
Book Two, Chapter Five

"Dear Candle," the first letter began. The Candle squinted over it again by the 

dawn's light. He had slept fitfully, but at least he had slept. He had dreamt he 

travelled on endlessly dividing path, walking urgently, each fork presenting a new 

agonizing uncertainty.

The Lash had come at dawn, bringing two letters, as well as the Candle's 

morning tea. With the Lash's help, the Candle had perfumed himself and put on a 

fresh tunic and his sandals. The injury to the Candle's knee was serious, but the 

binding and salves that the Lash had applied kept most of the pain away. He 

leaned heavily on the Lash as he went to his chair by the window. He had 

excused the Lash until lunch time, and taken up the letters. His street was quiet 

that morning. It was typically a quiet street, though near enough to the 

amphitheater to get the occasional group of revelers on days when contests were 

held. The misty grey of the late summer morning took him back to his days as a 

young man, studying at a cloister in the highlands.

Or perhaps it was the second letter that put the Candle in mind of his studies. 

The Most Holy Confessor had been the cloistered cleric there, responsible for the 

education of promising young men in divinity and the proper history of God and 

Empire. The Most Holy Confessor had been fit, already greying, and sharp of wit 

and tongue. Though the Candle had never found a gap in the man's knowledge 

or understanding, the cleric had not seemed to enjoy either. At times, he had 

seemed to view the Candle's curiosity with suspicion. The two men had never 

been particularly friendly toward one another, and at times the Candle sensed 
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outright hostility. And so it was with surprise bordering on bafflement that the 

Candle had received his present appointment, shortly after the man had been 

named the Most Holy Confessor.

"Dear Candle," the first letter began. Unlike the Most Holy Confessor's tidy, 

precise, lettering, this script was full of flourishes and artistic touches.

"Please understand first of all that I write for the good of Man, Merendir, and 

Empire. I am a physician, and member of a fellowship which values knowledge, 

compassion, truth, and understanding of all physical, alchemical, and divine 

matters.

"I write to implore you to recognize our common humanity, and our common 

love of knowledge and understanding. You are reknowed as a scholarly man, and 

those of my Fellowship aspire to similar learning and erudition.

"It cannot be denied that there exist dangerous, heretical, elements that would 

wage war against the Church of Quelestel if they were given respite from 

righteous prosecution. These elements must be unearthed and destroyed.

"The men and women arrested today on charges of sorcery and heresy are 

not part of this righteous prosecution. It is true that they keep the old rituals, but 

the same may be said of the farmers on the plains, the sailors at sea, and even 

of the Emperor at feast times. It is true that they long for knowledge, and that 

much of the knowledge of the ancients is forbidden, but you of all men must 

understand this longing.

"The stars show trying times ahead. We can meet these times as allies, and 

both be stronger for it, or we can pick one another apart, even as the true 

adversaries of God and Empire grow in power.
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"I implore you, Sir, on behalf of the Order of Learned Men of Old Blood, to put 

aside our old aggressions, which in modern times are calcified, and indeed 

nonsensical. In particular, I ask that you release Dane of Rushport, Eithan of the 

Tanneries, and Redick Gustalf from their imprisonment, and instead begin with 

them a dialogue. Men of wisdom and understanding must work together for the 

betterment of all people. The Mighty Lord Quelestel surely knows this to be true, 

and as we are all his vassals, I implore you to embrace wisdom over emnity, 

strength in solidarity over weakness in bitter retribution, and brilliant 

enlightenment over the darkest ignorance.

I sign this at no small risk to my life and liberty, believing you to be a just and 

compassionate man, and with the hope that we may meet one day as friends and 

allies.

Yours sincerely,

Landry Falword of Merendir

It was a flattering letter, and well-crafted. The Candle would have liked to meet 

this Landry Falword as a friend and ally and understand the nature of the the 

Order of Learned Men of Old Blood. Apparently, it was a fellowship not entirely 

composed of superstitious rubes. He leaned over to his lamp, turned up the wick, 

and stuck the letter into flame. He held the letter as it burned, letting the ashes 

fall into the lamp, tilting it until the flames had reached his fingertips and only a 

corner remained. Then he blew it out and reread the second letter.
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Candle,

Through the gracious correspondance of our devout colleague, Brother 

Mendlekker, I have been able to keep abreast of events in Merendir. That the 

recent Tribunals and their impetus reflect a greater corruption, the scope of which 

can no longer be in doubt, as its effects have been felt now even within the walls 

of our Citadel.

A great blow has been struck against our Church this day. Three fine young 

priests lie dead, murdered by their brethren, by duplicitious men of our own order, 

belonging to this same coalition of insurgents and heretics which have so vexed 

you in Merendir. If not for the prowess of our braves knights, I myself might have 

been among the dead.

My esteemed Candle, you have always been prone to generosity in your 

judgements of others, perhaps because you seek to excuse failings that you see 

within yourself. Though you may not yet see it, our church has lapsed from 

strength to confidence, to tolerance, and finally to lassitude. This cannot be 

tolerated any more. There may be no compromise with traitors or heretics, 

whether they be outside influences or among our own ranks.

It is time to deal in the harshest possible ways with those who resist the will of 

Quelestel. We must root out all sedition and impurity, and the perpetrators must 

be subject to the most memorable public tormentations devisable. The light of 

Quelestel must once again be brilliant, searing, and unfaltering.

I leave for Merendir this morning, but in my old age and infirmity I fear it will be 
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a week's journey or longer.

By the light of Quelestel,

The Most Holy Confessor

The Candle set the letter on his end table and closed his eyes. He breathed in 

slowly until his lungs would hold no more, and released his breath just as slowly. 

Quelestel was not a god for divination, he offered guidance only through 

proscription. Nor was he a god of the written word. Quelestel's priests and 

knights were his voice. Above them, the Candle and the Lord Commander gave 

the god's directives. Above the the Candle and the Lord Commander, second 

only to the Emperor, was the Most Holy Confessor.

There was a knock at his door, the heavy, deliberate, knock of the Lash. The 

Candle rose awkwardly, pulling himself up on a crutch. Across the city, the bell of 

the Basilica began to toll. It was an odd hour. The pain was muted, but his 

movements were laborious. The Candle opened his door. Still the bell tolled. The 

Lash stood there, wringing his cap.

"The Library was robbed," the Lash said, apologetically. The Candle had told 

him not return until noon. "They killed a panther and broke a window." On and on, 

the bell rang. It seemed excessive for a burglary. "They found a man without a 

head." Once before, the Candle had heard bells like this. "They found him in the 

room that can't be opened. It's open now." The Candle drew a sharp breath. The 

Lash cocked his head, as if he was hearing the bells for the first time. He looked 
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at the Candle with wide eyes and asked, "Is the Emperor dead?"
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