glass and gave nothing back, not the moor, not the road, not even the ghost of his own face.

			He had spent the day learning the shape of his cage. The eastern rooms had no door that opened outward, no window that lifted, no stair that did not return him to the great hall and its sealed front door. By the time the light failed, he had stopped testing them. A man wasted no more strength on a wall once he had measured it.

			So he came back to the one task that was still his.

			Laurence set the candle in the centre of the long oak table and watched the flame lean. It pulled to the left, away from him, drawn sideways as though an open window dragged at it. No window was open. He drew the sealed portfolio from beneath his arm and laid it flat. The wax seal caught the light, the deep red of dried blood, stamped with a device he did not know.

			He broke it with his thumb. The crack of the wax was loud in the room, almost obscene against so much silence.

			Inside lay a single document, thick and deckled at the edge, the paper heavier than any he had handled in years. The ink was a flat bureaucratic black. He angled the page to the candle and read the first lines. He knew the shape of it at once, a polyalphabetic substitution, the plain workhorse of every field office he had ever served.

			He took the pencil from his pocket and began. His ink-stained fingers moved in the old grooves of the work, mapping the cipher alphabet against the plain, and for a moment the labour steadied him the way it always had. Then the matrix showed its bones, and his hand stopped on the page.

			The substitution was not random. The logic beneath it, the rule that governed which letter wore which mask, belonged to a document he had held in his own hands. He had held it once. He had burned it.

			Four years ago, in a requisitioned office that stank of cordite and cold tea, he had fed an enemy codex page by page into a grate. He remembered the weight of the boards in his hands, the gilt cracking along the spine. He remembered the sound a vellum leaf made as the flame took its lower edge and walked upward through the text. He had watched the truth of it blacken and curl and go to ash. The codex was unique. He had confirmed that himself, twice, before he destroyed it. No copy of it existed anywhere in the world, and yet the cipher under his pencil was built on the same skeleton, the same impossible interior grammar.

			This was not a copy. A copy he could have explained. This was a reconstruction, rebuilt from the inside by someone who knew the codex better than he did, and he was the only living man who had ever read it whole.

			The cold that had sat in his gut since the carriage turned to a fine edge. The taste of rust came back across his tongue, stronger now, and he swallowed against it. At the corners of his sight the sour-yellow sparks began to flare and die, the flickers his synaesthesia threw up when language pressed too close to the skin. He could not make them stop.

			Movement caught at the edge of the room.

			Above the cold hearth hung a tall Venetian mirror, clouded with age, the frame tarnished and set askew on its hook. The mercury behind the glass had gone to spots and islands. The room it showed was his own room remade in tarnish, dimmer and older and wrong by some degree he could not name. In the clouded glass a shadow crossed, long and stooping, a lean shape bent as though to peer at something low. Nothing in the room had cast it. Laurence held still and looked at the glass. His own reflection looked back, candlelit and pale, the cipher a smudge of shadow on the table before it.

			Then the reflection raised its right hand.

			His own right hand lay flat on the table where he had left it. He felt the cold wood beneath his palm, the deckled edge of the paper under his fingertips, the solid fact of his own stillness. The hand in the glass rose all the same, the fingers spreading, the pale lips beginning to move.

			In the silvered depth of the glass, letters bloomed. They formed in a plume of phosphorescent green, looping and slow, and they spelled six words in a careful hand: You are already inside the cipher.

			The words hung for three slow beats of his heart. Then they sank into the silver backing of the glass and were gone, leaving a green afterimage seared across his sight that would not blink away.

			He understood then what he had been too slow to see. He was not here to break the cipher. He was the cipher, carried across the moor and set down at this table, a guilt-stained key fed to a house that spoke only in the language of his own sins. The commission had never wanted a puzzle solved. It had wanted him delivered.

			His pulse climbed in his throat. He set the pencil down and counted it, four beats drawn in and four beats held, the old discipline he had carried out of the cipher school when he had carried little else away. The hammering eased by degrees. His hands were steady when he looked at them, the ink-stained fingertips prickling with the pins and needles that came when blood returned to cold flesh.

			Then a sound began in the walls.

			It came first as a dry scratching, faint as a nib worked too hard across rough paper, and it carried from the direction of the sealed East Wing. The smell reached him a moment later, old blood and dust together, copper laid over rot. Crimson letters came with the smell. They crawled from the high corner where the wall met the ceiling. Thin as worm-casts, wet and bright, they formed across the plaster in slow deliberate lines. They moved as though a hand he could not see were writing them home.

			The lines resolved into words, and the words into verse. They were quatrains in an old hand. The spelling was archaic, the metre Elizabethan, the letters drawn with the long descenders of a century three hundred years gone. He read them against his will. The verse spoke of a marriage on the moor, of a reflection given and a reflection kept, of a vow that broke and the long vengeance that followed.

			The final couplet did not name the house, or its dead, or the long roll of its sins. It named him. It set down, in that brown-red ink that smelled of the slaughterhouse, the cipher-bearer who wore the face of the failed offering.

			The door he had pulled closed behind him drifted open.

			It swung inward without a sound, slow and even, until it stood wide on the black corridor beyond. No one waited there. The dark in the doorway gave back nothing. From somewhere deep in the house came a single heavy beat, slow and off its rhythm. It might have been a clock, or a heart, or the manor itself turning over in its sleep.

			He did not move toward the door, and he did not move away from it. He stood over the table with the reconstructed cipher beneath his hand and the bloody verse bleeding down the walls around him, and he made himself look at the page again. A man did not run from a problem because it had learned his name. He would read it. He would read all of it, line by line, until the grammar of the house showed itself beneath the dread.

			The Sentinel in the Dark

			The sonnets did not stop. They went on writing themselves down the plaster in their slow wet lines. The smell of them, copper and old dust together, thickened until he could taste it at the back of his throat. The first bloody couplet had reached the edge of the table and begun to congeal there, the letters standing up off the wood in beads.

			Then the doorway darkened.

			A deeper black filled the open frame. Laurence looked up from the table and found the lord standing on the threshold. The man was tall and worn thin, his dark clothes hanging off him as though he had stopped eating some while ago. A faint light bled from the corridor walls behind him, sourceless, the colour of phosphorus, throwing his outline into the room without once touching his face. The scars stood out wet on his hands and throat. Each thin raised line caught what light there was and held it, dark and shining, as if the wounds had been opened a moment before and would not close.

			He did not come in. He stood and looked, and his gaze went first to the walls, traveling the crawling verse from the high corner down to the table where the couplet bled. Then his eyes found Laurence and stayed.

			Their eyes held. The scratching in the walls dropped, the wet sound of the letters fading to something lower, as though the house had paused to listen to its own hand at work. In that thinner quiet Laurence saw the scarred face change. He had braced for the cold command of the night before, for accusation, for the pointing hand. What crossed the man instead was none of those. It was sorrow, quick and bone-deep, the look of a man watching a thing done in his name that he would have stopped if he could.

			It lasted a moment. Then the silence closed over the face again, like water over a dropped stone. What reached him after was the grief itself, arriving the only way such things ever did. It came as a low dying note, the colour of a struck bell, a taste in the mouth that was old and patient and not the man’s own.

			The lord crossed the threshold. His bare feet made no sound on the flagstones. He came to the far side of the table and stopped, and from an inner pocket of his coat he drew a small square of paper and a stub of pencil. He wrote with the page turned away, his scarred hand moving in short strokes, shielding the words until the last of them was down. Then he set the pencil aside and held the paper across the table.

			Laurence took it. The hand was cramped but plain. It read: I did not want this for you.

			He had time to read it once. Then the ink began to move.

			The letters unstitched themselves as he watched, the same crawl he had seen on the first note in the great hall, thin and black and quick as insects. They came apart, found new places, set themselves down again. The cramped honest line became a livid spidered thing, and it read: I want you to suffer.

			His fingers stiffened on the paper. The old fury came up in him, fast and hot, but for the first time since the carriage it did not go where the house meant it to go. It went past the lord entirely. It fixed on the thing that had reached into the man’s own hand and turned his decency inside out.

			Laurence looked up. He spoke into the silence, and his voice came hoarse from a day of disuse, but it held.

			“I don’t believe that.”

			The scarred man went still.

			Laurence turned the note and held it up so the corrupted line faced the lord across the candle. “This isn’t yours,” he said. “I watched it change. The first one was yours.”

			Something broke in the lord’s face. A muscle ticked once along the line of his jaw. His scarred hand lifted from his side, slow, and crossed the space above the table toward Laurence’s wrist. It stopped there, hovering, near enough that Laurence felt the cold come off the ruined skin.

			The sonnets pulsed. The whole crawling mass of them gave a single hard throb, the red deepening, the scratch rising for one vicious beat. The lord’s hand drew back as though the sound had struck it. He stepped away from the table. He went to the doorway and the dark waiting in it, and the withdrawal landed in Laurence as a real ache, low in the gut, in a place he had not known was braced for the touch.

			The lord stood framed in the corridor a moment longer, half in the house and half against it. Then the dark took him. His bare feet made no sound going, and Laurence was alone with the candle and the cipher and the verse still coming down the walls.

			He did not feel alone.

			He stood over the table and worked it the way he worked everything, line by line, cross-referencing what he held. The first note, honest, before the ink moved. The sorrow in the face before the silence shut it away. The timing of the corruption, always after the true thing was set down, never before. The grief that was old and not the man’s own. He laid them beside each other and read the only message they made together.

			The man was not the author of this. He was its subject, the same as Laurence, bound into the same swallowing quiet, made to hold the pencil that the house then turned against him.

			The slow heavy pull he had felt toward the lord in the great hall, the one he had named a trap and tried to set aside, he took up again and looked at honestly. It was dangerous still. It might still be a trap. But it was real, and it was his. He was done letting the house tell him which of his own feelings to distrust.

			The verse crawled on. The afterimage of the mirror still swam green at the edge of his sight. He folded the corrupted note along its crease and put it in his breast pocket beside the first, two pieces of evidence now. Then he made the house a quiet promise, one it could read off him as easily as it had read everything else.

			It would not have this. Whatever silence the two of them were locked inside, the house would not be allowed to turn that silence into a blade.

			He was not alone in this cipher.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Shroud’s Return

			The Boundary Test

			The light failed to come at the hour his body had marked for it, and Laurence Penrose stood in the great hall and waited for a dawn the windows refused to deliver.

			The tall casements along the eastern wall showed one uniform sheet of yellow-grey, so thick and so close that the glass seemed to sweat with it. Condensation gathered at the leading and ran down in slow lines. He had quit the library when the count in his bones told him the night was spent, well past the hour his body marked for dawn, by the only clock he trusted. That clock lived behind his sternum, and it had never once been wrong about the turning of an hour. The hall gave him nothing to confirm it. No seam of morning showed at the edge of any casement. The dust on the refectory table lay even and undisturbed, and when he set two fingers to it the surface took his prints and kept them.

			A bell sounded then, far off and muffled, a single stroke from the drowned church at Crowmarsh that the fog carried thin across the moor. He turned his head toward it. The note should have rung clean and faded clean, the ordinary arithmetic of a country hour. Instead it bent. The sound thickened halfway through its decay, slowed, and dropped in pitch. What reached him was no bell at all but a low wet pulse, a single beat of something vast turning over in its sleep. Then the silence closed again. He stood with his hand flat against the dust and listened to nothing for the length of ten slow breaths.

			He crossed to the great door.

			The iron ring was cold under his palm, colder than the air, holding the chill the way old metal holds it long after a room has warmed. He set his weight against it and pulled. The door did not move. It had not moved the night of his arrival, and it did not move now, fixed in its granite frame like a painting of a door rather than the thing itself. He counted to ten. He reset his grip, planted his boots on the flagstones, and pulled a second time with everything his shoulders could give. Nothing. The ring did not so much as creak. He stepped back, breathing harder than the effort warranted, and that was the moment the door chose to answer him.

			It shuddered. A tremor ran through the oak from lintel to threshold, and the great door swung inward on its noiseless hinges, opening of its own accord onto a wall of moving murk. A tide of damp air rolled in across the flagstones, the taste of rust on his tongue and salt beneath it, the cold breath of the moor pushing past him into the house. He did not let himself wonder why it had opened. A locked door that gave way the instant a man stopped trying it was a message, and he had learned to read the messages this house sent. He took up the only test left to him and walked out into the fog.

			The gravel was spongy underfoot, sodden through, giving beneath each step with a faint suck he felt in the soles of his boots. Behind him the doorway stood open, a dark oblong cut into the pale, the one fixed point in a world gone uniform. He did not look back at it. He fixed his eyes on the line of his own advance and began to count his paces, one cipher of distance laid down after another. It was the way he had once paced the length of a cell, to keep his mind from eating itself. Ten paces. Twenty. The hall dimmed behind him to a faint suggestion of stone. At fifty paces it was gone, and the Shroud had closed over his back as though he had walked through a curtain and let it fall.

			The fog was not weather. He understood that with a flat certainty as it came up around him, granular and pale and moving against the still air with a will of its own. It coiled at his wrists. It tasted of old blood and salt, copper laid over brine, and it left a paste on his tongue that thickened the longer he breathed it. Then the heartbeat began.

			It came from his left, low and rhythmic, a soft lub-dub that he knew at once and could not place for one sickening half-second, until the memory caught. It was Julian’s pulse, the arrhythmia he had felt beneath the scarred man’s silence. The fog had taken the off-kilter stagger of that heart, the one that kept no ordinary time, and rendered it now with a single detail wrong. The timing ran a fraction late, a copy made by something that had heard the original and never understood it. He halted. He turned toward the sound, and the sound moved. It slid from his left to a point behind his right shoulder and resumed there, patient, waiting for him to follow. A whisper threaded under it. His name came half-formed, breathed in a voice that wore the colour of the grief-note his synaesthesia had tasted in the lord. The voice had been emptied of everything that made that grief real. It was a hollow mould of mourning with the man poured out of it.

			He did not follow it. He put the wall on his right hand and went forward along it, the quartz-veined stone that ran beside the road, the one solid fact left in the murk. His fingers found the damp rock and the cold seams of crystal. He walked with his palm dragging the surface, counting still, refusing the heartbeat the satisfaction of his notice. For perhaps a dozen paces the wall held him to the world. Then it was gone. His hand closed on fog where stone had been, swallowed mid-stride. His boot came down not on gravel but into soft ground that gave to the ankle. The cold mire welled up around the leather, carrying a sweetish rot that had no business so near the house.

			The whispers layered. One voice became three, became a low chorus that did not trouble itself with his name any longer but spoke the older words, the ones the house had written for him in crawling ink. Betrayer. Failed offering. The false heartbeat climbed, faster now, hammering out a rhythm no living chest could sustain, and his own pulse leapt in his throat to answer before he could stop it. Four beats in, he told himself. Four beats held. He reached for the count that had carried him through worse rooms than this. The numbers came apart in his hands. He lost the second four somewhere under the chorus, found it, lost it again, and the discipline that had never failed him fractured into ordinary terror.

			He went down onto his hands.

			The ground under his palms was gravel. It was dry gravel, raked and graded, the drive of Ravensmoor Hall. When he raised his head, the great door stood not ten feet ahead of him, open exactly as he had left it. He had walked a straight line into the moor for fifty paces and more, and the moor had folded him back to his own beginning without once letting him feel the turn. The recursion had set him down at the very edge of the threshold, where the gravel of the drive gave way to the flagstones of the hall.

			Then the house screamed.

			The sound tore out of the corridor beyond the door, a single piercing shriek pitched higher than any throat could manage. It was the telephone on the wainscoting, crying out in a register that belonged to no human voice. It held for one unbearable second. Then it cut off. He heard the receiver fall from its cradle and strike the boards, a dull wooden knock. After it came a silence more total than before, the silence of a dead line and a last thread cut.

			He dragged himself over the threshold and into the hall on his hands and knees. Then the last of his strength ran out. He sagged onto his side and rolled onto his back, and the cold flagstones came up hard against his shoulders. Behind him the Shroud held its place beyond the edge of the drive. It pulsed once, slow and deliberate, and then went still. It had what it wanted.

			His vision began to narrow at the edges. The great door was swinging shut beyond his feet, closing off the fog and the drive, the boom of it already building in the stone beneath him. The staircase rose ahead of him across the hall, and at the foot of it a tall figure had appeared. Bare feet made no sound on the flagstones, and the lord came on through the gloom toward the place where he had fallen. That was the last thing he saw clearly before the dark came up to take the rest.

			The Wounds That Mirror

			The great door came home into its frame with that same deliberate boom he had felt the night he arrived. A single low concussion travelled up through the flagstones and into the bones of his back where he lay. The last light went with it. The guttering lamp on the side table had held its small flame through everything. Now it gave one final shudder and died. The hall closed over him in a dark so complete that he could not have said whether his eyes were open or shut. The cold of the stone came up through his soaked coat and into his shoulder blades. His breath went out of him ragged and too loud, the only sound left in the place.

			Then there were hands on him.

			They came under his arms from behind, cold through the wet wool, strong in a way that took no visible effort. They raised him off the stone before he had gathered the will to move himself, lifting him as a man lifts a folded sheet. He felt the lord take his weight entire. Bare feet made no sound on the flagstones. Julian half-carried, half-dragged him across the hall and lowered him by slow degrees against the foot of the banister. The carved post took his weight and held him upright in the dark.

			The closeness was total. He was set down chest to heaving chest with the lord, near enough to take the scent off him, cold stone and old wool and under those a faint dry note he had no name for. Julian’s pulse beat against his temple where their heads had come to rest. It was the same arrhythmia he had carried in his silence, the off-kilter stagger of a heart that kept no ordinary hour. Out in the fog that rhythm had been a mockery, a hollow thing pushed a fraction late. Here, against his skin, it rang true. It was a low mournful note and it belonged to the man who held him.

			Julian did not let him go.

			One scarred hand lay splayed across his ribs. The other rose to cup the back of his neck, tilting his face up by a careful degree, the way a man turns a hurt thing toward what light there is to read the damage. The hands had come cold. Yet where they stayed and pressed, against skin the fog had chilled past feeling, a warmth gathered that he had not braced for. It moved down his spine in a slow current and pooled low in his stomach. His synaesthesia, raw and stripped past its guard, turned the contact into colour. A wash of warm amber bloomed behind his shut eyes. It was the first shade this house had shown him that was neither sour-yellow nor rust.

			His
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