
The girl averted her face, shying away from the Candle. The hunch of 

her shoulders and back was unnatural. The Lash had done his best to fix 

her up for her interview, but some things could not be covered or 

repaired. She trembled, and her eyes-- the only piece of her face visible 

behind her bandages-- flashed wildly between the Candle and the Lash. The 

Lash stood, his huge shoulders hunched, with a bland look on his broad, 

stupid, face. To say that he was unaware of the girl's terror would not be 

accurate, he was merely untroubled by it. He took no pleasure in it 

either. The Lash could conceive of cruelty no more than he could conceive 

of compassion. He knew loyalty and obedience, and the tools of his trade.

The Candle examined his knee, eager to look away from the girl's 

bandaged face. His own bandages were precisely applied, clean and tight. 

He had no doubt that the stitches beneath them were similarly careful. The 

Lash would have made a good physician, had he not landed in his current 

profession. The girl found him disquieting, though, and so the Candle 

dismissed him. The Candle had nothing to fear from this broken, quivering 

girl. The Lash nodded once, gathered up an armful of bloody towels from 

the floor, and left the room.

Though she was an ugly sight, she did make the Candle's own pain seem 

less consequential. The Candle gestured toward the Lash's stool and the 

girl sat immediately, taking his gesture as a command. Sitting on the 

great stone table, the Candle towered above her.

The girl's torments had nearly been over-- until the Candle requested 
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her alive. The Candle thought back to the briefing the Lash had given him, 

making sure he had all the details in order before he questioned her.

"Larie Cahn," The Candle said, and the girl jumped at her own name. 

"If you tell me everything I want to know, and answer me truthfully, I am 

prepared to pardon you. Do you understand what I mean?"

The girl just sobbed, the sound muffled by the bandages on her face, 

which were beginning to soak through with gore. The Candle forced himself 

to look at her.

"Larie..." he said, softly. Even in pain, pallid and tired and always 

out of breath, the Candle could speak to people. When he tried, and he 

rarely tried anymore, he could make people hear him, make them feel him, 

even if they did not love him. The girl turned her face toward him. Her 

eyes were a beautiful grey, flecked with green and gold.

"One of my priests came to me as a supplicant," the Candle told her. 

"He begged for your life, and offered his own."

Her eyes clouded. He could see no other expression behind the 

bandages.

"He told me," the Candle persisted, "that you would never have turned 

to heresy on your own. He told me..." the Candle stopped to massage his 

temples. "He told me that you were led astray by Gian Lucroy."

A brief, strangled, sound escaped Larie Cahn's throat, her eyes 

alight. It occurred to the Candle that the Lash might not have left her 

with the faculties of speech.
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"Can you speak, girl?" He said, with just a touch of impatience, and 

she recoiled.

"Yes," she croaked.

"Good. Now then, you must know that in your case, heresy is the least 

of my concerns. Blackmailing the Church is a heinous crime, even if it is 

done for love. Next, understand that my position of coercion is quite 

superior to your own. If I release you, and you misbehave, I will see that 

every member of your Salon experiences the same torments that you have 

just lived through, except that they will not live. Teela Weaver, Piers 

Holden, Landry Falword..." the Candle waved his hand, dismissing all three 

lives.

"The man who tried to save you..." the Candle paused and frowned at 

Larie Cahn, then raised an eyebrow expectantly.

"Tori." Larie supplied the name quickly, once she realized the Candle 

was asking her for it. The Candle found his eyes drawn to the array of 

tools and simple machines hanging from the rough stone walls. How 

unyielding that stone and metal appeared, next to the trembling mortal 

flesh of the frightened girl.

"Yes. Tori. It is quite remarkable that he got as close to you as he 

did. I should like to know how it was done." The Candle waited a moment 

and then added, suggestively, "It is possible that he might still live, 

though his injuries are... grievous." As talented a speaker as he was, 

lying had never come easily to the Candle, and so he looked away from 
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Larie Cahn and looked instead to where the Lash's implements were arrayed, 

focusing on a small, jointed, metal contraption fitted with a crank. He 

wondered if he would find it less horrifying, or more so, if he knew its 

purpose.

"I don't know!" The girl's voice was hoarse and desperate. He 

believed her, but decided to push her anyway. If she was unable to help 

him here, it would make her more eager to please him later in their 

interview.

"Is Tori a sorcerer?" He asked. Her eyes were expressive. She feared 

the word. The Candle nearly sighed. The girl was completely and profoundly 

missing the point. Fear and hope played urgently in her eyes for half 

second before she answered.

"Yes," she said, and the Candle nodded gravely. He was surprised when 

she added "...But not a very good one. It wouldn't have helped him."

The Candle smiled at her gently. She was trying to be helpful. If 

Tori had not already died, the Candle might have actually considered 

sparing him.

"Is Tori a burglar, then?" He asked.

Larie shook her head and the Candle frowned.

"Speak," he said, just a bit sharply.

"No!" Larie exclaimed. "Not a burglar. He's..." The Candle let her 

search for the word. "A messenger, I guess. And an adventurer. An 

explorer."
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The Candle wondered what Tori could have explored in his short life. 

He had barely been old enough to grow whiskers. He narrowed his eyes, and 

looked into hers, trying not to see the deepening spots of blood soaking 

through the otherwise fresh bandages on her face. "A messenger for the 

Dark Council?"

Larie Cahn looked pained at the question, guilty.

"Yes."

"And you know this Council?"

"Only my uncle." Larie Cahn answered quietly, looking at the floor. 

Then, to the Candle's irritation, she began to shake all over, choking 

back sobs.

"Oh, hush, girl," the Candle said, almost as gently as he intended, 

"Nobody can resist the Lash's questioning."

She nodded obediently, but not convincingly.

"The more cooperative you are," the Candle told her, "the more 

lenient we will be with your associates."

Larie nodded more eagerly, still shaking a bit. The Candle had one 

more hope to give her, the most important one, before pursuing his true 

line of questioning.

"Who was Shervin?" He asked, and Larie's demeanor changed with 

startling speed. Caught off guard, the Candle drew back reflexively, as he 

might from a snarling dog. She started to speak twice, choking on her 

fury, before the Candle interrupted.
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"Let me see if I've put this all together properly," he said. He 

furrowed his brow and pursed his lips briefly, for dramatic effect. The 

details were all rather opaque, but with the help of a long and 

circumspect letter from the Matriarch, he was fairly certain he had 

puzzled out the story. "You were Gian Lucroy's lover. Tyner Langste was... 

is... in love with you." He glanced up and saw her nodding. "Tyner, good 

priest that he is..."

Here Larie made a noise to interrupt, but the Candle held up his hand 

to silence her.

"...Concerned that you were becoming enmeshed in dangerous heretical 

circles, and unable to convince you to take a more righteous path, took 

his knowledge of the Salon, and specifically Gian Lucroy, to Hadron 

Cortail."

Larie remained dutifully silent, but her eyes smoldered.

"Brother Cortail," the Candle continued, "being an ambitious twit, 

who has nevertheless managed to insinuate himself into the good graces of 

the Most Holy Confessor..." The Candle looked up at Larie, and smiled at 

her shock, before continuing his interpretation of the story, "...decided 

to ignore the rather more benign precedent that I have set recently, and 

convene a Tribunal against Gian Lucroy, knowing that the Most Holy 

Confessor would give Cortail the immense honor of serving on said 

Tribunal.

"Panicked by the thought of your lover's pain, you cast about wildly 
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for a solution and hit upon the extraordinarily inadvisable notion of 

blackmailing the Church for his release. The Lord Commander, disgusting 

reptile though he may be, is typically at least discreet. Tell me, how did 

you discover that he is wont to purchase little boys for his pleasure?"

He imagined that Larie Cahn was gaping beneath her mask of bandages.

"Never mind." He waved off his own question. "The important part, for 

the purposes of our sordid and tragic tale, is that the Knighthood cannot 

take another scandal at this time, nor is there a particularly expedient 

way to remove a Lord Commander from duty. We are stuck with him until he 

retires or dies.

"Now Shervin..." the Candle pursed his lips and frowned at the floor, 

perfectly clean, aside from the spot where the bloody towels had been. The 

Candle wondered how many times the last of a man's lifeblood had been 

scrubbed fastidiously from the floor by the Lash and his predecessors. 

"Was Shervin a member of the Salon?"

"Yes."

"But he had other sympathies."

"Yes." This single word was heavy with bitterness.

"His group worships the spirit of the sorcerer Stelmarren and aims to 

destroy the Order of Learned Men of Old Blood, of which the Salon is 

faction."

"Yes."

"I confess that the tangled rivalries indulged in by heretics of 
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subtly different stripes are somewhat unclear to me, but that is beside 

the point. Shervin, seeking to destroy the Salon, and knowing that Loche 

Mendlekker could never stand to be outdone by Hadron Cortail, went to 

Brother Medlekker with the information necessary for Mendlekker to convene 

his very own Tribunal-- against you. You were arrested. Your allies in the 

Salon deduced Shervin's betrayal. Shervin must either have been quite 

dangerous, or gone to ground, because you found it necessary to appeal to 

the Dark Council for help in achieving retaliation. The Dark Council 

brought its political power to bear and the Hidden Guard tracked Shervin 

down and killed him. Do I have that all right?"

"Yes." Larie Cahn said, her voice edged with disbelief.

"Did you know," the Candle asked earnestly, "that Gian Lucroy still 

lives?"

Larie Cahn's breath caught. Her eyes shone wildly for an instant and 

then misted over. Her hands went to the bandages on her face. The poor 

girl had probably been pretty before.

"It's true," the Candle told her. "He fled to the country estate of 

his sister-in-law. We have not yet bothered to apprehend him."

"Not yet?" Larie asked meekly. He smiled at her, confident know that 

she would do whatever he asked.

"There were two books among your possessions," the Candle changed the 

subject pointedly. "What language were they written in?"

Larie blinked at the sudden turn in their conversation.
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"The Silver Tongue?" She answered.

The Candle laughed, startling the girl further. The etymological 

implications of this were delightful.

"Surely it has an older name?"

"Quaranthan." She answered.

"Can you read it?"

She did not answer immediately, but the Candle saw that she hesitated 

from confusion, not reluctance. That was odd, for a simple question, but 

he gave her time.

"Yes?" She said. "It isn't a matter of translation, not like Siltian 

or Rhoudenian. You don't read it, so much as you... see it."

"But most people cannot see it."

"Most cannot."

"Are there more of these books, at the Salon?" The Candle spoke too 

quickly, too eagerly. He could not disguise his greed, not entirely, and 

Larie Cahn balked. The Candle nearly snapped at her, but caught himself 

and sighed instead. When he spoke again, he was surprised at the weariness 

in his voice. "Understanding... That has been my life's work. I know it 

may be difficult for you to believe that, but it is true." Larie Cahn's 

eyes darkened. "It makes no difference whether you believe me. I am 

offering to trade your life, the life of your lover, and the life of every 

member of your Salon, for the chance to examine one of these books. They 

are manuals of sorts, yes?" Larie Cahn nodded, started to speak, and 
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thought better of it. "Speak your mind," the Candle said, a bit peevishly. 

It was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the throbbing in his knee 

and his patience for sympathy and gentleness was nearly depleted.

"They can be dangerous."

The Candle gave a short, bitter, laugh, and the girl cocked her head 

quizzically. He wondered how she could, with a straight face, withhold 

knowledge from the Church-- more specifically, from him, the Candle-- 

because she deemed it dangerous. The irony was exquisite. The Candle shook 

his head with a smile, wondering how she could fail to see it.

"Explain," he said.

Larie Cahn spoke haltingly, trying to distill complex ideas into 

simpler ones. "The words resonate. They are chosen carefully, to resonate 

with a certain action-- a certain manipulation of the elements. That 

action must be understood perfectly. The resonance amplifies the action. 

If you were able to read the words, without understanding the action..."

"I might unleash a mass of uncontrolled energy and burn down the 

Library?" The Candle did not actually speak these words mockingly, but 

realized when Larie Cahn bristled that they must have sounded that way.

"If you're lucky," she snapped. Realizing the tone she had taken with 

him, her eyes rolled in fear and then she spoke meekly. "Worse things can 

happen-- have happened. Madness, but not the drooling, gibbering, kind-- 

at least, not always. Cold madness. Cruel madness. Precise, destructive, 

inhuman madness."
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The Candle thought of all he had read of Stelmarren the Ever Young, 

and shivered. He smiled at her coldly. "I will be careful," he said. "But 

that is irrelevant, because you have no choice. You may go now. I will 

instruct the Lash to do his best to save Tori's life, but he will die if 

you do not deliver one of these books to me within two days, and he will 

be the first to die of many. Lash!"

The door opened immediately, and the Lash stood in the doorway, open-

mouthed, looking at the Candle expectantly with his watery, stupid, eyes.

"See Miss Cahn out," the Candle instructed. "We are finished with 

her." It was an unusual request, but the Lash merely nodded. He took her 

by the arm gently, almost tenderly. She recoiled at his touch, but she 

needed his help to get up. "Have my carriage take her wherever she likes."

The Lash escorted Larie Cahn out, lending her his arm like a shy 

suitor. The Candle grimaced as he hauled his injured leg up onto the 

table. He lay back against the cool, smooth, stone and fell immediately 

asleep.


