

[image: e9781429987110_cover.jpg]







[image: e9781429987110_i0001.jpg]





Table of Contents


Title Page


PROLOGUE - APRIL 30, 1969 SHADOWKILL, NEW YORK


CHAPTER ONE - WHAT IS TRUTH?

CHAPTER TWO - THE TRUTH OF THE MATTER

CHAPTER THREE - THE CIRCLE OF TRUTH

CHAPTER FOUR - TO SEEK THE TRUTH

CHAPTER FIVE - TRUTH AMONG SHADOWS

CHAPTER SIX - THE MIRROR OF TRUTH

CHAPTER SEVEN - THE SONG OF TRUTH

CHAPTER EIGHT - REVEALED TRUTH

CHAPTER NINE - STRANGER THAN TRUTH

CHAPTER TEN - TRUTH OR DARE

CHAPTER ELEVEN - TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES

CHAPTER TWELVE - TRUE LIES

CHAPTER THIRTEEN - THE HOUR OF TRUTH

CHAPTER FOURTEEN - THE SPIRIT OF TRUTH

CHAPTER FIFTEEN - TO THINE OWN SELF BE TRUE


Tor Books by Marion Zimmer Bradley

Praise for Ghostlight

Copyright Page






PROLOGUE

APRIL 30, 1969 SHADOWKILL, NEW YORK

THE FREAK SPRING STORM BATTERED THE OLD HOUSE with unceasing ferocity, as if attempting to gain entry to that which went on within. Flashes of lightning burst upon the figures inside the room with staccato intensity, illuminating the scene as if for some demonic surgeon’s scalpel.

It was a circular room, its only windows those that ringed the cupola above. Below those windows a ritual as old as the land upon which the house stood was being enacted. Between the lightning flashes, the candles the observers held provided the only illumination, but it was enough.

A naked woman reclined upon a draped wooden altar, her body glistening with oil. Her black hair was spread like a fan over the furs and velvets on which she lay. At her head a red-robed woman stood, her own head thrown back in ecstatic communion with the forces summoned here tonight. Her hands cupped the unclad woman’s temples
and she cried out words in an ancient tongue in counterpoint to the thunder.

Seven men and one woman, robed all in dark forest green, stood at the quarter and cross-quarter points of a circle cut into the floor. Another robed figure stood just outside its barrier. Each held a beeswax candle in his hands; their chanting a sonorous antiphon to the red-robed woman’s ecstatic cries. In the north and in the west, braziers filled with incense sent their perfumed smoke skyward in pearlescent columns; in the east and in the south, great crystal bowls filled with water and with flowers hummed faintly, resonating to the ecstatic chanting and the fury of the storm.

Over the sound of wind and voices, a hammering could be heard at the chamber’s one entrance.

“He comes! He comes! He comes!” shrilled the red-robed woman.

The chanting stopped. The doors flew open.

A man stood in the doorway. His eyes were shadowed and his long blond hair flowed free. His head was crowned with silver antlers and on his brow was the golden disk of the sun. His skin gleamed with oil and shadowy painted designs. He wore nothing but an animal skin tied about his shoulders, and before him he bore, point raised, a great silver sword that gleamed in the light of the candles.

“I am the key for every lock,” he intoned in a voice that held the deep organ notes of the sea. “I am the Opener of the Way!”

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

“The sun! Comes the sun! By Oak and Ash and Thorn, the sun! Comes the sun!”

“The sun is coming up from the South!” cried the
red-robed woman. “I call thee: Abraxas, Metatron, Uranos …”

Her litany went on unheeded. The horned man lay his great sword down at the foot of the altar and leaned over the naked woman. The smell of ambergris, civet, and opium rising from her skin was strong enough for him to smell even through all the other perfumes. The empty wine cup was still clasped loosely in her hand.

“Katherine—are you all right?” he whispered under the sound of the chanting. He could feel the power building in him; the ritual was proceeding just as he had written it, but something here in his Temple this night was not right.

At the sound of his voice her eyes opened. Even with only candlelight to see by he could tell that the pupils were enormous with drugs.

“Come … the … Opener of the Way,” she said, her voice slurred and husky.

The robed ones at the perimeter of the circle chanted in unison, their voices blending into an uprush of power that would not be denied.

“By Abbadon! Meggido! Typhon! Set!” cried the red-robed woman. “Open now, open now the Way!”

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

“Hierodule and Hierolator! Hierophex and Hierophant—” he cried out.

His voice was drowned in a crescendo of thunderclaps, blending with each other into the roar of an onrushing train. The doors, closed a moment before by one of the robed acolytes, burst open again with enough force to shatter their hinges, and an icy gale poured into the room.


“No! Don’t break the Circle!” the horned man shouted, but it was futile. Panic spread like a fire through oil-soaked rags; all was screaming and chaos.

In a flash of lightning he saw the woman on the altar fall to the ground and begin vibrating spasmodically, like a puppet in the hands of a vengeful god. A crack of thunder louder than any before it seemed to split the room like an executioner’s axe.

Then darkness.

Screams.

And, somewhere, a child crying.




CHAPTER ONE

WHAT IS TRUTH?

Beholding the bright countenance
 of truth in the quiet and still air
 of delightful studies.

—JOHN MILTON

 


 


 


NORTH OF NEW YORK CITY, ALONG THE EDGE OF THE Hudson River, there is a small estate lying between the railroad tracks of Metro North and the broad expanse of the river. Its main building was once a cider mill, and the mill—as well as the descendants of the original orchard—still occupies the site. Brick walkways cross the gently rolling lawns, and there is a yearly battle between the students and the deer for the produce of the trees.

Later buildings in the exuberantly classical Federalist mode complete the campus, but there has been no new construction on the campus for nearly a century. Its architectural conservatism makes the place so much the perfect image of an eighteenth-century college that the Dean must very firmly discourage the advances of several movie companies every year who wish to film here, but Taghkanic College guards its privacy—and that of its students and faculty—in the same stern fashion it always has.


In 1714 Taghkanic College was founded to provide education to the local Indians, mostly members of the Taghkanic and Lenape tribes, and to the free Blacks who had also settled in the area. Existing to this day on the terms of its original charter, Taghkanic College has never accepted one penny of government support to cover its operating costs, choosing to remain independent first from Crown and royal governor and later from the representatives of the fledgling United States.

Adherence to this policy has led, over the years, to a liberalization of its admission policies: In 1762 Taghkanic College opened its doors to “alle younge gentillmen of goode familie,” and in 1816 to women, making Taghkanic one of the first institutions of higher learning in the United States to do so.

Even with such broad admission policies, Taghkanic College would not exist today save for two individuals: Margaret Beresford Bidney and Colin MacLaren.

Miss Bidney graduated Taghkanic College in the same year that the Insurrection of the Southern States turned her father’s comfortable fortune into a large one. She never married, and in the last years of her life she was a disciple of William Seabrook, noted occultist.

It was perhaps inevitable that Miss Bidney’s fortune should go to fund, at the college of her matriculation, what grew to become the Margaret Beresford Bidney Memorial Psychic Science Research Laboratory at Taghkanic College.

From its inception, the laboratory—or, as it came informally to be known, the Bidney Institute—was funded independently of the college through the endowment fund created by the Bidney Bequest. The trustees of the college had been attempting to claim the entire Bidney Bequest on behalf of Taghkanic College for more than fifty years and were on the verge of success when Colin MacLaren accepted an appointment as director of the Institute.


Dr. MacLaren had been known in parapsychological circles since the early fifties, frequently operating under a cloud due to his willingness to accept at face value what were dismissed by others as the ravings of charlatans and kooks. MacLaren maintained that there should be no distinction made between the fields of occultism and parapsychology when studying the paranormal, that, if anything, the occultists should have the edge, since they had been studying the unseen world for centuries and attempting to distill a scientific method of dealing with its effects. MacLaren’s particular field of study was trance psychism, or mediumship, and his aggressive leadership was precisely what the moribund Bidney Institute needed.

Under his guidance, the Institute took the lead in the investigation both of psychic phenomena and its wicked stepsister, occult phenomena, and became an institution of international repute. The specter of its dissolution vanished like expended ectoplasm, and it became clear to the disappointed trustees of Taghkanic College that their rich but unwanted foster child would be around until the time when Hell froze over—an event that the staff of the Margaret Beresford Bidney Psychic Science Research Institute intended, in any event, to measure.

 


Truth Jourdemayne sat brooding in her tiny cubicle at the Bidney Institute in a Monday-morning stupor unleavened, as yet, by the healing power of coffee. Her short dark hair in its sensible crop looked faintly rumpled, and her white lab coat, open over a sensible cotton sweater and jeans, looked less crisp than usual. A pile of computer printouts six inches thick lay under her right elbow: Truth’s work for the immediate future.

She glanced up at the clock on her wall, shoving her horn-rimmed reading glasses up on her brow as she did so. Eight forty-five, and when she’d gotten here fifteen minutes ago Meg had just been starting to fill the
percolator. It was large, and old, and took its sweet time to boil; there wouldn’t be coffee for a while yet. Truth sighed, and pulled the printouts over to her. Might as well get some work done while she waited.

Davy had finished the last of the runs just yesterday. It was part of an experiment Truth had designed; nothing out of the ordinary, merely an attempt to establish once and for all a statistical baseline for incidents of clairsentient perception. It was necessary work, but collecting the data to validate the experiment was a mind-numbing labor: ten individuals aged twenty to twenty-five, in good physical health, who were willing to participate in 100 double-blind machine runs of 100 Rhine cards each—and at that Truth thought her findings might be challenged on the grounds of being based upon too small a statistical sample.

But the experiment would have been impossibly unwieldy with more volunteers, even if she could have gotten them. It had taken over a year to amass the data as it was. And the preliminary work was sound enough. The experiment met all the International Society of Psychic Research guidelines: Responses were recorded electronically, symbols were chosen randomly by machine; there was no possibility that a human researcher could accidentally communicate the symbols to the subjects through body language.

Or even telepathy. It was hard enough having to design an experiment that would generate baseline statistics by which clairvoyance could be measured without having to design one that excluded other psychic talents—such as telepathy or precognition—as well. Still, Truth thought she’d managed. Since the computer in some sense already “knew” the order of all the symbols it would choose, that event lay in the past by the time the subject entered the experiment, so that any ability to see the future—assuming any of their subjects possessed such, which Truth hoped for the sake of her experiment
they did not—would not be involved in guessing the symbols on the cards.

Welcome to the glamourous world of statistical parapsychology, Truth thought wryly to herself, and picked up a pencil.

 


She’d forgotten entirely about coffee when Meg came in an hour later.

“Hello? Hibernating?”

Meg Winslow was the Parapsychology Department’s secretary, short, cheerful, round, and efficient. She entered with an armful of mail and a steaming coffee cup held perilously steady with three fingers.

“I lost track of the time,” Truth admitted sheepishly.

“Lots of lovely mail,” Meg announced decisively, “and Dyl brought in some currant shortbread he made over the weekend. I saved you a piece.”

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

“You’re spoiling me,” Truth protested laughingly. This service wasn’t part of Meg’s job description.

“If I don’t, you’ll starve to death, and be buried in a pile of statistics,” Meg said promptly. “I’d better get a move on—today’s the start of classes, and we’re sure to have a dozen lost freshmen wander in here before noon if I don’t keep ’em out.” Meg swept out again, carefully closing the door behind her, in obedience to Truth’s preference.

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


But when Truth closed her door, she meant it. Truth kept her door shut so she could keep people out. Especially now. Truth Jourdemayne hated September with a passion more often reserved for the holiday season; she hated the flocks of returning students, the bewildered new arrivals, the graduate students.

It was not so much that she disliked any individual student, she told herself unconvincingly. It was just that taken all together they were too many—too noisy, and too energetic.

Well, after all, they’re just arriving, while you’ve been here all summer, toiling away in the vineyards of statistical analysis, Truth told herself mockingly. The Institute did not follow Taghkanic’s academic year—a good thing, as they’d never get any work done—and so September was just another month for her, and not the end of a long vacation.

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

Tension. I really hate this place in September. A cross between a lunatic asylum and a three-ring circus—and at that, enrollment’s down again. Everywhere but at good old Maggie B. There were not many places in either the United States or Europe that offered a degree program in parapsychology and the services of a first-rate research lab to boot. If not for the Bidney Institute, Taghkanic would probably have closed years ago, just another liberal-arts college caught in the money crunch.

And where would you work then? Truth took a moment to work the kinks out of her neck and shoulders before proceeding to her mail.

Most of what Meg had brought her was thick professional journals and catalogs. A book for review; another book, a publisher’s blind solicitation of quotes; parapsychology
textbooks mostly, but one on statistical analysis that looked interesting. A quire of letter-sized envelopes, embossed with return addresses she knew.

And one she didn’t. Rouncival Press.

Frowning, she tore it open.

And tore it. And tore it, until the envelope and three sheets of heavy paper were in postage-stamp-sized tatters on her desk. Her hands shook. How could they? How dare they?

“ … since you have also chosen a career in the occult … valuable service … intimate glimpses of a great pioneer of magic …”

They wanted her to write a biography of Thorne Blackburn.

Her hands were still shaking as she scooped the pieces of paper into her wastebasket. She was a scientist—she had a master’s in Mathematics! Write an eulogistic biography of Thorne Blackburn? She’d rather bury him with a stake through his heart—and he was already dead.

And what was worse, he was her father.

Truth stared unseeingly at a poster of the Olana Historical Site on her cubicle wall. Thirty years ago Thorne Blackburn had been at the forefront of the occult revival that went hand-in-hand with the free love and antiwar movements of the 1960s. As sexy as Morrison, as fiery as Jagger—and as crazy as Hendrix—Blackburn had claimed to be a hero in the Greek sense, a half-divine son of the Shining Ones, the Celtic Old Gods. Though such declarations later became commonplace, with people claiming to be the children of everything from space aliens to earth angels, Thorne Blackburn had been the first.

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


And he’d made it pay, Truth thought angrily. While publicly he claimed to be founding an order of heroes and working magick to bring the Ancient Gods of the West into the world again and inaugurate the “New Aeon,” Blackburn had somehow managed to amass the cash to buy a Hudson River mansion where he and his special followers could practice the rites of his so-called Circle of Truth in an atmosphere of free love, free drugs, and wild excess.

Among those followers had been Katherine Jourdemayne.

Truth felt the faint stirrings of a headache as she contemplated the old, familiar betrayal. Her mother had been Blackburn’s “mystical concubine.” Katherine had died in 1969 in one of his rituals, and Blackburn hadn’t had to pay for that, either.

Because that same night—April 30, 1969—Thorne Blackburn had vanished from the face of the earth.

Truth had been raised by Katherine Jourdemayne’s twin sister, Caroline, and Truth felt she had inherited much of her emotional self-sufficiency from the taciturn woman who had weathered the horrible death of her twin sister so stoically. Aunt Caroline had told Truth who her father was when she was old enough to understand, but in the seventies and early eighties it didn’t seem to matter much. When the first journalist contacted her, Truth had even been surprised to discover that anyone still remembered Thorne Blackburn; he seemed to belong to the past, like LSD, the moon landing, and the Beatles. She had been courteous, though brief, telling him she had nothing to say, because her father died when she was two.

It was the last time she was ever that polite, because once the “gentlemen of the press” had found her, her life quickly became a nightmare of letters and telephone calls—and worse: visits from bizarre individuals who claimed they were followers, and in one horrible instance, the reincarnation—of Thorne Blackburn.


And every Halloween since she was eighteen Truth had suffered through the various calls from a particular breed of grave-robbing yellow journalist who wanted an interview with the daughter of the notorious “Satanist” Thorne Blackburn to spice up a story.

The requests from the literary lunatic fringe to write about Thorne Blackburn had fortunately diminished over the years, although they’d never quite stopped. She might even have been willing to write a book—publish or perish, after all, even for those who weren’t academics on the tenure track—except that the publishers all made it very clear that they were not looking for accuracy, rather for a credulous panegyric they could pass off as gospel to their equally addled readers.

And Katherine Jourdemayne’s daughter was damned if she was going to gild the reputation of a fake, a fraud, an Aquarian Age snake-oil salesman. Why couldn’t all those people see what a huckster Blackburn had really been?

It was, Truth supposed, part of the reason she’d gone into parapsychology: find a way to debunk the frauds before they could hurt anyone. But sometimes she was so ashamed.

Why couldn’t I be the daughter of Elvis instead? Truth thought forlornly. Life would be easier.

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

“Hello? Anyone home? Ah, my esteemed colleague, Miss Jourdemayne.” Without giving her a chance to pretend she wasn’t there at all, Dylan Palmer slid in to Truth’s office and closed the door.

Dylan Palmer—Dr. Palmer—was a tenure-track academic, a member of the teaching faculty at Taghkanic as
well as a fellow of the Institute. He was a professor in the Indiana Jones mold, being tall, blond, handsome, easygoing, and occasionally heroic. Dylan’s particular parapsychological interest was personality transfers and survivals—in more mundane parlance, hauntings.

“How’s my favorite number-cruncher today?” he asked cheerfully.

Dylan leaned over her desk, looking more like one of the students than one of the teachers in his flannel shirt and baggy jeans. The small gold ring in his ear winked in the light.

“How was your summer project?” Truth asked.

She could feel herself withdrawing, and knew that Dylan could see it too, but Truth found his zest for life as daunting as it was exhilarating.

“Wonderful!” If Dylan was hurt by her coolness he didn’t show it. “Twelve weeks in the draftiest Irish castle you ever saw—just me, three grad students, and seventy-five thousand dollars of cameras, microphones, and sensors. Oh, and the IRA.”

“What?”

“Just kidding. I think that’s who the locals thought we were, though—they did everything but cross themselves when we’d come into town to buy supplies.” He straightened up, looking pleased with himself.

“That’s just the sort of thing you’d think was funny.” Truth said. “This isn’t a game, Dylan—psychic investigation is a serious business, even if you treat it lightly.” She heard the condescension in her voice and winced inwardly, hoping Dylan would go away before she embarrassed herself further.

“Ah, Halloween coming early this year?” Dylan asked lightly.

Truth stared at him blank-faced.

“I couldn’t help but notice,” Dylan said, looking downward ostentatiously. “Thorne Blackburn time again, is it?”

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

“When the frost is on the pumpkin, and Blackburn time is near/Then the ghoulies and the goblins, do jump about in fear/For Truth—”

“It isn’t funny!” Truth cried furiously. She jumped to her feet and snatched the scrap of Rouncival’s letter out of Dylan’s hand. “Do you think I enjoy being reminded that Thorne Blackburn is my father? Do you think it makes me happy?”

“Well it could be worse; he could still be among us. As it is, he’s strictly my department. Lighten up, Truth—it isn’t like Thorne’s Jack the Ripper or anything. Professor MacLaren thinks he’s a pretty interesting figure, actually, worth studying. Maybe you ought to consider—”

Truth felt unreasonably betrayed. Although most of the people at the Institute knew she was Thorne Blackburn’s daughter—his bastard daughter, in fact—anyone she knew at all well knew better than to bring it up. Certainly Dylan did. Or should.

“Well, I don’t have your sainted Professor MacLaren’s tolerance for cheats and monsters!” she interrupted hotly. “Maybe you ought to consider people’s feelings before marching in with your fund of good advice!”

Dylan’s easy smile faded as he studied her face. “I didn’t mean …” he began.

“You never mean anything!” Truth shot back viciously, conscious only of a desire to strike back at someone, anyone. “You’re just some kind of freelance superhero, playing ghost-breaker and not caring what you do so long as it gives you a dramatic exit line and a cheap laugh. Well, I’m not laughing.” She closed her hands into painful fists, willing herself not to cry.

“You’re going to get awfully lonely up there on your pedestal,” Dylan said softly. Before she could think of
another thing to say he was gone, closing the door quietly behind him.

He killed my mother, he killed my mother, he killed my mother—

Truth sat at her desk, her eyes tightly shut against the tears she would not permit—because they were useless, because they were childish, because they would change nothing at all. Why didn’t anyone understand what Thorne had done to her? He’d taken everything, everything … .

She hadn’t expected Dylan of all people to take Thorne’s part. She should have, Truth told herself. He was obviously another Thorne fan—and why not? They were two of a kind.

But even as upset as she was, Truth knew that wasn’t fair. Dylan was just … too happy, Truth finished lamely. Dylan Palmer did not seem to ever have internalized the knowledge that life was a horrible business filled with nasty surprises, in which the best you could hope for was not to be hurt too badly.

But how could he possibly take Thorne Blackburn at face value? The man—Thorne—was a self-confessed fraud!

Truth managed a grimace of wry humor; honestly, sometimes psychic researchers were the most gullible people on earth. Every event was genuine until proven otherwise; from crop circles to Uri Geller, people like Dylan approached them with boundless credulity.

She drew a quavering breath, slowly regaining her self-control. It was just as well they did, she supposed, or else the disenchantment of discovering only fakes and coincidences year after year might be too hard to bear. She shook her head. Dylan had been a little out of line, but his bad manners hadn’t warranted the response he’d gotten from her. She’d have to apologize.

I need a vacation. As her mind formed the words, Truth realized how tired she was. She’d spent the summer
shepherding her project through to completion on top of her regular workload—why shouldn’t she get away from Taghkanic while the first rush of fall term was going on? She could come back when it was quiet—well, as quiet as it ever got, anyway.

The phone rang.

Truth stared at it with guilty fascination. It was probably Dylan, phoning from his office to finish telling her off. But when she looked down at the phone, she realized that it was one of the outside lines that was ringing. She picked up the phone.

“Hello?”

“Truth?”

“Aunt Caroline?”

Truth felt a sluggish pulse of alarm. Caroline Jourdemayne was a very self-contained person, and the two of them weren’t really close. What could have happened that made Aunt Caroline feel she needed to call? “Is there anything wrong?” Truth asked.

“You might say that,” the familiar, dryly unemotional voice said. “I’m sorry to bother you at work, Truth, but you’re going to have to come home as soon as possible.”

Home was the small house situated in the wilds of northern Amsterdam Country over seventy miles away, where Truth’s childhood had been spent and where her memories really began.

“Come home?” Truth echoed, baffled.

Aunt Caroline was not an outgoing woman; since Truth had gotten her apartment here on the Taghkanic campus, visits to Aunt Caroline had been infrequent—usually occurring around Thanksgiving, since in December the roads near the cottage were treacherous except for vehicles equipped with four-wheel drive.

“I trust you still remember where it is?” Aunt Caroline said.

“Oh, yes, of course. But—”

“How soon can you come?” Aunt Caroline asked.


Truth frowned, juggling schedules in her mind. Fortunately she didn’t have any teaching commitments to consider. She was supposed to spend a certain amount of time in the lab assisting the teaching researchers with their projects, but this early in the academic year there wasn’t much of that; she could easily find someone to cover for her.

“Tomorrow,” Truth said. “I’ll be there tomorrow. Aunt Caroline, can’t you tell me what this is about?” She could think of no secret so lurid that it could not be mentioned over the phone, and the Jourdemaynes were not a family for lurid secrets—at least, not what was left of the Jourdemaynes.

She glanced idly up at the clock on the wall as Aunt Caroline began to explain the reason for the call, and as the distant voice continued Truth’s gaze became fixed and staring, and eventually the shocked irrelevant tears began to spill down her face as Aunt Caroline continued to speak.




CHAPTER TWO

THE TRUTH OF THE MATTER

This is truth the poet sings,
 That a sorrow’s crown of sorrow is
 remembering happier things.

—ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON

 


 


 


IN CONTRAST TO THE BRIGHT CLEAR PROMISE OF Monday, Tuesday was dark and unseasonably humid. Early that morning Truth was on the Thruway heading north to Stormlakken. There was no direct route to the town; it was a several hour drive, even under optimal conditions. She should get there a little after noon.

It was only after she was already on the road that Truth realized she hadn’t smoothed over the scene she’d had with Dylan the day before. She’d been too busy arranging for her absence, and then she’d felt obligated to do some work on the project, and had let the soothing ranks of statistics drive everything else out of her mind. She knew that the longer it was before she made her apology the harder it would be, but after Aunt Caroline’s news she had not wanted to risk another encounter that might open her emotional floodgates. She would not use Aunt Caroline as an excuse when she finally spoke to him, though. She would simply apologize. The Jourdemaynes were a
private people, not given to explanation. Or displays of emotion.

Why don’t I feel anything?

The almost commonplace beauty of the Hudson River Valley—dramatic vistas that had inspired Frederick Church and a whole school of American landscape painters—rolled by outside the car’s windows, unappreciated. Dylan was fond of quoting some bit of Coleridge about a savage place, holy and enchanted. Truth had always thought that was overdramatic and fanciful—like Dylan?—but the fact was that the terrain was spectacular enough to have coaxed poetry from the souls of its phlegmatic Dutch inhabitants when they had first settled here over 300 years before. This was Sleepy Hollow Country, home and birthplace to tales of Headless Horsemen and Rip Van Winkles, bowling giants and fiddling gnomes and ghostly galleons roving the Hudson.

Truth surprised herself in the midst of this prosaic revery and found her mind engaged as if she were composing a lecture for some unknown audience, marshaling her facts. Facts had always been her way of keeping the painful world at bay. Keeping her feelings at bay.

But I don’t feel anything. And I should.

Caroline Jourdemayne had been Truth’s entire family from the time Truth was orphaned at the age of two. Aunt Caroline had come to Blackburn’s sordid commune and taken her sister’s child away, caring for Truth without a word of reproach or complaint at what must have been the fearful disarrangement of an ordered spinster life. But despite the fact that Caroline and Katherine had been identical twins, Truth had never felt the warmth for her Aunt Caroline that she assumed she would have felt for her own mother.

There was no enmity between Truth and Aunt Caroline, of course, only a rather distant and dutiful affection on Truth’s part, and a scrupulous courtesy on Aunt Caroline’s.
If either woman thought the relationship odd, it was not something they discussed—and as Truth had grown up and away and heard the tales of her classmates’ and roommates’ families, she became more grateful for the careful remoteness that Aunt Caroline had preserved. If Aunt Caroline had shared her grief about her sister’s murder Truth did not think she could have borne it.

But she must have felt something. Twins, especially identical twins, are supposed to be very close; the Linebaugh-Hay telepathy experiments prove—Truth broke off her train of thought, a little surprised at the clinical direction it had taken. Of course Aunt Caroline missed her sister, Katherine, just as Truth missed her mother. But there had been no one left to blame once Thorne Blackburn had vanished.

Blackburn. It always came back to him—Fortune’s golden child, a man of mysterious origins who made his mark as a mountebank of mountebanks, who told everybody outrageous stories and then told them he was lying to them, a man who urged belief on his acolytes while professing no beliefs himself. A man who made promises that no man could possibly keep—but then Thorne Blackburn had never meant to keep any of his promises.

Thorne Blackburn was a spiritual con man who stole belief instead of money, and then stole the money too.

Truth jammed on her brakes, glancing guiltily into the rearview mirror at the same moment she yanked the wheel to the right. Fortunately there was no one behind her; she’d nearly missed her exit. She turned off the Thruway, and onto the patched and rutted secondary road that led toward Stormlakken. Only a little farther now.

What could she do? What could she say?

There was nothing she could do—Aunt Caroline had been very clear on that point. And it was Aunt Caroline who had things to say, things she did not wish to go into over the phone.


The secondary road gave way to one that was barely a lane and a half wide. Now Truth was in the foothills of the Taconic Range, and the choppy, glacier-carved terrain was a study in tall grass and scraggly bushes, scrub pine and an occasional stand of birch.

She stopped in downtown Stormlakken to get gas; it was still the same place it had been twenty years ago, and ten, and five, though the five-and-dime was boarded up now and all that was left on Main Street was a bus shelter, an auto-parts store, a branch of the Mid-Hudson Bank, and a fly-blown lunch counter. The rococo Victorian department store across from the gas station stood empty, as it had for as long as Truth could remember.

A dying town; a suitable counterpart to the bleak September day. Truth was glad to go on, heading up Main Street toward the lake. Or toward what locals called the lake, although there had been no lake there for nearly three-quarters of a century.

A local water project in the early twenties—part of a plan to supply drinking water to New York City, outmoded when the Croton Reservoir was built—had drained the lake that had given the town its name and destroyed Stormlakken’s tenuous claim to being a vacation spot. When the Thruway had gone in, the last of the vitality had drained from the town, until today it was nearly a ghost town, too far south of the tristate burgeoning of Schenectady/Albany/Troy and too far north of Poughkeepsie to be included in either area’s urban sprawl.

Caroline Jourdemayne’s house was a few miles outside of town, on the shore of what had once been the lake. Most of the tidy Victorian cottages that had been built upon the lake shore were long since torn down; Aunt Caroline’s little house sat in isolated splendor on the sparsely wooded hillside looking out over the lush meadow that was the former lake bed.


Truth pulled up and parked beside Aunt Caroline’s old Honda. She got out of the car. A wet dank wind was blowing across the ridge, irritating without being either cold or hot. She shrugged her purse up onto her shoulder and trudged up the steps to the house.

It took Aunt Caroline a long time to come to the door, and when she did, Truth was horrified at the changes that had already taken place in her. The black hair was limp and gray streaked, the skin pouched and yellowish, the woman herself suddenly, hideously, old.

“Yes,” Aunt Caroline said. The skull beneath the skin grinned out, blatantly visible. “I look terrible, don’t I? The doctor has given me less than a month—and it was all I could do to twist that prediction out of him. They don’t like giving out facts, doctors don’t.”

“But when—but how?” Truth stammered. Caroline Jourdemayne turned away, walking as if her bones were made of glass. Truth followed her inside and closed the door.

The living room had the faintly out-of-touch feeling of something outside of time; the furniture was what Aunt Caroline had purchased when she was a young woman thirty years before—sleek Danish Modern bookcases and tables and chairs with cushions in olive and orange and rust, a slice of the futuristic sixties carried forward through time intact as a fly in amber.

“Cancer strikes in the best of families, I believe,” Aunt Caroline said. She sat down gingerly on the sofa, wincing with the exertion. “You’re looking well. How is the Institute?”

“Oh, well enough,” Truth said, not wanting to talk about work. She set down her purse and jacket on the low tile-topped cocktail table next to a nondescript cardboard box of the sort used for storing personal papers.

“Can I get you anything from the kitchen?” Truth asked.


“No, but do make yourself some lunch. I imagine you haven’t been eating again—as usual.”

 


“Poor Dr. Vandemeyer is terribly embarrassed,” Aunt Caroline said as Truth returned with her sandwich and tea, “but by the time I went to see him it was too late.”

Truth sat down opposite her aunt on a low-slung chair and set down her teacup carefully. Now that the first shock had passed, she felt more able to deal with this sudden catastrophe. There had never been much money in the Jourdemayne family, although there was more than none; Caroline Jourdemayne, the sensible twin, had worked as a librarian for many years at the Association Library in nearby Rock Creek, but it was Grandmother Jennet’s legacy that had made affordable the house and the car.

“What can I do?” Truth said simply.

“I shall stay here as long as I can. A nurse will drive down from the HMO three times a week to look in on me, but I am told that fairly soon I shall have to have someone here all the time.”

“Do you want—” Truth began hesitantly.

Aunt Caroline smiled, the skin stretching tight over sharp bones. “I shall engage a professional nurse, of course. I have spoken to Mr. Branwell at the realty agency and he feels he can sell the house very quickly once—once it becomes available; the proceeds from that should more than settle the debts of my estate. What is left comes to you, of course, though I’m afraid there won’t be much.”

Truth shook her head slowly, trying to dispel the brisk, clinical efficiency with which Aunt Caroline tidied away her life. “I don’t care about that,” she said.

“No. I don’t imagine you do,” Aunt Caroline said, studying her closely. “But since you are to be my executor—and that soon—perhaps we could go over a few things now.”


Truth felt the numb sense of impending doom that one feels in nightmares as Aunt Caroline went over the will and the other arrangements with her. Caroline Jourdemayne would be buried in the Amsterdam Rural Cemetery next to her twin. The coffin had already been purchased and the arrangements for the memorial service made with the local funeral home. Everything was ready.

All Caroline Jourdemayne had to do now was die.

“—but we could have handled all these matters by phone,” Aunt Caroline went on inexorably. “There’s something else.”

For the first time Aunt Caroline’s iron will seemed to falter. “Please—if you’d get me a glass of water—my pills …”

Truth fled to the kitchen for a glass of water, returning with it and the bottle of painkillers stickered all over with advisories: MAY CAUSE DROWSINESS—CONTROLLED SUBSTANCE—DO NOT OPERATE HEAVY MACHINERY WHILE TAKING THIS PRESCRIPTION. Seeing Aunt Caroline struggle with the cap, Truth opened it for her, and Aunt Caroline swallowed two of the pills. Truth frowned. She was certain the dosage was supposed to be one.

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

“There. I shall be better presently, so Dr. Vandemeyer has been at pains to assure me. Now. There is another matter that we must discuss. The real reason you’re here.”

Truth waited, but Aunt Caroline said nothing more. Truth let her gaze drift toward the window to the stark, Andrew Wyeth–esque landscape beyond. The sky was a palette of gray on gray that seemed to cocoon the house like wet spongy flesh.


“We never did discuss … the past,” Aunt Caroline said at last. “It’s important for you to know that you’re not the only one.”

The only one? Truth stared at her aunt, feeling a faint alarm tinged with uncomfortable pity. What Caroline Jourdemayne had said made no sense. “I guess—” Truth began.

“I’m not quite senile yet—or drugged senseless,” Aunt Caroline snapped, as if she could read Truth’s mind. “But this is hard for me. For so many years I just tried to blot it all out—Thorne, and Katherine—but there are things you need to know about your family.”

“My family,” Truth echoed. But Aunt Caroline was her only family, and Truth found it hard to imagine anything she needed to know about Aunt Caroline.

“Your parents. Your father and mother. Thorne Blackburn most of all. You never had the chance to know him, and now …”

Blackburn again! Truth struggled to keep her face serene. “I don’t think there’s anything you really need to tell me about Thorne Blackburn, Aunt Caroline,” Truth said carefully.

“How quick you are to say that. Perhaps I should have—but there’s no time now for vain regrets. You did not know him.”

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

“There is a legacy …” Aunt Caroline’s voice trailed off, and her head drooped for a moment as the narcotic relief of the pills took hold.

“Aunt Caroline?” Truth said anxiously.

The old woman roused with an effort. “I tire so easily these days; I’m still not used to it. And I shall die before I am.” She grimaced, impatient with her body’s failing. “There is something I have been keeping for you, some of Thorne’s possessions. I know that you won’t understand
why; I’d hoped to wait until I could … But I have run out of time.”

I have run out of time. That calm statement of fact roused Truth’s pity as no more dramatic statement could.

“Time for what, Aunt Caroline?” Truth asked gently.

“I didn’t wish to give them to you until it wouldn’t—I never wanted you to hate him,” Aunt Caroline said, “I just couldn’t bear … But there is no more time. These things cannot be left around for just anyone to stumble upon once I’m dead; no matter your feelings you’ll have to take them now, and I pray that—” Once more Caroline Jourdemayne broke off in the middle of a sentence, as if there were still things that could not be said. “Call it Thorne’s legacy to you, and I wish you could understand what he … They’re in a box in the bedroom—go get them. And then we must talk about the others.”

What others? Truth wondered, rising to her feet. But Aunt Caroline’s eyes were closed and Truth could not bear to trouble her further.

 


Aunt Caroline’s bedroom was at the back of the house. It, too, was filled with the falsely modern furniture that seemed to belong to a vision of some happier tomorrow. The low dresser with its close-grained teak finish—who, in those more fortunate days, had ever heard of an endangered rain forest?—the chaste double bed with the bookcase headboard and bright cotton bedspread, even the pictures on the walls could have come straight out of—

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

She did not want to think about that, to add one more crime to the list of Blackburn’s villainies. She had never before considered how the house looked, but now the knowledge was inescapable. Nothing had changed here since Aunt Caroline’s twin had died. It was as if Aunt Caroline and all the house were … waiting.


For what?

Truth walked over to the dresser. There was a photograph on it in a silver frame—a faded head-and-shoulders shot of a dark-haired, dark-eyed woman who was the image of Caroline Jourdemayne at twenty.

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

Mexican … Blackburn had taken his little coven to Mexico the summer before they’d moved into Shadow’s Gate—the summer before Katherine had died.

This must be Katherine Jourdemayne.

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

As Truth moved the photo, another picture—loose, this time—slipped free from its concealment behind the frame and spiraled to the floor. Truth stooped down to pick it up.

It was a Polaroid of as ancient a vintage as the framed photo, this time a full-figure shot of a slender, laughing, blond-haired man, his long golden hair spilling down his back as he lifted a dark-haired baby high above his head. He was shirtless and barefoot, wearing only bell-bottoms and some kind of bead necklace.

Her father.

She was entirely certain, even though there were few photos of Thorne Blackburn available today and certainly nothing like this candid shot. The one most people used was Blackburn’s publicity photo that showed him in full mystic regalia.

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

And the child must be—her.

A fury so strong it could only be hatred possessed
Truth Jourdemayne’s consciousness with the force of an onrushing train. How dared the man in the picture seem so normal, as if he were any young father happily playing with his infant daughter? Didn’t he know what he’d done—what he was going to do?

Truth’s skin crawled as though Blackburn were here with her in the room, and the fact that he had once held her tenderly in his arms seemed unforgivable. She set the photograph back on the dresser top gingerly, and set the framed picture of her mother on top of it as if she could hold down thoughts of Blackburn as easily.

Why would Aunt Caroline keep a picture like this? Truth wondered.

“I never wanted you to hate him,” Aunt Caroline had said. An ugly suspicion was growing in the back of Truth’s mind, waiting patiently but with gathering momentum for the moment it could break through into her consciousness; the prerational certainty that psychics called clairsentience—the ability to know what you couldn’t possibly know, a perception that baffled the restraints of space and time.

Oh, knock it off! Truth told herself fiercely. Ten minutes more and she’d be seeing ghosts. Now where’s that damned whatever-it-is?

The box was on the bed.

It was a white cardboard box—the old, heavy, glazed kind that good stores used to use—and stamped on the lid in silver was the logo of the now-defunct Lucky-Platt Department Store.

Hesitantly, Truth raised the lid. The box was filled with crisp, white tissue paper—and with more. Truth wondered what grisly legacy Thorne Blackburn could have bequeathed her.

No, not Thorne Blackburn.

“Something I have been keeping for you; some of Thorne’s possessions … These things cannot be left
around for just anyone to stumble upon once I’m dead; no matter your feelings you’ll have to take them now … . Call it Thorne’s legacy to you … .

“I never wanted you to hate him.

“But there is no more time … .”

A ring, a necklace, and a book.

She picked up the ring first. Its weight almost made Truth drop it again; it was far too large for her, big enough to cover her longest finger from knuckle to knuckle. It was set with a flat oval of lapis lazuli as big as a peach pit, deeply and intricately carved with some sort of design Truth couldn’t quite make out. The stone was set in what must be a full Troy ounce of yellow gold, soft enough to be pure, cast in the shape of a coiled serpent that had red-enameled letters cut into its scaly flesh and tiny winking rubies for its eyes. There were other rubies studded about the ring’s bezel—not cabochons, but whole, dark red spheres like beads of blood. The ring had a Greek inscription on the inside of the band, along with a date. Both were meaningless to Truth.

The necklace was a magnificient thing: dark golden amber beads the size of walnuts, long enough to hang halfway down her torso. It’s the one he’s wearing in the picture … A symbol dangled from it, a thick, heavy pendant of enameled gold in an eye-bewildering tangle of curves and circles and peculiar symbols. Both the ring and the necklace seemed theatrical, ceremonial, as though freighted with the weight of a vast store of purpose and intention.

Blackburn’s ring. Blackburn’s necklace. His legacy to her—as preserved by Aunt Caroline. For her.

Why had Aunt Caroline kept these things for her? Why had she brought her here to give them to her now?

It wasn’t what she’d expected from Aunt Caroline, no, not at all … .

Truth realized with an unfolding sense of dismay that
she’d never really known her aunt. Not what she’d expected. No. Not what a woman who blamed Thorne Blackburn for her sister’s murder would have done. “I never wanted you to hate him … .” But what else could Aunt Caroline have expected?

Could she have expected anything else?

Truth closed her hands tightly over the serpentine length of the necklace, half-hoping the force would crack the amber beads. All these years she’d just assumed that Aunt Caroline was as disgusted with Blackburn as Truth was, when the reality …

She could see it so clearly now.

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

How could she ever have been so blind? It was so obvious. All you had to do was look … .

Waiting.

Waiting until Caroline could join Katherine in death.

Waiting until Caroline could join Thorne Blackburn.

Caroline Jourdemayne had loved Thorne Blackburn.

It was as if the world had suddenly tilted 180 degrees. All the unexamined facts of Truth’s past, carefully buried and unquestioned, rose up as if embodying another’s will and assembled themselves to form an unwelcome and bitterly plausible history.

Hadn’t Caroline Jourdemayne also been at Shadow’s Gate the night Katherine Jourdemayne had died and Blackburn had vanished? She had, and all these years Truth had never wondered why—but Caroline Jourdemayne couldn’t have known how necessary her presence would be. She must simply have been—visiting.

Her sister and her friend.

Her lover?

The past suddenly seemed real, here in this room—Truth could see them all together; Katherine, trusting and helplessly fond; Caroline, skeptical and seeing danger
ahead, trying to be the practical one but powerless to avert the tragedy that claimed the two people she loved most. And Thorne Blackburn.

Truth closed her eyes tightly. No—no—no … This isn’t true. It can’t be true!

But it made so much sense. Why keep a photograph of a man you hated? Why save his things for his daughter if you didn’t think his memory was worth preserving?

Caroline had loved him.

Truth sat down slowly on the bed. Her jaws ached with the force of the denial she would not give voice to. Everything she’d ever believed had been a lie, and all this, all the rest of Caroline Jourdemayne’s life, had been spent behind the veil of withdrawn nunlike asceticism that Truth had tried to pierce in vain, spent as though Caroline Jourdemayne had dedicated herself to the chaste worship of Thorne Blackburn down through all the lonely years she had spent raising his daughter.

And she’d thought it had all been done for love of Katherine, Truth mocked herself bleakly. Wrong.

She didn’t love me. She loved him. Truth heard the cheated little-girl voice inside her mind and could not force it down. Aunt Caroline had loved Thorne Blackburn. Still. Now. Always. If she had hated him she would not have been there, always there—and there the one night the two of them—the three of them—had needed her most.

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

Hoping I’d change my mind? There’ll be blizzards in Hell first, Truth thought grimly. The grief growing in her was too deep for words.

He’s taken everything. He left me nothing.

Not her mother, not her mother’s love—not even, in the end, her aunt’s. It had all, all, all been for Thorne Blackburn, and nothing for his daughter.


Nothing. Nothing left. No time …

There was one more thing in the box.

A book.

She lifted it out carefully. It was about nine inches by twelve—a little larger than a modern hardcover book—and about two inches thick. There was no dust jacket, and it was bound in smooth black leather, with the sort of hubbed spine that Truth associated with the antique books in the Taghkanic College library.

But this was not an antique book—nor, as she discovered when she opened it, a printed book at all.

The title page was handwritten in black ink in a sweeping hand. It said: Venus Afflicted: Being a Discourse on the True Rite for the Opening of the Way and Other Matters. Thorne Blackburn.

Truth flipped through it quickly. The pages were covered with writing in a neat, modern hand, occasionally interspersed with elaborate drawings by the same hand.

It must be some kind of spellbook, Truth thought numbly. She dropped it back into the box, rubbing her hands together as if she’d touched something dirty. To foster a belief in magic in this modern day and age seemed too much to Truth like a deliberate turning away from rationalism into the dark ignorance of the past. If magic, then why not faith healing and infant sacrifice as well?

Thorne Blackburn had dedicated his life to obliterating the only weapon humankind had against the universe—the power of the mind—as if he were some demonic quisling of unreason.

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

As if it were a gift—as if it were something Truth should want.

Truth scooped the ring and the necklace back into the box and set the lid back on it. Trembling, she ran her
hand through her short, sensible hairdo. Her wan, sickened face gazed back at her from the dresser mirror.

How could she face Aunt Caroline? She could not bear to seem unkind to the woman who had raised her—but how could they have any kind of rational discussion if Caroline Jourdemayne thought Thorne Blackburn and his nasty occult silliness was admirable?

There was no way.

Truth sighed deeply, suddenly exhausted. After a long moment she reluctantly picked up the box and went back into the living room.

“Aunt Caroline?”

The old woman was lying on the couch, head thrown back and eyes closed. In sleep she looked even more ghastly; looking at her, Truth could almost see the progress of the terrible disease that ate at her. At Truth’s voice, Aunt Caroline roused slightly.

“Ah, there you are.” Her eyes searched Truth’s face hopefully. Truth knew what Aunt Caroline was hoping to see and fought to conceal her real feelings. Arguing about Blackburn now would be no kindness.

“We have to talk—about the others—” Aunt Caroline said. Her eyes fluttered closed; with a great effort of will she forced them open again. “When … when Katherine died there was so much confusion, so much chaos. I did all that I thought I could, but I failed the others, Truth, that’s why—” her voice trailed off.

“Aunt Caroline, you’re so tired,” Truth said quickly. “You really should lie down and rest. Of course you haven’t failed anybody. I’m sure everything’s going to be fine.” The hasty words rang loudly false in the room.

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

“We can talk about them later,” Truth said, cravenly hoping that later would never come.

“You must find the others. The others need you. The
boy …” Aunt Caroline said, her voice heavy with the drug. As Truth stood watching, the older woman’s eyes slowly closed again. Truth lifted her aunt’s feet onto the couch and covered her with an afghan, making her as comfortable as she could. She did not wish to risk hurting Aunt Caroline further by carrying her into the bedroom, though, looking at the frail, wasted form, Truth knew she could lift her easily.

As she watched, Aunt Caroline’s breathing slowed and deepened into restoring sleep. Truth picked up the pill bottle. DEMEROL, the label said. ONE EVERY SIX HOURS, AS NEEDED FOR PAIN. But Aunt Caroline had taken two. It would be hours before she awoke again.

Truth felt a keen sense of relief, and acknowledged guiltily that she was grateful not to have to listen to what her aunt had to say about events a quarter of a century in the past. Aunt Caroline was confused, that was all. There was no one to find; no one to help. Blackburn’s misguided followers had scattered to the four winds, and Truth Jourdemayne certainly had no intention of aiding any of them, even if they needed it.

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

Truth scribbled a hasty note and left it on the coffee table where Aunt Caroline or the nurse would see it. Then, pausing only to retrieve her coat, purse, and the hateful box, she walked quickly from the house where Caroline Jourdemayne slept the heavy drugged sleep of the terminally ill and Katherine and Blackburn’s pictures kept watch over the past.

 


How could she do it? The question remained unanswered as Truth piloted her Saturn along the rutted back roads of
Stormlakken in the direction of the Thruway. She supposed she ought to have offered to stay, but she hadn’t made arrangements to be away from the Institute for more than the day, and she found she was reluctant to spend any more time than she must in the house that now seemed so imbued with Thorne Blackburn’s harlequin presence.

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

From the very beginning, Truth had always respected Aunt Caroline’s mind, had patterned her maturing personality on Aunt Caroline’s model. How could someone she had always trusted to be right be so wrong about Thorne Blackburn?

That she was wrong Truth had no doubt. But it wasn’t Aunt Caroline’s fault. It was his. Thorne Blackburn’s. Somehow he’d managed to work his charlatan spell even on Caroline Jourdemayne.

It wasn’t fair. Unhappiness roiled Truth’s stomach and brought on the outriders of a pounding headache.

No. It was more than simply not fair. It was not right.

Truth’s life, in its small way, had been dedicated to supporting Right. Sometimes it was hard to tell right from wrong, but not this time. The faerie glamour that Blackburn had worked over the lives of those who had known him, overriding common sense and human decency, was wrong. It had not even ended with his death; it persisted even now, years after Blackburn was vanished and gone, continuing to work its subtle harm.

She had to stop it.

She had to stop Blackburn, by breaking the illusion that he’d cast, and what better way than by telling the truth—the whole, final, real truth about Thorne Blackburn.

Truth cast a triumphant glance at the white box on the
seat beside her. So you left me a book, did you, Father? Well, I have a book in mind worth two of yours.

 


“You’re going to do what?” Dylan Palmer said incredulously.

“I’m going to write a biography of Thorne Blackburn,” Truth repeated.

It was ten thirty on Thursday morning. Truth sat on the edge of the desk in Dylan’s office, swinging one foot back and forth while watching his reaction to her announcement.

“What are you going to call it: ‘Magus Dearest’? For heaven’s sake, Truth!” Dylan peered at her as if he were not quite sure whether or not she was joking. His wheat-colored hair fell in an unruly comma over his forehead.

In contrast to Truth’s efficient tidiness, Dylan’s office, like its occupant, possessed a rumpled and friendly informality. Dylan’s workspace was a riot of souvenirs and evidence, letters and papers and books. A number of reproduction gargoyles mounted on the walls lent a certain piquancy to the whole. There was a Ghostbusters movie poster on the back of the door, and another one over the desk.

“And here I thought you’d be pleased. You’re the one always telling me that Blackburn’s a seminal figure in twentieth-century occultism, heir to the crown of Aleister Crowley. And yet there are no books on him, his life and work. Well, now there will be,” Truth said with satisfaction.

“And you’re going to write it,” Dylan said.

Now that her decision had been irrevocably announced, Truth felt happier and more confident than she could ever remember feeling. Finally she was in a position to take control of the nasty puzzle that was Thorne Blackburn.

“Yes, I’m going to write it. At least that way it will be
of some use—and not filled with pseudo-factual accounts of trips to Venus and suchlike,” Truth responded. She was secretly glad to have this news to break as an excuse to talk with Dylan again; it meant that they could both pretend the incident on Monday had never happened.

“Tir na Og,” Dylan said unexpectedly. “The Isle of the Blessed. Thorne claimed to go there.”

Claimed to go there and to Venus, Truth could have told him. Since her visit to Aunt Caroline, she’d occupied spare moments glancing through Venus Afflicted. The name, which made the book sound so much like a warning pamphlet against venereal disease, was actually a term, Truth had found, used by astrologers when the planet Venus was being unduly influenced in an astrological chart by other planets. The person with Venus afflicted in his chart would be unlucky in his relationships with others.

Truth did not approve of astrology any more than she did of so-called real magic, but she did have to admit that astrology was slightly more harmless. She wondered why Blackburn had chosen this for his title, when it was obviously others who were unlucky in their relationship with Thorne, and not the reverse. She looked back at Dylan.

Dylan had the look of a man groping for something to say. Suddenly Truth wondered if he had meant to write a biography of Thorne Blackburn. This was academia, after all—publish or perish. But even if her supposition were true, she didn’t waste any sympathy on Dylan’s aborted project. She was much better qualified, and had access to sources Dylan didn’t.

Maybe I should call it Blood Will Tell, she thought irreverently.

Had Venus Afflicted ever been published? She hadn’t told Dylan she had a copy; it was to be the climax of her book—the thing that would ensure its publication and
make it a valuable piece of scholarly research as well—and she meant to keep its inclusion a secret until the last possible moment.

“Well, frankly I don’t care whether he said he went to Tir na Og or Cleveland,” Truth said. “All I want is the provable facts. I’ve got a lot of accrued vacation coming, and I’m taking it. Three months ought to be enough time to sort out reality from fiction.”

“The truth is rarely pure and never simple, so says Oscar Wilde,” Dylan commented. “And what are you going to do with your truth when you find it?”

“I’m going to write it down. I don’t see why people should glamourize Thorne Blackburn when they’d be appalled if they really knew the things he did.”

Dylan gave her a steady look.

“Are you sure it will make a difference? Look at either of the Kennedys, at King, at Elvis. The more dirt people dish out about them, the stronger their hold becomes on the public imagination. How can you think your book will be any different?”

“I don’t know,” Truth had to admit. “But at least I’ll have the whole truth.” Suddenly she felt the need to convince him that what she was doing was right—and not just a petty act of vengeance. “If I wait too much longer, Dyl, the primary sources—the people who knew him—will all be dead.”

“If he were alive today he’d be in his sixties,” Dylan agreed. “But where are you going to start? Out in California? England?”

“Oh, no,” Truth said. “I’m starting closer to home than that. I’m starting where it all really began—or ended.” She took a deep breath and said the words: “I’m going to Shadow’s Gate.”




CHAPTER THREE

THE CIRCLE OF TRUTH

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

—DOROTHY L. SAYERS

 


 


 


IT WAS THE SECOND WEEK IN OCTOBER; PEAK SEASON for the leaf color in the Hudson Valley. Oaks, maples, birch, and poplars all turned their separate spectra of amber and gold against a sky so blue it hurt the eyes. And Truth was bound for Shadow’s Gate.

It had been mildly surprising to discover that Blackburn had not been responsible for the quintessentially Gothic name of his last residence, nor had he fictionalized the name of the nearby town in his published essays. Shadowkill was a real place, the stream from which it took its name having been named by Dutch homesteader Elkanah Scheidow in 1641: Scheidow’s Kill—kill being the perfectly ordinary Dutch word for “stream,” appearing in Hudson Valley place-names from Peekskill to Plattekill.

When English settlers displaced the Dutch in this area, Scheidow’s Kill became Anglicized to Shadowkill and became the name of the new English town,
and Scheidowgehucht—“Scheidow’s Hamlet”—became Shadow’s Gate, a name now attached only to the estate outside the little village. Thus a spooky and theatrical taxonomy dissolved under the press of a little research into something perfectly ordinary and nonfrightening.

And damned elusive.

She’d gotten the name of the attorneys handling Blackburn’s estate—and therefore the property—from the newspaper stories that covered his 1969 disappearance, but her letters and phone calls to them asking for help and information—and permission to visit the house—had gone unanswered. Still, Truth didn’t think there would be any problem with just climbing over the fence and taking a walk around. And as Blackburn’s daughter, even if illegitimate, she might be said to have some claim on the place.

The thought disturbed her. She didn’t want anything from Blackburn, not his arcane book, not his ritual jewelry, not his—what was the phrase one of her nutcase correspondents had used? Oh, yes—not his mantle of mystic authority. Truth snorted derisively at the memory.

But she did want to see the house. She remembered nothing of the time she’d spent at Shadow’s Gate; the memories of her earliest childhood. Perhaps there was something she could reclaim for herself in this journey: her history.

 


Almost a month had gone by while she applied for and received the leave of absence from the Institute, followed by the distasteful business of actually trying to locate some hard biographical information on Thorne Blackburn. She had spoken to Aunt Caroline on the phone a couple of times, but Aunt Caroline had not mentioned Thorne Blackburn again, or the legacy, and for that Truth was grateful.

While she’d waited for her leave to be approved, Truth collected and reviewed the material on Blackburn that
she’d read when she first became aware of him, and found it was even scantier than she’d thought. There had only been the briefest of mentions in Colin Wilson’s The Occult, and Richard Cavendish’s Man, Myth, and Magic had little more. When she looked at her notes after a week’s hard work, they were laughably cryptic.

Thorne Blackburn, probably born circa 1939, birthplace unknown—possibly England—family unknown, early life unknown. First surfaced in New Orleans in the late 1950s, where he was doing fake voodoo rituals for the tourists—a phase of his career that hadn’t lasted long—and claiming to be the Comté de Cagliostro, an eighteenth-century French con artist who’d claimed to be a thousand years old. Claims notwithstanding, Thorne had been somewhere around thirty when he died—Dylan was right; he’d be in his sixties if he were alive today.

Already well established as an occultist when he resurfaced in San Francisco in the early 1960s, Blackburn had claimed affiliation both to the Ordo Templi Orientis and the Golden Dawn. He’d made a big splash with his lectures, public rituals, and the publication of what they, in those innocent days, had called an “underground newspaper”—dedicated to Blackburn’s cult, of course, and his bizarre New Age theories.

And that was that. There the story of Blackburn’s life—and death—ended.

Her library request for newspaper stories on Blackburn had netted Truth a folder full of copies of microfilmed newspaper stories, none of them of much particular use beyond providing the name of the lawyer. Most of them focused on the April 1969 disappearance. Katherine Jourdemayne’s death was listed as “suspected drug overdose.” Police had searched for Thorne but he’d never been found; other members of the Circle had been held for a while and then released. There had been no arrests.


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

Truth didn’t understand where the conviction had come from that her answers were there—the estate was deserted, after all, left to rot while the miles of red tape surrounding it and its gone-but-not-definitely-dead owner reeled onward like a legal battle in a Dickens novel. If not for that, Shadow’s Gate and its hundred-acre wood would have been sold off years ago, Truth assumed. But she had to go there.

It had seemed simpler back at the Institute. Truth stared out her car’s windshield in despair, at what looked like just another Dutchess Country back road. She’d been driving all morning, and by now she was nearly ready to admit she was lost.

Maybe Shadow’s Gate didn’t really exist.

Of course it does, she rebuked herself mentally. The Bed-and-Breakfast in nearby Shadowkill, where she’d made reservations for tonight’s lodging, was certainly real enough to take Visa. Truth pulled off the road at a convenient wide spot and inspected her Dutchess County map again. Shadowkill had to be around here somewhere. It wasn’t just a figment of a cartographer’s imagination.

Laboriously, Truth located Shadowkill on the map and then (glancing up at the road sign to make sure of her facts) State Road 43. They were about an inch apart at the best of times, and did not cross as her directions assured her they should.

Oh, I see. I should have turned back there somewhere, onto County 13. Lucky Thirteen. How appropriate.

It was just a good thing, Truth reflected to herself, that she wasn’t a superstitious person.

But even a superstitious person would have been disarmed by the sight of the little town of Shadowkill, which Truth finally reached some forty minutes later.


Shadowkill was an archetypal Hudson River town, with rambling Victorian mansions grouped around a picture-perfect town park. There was a large war memorial in the center of the traffic circle, and a Main Street lined with antique stores and a number of cunning, trendy little shops, marking Shadowkill as one of the hamlets in “Sleepy Hollow Country” that obtained most of its income from tourism.

It was by now late afternoon, and it would have been reasonable for Truth to at least locate and stop in at her Bed-and-Breakfast to meet her hostess and drop off her bags, but now that she was so close to her goal she couldn’t bear to stop. Shadow’s Gate had loomed in her imagination for years as some sort of hideous combination of Hell House and the Bates Motel; she could not wait any longer than utterly necessary to see it as it really was and reduce it to ordinariness.

Following her directions, Truth drove up Main Street, as State 13 was now called—past shops that gave way to tidy—and costly—cottages. Then the cottages stopped, and there was about a mile where the sides of the road were edged only by running fence and grass. Then she reached the place where Main Street formed a T with Old Patent Grant Road.

Shadow’s Gate was straight ahead, and the board fencing that edged Old Patent Grant Road had been removed from the area in front of the gatehouse, so that it was possible to drive right on to the property. Truth crossed the two-lane highway and pulled up into the graveled apron in front of the gatehouse. A warning quiver of alarm made the hair on her arms and neck stand up; the very air felt charged, as if before a storm.

Don’t be melodramatic. It’s just a house, Truth scolded herself sternly. She forced herself to look around, to gather data with a scholar’s mind.

From her investigations, she knew that Shadow’s Gate was an estate dating from the days when both sides of
the Hudson had been studded with the palatial enclaves of the nineteenth-century robber barons. The current house, she gathered, had been built sometime after the Civil War. The gatehouse where her car now stood was a later addition—a miniature castle in itself, complete with the mammoth clock face that gave it a faint spurious resemblance to some public building. The gatehouse building formed an arch across the drive; iron gates within that arch could be closed to bar the road into the estate to the casual intruder. Truth had seen photographs of the gatehouse in the Cavendish book, and had mentally embellished that picture: the surroundings overgrown with weeds, the rusted gates padlocked shut; everything bearing a wistful aura of decay.

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

Someone is living here, Truth realized, and felt a muted ghost of the jealousy she had experienced at Aunt Caroline’s. Shadow’s Gate was hers—who dared …

“Can I help you?”

The voice belonged to the brash young man who had stepped out from behind the gatehouse. She rolled down the window and leaned out.

“I—I’m not sure. I came to look at the house,” Truth said hesitantly.

“It isn’t for sale,” the young man said, still smiling. He was several years younger than Truth, with sun-streaked blond hair and deeply tanned skin testifying to a commitment to open-air activities.

“Oh, I don’t want to buy it,” Truth said quickly. “I just wanted to look at it.” Some impulse of honesty made her add: “I grew up here—well, for a while. My name’s Truth Jourdemayne.”

By now Truth had become inured to practically every
possible reaction to her admittedly-peculiar first name. This, too, was a legacy of Thorne Blackburn, but by the time she’d realized that, it had become so much her name that no amount of dislike of the giver was reason enough to change it.

“You’re Truth Jourdemayne? The Truth Jourdemayne? That’s great! And you’re here! How did you—? Oh; I, uh, guess I ought to introduce myself. I’m Gareth. Gareth Crowther? Anyway, welcome to Shadow’s Gate, Ms. Jourdemayne—I can’t think of anyone who ought to be here more. Oh, boy, this is terrific—none of us knew you were coming.”

Of all the possible reactions—humor, disbelief, confusion—this was one she’d never seen. Obviously her name meant something to him, but he was so innocently delighted to discover who she was that it was hard to take offense.

“But, hey! You’ve got to come up to the house and meet Julian,” Gareth added. “It’ll be great!”

“I don’t think, Mr., um …” Truth began.

Gareth wilted visibly at this rebuff. “Call me Gareth. And—please. It won’t be any trouble. Julian isn’t, like, doing anything right now. And you could see the house. That’s what you’ve come for, right? To see your house? Julian’ll be glad to show you around.”

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

“Julian, I take it, is the new owner?” Truth said.

“Yeah,” Gareth said. “We just moved up here a few months ago, in May.”

Truth wondered a bit at that—even on such short acquaintance, Gareth Crowther somehow didn’t seem a
likely partner for someone who could afford a property that cost, at a very conservative estimate, several hundred thousand dollars.

“Go on up,” he said encouragingly. “Please.”

You’ve come such a long way; you might as well. Go on. Just take a look. The silent urging was so strong that it seemed a thing separate from herself, and still Truth hesitated.

As a parapsychologist, Truth Jourdemayne believed in the unseen world of perceptions beyond the ordinary and communications beyond speech. As a scientist, she preferred any normal explanation to a paranormal one. This niggling hunch was probably simply her own unconscious desire to lay childish bugbears to rest.

“Okay, I will,” she said, deciding. “Thanks, Gareth, you’ve been very kind.”

“Thank you, Ms. Jourdemayne,” Gareth said, sweeping her an impish mock-bow.

“Truth,” she said. His smile widened. He stepped back as her car drifted forward through the freshly-painted gates.

 


You could not see the main house from the gatehouse, Truth realized as she drove. She had the peculiar sense that she had just driven into a picture, or a movie—into a world that was real in a different fashion than the world she had just left, and had its own rewards and dangers.

Once you were on the estate property, the twentieth century vanished. There wasn’t another house in sight; she couldn’t even see the power lines she knew must be here. The gravel drive swung first left, then right as it cut through the young forest surrounding the house; the roadway was deeply ditched on both sides to carry off summer rains and winter snowmelt, and filled at the moment with drifts of leaves like golden doubloons plundered from some ghostly galleon.


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

Suddenly the wood opened out and Truth could see the house ahead. Without conscious volition, she brought her car to a stop.

Shadow’s Gate was a sprawling example of nineteenth-century Hudson Valley Gothic. It bore the look of a fairytale castle built as a stronghold for a war in Neverland. In contrast to other Hudson River mansions constructed of native timber or imported marble, Shadow’s Gate was fashioned of the local pale gray stone. Three cone-roofed towers set with long narrow windows rose up from the edges of the rambling structure, and off to one side Truth could see the geometric shape of a glass house, or conservatory, jutting outward as if it wanted nothing to do with the stone walls that supported it. The five acres or so immediately around the house were immaculately tended; across the sweep of green lawn she could see a lacy white gazebo, and high box hedges that might be a maze. Beyond those artifacts of civilization the autumn forest took possession of the landscape once more. The Shadow’s Gate estate was a parcel of slightly over 100 acres.

The hundred-acre wood. Just like in Winnie-the-Pooh.

Seeing Shadow’s Gate was like seeing a scene she’d thought safely buried in a children’s book brought to jarring life. Truth had always been certain that she retained no memories from her early childhood, as was perfectly typical—after all, most people report having no childhood memories dating earlier than their seventh or eighth year—but it seemed, now, that she was wrong.

She knew this place. To enter its doors was to promise to keep an appointment she was more than twenty years late for.

Truth’s heart slammed against her ribs at a speed suggesting panic. For only an instant the world—the car,
the friendly autumn forest—was gone, and she stood naked in a place where torches made a pillared cathedral of light. She was come to judgment, but those who called her little knew what they had called to face them—

Truth shook her head, puzzled. The memory, fantasy, whatever it had been, slipped away like a dream, leaving behind it only the sense of a challenge that must be met.

“Creepy.” She spoke aloud, and the last of the dream-sense vanished. The house ahead was nothing more than a stately Victorian mansion, freshly tenanted after a span of years.

“Déjà vu, that’s what they call it,” Truth told herself, slipping the car into Drive once more. Déjà vu, the sense of having been somewhere before. Often cited by psychics as proof of their powers, but rarely that. A complex trick of the mind, nothing more.

Nothing more.

 


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

Gareth must have phoned up from the gatehouse, Truth realized. She got out of her car reluctantly, slinging her purse up over her shoulder. The man came down the steps, moving around the car to greet her.

“Hello,” he said, offering his hand. “I’m Julian Pilgrim. Welcome to Shadow’s Gate, Ms. Jourdemayne.”

Truth did not miss his quick assessment of her, and was suddenly glad she’d taken the trouble to dig out—and wear—one of the outfits she usually saved for professional conferences: a skirt and matching jacket in olive wild silk worn with an ivory peau de soie shell. The low-heeled coffee-colored pumps and matching oversized Coach bag completed the picture of an efficient, official, and normal person.

In the moment Julian Pilgrim took to appraise her, Truth conducted an evaluation of her own. She saw a man a few years older than she, with thick silky black
hair and eyes the startling topaz blue of a Siamese cat’s. His face had all the patrician arrogance of that noble breed, and his body a positively feline suppleness. He was dressed as if attending the same imaginary conference that Truth was; a jacket of subtle expensive tweed, dark slacks, a shirt with the dense, close-woven whiteness of linen open to expose his strong, brown throat. His hands were innocent of rings, and the Rolex on his left wrist was a thin, gold whisper of privilege. Looking at his hands made a faint shudder run through her body; before she could stop herself, she wondered what they would feel like touching her bare skin.

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

One would expect any jewelry this man wore to be elegant. The wristcuff was not. It had the dull, grainy look of pig-iron, into which, senselessly, a design in pure gold had been inlaid. She glimpsed it only a moment in her assessment; following the direction of her gaze, Julian shook his cuff down to conceal it. He wore French cuffs; the cufflinks were flat squares of red enamel.

Their mutual assessment had taken only moments; Truth smiled, and shook the extended hand.

“I’m Truth Jourdemayne—as you know,” she said. “And you’re the new owner of Shadow’s Gate?”

“I think of myself as a custodian only. When a man buys a three-hundred-year-old house, he must face the fact that he is only an ephemeral episode in the life of the house. But please. Do come in. Have you traveled far?” He radiated the same spellbinding fascination as one of the big cats—a tiger, perhaps—and wore his aura of charismatic masculinity like a laurel crown of triumph, seemingly unconscious of his effect on the female population at large.

“We’re almost neighbors; I work at Taghkanic College, over in Amsterdam County.”

Normally she would have been more specific, as, technically,
Truth worked for the Bidney Institute and not for the college, but some instinct held her back from revealing too much too soon. “I didn’t realize that Shadow’s Gate was on the market,” Truth added.

“It wasn’t.”

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

She glanced around herself, standing in the doorway. Jeweled multicolored light spilled in through the stained-glass gallery windows, threatening to carry her off again into that strange state of altered memory. She closed her eyes and looked away, stepping inside.

“I negotiated a rather delicate arrangement with the estate,” Julian said, following her through the doorway. “My preemptive bid to purchase is being held in escrow, and I’m living here with some of my … associates … while the last details are being worked out. But am I bringing you unwelcome news? Perhaps you’d planned to live at Shadow’s Gate yourself?” His deep voice was like sueded velvet, weaving a spell that had nothing to do with the house.

“I don’t think so,” Truth said shortly.

“I must admit I feel quite honored by a visit from Thorne Blackburn’s daughter,” Julian added. “Anything I can do to make your visit more enjoyable …”

So he did know who she was. Truth felt herself stiffening up, despite Julian’s obvious charms and his apparent desire to please her. She wondered just who the dangerously attractive Julian Pilgrim’s unnamed associates were—and what sort of association it was.

“I only came to see the house,” Truth said brusquely.

“And so you shall,” Julian said, taking her arm. “I shall give you the grand tour.”

 


“I expect it has been rather embarrassing for you, being Thorne Blackburn’s daughter,” Julian said about an hour later.


Their last stop on the grand tour had been the room Julian had called his office; a surprisingly small room tucked in beneath the grand staircase. It was filled with built-in bookcases, which were in turn filled with books—the sort that are read, not bought “by the yard” from a decorator for the look of the thing. Red silk brocade covered the walls everywhere books did not; either the original material or a cunningly antiqued copy. There was a desk in the middle of the room with comfortable overstuffed Victorian chairs set on either side. A chinoiserie liquor cabinet in the corner and the Oriental rug on the floor completed the furnishings. Oddly enough, the room was completely without windows.

Truth looked startled at the insightful comment. Julian smiled mockingly.

“Oh, come, Ms. Jourdemayne—the look of horror that crossed your features when I merely mentioned your father’s name would be clue enough to an intellect even duller than I pride myself on having that this was not a welcome subject.”

Truth looked away, making a production out of choosing a seat so he would not see her blush. He’d been nothing but kindness itself for the last hour, showing her over the house and property, discoursing knowledgeably on its history—and never mentioning Thorne Blackburn once.

She ran through all the possible responses she could make. “I’m sorry if I seem rude,” she said at last, settling on the most harmless. “But—”

“But you are tired of being treated as if you are not a person, with your own desires and necessities, but a sort of psychic hotline to a man you cannot even have known very well,” Julian said. “And whose interests you may not even share.”

Now that was a mild way of putting it.

“Yes,” said Truth gratefully. She felt herself warming to Julian on a level transcending mere physical attraction,
as if the unspoken camaraderie of old friendship already existed between them.

“I,” said Julian, “do not ask others to share my interests—although when they do, it’s an unexpected bonus.” He laughed, and Truth felt herself smiling in return. “Some sherry, perhaps, Ms. Jourdemayne?”

“Yes, thank you. And please call me ‘Truth,’ Mr. Pilgrim.”

“And you must call me Julian,” he responded, going over to the cabinet atop which a crystal decanter and glasses reposed upon a silver tray as formally as in any Oxford don’s study.

“Forgive me for mentioning,” he went on after he had served them both with tiny delicate crystal glasses filled with the sweet, garnet-colored wine, “but of course you are aware that you are named for the Blackburn Work, are you not?”

From Julian a question that would have been annoying coming from anyone else became a matter of simple curiosity.

“I’m not very familiar with the Blackburn Work,” Truth admitted cautiously.

“Children hardly ever know their parents—or what is important to their parents—and the glare of publicity turned on the Work by Blackburn’s disappearance couldn’t have helped. Occultists—like parapsychologists—do their best when not being hounded for a ‘sound bite’ for the six o’clock news.”

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

“‘You know my methods, Watson, now apply them,’” he quoted happily. “Anyone working in the field is familiar with the Bidney Institute, no matter which pan of the balances his soul is weighed in, and besides, how could I fail to recognize the author of Some Preliminary Inquiries into a Statistical Basis for Evaluating Clairaudient Perception? I wish I had been able to come to
Bern to see you deliver it; it seems we have had to wait far too long to meet.”

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

“I didn’t know you were interested in parapsychology, Julian,” she said. She sipped again at her sherry; its sweet-sharp taste was the physical equivalent of the October sunlight shining through the stained-glass windows in the hall outside.

“Oh, I am, but please don’t be misled. My main interest is the Blackburn Work from the magician’s point of view—but as Thorne himself says, we must make ourselves familiar both with the realm of scientific possibility and the range of stage illusionism in order to distinguish true magick when it occurs.”

Julian settled back in his chair, and once again Truth forced away an intimate speculation of how it would feel to touch the muscles that rippled beneath the cloth.

“That seems reasonable enough,” Truth said reluctantly, forcing herself to keep her mind on the matter at hand. She did not wish to argue with so charming a host, but she couldn’t restrain just a small ironic jibe. “And have you seen much ‘true magick,’ Julian?”

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

He leaned forward, completely at ease, and Truth was once more reminded of a lazy jungle cat, all midnight fur and hot brilliant eyes. It was disappointing to find him apparently on the side of the Thorne-ites, but wasn’t it people like Julian whom her book was meant to help?

Besides, no biographer has ever worked without discussing his subject. She would have to mention Blackburn to someone besides Dylan sooner or later.

“I am writing a biography of my father,” Truth said.


Julian came bolt upright, his expression suffused with delight. “But how absolutely perfect!” he said. “You’ve certainly come to the right place to begin. You must stay here, of course; it will make everything so much easier for you. You knew, of course, about the collection—of course I place it entirely at your disposal—what an amazing display of synchronicity, to be sure.”

“Synchronicity,” Truth echoed, mystified. “What sort of a collection, Julian?” she asked, setting aside for the moment his invitation to stay.

“Why, Blackburniana—for want of a better name. You mean you didn’t know? So much for my ego! I’ve been collecting for years. It’s quite extensive, really: letters, tapes, mystic apparatus. Just what you’ll need. I’ll show you.”

He stood up, offering his hand. After a moment’s hesitation Truth set her hand in his. Julian’s warm fingers closed over hers with a confident sense of possession, and the power that flowed through his touch made her tremble.

 


“I was beginning to think I’d have to write it myself, and I have no literary talent, I assure you,” Julian was saying. “And there’s no better way to learn about Thorne Blackburn than to write about him.”

Truth stood beside Julian in an airy, spacious room that had not been included in her previous tour. Its whitewashed walls and high ceilings gave it the indefinable air of a country schoolhouse. There were no built-in bookcases here, only expanses of molded plaster and scrubbed, wide-planked oak floors. The room also contained two long library tables and several freestanding shelves and files, but the entire room was dominated by the immense oil painting hanging over the fireplace at the opposite end of the room—Thorne Blackburn in his full magickal regalia.

“It helps if you can afford to advertise in magazines and newspapers—and pay, of course. It’s amazing how
often cold cash is preferred to that cherished memento. But that makes me sound cynical—in truth, I was incredibly lucky to get my hands on a lot of this and I feel very—humble.”

Even on such short acquaintance, Truth didn’t feel that humility was something Julian Pilgrim would ever possess. One might as well wish for a diffident eagle; a submissive tiger. She shifted her gaze to the portrait, lest Julian catch her staring at him like a hero-worshiping schoolgirl with her first crush.

The figure in the portrait had bare feet and wore a flowing green robe embroidered with gold ogham runes and a wolfskin—or something meant to represent one—tied about his shoulders. The robe was belted in at the waist with a wide leather belt set with gemstones and ending in the sort of silky golden tassels that Truth associated with heavy curtains.

The figure’s arms were crossed upon his chest; in one hand he held a red-and-white-striped wand topped with a golden representation of the winged Isis, and in the other, a short sword with a large Magen David set into its pommel and elaborate symbols engraved into its blade. Blackburn’s magickal belief system—whatever it was—had a remarkably catholic taste in symbols.

A gold band supporting a solar wheel held his flowing blond hair in place, and his green gaze was directed upward. That—along with the aureole the artist had seen fit to give him—gave the figure in the picture the sappily sentimental look of a dime-store Savior.

But something was missing.

“Where’s his necklace?” Truth asked. “And the ring?”

Julian shot her a look of sharp surprise. “I thought you said you weren’t familiar with the Blackburn Work.”

Truth said nothing, damning herself for having spoken out at all. The last thing she needed was to have Julian think that she had some secret inner knowledge of “Blackburniana” for him to tap.


After a moment, Julian shrugged. “Oh, well, my little inadequacies revealed,” he said with a laugh. “The ring and the necklace should be there; you’re right. I know they’re mentioned in the literature, but as you’ll note, this is hardly painted from life. I couldn’t provide any photographs of either piece, so I told the artist to leave them out. Perhaps they can be added someday—if they ever turn up.”

He turned his dazzling smile on her once more and Truth felt herself melting. It wasn’t love, certainly, and maybe not even lust—Julian just seemed so much more real than anyone Truth had ever met before. She forcefully suppressed the urge to instantly hand over the necklace and ring simply for the pleasure she knew it would give Julian to have them. Whether she wanted them or not—and she didn’t—all her inclination and training had created in her a profound mistrust of first impressions, seductive though they were. She would wait and see.

“At any rate, here within these four walls is nearly all that remains on Earth of Thorne Blackburn, Magister Stella Maris: photographs, artifacts, personal letters. The shelves contain copies of all of the books that mention him—the citations are listed in the front of each—as well as the bootleg reprints of stuff from the old Voice of Truth.” Julian’s easy gesture took in the freestanding shelves along both walls. They were filled with books, from tattered paperbacks to books echoing the gold-stamped splendor of a law library.

“You know, it’s a pity he vanished the way he did,” Julian continued. “The estate is so disorganized that some of those copyrights never will be untangled until the work becomes public domain sometime in the next century. But please—feel free to browse to your heart’s content—and please, do consider my other offer. I would very much enjoy being your host, Truth. I flatter myself that I could even help you—perhaps more than you realize.”


It was impossible to mistake the genuineness of his offer, and Truth found herself once more returning his smile.

“I really … I don’t think …” Truth floundered, in spite of that. She did not know Julian—he was her father’s partisan—she couldn’t trust him. “This is such an amazing collection, Julian; I hardly know where to begin—it’s magnificent!” she said, hoping to distract him.

“It’s yours for as long as you need it.” Julian folded her hand in both of his own. “Will you stay?”

“I—” Truth hesitated, and Julian, sensing her reluctance, made another offer.

“At least be my guest for dinner? The others would love to meet you—and I hope for another chance to persuade you to our cause.”

Julian’s steady turquoise gaze and engaging, self-deprecating smile made it impossible to evade the question, even though Truth felt, somehow, that accepting this dinner invitation would be agreeing to a whole lot more than just a meal. Once again she felt that ghostly sense of challenge.

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

“That much is settled then.”

Truth was about to ask what time she should return, but Julian forestalled her once again.

“May I leave you here for a while? I’d much prefer your company to what I ought to be doing, but there are some calls to California that I really must make. I hope you can amuse yourself here?”

Truth nodded. Julian continued, making his way toward the door. “I’m so glad you’re staying; I’ll tell Irene.” He pronounced the name in English fashion, giving it three syllables and a long “e” on the end: I-ree-nee. “She does me the favor of supervising our domestic arrangements, and I’d be lost without her. I’ll be back as soon as I
may, but feel free to ask Irene or any of the others for anything you need.”

“Of course,” Truth said, slightly dazzled.

The afternoon sun, beating in through the high, uncurtained windows, bathed Julian in orient splendor, granting him a genuine halo in counterpoint to the painting’s trumpery one. He looked like what he was—a powerful, important man. A man who would do great things—and who seemed already to believe that she would help him do them. He opened the door to leave.

“Julian,” Truth asked with sudden urgency, “What do you think happened to him? Blackburn, I mean. He can’t just have up and vanished.” Can he? a part of her mind added in new uncertainty.

Julian paused.

“I think—I think he found what he sought, or nearly so. No frontier can be explored without risk—and magick is no game for amateurs.”

He turned and walked from the room, closing the high double doors behind him as if furling an angel’s wings.
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