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   The island was a black fist thrusting out of the Atlantic. 
 
   We put off from the ketch in a longboat, and I wanted to be anywhere but there. Sprites hate ships, as is well known. Humans think we’re afraid of the sea, but that’s not it. We’re a sensible folk, preferring not to travel on a bunch of sticks over an abyss, hoping we don’t sink. We don’t jump over fires either. Same sort of thing.
 
   The captain refused to get close, claiming reefs or some such, so I was in a small boat full of smelly humans—no prejudice there, just stating facts—who rowed us through the choppy waves. The basalt cliffs that gave the Black Isle its name rose straight up from the sea like an immense wall. At the base clung a tiny dock that looked to give way at a touch, and on that dock stood an elf and an ogre. The elf wore the brown robes of a Chapterhouse wizard. The island was home to one of the oldest Chapterhouses in the world, built back in one of the Dark Ages, I can never remember which one, so the place was lousy with wizards. 
 
   Which is why I was here.
 
   The longboat pulled close to the dock. The coxswain threw my kit over, then motioned for me to follow it.
 
   “Sprightly now,” he called, and the crew laughed. Humans never tire of that joke.
 
   I waited for the top of the swell, then leaped. My feet hit the dock hard, but I didn’t stumble. I threw a dirty look back at the sailors, but they were already pulling away, so I turned my attention to the two on the dock.
 
   The ogre was an ugly beast. His fleshy face was lumpy and crooked, with one eye larger than the other, one eyebrow higher than the other, a nose that had been broken so many times it had forgotten its shape, and a wide scar on his cheek that caused his mouth to twist over to the side. The elf was a shabby fellow, with wild hair and a much-patched robe. I couldn’t tell if he was young or old, but you never can with elves. He regarded me with an air of revulsion, as if I were some grotesque fish that had just flopped onto shore.
 
   “Pick him up, John Golly,” he said to the ogre. Then to me he said, “it’s a steep climb.”
 
   “I’ll walk,” I said, grabbing my kit. I wasn’t going to let myself be hauled like a dead stag.
 
   Then the name clicked and I looked again at the ogre.
 
   “You’re John Golly? Gian Galeazzo from the Trentino?”
 
   The ogre nodded.
 
   “I’ve heard of you,” I said.
 
   “And I have heard of you, many times.” His voice was a gravelly basso.
 
   I offered a bow, which he returned—professional courtesy.
 
   I explained to the elf.
 
   “Gian Galeazzo was a tunneler with the Lombard Wolves.”
 
   “Quinn-the-Sprite was a tunneler with the Company of Red Hands,” the ogre said.
 
   The elf was unimpressed. His long nose crinkled.
 
   “So you were both mercenaries. That means nothing here. At the Chapterhouse, John Golly is a bound Warden, and you, sprite, are a hireling.” He looked me over skeptically. “A tunneler? You?”
 
   I ignored him and spoke to the ogre.
 
   “Can’t the elf pronounce your name?”
 
   He grinned. An ogre grin is a frightening sight, but only the first hundred times or so.
 
   “My brother Wolves were mostly English and Welsh. They could not say properly Gian Galeazzo, so they called me John Golly.” He shrugged. “It stuck.”
 
   Although we had served in different companies, we had been more rivals than enemies. As tunnelers we were members of a difficult and dangerous trade, though the ogre dug through physical defenses while I had dug through magical ones. Still, he was closer to being a comrade than was the elf, or those sailors. I decided to like him.
 
   “John Golly it is,” I said.
 
   “Quinn-the-Sprite.” That alarming grin again. Why do ogres file their teeth?
 
   “Grandmaster Bernat is waiting,” the elf said, and he set out without a backward glance.
 
   We followed a path that climbed steeply through a ravine. Black walls rose on either side, slick with the sea air. The slap of the elf’s slippers, and the thud of John Golly’s boots, echoed against the cliffs, but I sensed another kind of echo as well—a jagged, discordant sound that no ear could hear but which my fae senses could barely shut out. Something strange was going on, somewhere up above. The elf toiled onward, wheezing and muttering as he went. He climbed slowly enough that I was able to keep pace without losing my dignity by being carried.
 
   We emerged from the cliffs and there stood the famous Chapterhouse of the Magistri Miraculorum in all its glory. The place was a mess. You might think from the name it would be some grand palace or sprawling fortress, but it was nothing of the kind. Instead, it was a confusion of buildings that tumbled across the entire island, structures of every description and design. From where I stood I saw a Jute longhouse, an Alsatian chateau, a stone something-or-other without doors or windows, a half-completed marble palace, and two thatch huts. Other buildings defied description. Every sort of material had been used, from copper to glass, timber to slate, limestone, granite, even turf. The buildings crowded one another, overlapped each other, some even appeared to have grown over the top of others. I knew wizards cared little about mundane matters like architecture but this had all the orderliness of a child’s toybox. 
 
   It was shabby, too, with missing tiles, holes in roofs, broken slate, crumbling porches. Were it not for the two people with me, I could easily believe the place had been abandoned a century ago.
 
   Even more disorder reigned beneath the surface of plainsight. Like most Chapterhouses, the place had been built as much by magic as by masons, but here I detected a stewpot of spells—human, elfin, merfolk, even orcish. Spells wound about each other, interpenetrated, competed. The whole complex was like a web woven by generations of insane spiders. 
 
   Low clouds scudded across the sky, throwing fast-moving shapes over the scene. Brilliant light alternated with deep shadow, as if the sky echoed the strange ferment below.
 
   “Quickly now,” the elf said, “no time for admiring.”
 
   Admiring! All I wanted to do was get out of there. For the first time in my life, I actually wished to get on a boat. I took a deep breath and forced myself forward. The elf walked ahead while John Golly held back a bit to match my pace. It was a chance to get some information.
 
   “What is wrong here?” I said, stretching my neck to look up at him. “I’m sensing all kinds of ….”
 
   He shook his head slightly. “Not now.”
 
   Even that much was information. It at least confirmed something was wrong, and John Golly wanted me to know about it. The terms of my employment were strange enough, but the ogre’s dark hint coupled with the uneasy weirdness of the Chapterhouse made me increasingly anxious. Not so anxious I wanted to go back, certainly, but anxious enough that I would look for any chance to slip the leash.
 
   I tried a different angle.
 
   “So, what’s your job here,” I said, “Head Wizard?” Open with a joke, I figured.
 
   “Ogres have no wizardry,” he said, “though we do have a head. Some of us even have two.” A low chuckle rumbled down at me.
 
   “Funny. So, what do you do?”
 
   “I am Warden. I keep the House.”
 
   Something in the way he said that told me he did more than just sweep the floors and greet visitors.
 
   “And how does a tunneler with the Wolves wind up a Chapterhouse Warden on the Black Isle?”
 
   He shook his head again and put one blunt finger to his crooked lips. More secrets.
 
   “Here,” the elf called back to us. 
 
   He was standing in front of a heavy oak door leading into a three-story building that would have been at home in any town in Mecklenburg, complete with lacquered paint and some kind of motto running along a heavy beam just over the door, written in Plattedeutsch. The elf went inside; John Golly motioned I should go first, then he followed me, ducking his head under the lintel. As he did so, he whispered to me.
 
   “Stay sharp.”
 
   I didn’t need the warning, but I appreciated it. I would have appreciated more knowing exactly why I needed to stay sharp. 
 
   We entered a hallway, which opened into a vast central chamber filled with the kind of deep gloom that sometimes lurks in the empty spaces of big houses. The shafts of light that slid down from high windows only served to deepen the shadows. There were no chairs or benches, no tables or shelves, only the tall, empty room with a wide staircase opposite. The wood floor was covered with threadbare rugs piled three or four deep. As we crossed, one rug rose into the air, folded itself, and settled to the floor again a few feet away. I didn’t know if that sort of thing was normal in a Chapterhouse. I try hard never to enter one.
 
   The staircase had polished railing on both sides, and newels upon which carved wyverns crouched. At least, I hoped they were carved and not real. When I put my foot to the first stair, it groaned like an animal in pain. I took another step and the next stair groaned, but in a different voice. Up ahead neither the elf nor the ogre elicited any sort of noise from the stairs. I shook my head and wished all wizards a long holiday in hell.
 
   We went from the stairs into a hall that led to another staircase. Then again, and then again. At the top of the fourth, I stopped.
 
   “We’ve come up four sets of stairs,” I said, “but the building is only three stories high.”
 
   The elf gave me a contemptuous look. 
 
   “We are no longer in that building,” he said.
 
   He continued on his way before I could think of a reply to this. The three story building was the tallest among its neighbors, so how could we be any higher? I looked around for a window whereby I might gain some insight, but there was only the bare hallway and, some distance ahead, still another staircase. I had to trot to catch up.
 
   We passed several rooms, but all the doors were shut. Strange sounds came from two of them, and a perfectly hideous smell emanated from a third. We passed from a carpeted hall into one with bare floor. The wood here was old and untended. Some of the boards were warped, and a layer of dust covered all. 
 
   I wasn’t too worried about magic. We sprites are frail enough in our physical bodies, but set us down among magical forces and we are as armored as Hannibal’s elephants. What worried me was the clear sensation that the magical forces around me were in chaos, as if a fire had broken out of its hearth and was rampaging through a village.
 
   “Stay to the right,” John Golly said.
 
   “Why?” I said, peering around me.
 
   “The boards on the left are not real.”
 
   They looked solid enough.
 
   “How far over do the real ones go?”
 
   I asked this as I was moving over. Two strides later I was falling through the floor. The non-existent boards flashed past my eyes as I tumbled forward, then I was in another hallway, still falling. I nearly hit the floor below before my wings came out. Above me, the ceiling looked perfectly solid, but I aimed left and flew back up, making sure to land next to the wall.
 
   “Stay to the right, you see,” John Golly said. 
 
   And some people say ogres have no sense of humor.
 
   Before I could fold them away, the sensitive filaments of my under-wings were buffeted by a surge of magical energy. Magic howled around me like storm winds. The energy was comprised of spells and fragments of spells, the odor of potions, the slick residue from charms—dozens of particles and waves and textures that ought never to be loose, even singly. When my wings clamped into place, it was as if I had slammed the door on a pack of charging wolves.
 
   I glanced at John Golly, but of course he registered nothing. Ogres have no magic and are largely impervious to its secondary effects. He was deaf to the noise around him, the chaos that was running wildly in every direction. Another mystery and another question to ask, later.
 
   After walking down what must be the world’s longest hallway, we finally passed a window. The walls were granite now—they had changed without my noticing—and the window was hardly more than a large arrow port. I climbed up and looked out.
 
   “Be cautious, Quinn-the-Sprite.”
 
   We were at least a hundred feet up, even though we had climbed no more stairs. The Chapterhouse sprawled below me, looking even more of a shambles from above. Buildings spilled right up to the cliffs. I saw the ocean beyond, turbulent, dotted with white. A stiff wind had sprung up and it prowled at the window opening. I backed away. 
 
   The raggedy elf had a laugh at my expense, but I paid no attention to him. I was trying to figure out how the Chapterhouse kept changing around me. I resolved not to take any more jobs from magicians, no matter what the terms.
 
   A little further on, the hall ended at a single iron door. The elf motioned and John Golly hauled it open. I wondered who did the opening when they didn’t have an ogre around.
 
   “If it please you, Grandmaster, I announce Quinn, wizard of Clan Five.”
 
   I didn’t correct him on the wizard part. I’m a cincinnator, a lock-breaker. It’s an obscure difference, of importance mainly to other sprites.
 
   The Grandmaster’s room was large but cluttered. Chairs were scattered at random, books teetered in piles, plates sat half-eaten on a long table. Three servants were busy putting things into boxes even as two others were taking them back out again, all five arguing in whispers. I couldn’t tell if they were trying to pack or unpack. At the far end of the long table sat an enormous chair upholstered in dark purple velvet. This chair was completely filled by a fat human in heavy robes. He waved a short arm stiffly, like a flipper.
 
   “Sit,” he said. “There is wine.”
 
   He gestured without changing position, pointing first at a chair much too large for me, then at a side table. Since the table held the wine, I went there first. I poured a healthy draught and sipped at it, but was foul. My guide bowed himself out and closed the door, joining John Golly in the hall.
 
   As bad as the wine was, I pretended to drink for a moment, to give myself time to think. Grandmaster Bernat was a big man with big appetites, and likely a big ego as well. He would try to bully me. He held all the power at this point. I would have to find a way to change the balance, if I was going to be anything more than a pawn in his game.
 
   I climbed onto the table, which was rude, but the available chairs were too big, and it was the only way I could look the man in the face. He had a round, fleshy face with heavy brows and small eyes.
 
   “All right, Bernat, you brought me here, so I’m listening. I figure you have a job for me.”
 
   He stared at me for a long moment. The tiny smile that appeared at the edges of his mouth did not trouble the rest of his face.
 
   “I am told you are the best,” he said. His voice was butter smooth. “I doubt that is true.” He placed his fingertips together carefully, as if he were handling porcelain.
 
   “But you are good with locks, hm? We have a lock for you to open.”
 
   I waited, then waited some more, but that seemed to be all of it.
 
   “A lock,” I said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I grinned.
 
   “I open one lock and I am pardoned?” I didn’t give him a chance to reply. “That’s what I was promised. Do a service for the Magistri, and I escape the hangman’s noose. That’s the deal.”
 
   I tried putting up the brave front, pretending not to be intimidated by the Magistri and their ancient magic. Stake out a strong position at first; you can always retreat later. 
 
   It was a stupid gambit.
 
   “Listen to me carefully, sprite,” the human said, “I know your kind. You are liars, thieves, and braggarts, and those are your good points. I would never let you onto my island without an absolute guarantee, and plans behind the guarantees. So here are the terms of your employment.
 
   “You will unlock our Library. You will not enter it, you will only unlock it. You will be searched before and after. If we find any suspicious item in your possession, you will go back to prison. If you fail to open the Library, you go back to prison. Refuse to try, and you go back. I will not warn you against escaping. Even you are not so arrogant as to think you could fly ten miles to the mainland. Even if you did, the Magistri have Chapterhouses everywhere. You would never be safe. Do you understand these terms so far?”
 
   I nodded. His tone, his tiny eyes, his porcelain fingers, were scraping across my nerves, but I nodded.
 
   “Good. Clever sprite. You have one job only—open the lock that seals the Library. Do this, and I have a letter from the king pardoning you of all crimes, even of trying to steal from the royal treasury.”
 
   “I’m innocent of that one,” I said, trying to keep calm and sound casual.
 
   “I know, since I’m the one who arranged your arrest. Steady now!”
 
   My wings swept out, scarlet with rage. I would have attacked him on the spot, but the moment I spread my wings I was assaulted by magical forces that nearly sent me to my knees. They covered me, writhing, like a basket of vipers dumped on my head. With great effort I managed to fold my wings back into place, shutting out the supra-natural noise. I stood with my head down, panting. 
 
   “Yes, do control that temper of yours. Sprites are such volatile creatures,” he said, “and put away that silly knife.”
 
   I looked down to see my weapon in my right hand. The Grandmaster was a single wrist flick from death, but I controlled my volatile temper and I put away the silly knife. 
 
   I sat down slowly on the big table, folding my legs, taking my time doing so. He watched me, head cocked, like a bird watching a worm. His smile was frozen in place. I had made another stupid move. I needed to be careful.
 
   “Suppose I have said yes,” I said, trying to make it sound pleasant.
 
   “Very well then, back to business. You see I have been thorough. In addition to my other precautions, I have set a watchdog on you. You have met him. He is the ogre, Gian Galeazzo. He is utterly devoted to this Chapterhouse, so there’s no point in trying to subvert him, though I have no doubt you will try. Know, however, that he is bound to the Chapter. I believe you know the significance of an ogre’s condotte?”
 
   I did, and Bernat knew damn well I did, so I didn’t bother answering.
 
   “Very well, then. I need only to hear your acknowledgment. Do you understand the conditions of your employment? You don’t need to agree, as you have no choice in the matter.”
 
   I understood, but I wasn’t quite done being stupid yet.
 
   “You want the Library open,” I said. “Why don’t you just use the key?”
 
   “We would never entrust the Library to anything so fragile as a key. They do get lost so easily.”
 
   “Which means,” I said, “someone has put a spell on the lock, one you’ve been unable to counter despite all your great learning.”
 
   He put away his smile.
 
   “I do not need to justify myself to you. No one cast a spell. The lock is … defective.”
 
   That was a lie, I could tell that much. 
 
   “Defective how? I need to know all I can, if I’m going to open those doors for you.”
 
   He waved a flipper dismissively.
 
   “It is unimportant. You will see the doors for yourself and then you will understand.”
 
   I did my best to look grudgingly defeated.
 
   “You have me hemmed in on every side, Bernat. Show me your Library and I’ll open your wretched lock.” I gave him my best smile. “Because, you see, I really am the best.”
 
   He laughed as if this were wit, which set his wide belly into a rocking motion. With one hand he refilled his goblet from a crystal jug. With the other he dabbed at the sweat on the folds of his neck with a large cloth that may once have been white. He sighed, a long, whooshing sound like some giant bird gliding into land.
 
   “It can wait until morning. I want you rested. Besides, I want to watch you work, and I have, ah, other concerns this evening.” He gestured vaguely at the room. I wanted to wonder about that, but I wanted still more to get out of there. 
 
   “Very well, then,” he said. He was starting to repeat himself. He tried on another smile, but it didn’t take. “We understand each other.”
 
   He didn’t understand me at all, but I was as done with him as he was with me, so I nodded. He called in his elf, who led me from the room and promptly handed me off to John Golly as if he were getting rid of a leper. I followed the ogre back down the long hallway, which seemed shorter on the return, down stairs, through rooms, along halls. Even though from the outside the Chapterhouse looked like an agglomeration of separate buildings, we never once went out of doors.
 
   I began to wish we had gone outside, for the inside was unnerving. One hall turned into stairs even as we walked; they went up, then they went down. In another hall, a tray full of food sailed out from a room, passed us, then went into another room, shutting the door behind it. We entered a room that had no other doors. When I turned around, there was no longer a door behind me. We sat in chairs for a few minutes until a new door appeared. 
 
   I tried to ask the ogre about all this, but he put me off with shrugs and head shakes.
 
   I tried to keep my mind on the problem at hand. I was under the thumb of the Chapterhouse and its Grandmaster. The lock must be all kinds of broken or he wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble to grab me. I did not doubt his threat to deliver me back to the executioner. And he was right—there was no way for me to escape the island.
 
   I did have some consolation, however. The lock had to be more than just magic, or his magicians would have opened it. Which meant I at least had a chance. I also had an opportunity.
 
   This island was a treasure chest three miles wide and I was set in the middle of it. Not to come away with something would be an insult, both to me and to Fortune. All around me were enough potions, amalgams and extracts to sell in a thousand markets, more scrolls and books than were held by my entire people. A score of ships could not carry it all away. 
 
   But I could carry away one. A single treasure. It was all my kit bag could carry, for that bag had the unique ability to make any one item placed inside it look like some other object. Handy for smuggling though ill-suited for wholesale looting. That one treasure could not be just any book or scroll. It must be rare. It must be potent.
 
   It must be in the Library.
 
   I would unlock Bernat’s door. Somehow, I would find a way to grab that one object that would make me rich. And the magicians would never even know it.
 
   Meanwhile, I pondered the weird, chaotic behavior of the Chapterhouse. It wasn’t difficult to imagine it as a great beast on whom some curse had been placed. It was not a house of madmen, but a house which was itself mad. It was a little absurd to imagine this patchwork being alive—it was barely even a structure—but this seemed to be the most natural way to think about it.
 
   We entered an oval room of moderate size in which nothing at all strange happened, except that a fire sprang up in the hearth as we entered. By local standards that was scarcely worth noting. Two doors led out, but there was a third that opened onto stairs that led downward into an inky blackness.
 
   That’s the way we went.
 
   I followed the ogre into the darkness, picking my way carefully. John Golly struck a torch and I saw the stairwell had been carved into the basalt and was obviously made for ogres—the steps were huge, the ceiling was high, and the door at the bottom was easily ten feet high. He opened it and motioned me inside.
 
   It was his room. Everything in it was huge, as you might expect. It was also carefully neat. The stone floor was covered with old rugs with complex but faded patterns in them. His enormous bed was clean, the bedding neatly tucked. A small table against one wall held a single book and a large candle. Near the opposite wall stood a bench and table on which dishes were arranged.  Faded tapestries hung from the black walls.
 
   He closed the heavy door, then pointed at a corner where stood a narrow wooden bed, about three feet long, with folded blankets. He had been expecting me.
 
   “Fat Bernat doesn’t know I’m down here, does he?”
 
   “No,” John Golly said.
 
   “That’s why you wouldn’t talk upstairs, isn’t it? The walls have ears and all that?”
 
   “Some of the walls are ears,” he said. I glanced over. He wasn’t joking.
 
   “Of course they are,” I said.
 
   “You sit, Quinn-the-Sprite. I have some food. We will eat and then we will talk, as comrades.”
 
   That made me raise an eyebrow. We were both ex-mercenaries, but the word ‘comrade’ was normally reserved for someone in your own company. He was extending a hand of friendship, but why?
 
   Protocol dictated we eat first, though. First break bread, then talk. He’d been friendly in warning me, and now he was willing to call me comrade, so the least I could do was to hear him out.
 
   The food was simple—cheese that was moldy, bread that wasn’t, and some truly excellent wine. I complimented him on it and he said it was Falernian, which made me smile again. Fat Bernat clearly did not know all that went on in his own house.
 
   We ate in silence, like old soldiers, paying attention to the business at hand. We signaled we were done by leaning against opposite walls. I sat on my bed; John Golly sat on the floor with his knees drawn up.
 
   “Thanks for the food,” I said. “Sailor grub is horrible and mage food was completely absent. Since I’m in your house, you should speak first.”
 
   He nodded and took a moment to gather his thoughts. Then he spoke, looking at me over the top of his knees.
 
   “You were arrested as a thief,” he said without reproach, “how did a tunneler end as that?”
 
   “Same as you, I’d guess,” I replied. “Dame Fortune had a fit of the giggles.”
 
   He stared at me for a moment, puzzled, then broke into a laugh. It was an ogre laugh, so it went like this.
 
   “Huh. Huh. Huh. Huh.” Like an ox cart going over ruts.
 
   “After Captain Jaeger was killed,” I said, “the Company split. I could see the whole thing was falling apart, so I got out. Went through my money faster than I meant to, then discovered I had a talent for relieving people of their excess wealth.” That last was not quite true. I had known I had this talent since I was young.
 
   “It’s not a bad life,” I added.
 
   “Until you get caught.”
 
   “Bernat was behind that. He set me up, or I’d still be free.” I smiled thinly. “I intend to thank him for that, somehow.”
 
   “The Wolves, too, are broken,” John Golly said. “The princes are strong and no longer need us as once they did. I stayed, for the Company had my condotte. My contract, you see.”
 
   I did. Contracts are contracts, pieces of paper worth little enough to most mercenaries—with pen and ink, one can say anything. But to an ogre it is much more. The condotte binds an ogre and he cannot break it. Only the other party can break the binding, and only via a complete loss of honor. Ogrish notions of honor are complex and only dimly understood by other peoples, myself included. But everyone knows this: nothing is more solid than a bonded ogre.
 
   “We Wolves were crushed near Riva del Garda, up against the mountain. We were only a handful by then, and Duke Sirmione had the Pavians with them.” Here the ogre favored the soldiers of Pavia with a spit. “Of eighteen, only the Captain and myself were left alive, for ransom.”
 
   He sighed like a bellows.
 
   “The Captain died in the cells at Castle Sirmione. I rotted there for two years, watching the lake seep through the stones. Then Grandmaster Bernat himself stood outside my cell and offered me a choice. I could be bound to the Chapterhouse or I could stay and die. It appears to be a choice he is fond of.”
 
   I was liking the big guy more and more. I liked his humor, how it sprang up unexpectedly. I liked his stoic courage. I could see the whole of those two years in his strange gray eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “The mages have used your bond to enslave you.”
 
   “It is not slavery,” he said.
 
   “Perhaps not quite, but they treat you badly—I see that much—and you would never have given your bond were you not in that prison.”
 
   “Truth.”
 
   I shook my head. Ogres take pride in their bond. It’s a strange thing, at least to a sprite, but they say an unbound ogre is a danger, a kind of rogue, without the opportunity to be honorable. Even with the mercenaries, John Golly was doing a task he regarded as honorable. 
 
   “Don’t you wish to be free of them?”
 
   “Certe,” he said, “but I have learned to accept this bond, even to value it.”
 
   “Truly? Fat Bernat and his sneering elf?”
 
   “Huh. Huh. Grandmaster Bernat believes I am bound to him, to the Order, but he made a mistake when he spoke the words. It is why I agreed. I am bound to the Chapterhouse, not to the mages.”
 
   He grinned sharply.
 
   “To this House.”
 
   He patted the floor with one immense hand.
 
   I grinned back. I appreciated the distinction even though I didn’t understand it. So I asked.
 
   “How can you be bound to an object? Doesn’t the oath have to be given to a living being?”
 
   He nodded to this, but frowned at the same time.
 
   “This is the difficult thing to explain,” he said. “When I gave my bond, I did think the Chapterhouse meant the mages. For a long time that is what I believed. But then the House began to talk to me.”
 
   “Over dinner? Or only on long walks?” 
 
   Ogres can’t really pull off a withering look, but they do a pretty good glare. He aimed one at me now.
 
   “All right,” I said, “no need to get angry. I thought you were joking.”
 
   “I am not. I told you it is difficult to explain, but I will try.”
 
   “And I will try to believe you.”
 
   “It is not talking as you and I do,” he said. He looked at me with cautious skepticism. I could hardly blame him for that.
 
   “It is,” he went on, “almost like dreaming. Sometimes when we dream we can remember words, phrases, even parts of conversations. Other times, we remember an emotion only, some feeling of joy or dread. Is it not the same with you?”
 
   I said it was.
 
   “In the first days, the House tried to tell me how it became aware it was alive. I still do not understand well, the explanations were more like sketches or half-heard tunes, but I have the general idea. When the House was built, the magicians used magic in the construction.”
 
   “Sure,” I said, “Why pay a carpenter when you can cast a spell? Lazy and cheap, that’s a wizard for you.”
 
   “Perhaps that is unfair, but magic is in the very foundations of this place. Over the years, new buildings went up, and new spells were laid down. More years passed, and repairs were needed, and now magic was woven even in places that were not previously enchanted.
 
   “The buildings became so old, even the spells themselves grew old and needed mending, and new wizards cast new magic to patch the old. Being as they are, they cast spells to repair spells at need, and then more magic to watch over those. The House was tending itself, although it was all a patchwork.
 
   “Gradually, who knows when for the House has no sense of time, something emerged that was greater than any one spell, greater than all the spells together. The House began to study itself, reading itself, reaching for understanding. It reached out for another intelligence and it found me.”
 
   His story was unlikely enough, but that last part was the most astonishing.
 
   “John Golly, it is well known ogres have no magic. How is it a talking house spoke to you?”
 
   “I do not know. It tried to talk to others, but only a little. I think the House regards them as dead in some way. Unimportant, at least. Perhaps it speaks to me because I have no magic.”
 
   Sure, why not? The whole business was absurd. Unbelievable, except ogres are not fools, despite what some humans think. If John Golly said something spoke to him, then it did. 
 
   “But there was a sickness from the start. You saw. Things are broken around here, and when too many parts broke or came loose, it affected the House’s ability to think, and this only made things worse. You saw.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “The mages did as well, but they decided—Grandmaster Bernat decided—that the Order was under some sort of attack. It is true there have been injuries.”
 
   “Falling through floors can result in that,” I said. He ignored me.
 
   “Then Grandmaster Bernat tried to lock the Library, our most precious possession, to protect it from attack, he said.” Here John Golly uttered something ferocious in his native tongue. “When he did that, he locked away the heart from the head. After that, all I heard were cries for help—screams, in a way. I cannot describe it, but the sensations haunt me, like hearing a wounded animal, or a child crying for its mother.”
 
   He stopped abruptly as if to catch his breath, though he had been speaking slowly enough. I was no longer skeptical. This man had heard something awful and tragic. That he was bonded to it by ogrish oath made it all the more terrible.
 
   “Before the House fell sick,” he said after a moment, “it said a word I do not know. Perhaps you do. Ungor.”
 
   “It’s not a word I know, sorry.”
 
   He tried again, pronouncing carefully.
 
   “Ungor.”
 
   He leaned forward as if expecting me to know it. His eyebrows raised. I said the word to myself, but I could come up with no meaning, though the word did seem distantly familiar. I shook my head.
 
   His face fell, which on John Golly was an entire production in itself. 
 
   “This is a disappointment. It is something of great importance. It will help the House, but I do not know what it is or where it is. I was hoping you would know the word, being a man of great learning.”
 
   “I am a man of great appetites,” I said, “which is not at all the same thing. I have traveled far, done much, but my learning has been somewhat … informal. But try again. The word?” He was so crestfallen, I thought there was no harm in humoring him.
 
   “Ungor,” he repeated, but he had already given up. He tossed the word without expectations, like a rock into a pond.
 
   Something rippled in me, but nothing surfaced. I tried to catch at the ghost of something, but it was gone.
 
   “Sorry, friend” I said. “Nothing.”
 
   He sighed. The sound made me sad.
 
   “Never mind. Maybe something will come to me. Let’s talk about the job. You said Bernat locked the Library, but something went wrong there, didn’t it?”
 
   He shook himself out of his reverie.
 
   “You will like this, comrade.”
 
   I took another drink of the Falernian wine.
 
   “Tell on,” I said.
 
   “Grandmaster Bernat gave orders to lock the Library doors. Those doors have stood open since … a long time. No one can remember when they were last locked. He gave his order to someone. That one regarded the closing of doors as beneath him, so he ordered an underling. Who ordered his underling. The order was passed from one to another to another until it fell on two poor apprentices so newly arrived they had no one whom they could command.
 
   “So they went to the Library and closed the doors. What happened next is a matter of much discussion, for the apprentices themselves seem to have disappeared. Whatever happened, the lock was triggered. When someone came looking for the apprentices, they tried the doors and could not open them. This was reported to their superior, who reported to his superior … you see.”
 
   I chuckled. Wizards.
 
   “Some of our mages tried, without success. Experts were called from afar. But each one who tried, only made things worse.
 
   “That is when Grandmaster Bernat called for a cincinnator. Oh yes, he knows what sort of sprite you are. I admit I put forward your name—you are famous, Quinn-the-Sprite, though you may not know it. Then I heard no more about it until I saw you come off that boat.”
 
   I stood and stretched my legs. That is, I made a show of stretching while I was trying to figure what to make of all this. I could understand what Bernat wanted out of it. He was on the verge of losing his Library. If the loss were discovered, he would be infamously shamed and the Black Isle would without doubt come under attack from a dozen different directions. Everyone would believe they could break in. Someone probably would. So he had to get his Library open again, quick and quiet. Which explained me.
 
   The ogre wanted to help the House—it still felt ridiculous to say it like that—but more than that, he was pledged to do so, for he was bound to it. Which did not explain me at all.
 
   “John Golly,” I said, “I believe you. But I am wondering what my part is in this.”
 
   “You must open the lock.”
 
   “Bernat already told me that joke.”
 
   “Inside, you will perhaps help me.”
 
   I shook my head and waved a wing at him.
 
   “That can’t happen. Bernat will be watching me all the time. I intend to steal something from the Library, something to pay me for my trouble. I can manage that much. It will be risky, but Bernat deserves to lose something for all this. But even I can’t manage to disappear for hours while we search the Library for something you don’t even know what it is.”
 
   He was unmoved by this.
 
   “I said ‘perhaps.’”
 
   “Hmph. So you did.”
 
   He sighed again and settled into a brooding silence. I let him be and paced around for a while. I was a little angry at him for telling me his tale, for complicating my affairs. I couldn’t help him. Helping myself was going to take all my skill and attention. I wasn’t worried about the lock itself—I really am the best—but I was very much worried that Bernat would contrive to break his deal. He would get his Library back and I’d land in prison again. That was more than enough to worry over, but somehow I couldn’t stop thinking about John Golly.
 
   The ogre did not deserve to be here. Bonded to a house, of all things. Bullied by that elf and by who knew how many others. 
 
   I said I was tired and we both turned to our beds. I lay there wondering how to open a broken lock, steal from magicians without getting caught, get a pardon from people who didn’t really want me to have it, and help an ogre who talks to buildings.
 
   I’m not sure why I was so concerned about him. If we had met in the tunnels at some siege, I would readily have killed him, or at least cut off a knee. I’m good with a slitknife. Instead, I was losing sleep over the lug.
 
   I felt sorry for him, with his condotte and his honor—he was in chains as surely as any slave, regardless of what he said. It was pure ogre and it was pure stupid. What bothered me more was how the wizards knew this, used it to exploit him, and would very likely would abandon him like old clothes. He had been a soldier. He deserved better. Anyone deserved better.
 
   Somewhere in there, I fell asleep.
 
   I dreamed of former days, fighting in the mountains along the River Adige, going into troll holes where the lightless air was putrid and the fighting was close and brutal. A nasty business. Then I was on the sand dunes of Pomerania, hunting orcs with a chill wind blowing in from the German Sea.
 
   The dream shifted and I was in prison, in a shamble of cells beneath Sirmione Castle, lake water seeping through the rocks. I was trying to open a lock that should have been easy, but for some reason refused to budge. In the cell next to me I could hear an ogre pounding on the heavy oak doors. I tried to tell him to be quiet, that I would let him out as soon as I picked this stupid lock, but he wouldn’t stop and the lock wouldn’t give.
 
   The pounding continued as I clawed my way toward wakefulness. I sat up.
 
   “Noble sir!” Pound, pound. “Most urgently I entreat you! A storm comes!”
 
   I grumbled my way to the door, then realized it was far too big for me to open. I went to the ogre and prodded him awake.
 
   “John Golly, wake up,” I said. “Somebody’s upset about the weather.”
 
   The ogre roused himself with grumbles, but he recognized the voice on the other side of the door and scrambled up. He pulled the door open. There stood a young human in a pale blue robe, eyes wide, one foot already on the stairs. He looked back.
 
   “Oh, John Golly,” he cried, “a storm comes. A procella venefica! You must hurry. Everyone is leaving. The Grandmaster is already gone. Oh, please do hurry, at once!”
 
   “Bernat ran out on us?” I yelled from behind John Golly. “Coward!”
 
   The youth barely glanced at me. “The last boat is about to leave. No one would come to warn you.”
 
   He was panting.
 
   “Run, Asperos,” John Golly said. “I will not leave. I am the Warden.”
 
   The young man’s face contorted in anguish. “There is no time!” he cried.
 
   “Then go!” John Golly’s voice shifted to a soldier’s command. “Run!”
 
   The kid in the blue robe jumped like a startled cat. He uttered an inarticulate cry and darted up the stairs. John Golly turned to me and gestured after the departing mage.
 
   “You are not a Warden,” he said. “If you fly, you can catch up. A wizard storm is no small thing.”
 
   He was right about that. The kid used the technical term, but ‘wizard storm’ was the common parlance. Such storms are extremely rare, once a century or so. No one knows what causes them, only that they arise somewhere in the depths of the Ocean, a deadly mix of natural and magical forces that can level a kingdom, according to the legends. 
 
   I could head for that boat, hope the boat got to the ketch without sinking, that the ketch could make landfall before the storm hit, and hope I found myself a nice, deep hole until it blew over. Then hope Bernat survived, that the Library survived, that the deal was still on.
 
   I’m just not that hopeful a fellow. Besides, Bernat still needed robbing.
 
   “I’ll stay, comrade,” I told John Golly. I didn’t bother him with the details.
 
   He looked hard at me. The goofy eyes and lumpy face no longer looked ridiculous; rather, his face looked serious and hard as a judge. He nodded once, and his face softened again.
 
   “Done,” he said. “Gather what you need. We should hurry.”
 
   It took me only a few moments to grab what I needed, and I left at a run. We bounded up the narrow, black stairs through an oppressive silence. The air was warm and unmoving, like a heavy blanket thrown over a sick man. I extended my underwings but recoiled at once. The stillness was not a calm, it was a held breath. It was cards stacked a thousand high waiting for a single touch. 
 
   We reached the main floor and entered the oval room. The wide hearth no longer held a cheery fire. Now, water gushed from it, flowing in a river across the room and out the door opposite. From that doorway came the sound of waterfalls.
 
   “Not that way,” John Golly said. I couldn’t decide if he was being ironic or simple. We went through the other door and plunged into a shriek.
 
   A keening filled the hall. It rose and fell in an anguished wail. It was like being inside a human throat, its scream tearing past. I was relieved when John Golly took the first available exit. The wail cut off as soon as he closed the door. 
 
   “What’s happening,” I asked as I trailed after him. 
 
   “The House is sick,” he said.
 
   “You say that as if it were an explanation.” I admit it sounded peevish.
 
   “The mages are all gone. The threads unravel and now there is no one to tie them together. The mind is going and the heart is locked away.”
 
   He stopped abruptly and looked down at me. “We must get out, quickly, or we may never get out. The House no longer knows me. Stay close, comrade.”
 
   He was wringing his hands as he said this. The sight of an ogre wringing his hands was the most worrying thing of all.
 
   “Lead on, brother,” I said. “I’ll be right beside you. If you don’t run.”
 
   The House was coming apart, the way someone descends into madness. It writhed and ranted and foamed. Just as a lunatic frightens most because he becomes a travesty of a man, so the House was becoming a grotesque parody of a building. A room became nothing but doors. Another bent and rolled, while a third, when we opened its door, was utterly filled with worms and dirt. We passed through a hall whose floor was made of reptilian scales, and it moved.
 
   My fae senses retreated, wings tucked tight, but I still sensed powerful forces at the edge of perception. A thrumming as of strong winds outside the walls. A pounding swirl, as of flood waters around a home. A sour smell, the stench of what lies inside walls and beneath cellars. All of it leaned against my senses like a great tree about to fall.
 
   I don’t know how John Golly managed to navigate through all this. I know we doubled back more than once, that he stopped repeatedly, like an elk that hears wolves crying on every side. I know he was talking to himself, and wringing his hands.
 
   And I know, at the last, I was running down a magnificent hall, which had carpeted floor and dark wooden walls that looked as old as the island itself. Tapestries hung along one side, flapping in no wind. There were no doors, only the long walls, John Golly up ahead, and oblivion behind.
 
   I’ve been in long hallways before. I am familiar with how the walls appear to narrow to some distant point of convergence, as they did here. But in this hall, that point was drawing steadily closer.
 
   I looked back and the ceiling seemed to cant downward, the floor slope up, the walls angle toward each other, until they met a mere fifty feet away. I ran harder. I dared not use my wings or I’d be swept under by the tidal waves of magic all around.
 
   I looked back and the ceiling, walls and floor met at a point not thirty feet away. I ran still harder.
 
   My heart was pounding furiously. I looked behind me again and the ending was even closer. I looked forward and saw John Golly standing in a doorway, with daylight beyond. But he was too far away. I knew I couldn’t reach him before the hall collapsed upon me. 
 
   I looked back again. I couldn’t help it. I knew every backward glance only slowed me down, but it is impossible not to look at oblivion when it’s on your heels.
 
   A few strides now. I wanted to scream. From pure instinct my wings started to open. In an instant, torrents of magic were at my mouth, ready to pour in and fill my lungs. 
 
   Then a bear-paw of a hand grabbed me. My vision blurred, and I was horizontal for a few seconds, slung at John Golly’s side. His feet thudded on the carpeted floor, then the sound changed and I saw daylight all around me. Still hanging at his side like a half-empty sack, I saw the doorway to the hall snap shut like a mouth. At its center was a black dot that hung in the air. It glowed, if blackness can be said to glow, then vanished altogether.
 
   John Golly put me down and looked at me with concern.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   I nodded, still too shaky to speak. I tore my eyes away from where the dot had been and looked around. The House still stood, with a gap like a missing tooth where the hallway had been. The House gave forth groans and crashes and tearing sounds as if an inanimate beast were dying. Which I suppose it was.
 
   I looked above the jumble of spires and rooftops to the westward horizon.
 
   The sky was a mix of unnatural colors and shapes. Great sweeps of cloud circled, charcoal gray bruised with deep reds and purples, shot through with stabs of blue lightning. Overhead, the clouds became a green miasma that glowed at the center. It felt like looking into Hell’s whirlpool. 
 
   I turned and looked eastward. Before us was an open space tiled with brick. At its center stood a huge black pyramid well over a hundred feet high. Typical of the House’s disjointed architecture, someone had stuck a limestone tower at the pyramid’s summit, that rose another fifty feet.
 
   I looked up at John Golly.
 
   “The Library,” he said. He, too, looked at the sky. “We had better get going.” 
 
   Even as we started across, rain began to spatter here and there with big, splashy drops, dotting the red bricks. 
 
   A short entryway pierced the pyramid ahead. Just as we reached it, a long explosion of thunder resounded, in repeated crashes, sounding like the workshops of Prometheus. Magical forces reeled above me, swooping like swallows, but they had not yet touched down.
 
   At the door, John Golly pulled and it opened easily. We dashed inside. Behind us, thunder rolled again and the patter became a downpour.
 
   “That was too easy,” I said as he closed the door. “I’m glad to stay dry, but weren’t the doors supposed to be locked?”
 
   “That was not the locked door.” He pointed. “That is.”
 
   I looked across a small antechamber. Light came from sconces, as if torches had been lit, but I saw no fire and we had struck no spark. I walked partway across the room, amazed by what I was seeing.
 
   Bronze doors, each five feet wide and thrice that height, were sectioned into panels. Into each panel was carved a scene of wonderful detail. Some scenes were horrible to see, others were beautiful, while still others were merely mystifying. Each was nearly life-like. In one, a man was bound to a tree while another threatened him with an upraised knife, a look of terrible rage on his face. In another, people fled a burning city. Near the top of one door, a prophet declaimed to an open-mouthed crowd, while down low another crowd looked upward in fear, pointing at something beyond the edge of the panel. I saw a goblin lecturing to a classroom of mermaids, a lone woman in the midst of a desert, weeping; her tears filled a well to overflowing. One panel was filled entirely by the face of a screaming man. Some of the panels were square, others rectangular, vertical or horizontal, all fitted together like a monstrous puzzle.
 
   As bizarre as the scenes were, I knew there was another layer. I opened my wings just a fraction, and the scenes came to life. In each panel, a miniature vignette was enacted: the people fled and the city burned,  tears actually fell from the woman’s face, the bound man died under the knife. Then a panel would blur and the thing would play again. 
 
   I moved nearer the door. I recognized this type of lock, although I had never encountered one so elaborate. Opening the lock was a matter of touching each panel at the right moment, to freeze the scene. Do it in the right order, and the lock opens. Do it in the wrong order and any number of things could happen. I’d heard about a few of them.
 
   I watched for a time, listening to the storm’s fury. Despite the swelling of forces outside, I kept my wings attenuated and was able to sense the magic of the doors without being overtaken by the storm.The basalt walls felt reassuring, but what I was seeing was not.
 
   The figures were starting to escape the boundaries of their panels. One of the mermaids climbed over the edge and dove into a neighboring lake. The people fleeing the fire escaped into the classroom. A knight on a horse rode at full gallop across scenes, waving his sword like a madman. The deep magic of the doors was coming apart, just like the rest of the House.
 
   “It’s broken, John Golly.”
 
   “Yes,” he said.
 
   We stared at each other a moment, but I gave that up. No sprite ever out-stared an ogre.
 
   “Look,” I said, “if it were locked properly, I could try. But it’s not locked properly, not at all. It’s not just coming apart, it’s melting together.”
 
   “Truly.” He nodded solemnly, as if he had come to agree with me on an obscure point of philosophy.
 
   “We can’t get in,” I said. I had to be as blunt as a club.
 
   “Yet, we must. The House is ….”
 
   I can take only so much stubborn ogrish repetition.
 
   “Assuredly! I have heard about the House! Too much about the House. Let it go, John Golly. We can’t save it. That storm outside, we’ll be lucky to save ourselves.”
 
   He was rocking side to side, one foot to the other, like an animal about to charge. I decided being quiet for a while would be a good idea.
 
   The thundering outside kept growing until now it was a continuous roar. Within that roar came a rattling hammer I recognized, though it was amazing I could hear it through the stone. Hail. Dangerous stuff for a sprite, and far worse when it’s magical. I hoped the pyramid would hold.
 
   I did my best to ignore everything external. I inspected each panel, using only my physical wings to rise to the higher sections, looking everywhere for some secret switch, some hidden clue. Anything to make this even slightly possible.
 
   The ogre began to pace, back and forth in front of the door, muttering to himself. I was at the last section of the right-hand door and had found nothing when he stopped, turned, and said, “We must get inside.”
 
   He clenched his fists and said it again. “We must get inside.”
 
   He kept repeating those words, not loudly, just to himself. I got worried about three seconds too late.
 
   He began to pound on the doors with his big fists.
 
   “Whoa, stop!” I cried. “Don’t do that! John Golly, halt!”
 
   I shouted in my best battlefield voice, which admittedly isn’t much, but the shout stopped him.
 
   He put his hands down, but they still curled into fists.
 
   And that’s when I had my idea.
 
   It was a mad idea, one of those notions that may be reasonable enough in one situation, but quite insane in another. I was pretty sure this was one of the ‘another’ situations.
 
   “Gian Galeazzo, of the Company of Wolves,” I tried to keep my voice of command. To my own ears I sounded a little hysterical.
 
   “We are tunnelers,” I said.
 
   He turned and looked at me then. 
 
   “We should tunnel.”
 
   And there was that needle-fanged smile.
 
   “I’ll have to go first,” I said. “Open a way into the panels. You stay close to me then, yes? Somewhere in there, we get to the real doors, maybe even to a real lock. It will seem we are within the doors, and we will be in one way. In another, we will still be right where we are standing. Once I open the lock, the doors will still need to be opened, and these will still be bronze doors. Too heavy for me, brother. You’ll have to pull or push or whatever makes sense to you at the time.”
 
   “First you, then me,” he said. “We get into the Library. Once we do that, then ….”
 
   “Stop. First we get inside. We can talk about then, then. I don’t know we’ll even get inside. Nobody has ever tried to go through a door, not a magical one like this.”
 
   I gestured at the doors, though I knew to the ogre they looked only like bronze doors. I wondered how he would feel once we stepped inside of them.
 
   A thunder-clap struck, impossibly loud. I knew at once it was more than natural, that the wizard storm was in full flood. The ground under my feet shuddered and a crack showed on the far wall.
 
   We looked at each other. We both knew there was little time. John Golly stepped aside and made an “after you” gesture. I could see the anxiety in his eyes. I knew I looked much the same because I could feel my heart trying to climb out of my throat.
 
   I stepped close to the doors. My wings fluttered out, tentatively at first. I felt the magical forces in the doors most directly. As a discordant harmonic came the howling storm, muted by the basalt but clawing inside through the crack. More distant still, a kind of pulsing from behind the bronze doors, which I could only guess was the Library itself. Why a library should pulse was beyond me, but this was the House and I was willing to accept most anything.
 
   I spread my wings further, and all the impulses strengthened. I had to focus my mind, to filter out the extraneous noise. I motioned John Golly to stand closer. When I made an opening, he needed to be near.
 
   “When I make an entry, you’ll see it. You’ll see the doors as they are now, but you’ll also see an opening. When you do, step forward. Don’t hesitate or I may lose you. Do you understand?”
 
   Silence.
 
   “I can’t hear you nod, John Golly.”
 
   “Huh. Huh.” That slow laugh. “I understand, Quinn-the-Sprite.”
 
   I kept my eyes on the door, took a breath, and opened all my wings.
 
   It was like a band striking up a hundred tunes at once. It was the flash of a thousand lightning bolts. It was the sudden reek of a city, a massive wave crashing down upon me. 
 
   I stepped through the opening, and all became still.
 
   “This feels strange, comrade. Does that mean it worked?”
 
   I smiled to hear-feel that deep voice rumble near by. I wished at that moment we had served together as comrades-in-the-tunnel. He was one I would choose to have at my side.
 
   I was inside the panels, all of them at once. The man with the knife and his victim, the lone woman, the goblin, the crowds. They all thronged around me, pawing at me like beggars in a marketplace. 
 
   I looked around for the lock, but I was surrounded and couldn’t see. The voices of the figures shrieked at me, tearing through my mind and body like a great wind, nearly sweeping away my sanity. For a time, all I could do was hold on, to keep my feet and contend with the forces roiling all around. Gradually I managed to create a tiny island to which I could cling. I reached behind, feeling for John Golly. He was right there.
 
   I began to see fragments of magic I could understand, and these I could manage. My tiny island grew. The reek of a troll ward, the green-grey of an elf lock, the sharp grating sound of some human’s alarm spell, the streams began to separate in my hands, the waves began to recede, the crashing faded into distant booms. My eyes saw through the madness to the lock itself, the steel and brass fitted into the Library doors.
 
   The mechanism was heartbreakingly beautiful. It was centuries old, with a cascade of pins and gears that ought to have been on a table somewhere for all to admire. Each fitted three or four directions into others; each required a step back for every two steps forward; the whole, I saw at once, so constructed as to reset to the beginning at the first mistake. With the crowd still raging around me, I could afford no mistakes. I glanced to the side and saw a volcanic abyss just beyond my feet. I glanced up and it was as if the entire universe was plunging downward at me. Thereafter, I didn’t glance much.
 
   My hands were steady, though. I tuned my ears to hear only what they needed to hear, my eyes to see only within the lock. The rest of the world receded. How long I worked I could not say; time itself seemed to ebb and flow. The lock spoke to me in whispers; I seduced it with caresses.
 
   The last pin snicked into place.
 
   “Now, John Golly,” I cried. I felt, within my body and all my senses, a massive force pressing into the bronze, as if I myself were being pushed open. There was no pain, but a feeling of alarm passed through me. I fought to let it by. I stepped forward and I was in the Library. 
 
   The door gave way with a crash. The panels shattered into hundreds of fragments, flying across the interior room. 
 
   In the next moment, I was being battered. We had opened the Library and its power now flowed outward. But at the same time, the Library was now open to the storm, whose full fury crashed down. It knocked me sideways, then forward. Great fists of magic pounded the walls and floor; the room spun; I spun. Books whirled into the air and I had a single, clear image of a heart being torn out of an open breast. 
 
   Seas of violet and charcoal surged around me, now distant, now at my feet, now crashing over me. Gales of wind swooped down, wide streamers of mud-brown or rotted green, flowing in every direction. I fought vertigo, as one instant I floated high above and the next instant I was buried deep beneath. I was a sparrow in a storm, a plaything of alien gods, a soul lost in Hell. I fought back, flailing like a man falling from a cliff.
 
   I crashed into a set of shelves and bounced. Something cracked me in the head hard enough that all I heard for a moment was a bright ringing. I blinked, looked around, and saw John Golly picking himself up off the floor. He saw me.
 
   “Are you hurt, brother?”
 
   “No,” I lied, getting to my feet. I was hurt, but not bad enough to comment. I touched my head then examined my fingers. No blood. At my feet was a broken panel; the face of the screaming man looked up at me, his mouth frozen. I stared at this a moment, then another thunderclap startled me into action.
 
   John Golly motioned and started forward. The chamber in which we stood was being pummeled by winds, on the back of which rode a terrible magical energy. It raged through the room. Flames danced along the shelves, consuming scrolls, even as tiny whirlwinds tore apart books and miniature downpours soaked parchments. At the same time, magical books seemed to call the storm’s energy to themselves, transforming even as they flew about the room. Normally, spells need a mage to voice them, but this place was far from normal. The storm was beginning to rouse the magic contained in the Library, which held a thousand years’ worth of the stuff.
 
   I hurried after John Golly, afraid that if I lost sight of him, I might not ever find him again. He strode between shelves, writing tables, and enormous walls of books, until he reached a pair of stone staircases, one going up, the other going down.
 
   He went down.
 
   The magical lighting was still working here, and it was needed, because we were descending a stone well. The steps were hewn from the island itself—black stone, the middle of each step worn smooth by centuries of feet. We went down one level after another. The sound of the storm grew fainter, but I still felt the magical tides swirling above, as if the sea itself had swept over the island. Sooner or later, those forces would come down after us.
 
   So I had to ask.
 
   “Where are we going? And what will we do there? Some secret tunnel to the mainland?” I admit that last question was mere wishing.
 
   “I do not know what we will do, but we go to the bottom level.”
 
   “Of course we do,” I muttered.
 
   We spiraled down the well, moving as quickly as we dared. One stumble and we would pitch out into the void.
 
   Every twenty or so stairs was a landing and a door going off to the side. Torches flickered into life as we passed. I caught glimpses of chambers receding into shadow, one filled with books, another with flasks and alembics, another with huge parchments hung like curtains.
 
   “How are we supposed to find a thing when we don’t know what it is?”
 
   “By looking.” John Golly seemed surprised at my stupidity. “It is downstairs.”
 
   “How far downstairs?”
 
   “At the bottom.”
 
   Of course.
 
   “And how far is that?”
 
   “I do not know. I have never been. It was not permitted.”
 
   Deep breath.
 
   “We’d best hurry, Quinn-the-Sprite. The storm will follow us.”
 
   We went on. And on. I lost count of the levels. The side halls with their dusty shelves became mere rooms, then hardly more than alcoves holding a few parchments. The lights gave out, and John Golly had to tear one from the wall to carry with us. Even the steps grew rough, scarcely trodden. The place smelled musty, damp, and I realized we must now be well below the surface of the sea.
 
   I could still sense the storm above. The sensation of being buried—beneath stone, beneath water, beneath magic—was strong. The thought made my stomach roll over. I pushed the thought away, lest real panic set in.
 
   And then, there were no more stairs.
 
   We stepped into a room that was little more than a cell, only a few ogre paces across. The walls were the same rough, black basalt as the stairs, but on the floor was a smooth circle. I bent closer.
 
   “Bring the light down here,” I said.
 
   The circle was smooth and black, like glass, about three feet across with letters running around the edge. The lettering was a dark gold. In the center of the circle was a handle, also of black glass.
 
   I looked up at the ogre.
 
   “Ungor?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   I looked again at the inscription. I recognized the lettering, though I had never seen it outside a single elvish book back in my home country. The letters flowed in delicate undulations, the words run together, highly abbreviated, readable only to fae folk, and to few enough of them. But I could read them, and I knew their nature. I should have known from that word John Golly had not understood. Ungkar, in the original. 
 
   Anchor. The word was Atlantean. So was the writing on the glass circle. 
 
   Atlantis sank centuries ago, everyone knows this. But there have always been stories—that its inhabitants sank with it and survived and became the merfolk. That it went over the Ocean, washed up against some unknown continent. Even that it did not sink but rather flew up into the sky and lives among the stars. 
 
   And one story, common among the fae—that Atlantis sank in a great catastrophe, that the inhabitants, some of them, escaped in ships to arrive in Europa, to become known as the fae folk. The pixies have a legend that bits of Atlantis broke away, lost at sea, but who believes a pixie?
 
   I supposed I did now. I was standing on a piece of Atlantis itself.
 
   I studied it. What was it locking? My heart raced a little at the thought of what treasures might be on the other side of that glass disk. What could possibly be on the other side, and why was the House somehow constrained by it? I let my restless mind puzzle at this for three long moments, but I was too exhausted to think more. Open it first. Think later.
 
   At the center of the circle was a handle, set into the glass. To take hold of it I would have to stand on the circle itself, so I looked up at John Golly and gestured to it.
 
   “Might as well start with the obvious,” I said. “See if you can pull it open.”
 
   John Golly stood at the edge of the disk, bent down, and placed one paw on the handle—it was too small for both his hands.
 
   He pulled, but it did not budge. He pulled again. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Try twisting it,” I said, even as he did so.
 
   The handle twisted as smoothly as if it were freshly greased. It rotated a full turn and came away in his hand, and the whole room shuddered, then lurched, throwing John Golly against the wall and knocking me on my back. The torch went out and the room filled with darkness. Deep booms sounded irregularly, as of a thunderstorm beneath the sea.
 
   I wasn’t hurt. I stood. Some sort of strange vertigo overcame me, as if the floor tilted, or I was suspended on a giant swing. I held my hands out, edged my way by quarter-steps until I touched a wall. With my back against the stone I should have felt better, but the wall itself was vibrating.
 
   Solid rock should not vibrate.
 
   “Are you all right, John Golly?” I said. My voice sounded muffled, as if in a coffin.
 
   “I am unhurt,” the ogre said. His big voice seemed to move the walls back a little.
 
   “I don’t know what just happened, but I’d be glad to think upstairs is a better idea than staying here.”
 
   “Agreed,” he said.
 
   I edged along the wall until I found the doorway, then the stairs. I had John Golly go first, as I did not want him to stumble over me in the dark.
 
   We climbed slowly, all too aware of the increasing height as we went. We were climbing in a spiral around the edge of a deep well, with only a sheer drop on the inside, and we couldn’t see. So I stayed to the outside, with one hand on the wall. The blackness was disorienting; my hand on the wall was the only sure thing. Each stair felt uneven; the stone itself felt untrustworthy. I kept thinking of floors that were not floors, of walls that shifted. In that black pit, disaster seemed not only possible but imminent.
 
   The landings were worse. The stairs would end. I felt forward with my foot looking for the next stair. I had to edge further and still further, expecting at any moment to feel air beneath it. Then my hand would encounter emptiness—the opening to whatever chamber lay at that level—and I had several endless seconds of traversing empty space in a void, until my hand at last touched another wall.
 
   Near the bottom, we talked each other through this, using our voices to guide one another as well as to keep up our spirits as best we could. John Golly said the House was raving like a lunatic, and this seemed to worry him more than the drop to oblivion that awaited a foot or two to our left. By the middle levels, the noise of the storm increased and it became impossible to have a conversation. All we could do was to shout a word or two. We soon gave that up as well. With all the magical energy raging around us, we could not trust even our own voices.
 
   Eventually, we began to see light, first as a mere point, growing slowly larger. It was a nimbus that hung above like some bizarre noonday sun, but no sun was ever this color. It pulsed, changing in size, intensity and coloration. Reaching down from it came long smoke-like tendrils that twisted and glowed. They seemed to grope blindly, and when they encountered a doorway they curled inside, seeking inward to whatever mystical forces lay there. Some burned incandescent at what they found, while others went dark and vanished.
 
   We watched this, horrified, wondering how we were to get past such monstrosities, then John Golly spoke quietly.
 
   “I think, comrade, we might rest here for a little while.”
 
   I actually sighed out loud in relief.
 
   “Yes,” I said, “or maybe even go down a level.”
 
   There was enough light for me to see him nod. We watched the progress of the tendrils and listened to the storm shriek.
 
   At some point, listening to the island growl, I fell into an uneasy sleep. I had quick, vivid dreams that gradually eased, but I remember only one. In it I was rocking gently. I was in a boat. Although I hated boats, this one brought me to a safe harbor, where I listened to the wild storms abate, saw the clouds disperse, and at length perceived a velvet sky full of stars pulled over me like a blanket.
 
   I awoke to full light of day and I was outside. The sky was cloudless overhead, though cloud castles sat on the horizon all around, massive and white. The island itself was littered with debris—bits of door, chunks of stone, furniture, cloth, glass, all in clumps and piles as if some peevish giant had kicked the whole thing over. Stumps of buildings remained here and there, most of stone. The ones made of basalt seemed to have weathered the storm better, but nothing was unscathed.
 
   “I’m so sorry, John Golly,” I said.
 
   “Why?” He sounded genuinely surprised.
 
   “The House. It’s destroyed.”
 
   He chuckled.
 
   “The House is not destroyed. It is healed.”
 
   I looked more closely, but all I could see was ruination.
 
   “It doesn’t look all that healed to me, comrade.”
 
   “Oh that,” he said, waving a dismissive hand at the jumble, “that was never the House. That is, I mean, the House was never merely that. I did explain.” 
 
   He did, but I wasn’t about to admit I didn’t understand the explanation.
 
   “Sure. But, well, all this destroyed.” I gestured at the same jumble.
 
   He didn’t speak for a moment. I looked up at him and he was frowning with concentration. At least, I think it was a frown. His eyebrows were at the same level.
 
   “When I shave my beard,” he said slowly, “am I not still Gian Galeazzo?”
 
   “Of course.” I frowned in my turn. The ogre was working some sophistry or other.
 
   “When you trim your fingernails, are you any less Quinn-the-Sprite?”
 
   “I don’t trim my fingernails,” I said equably, “I sharpen them.”
 
   “My apologies. Your fingernails even so are lessened in the sharpening, yes?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yet, you are no less yourself.”
 
   “Is it too much to hope we are coming to some sort of point, comrade?”
 
   “No, it is not too much to hope. A point is a small thing for which to hope, I think.”
 
   I consciously refrained from sighing. Also from shouting.
 
   “These buildings were like dirt under your nails, like debris in my beard. Most lessened the House rather than increased it. Most were encrusted with spells that only confused the House. The House is still the House with them gone. Perhaps it is more.”
 
   “More than itself?”
 
   “In a way, yes. The House has always been more than a house, more than a hundred houses. More, indeed, than the entire Chapterhouse. This is a new thing, I have just learned. The House has always been also the island itself.”
 
   I couldn’t find a way to reply to that. Every witticism faltered. Every question died in my mouth. My brain could only toss the thing around aimlessly. An island was also a house which was also a living being? The question flopped around in my mind like a fish out of water.
 
   “You see,” John Golly continued, as if I did see, “the island itself is magical, a magic deeper and more ancient than the Chapterhouse. When the Chapterhouse began to be more spell than reality, the island responded in ways I cannot even begin to describe. In fact, I’m not sure that’s even correct. Perhaps the Chapterhouse and the island grew together like siblings. However that might have been, they are a single entity now—Chapterhouse and island. Togther, the House, connected through the Library.
 
   “The House speaks to me now more clearly than ever before, as one that wakes from a fever dream. The House is free now and it sings with freedom.”
 
   I admit, I sort of stopped listening after the bit about house and island. Not out of incomprehension. Certainly not out of disrespect or disinterest. Rather, my mind was bolting down other avenues.
 
   This wasn’t just an island. It was a piece of Atlantis, and that affected everything. This thing John Golly called House, this was a unique entity, the only intersection between the magic of Atlantis and the magic of Europa, and a living one at that. It was a treasure literally beyond all price.
 
   None of that, though, was the strange part. The strange part was this.
 
   I was going to let them go.
 
   John Golly and his talking House. I was going to pretend like I’d never heard of them. I didn’t even know how to get off the wretched island, nor how I was going to explain myself to King Charles, still less how I was going to escape the Order. But I was going to let them go.
 
   Because I was fae, and the island was part of Atlantis. Because the House could so easily be killed, and there were a hundred people I could name who would do it from pure greed. And because John Golly was my comrade.
 
   That last one, most of all.
 
    
 
   I spent long hours in the empty courtyard outside the pyramid while John Golly reconnoitered the island. I have to confess my mind was already working on how I would get back inside the Library to steal something. Getting in was not the problem. Getting out again was. Prospects were dim. I was confident I could fool Fat Bernat—I could steal the mustache from under his nose—but the House was another matter entirely. It was likely to notice.
 
   It was near sunset on the first day that John Golly found me there, still thinking.
 
   “The House has a gift for you,” he said.
 
   “Land?”
 
   “Not yet. Something useful, though. You are owed payment. We cannot give you a royal pardon, but this should give you enough money to buy protection.”
 
   He reached into a pouch and opened his big hand. In it lay a ruby as large as a goose egg. It glowed in the sunlight like a heart.
 
   “There is more to it than size and beauty,” he said, as I took it. The stone was strangely light.
 
   “The House says to show it to the dwarves. They will know how to value it.”
 
   I stared at the stone. Anything of value to the dwarves was going to be valuable indeed.
 
   “Thank you,” I said. “Er, thank the House.”
 
   “You are owed payment,” he said, and he would say no more about it.
 
    
 
   I explained to John Golly about Atlantis, the floating continent. The island must have broken off from it in the last days. The pixies were right.
 
   “All the fae folk come from Atlantis,” I told him. “We all tell different stories about how we landed in Europa; maybe some of us came on this island. It must have run aground, and the first wizards bound it, so they could use it.”
 
   “Like they bound and used me,” John Golly said in an ursine rumble.
 
   “The House must have figured out what had happened. You said the island was part of the House, right? When I was down there, I could feel some power I’ve never felt before. It was cold and dead and heavy. When I opened the lock, it tried to drag me down.”
 
   “Me also.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why the House wanted that final lock undone. It needed to get loose. Something was coming up from beneath the sea, and getting into the House.” 
 
   “I wonder what it was,” John Golly said. “I wonder if it will come up somewhere else.”
 
   I shrugged, and he shrugged in reply.
 
   “We are free of it now, though,” he said. “We are free of it all.” But he was frowning.
 
   He turned and looked out at the western horizon, thinking his slow ogre thoughts.
 
   “Does the island float now, like Atlantis?”
 
   “It doesn’t exactly float, but it does not sink. It sails. With some practice, you may be able to steer it.”
 
   I watched the frown slide away as he turned this over in that deep pool of a mind. A peaceful look spread over his features.
 
   “I can go where I please.”
 
   “Yes, brother.”
 
   “No man owns me.”
 
   “No, brother.”
 
    
 
   He set me down a week later on an empty beach on the Galician coast. Neither of us tried to pretend we would meet again. 
 
   “Goodbye, Quinn-the-Sprite.”
 
   “Goodbye, brother.”
 
   I crossed the narrow, deep waters, calm blue under a calm sky, and landed on some low rocks. When I turned around, the island was already moving away. A fishing boat appeared, then another, watching but not coming near to this land mass that had not been there in the morning. Despite the onshore breeze the island moved steadily out to sea.
 
   King Charles and the Magistri Miraculorum both assumed Quinn of Clan Five was lost when the island itself was overwhelmed by the storm. That’s what they thought, and I saw no reason to try to inform them otherwise. I did take the stone to the dwarves of Chur. The payment I received is beyond my ability to describe, but I can say that I never again worried about that royal pardon.
 
   Over the years, from time to time and in the oddest places, I hear songs of the Floating Isle and the creature who lives there. I am always glad to hear the stories. I even believe some of them. It strengthens my spirit to think of John Golly standing atop that pyramid tower, riding across calm seas beneath enormous white clouds spread like sails across the sky, talking with his island-house. 
 
   Free.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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